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Today of course is the first day of Lent, a season of preparation for the remembrance of Jesus’ passion and death and the celebration of his resurrection on Easter Sunday.  Earlier this week I received an email card that reads, “I hope your forty days of shame, penitence, and self-denial are going well.  Happy Lent” (.

Often during Lent many of us do one of two things.  First, many of us give up something we normally enjoy—like sweets or alcohol or meat or television.  I once gave up caffeine for Lent and on Easter morning the coffee made me so wired that I was practically jumping up and down.  Paul Walker told me this morning that when he was ordained he received a letter from a priest friend of his that stated, “Never give up beer for Lent.”
The second thing many of us do during Lent is make a concerted effort to do something we do not normally do.  It may be to pray more, give more to the poor, fast once or twice a week, read Scripture more, go to church more, be nicer to people, stop talking back to your parents, etc.  
Certainly during Lent giving up something we normally enjoy or doing something we do not normally do may be helpful, but often these things focus on what we will or will not do for God, and they fall short of what Lent is all about.
Ultimately Lent is not about what we can do or not do for God, but rather what God has done and not done for us.  Ultimately Lent is about what Paul wrote in today’s epistle lesson from II Corinthians: “Be reconciled to God.”  We cannot reconcile ourselves to God by what we do or do not do for God.  We can only be reconciled to God because of what God has done and not done for us.

In II Corinthians 5:21 we see what God has done for us: “For our sake he (God) made him (Jesus) to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  
In his Letter to the Romans Paul further describes how we are reconciled to God through Jesus Christ: “God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us… For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life” (Romans 5:8, 10).
Perhaps for some of you this Lent God is neither calling you to do anything in particular or nor calling you not to do anything in particular.  Perhaps for some of you this Lent is about being assured by God that you have been reconciled to him, that you have been forgiven, that he took care of your sin already on the cross, that yes, he actually loves you enough to die for you.
Perhaps this Lent the thing you need is not a devotional booklet or a checklist of spiritual activities.  Perhaps this Lent God wants to assure you by the power of the Holy Spirit that you are so, so loved by God.

We can be reconciled to God because of what God has done for us.

In addition, we can be reconciled to God because of what God has not done for us, as we read tonight in Psalm 103:10—“He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our wickedness.”  
Scripture is clear that the wages, or paycheck, of sin is death.  I remember getting my first paycheck when I was sixteen and working for a landscaping company called Clippers.  It was my first official paycheck with my name typed on it, and I drove home, tired and sunburned in my old ’74 Chevy with no air conditioning and my AM-only radio turned up loud, feeling very good about my life.  
The paycheck for our sins, however, is death, a paycheck all of us have earned by our sin.  But when Jesus died on the cross for our sins, he erased our name on the death paycheck and put his name on it instead.  As we read in tonight’s Scripture readings, instead of dealing with us “according to our sins,” God dealt with our sin on the cross as Jesus, who knew no sin, became our sin for us.  And instead of rewarding us “according to our wickedness,” God took upon himself the reward of sin, and made us righteous through Jesus Christ.  
In other words, as the Old Testament prophet Isaiah prophesied, Jesus “was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole… and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:5, 6b).  

In today’s Gospel lesson from the Sermon on the Mount Jesus teaches us that we are to give, pray, and fast in secret and that our Heavenly Father will reward us if we do.  That is absolutely true, and I’ve heard many Ash Wednesday sermons that encourage us in Lent to make a concerted effort to give, pray, and fast.  I’ve preached that myself.   

But giving, prayer, and fasting are not to be done just during Lent, but all year long—and they are not things we do to improve our standing with God, but things we do in response to what God has done for us in Jesus’ death on the cross for us.  We give in response to the love God showed us as Jesus openly gave his life on the cross for us.  We pray in response to the love God showed us as Jesus openly prayed for us as he was crucified, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).  We fast in response to the love God showed us as Jesus fasted not just from certain foods, but from all his divine power as he emptied himself, took the nature of a servant and died on the cross (Philippians 2:6-8).    
So this Lent, regardless of what we are planning on doing or not doing for God, we can remember what God has done and not done for us.  God made Jesus, who knew no sin to be sin for us, and God “has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our wickedness,” but instead took that upon himself on the cross.  Through Jesus’ death on the cross God did for us what we cannot do for ourselves, so that we could be reconciled to God.  

In a few minutes we will do the imposition of ashes in which we remember that we are dust and to dust we shall return.  Being reconciled to God is what gives us hope in the midst of our mortality.  Being reconciled to God through Jesus Christ means we have the hope that even though we will return to dust, we know Jesus Christ will someday return and raise us up to be with him forever.  And at the hour of our death it will not matter what we did or did not do for God during Lent.  What will matter is what God has done and not done for us in Jesus Christ.  What will matter is that we are reconciled with God.
If you have received God’s gift of reconciliation through Jesus Christ, perhaps this Lent God wants to reassure you of that; and if you have not, you can receive that gift of reconciliation to God through faith in Jesus Christ, as Paul wrote in tonight’s reading, “Now is the day of salvation!”  Let us pray…
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