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What are you giving up for Lent?  Have 
you picked anything you will try to do 
without for the next 40 days as an act of 
discipline?  Or maybe you’re not giving 
something up but have decided to make a 
change in your life.  Have you identified 
any specific ways you plan to clean up 
your life?  I shared in a Faith Family 
email this morning about the KonMari 
method of tidying up.  Marie Kondo is a 
Japanese consultant who has written 
books and has her own hit Netflix series 
all on how to tidy up the stuff we have in 
our homes.  Lent is definitely an 
opportunity for us to practice discipline, 
disciplines of letting go of the things that 
are unhealthy for us or distract us from 
God.  Lent is a time to take on the 
discipline of self-examination and 
repentance, prayer and fasting, sacrificial 
giving and works of love.  Lent is a time 
when we can roll up our sleeves and get 
to work, not doing KonMari on our 
houses, but on our hearts, tidying up the 
sinful mess within.  But before we 
consider giving up something, or tidying 
up, or self-examination, repentance, 
prayer, fasting, sacrificial giving, and 
works of love… we gather tonight for 
one reason… to draw near to God.     

That’s why we are here, to draw near to 
God.  We draw near to God because we 
know that we have sinned.  “Have mercy 
on me, O God” the Psalmist proclaims, 
“For I know my transgressions, and my 
sin is ever before me.  Against you alone 
have I sinned, and done what is evil in 
your sight, so that you are justified in 
your sentence and blameless in your 

judgment.”  We read from Matthew 
about Jesus’ condemnation on hypocrisy, 
literally, “pretending.”  Giving alms is 
good, but giving in order to be seen and 
admired by others is a sinful act of 
pretending to care more for those in need 
than you do about yourself.  Praying is 
good, but praying in order to be seen and 
admired by others is a sinful act of 
pretending that you trust in God more 
than you trust in yourself.  Fasting is 
good, a powerful spiritual practice, but 
fasting in order to be seen and admired 
by others is a sinful act of pretending to 
live sacrificially for God instead of for 
yourself.  Lent is a time that has special 
focus on taking our sin seriously because 
sin is serious.  The Apostle Paul reminds 
us that the wages of sin is death!  And so 
tonight, on the doorstep of our Lenten 
journey, we draw near to God because 
we trust that God takes sin very seriously 
and that it is only by the grace of God 
that we are saved.  The Psalmist 
continues, “Create in me a clean heart, O 
God, and renew a right spirit within me.  
Cast me not away from your presence, 
and take not your Holy Spirit from me.  
Give me the joy of your saving help 
again, and sustain me with your 
bountiful Spirit.”  We draw near to God 
because it is only by the grace of God 
that we have life.   

That’s why we are here, to draw near to 
God.  We draw near to God because we 
know that we are dust and to dust we 
shall return.  These are the words we 
hear as we are marked with a cross of 
ash on our foreheads.  Challenging 
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words, difficult words for us to hear.  
Simply put, they remind us that we will 
die.  It’s not meant to scare us.  It’s not a 
threat.  It’s not a statement of “carpe 
diem,” urging us to seize the day and 
make the most of each moment.  The 
words and the cross of ash on our 
foreheads are meant to draw us near to 
God.  We draw near to God because it is 
only by the grace of God that we have 
life.   

So tonight, as we join in a lengthy litany 
that brutally and honestly bears our 
sinful souls before God, followed by 
time spent in silence for reflection and 
self-examination, draw near to God, 

because it is only by the grace of God 
that we have forgiveness.  And as you 
receive a cross of ash on your forehead, 
hearing the words spoken to you, 
“remember that you are dust and to dust 
you shall return,” draw near to God, 
because it is only by the grace of God 
that we have life.  As you come to the 
table, a table of abundance where bread 
is broken and wine is poured, where 
Jesus body and blood are broken and 
shed for you, a table where God is the 
host and all are welcome, draw near to 
God.  Whether you are giving up or 
tidying up, draw near to God, and know 
that God draws near to you.   


