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	Ash Wednesday Meditation
The Lord my Creator took me as dust from the earth, and formed me into a living being, breathing into me the breath of life. God honored me, setting me as ruler upon earth over all things visible, and made me companion of the angels. But Satan the deceiver, using the serpent as instrument, enticed me by food - parted me from the glory of God, and gave me over to the earth and to the lowest depths of the earth. But in compassion, O Savior, call me back again!

Prayer,

Lord, we are made of dust and ashes and to dust and ashes we will one day return. Let ashes be a sign of our mortality and our penitence, so that we may remember that only by Your great and loving gift are we given everlasting life, through Jesus Christ, our Savior. Amen.
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Note For Ash Wednesday
No one is too fond of exams in school (including college) but exams make it so that we can see what we are learning and what we was not learning. 

Ash Wednesday is the beginning of Lent. Lent is a time of self-examination. It’s not a long time, just six weeks (not counting Sundays). But Lent affords us an opportunity to take a needed honest look at ourselves and our lives and bravely look at what things really are wrong. What Lent calls - Penance.

One reason is so that we stay honest and realize that we need Jesus Christ’s forgiveness. Another reason is to see how we can live more like Jesus calls us to live. And so we come to some of the disciplines of Lent. They are study, prayer, fasting and acts of charity.

Prayer is key. It has always been especially interesting to me that Jesus - even though He Himself was God - would take time to go off and pray. He would spend a day healing people another day preaching and teaching - then he would go off and pray. Prayer keeps us connected with God and with our source of power.

In Lent we want to make it a regular, purposeful action. 

Study is simply taking some time to study the Word of God. This always includes the Bible and should include some guided devotional material or Bible study. There are all kinds of them. In years past our church has had Bible reading challenges and challenges to listen to the Bible on tape through Lent. Quite a few people have done it. 

The key thing is that if you decide to spend extra time studying, you need to set a time and a habit. I find that for me, I have to do it early in the morning otherwise I get too wrapped up in the rest of the day’s jobs and activities that it never gets done otherwise.

Fasting is something that we don’t do much nowadays. But it is a remarkable spiritual tool. A Lenten fast could be no food one day a week through the season, or cutting out some particular food. The reason this is useful is twofold. One - the one hand, fasting develops a discipline. It seems that when you discipline something physical dealing with your body, other things become easier to discipline.

The second thing is that for some reason I do not understand, some of the most powerful spiritual experiences I have had came during or sometime after fasting. Maybe the awareness all day of why you are fasting acts as a long term prayer - I don’t know. But some of the more important insights about myself and the world around me have been associated with fasts. It has been helpful to fast just before a really big and difficult task or important decision. I have also found that a couple of the most important and seemingly most impossible and biggest prayers I have ever had answered were associated with fasting.

Acts of charity - almsgiving. Perhaps this is like fasting because you give away something to help someone else. That something can be volunteered time, money, or possessions that can help someone else. 

Extra giving helps you not to be under the control of the things you own. When you give something away, that something has no power over you.

Giving also helps you to put other people’s needs above your comfort and wants.

Acts of charity helps you to take your focus away from yourself.

Lent is an opportunity. Through prayer, study, fasting, acts of charity or some combination of things we can honestly examine ourselves and let the spirit of God become more at home in us.
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Lent-Busy-Ness
Everyone is busy. Everyone tells me how busy they are and I believe them. This is a good thing and a bad thing. It is a good thing because it means that so many people are not lazy and they are doing good things.  Busy-ness is a bad thing because buy-ness has a way of causing people to lose track of just where their busy-ness is taking them. For example, you could be very busy swimming in a lake. But every now and then you need to get your head up out of the water and see where you are going so that you can make whatever course corrections you need to make. So also in all areas of life which is one of the opportunities of Lent. It is a time to step back and see were you are going - especially to see if there are sinful and evil tendencies in your life that are taking you in directions you don’t really want to go.

It is interesting that it just so happens that the Christian season of Lent is same the time of year that the ancient Japanese Samurai warriors would take time away from their lives and “contemplate the cherry blossoms.” They would take time in the spring to consider where they were going as Samurai - was it only for glory, for wealth, for power - or was it to serve the causes of right and to protect people. They found that fasting would help them to develop disciplines that would keep them from simply following their own desires and thereby keep their focus on higher values and motivations in life.

During Lent take some time to think about where you are going. Is it where God is calling you? At Christ Lutheran we have made a booklet entitled, “How about Lent?” It talks about the purpose of Lent and about six practices of Lent: prayer and meditation, study, fasting, special commitments, good deeds and almsgiving, and Church activities. (If you want a copy just to return an e-mail and I will send it out right away.)

Lent can be a 40 day opportunity to get your head up out of the water and see where you are going - and to make the necessary course changes.
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Holy Week
There is that odd mystery of Holy week - how come so many people were cheering when Jesus came in on Palm Sunday and then how come so many people were shouting “Crucify Him!” only five days later? Some have suggested that it was two different crowds. But maybe not...

I have an acquaintance (Forrest Mims III) who is the Chairman of the Environmental Science section of the Texas Academy of Science. Last month they gave an award to an ecologist professor named Dr. Pianka as the best scientist for that year. To be fair, he earned the award, he has written many papers and books on ecology in deserts and about lizards and so on.

As part of the award he addressed the Academy of Science and university students for 45 minutes. His speech was not about his work. Instead he told how he believes that human beings are the scourge of the earth - that we are no more important than bacteria, but doing a lot more damage. (You have probably already heard that kind of stuff before) but he believes that the earth must be saved.

His proposed solution is for scientists who really care, to develop an air-borne version of the ebola virus and release it into the world in order to kill off 90% of the human race. In order to save the world he thinks we should kill 5.5 billion people. He suggested ebola since it is fast - but he seems to have forgotten that it is like dying of torture as it turns internal organs into liquid.

Now of course, I think the guy is a nut - he may be smart nut - but he’s a nut; so does Forrest. But here is the strange and troublesome part. When Dr. Pianka got done with his speech to the several hundred academy members and college students he got a standing ovation with cheers. Since then, some of his students have spoken on how much they adore his thoughts and one has even started a web site supporting this whole idea.

This is strange. That audience was applauding a guy who wants 90% of them to die. They were applauding a suggestion to kill 90% of the human race.

My acquaintance is concerned because he thinks that like Charles Manson some follower with access to deadly viruses may get depressed and decide to make the world better by releasing it. I’m actually not too worried about that.

But what I am concerned about is how a large group of highly intelligent people of all ages would rise to applaud ideas like that. These are some of the best minds in the world. Sure, some of those people probably just joined the standing ovation because other people were doing it - but that is just as much of a concern.

Maybe this behavior by the Academy of Sciences and university students helps us to understand the fickle behavior of the crowds on Palm Sunday and Good Friday.

There are three messages I want to draw from this.

1. You don’t need to take a very close look at history and see how some people have been swept along. Millions followed Hitler believing they were the master race. Lenin promised a worker’s “Heaven on Earth” and we now know where that went. The Zaibatsu in Japan promised world domination. Hussein promised power and prosperity to all who would obey him in conquering the continent. Kinsey was a sick pervert in private, but millions in America have followed his ideas of sexuality. Look at what we tolerate on TV and coming across our computers. The list is very long. But the point is, we must follow Jesus Christ first and foremost; no matter how enticing another leader or ideology may look.

Last week I sent my acquaintance an e-mail that ended with something to the effect, “All that stands in the way of evil's triumph is a few good men and good women with the wisdom and courage to stand up."

I’m glad Forrest was there to speak up and challenge the members of the academy. But when Jesus was before Pilate, all of the good men and good women who could have said something ran away - or denied they even knew Him. That is forever a question for us too - will we deny Christ when He needs us to stand?

2. It shows that we need God’s help because even the best and brightest of humanity can lead us into disaster or even evil. Just as the people who applauded at the academy of sciences the people who condemned Jesus to the cross represented the best of the day. The Roman government was arguably the most just system in the world. The Jewish religion the most merciful. Surely there were intelligent people in the streets. But they are the ones who condemned Jesus to the cross. It was not just the worst, but the best of what humanity had to offer that crucified Jesus.

3. It’s amazing that with such a lousy track record as we humans have God still “so loved the world that He gave His only Son to die for us.”
Holy Week does not paint a very nice or flattering picture of what we are really like. It shows us that all on our own - we are doomed. But Holy Week also shows us how God loves us anyway. It shows us that only He will save us from our sin and eternal death. It even shows us how He can change us. But in order to do so, we must bow before the bloody Cross recognizing the part of our human nature that put Jesus there and humbly receive the salvation He offers.
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