
ASH WEDNESDAY 
February 22 
 
Joel 2:1-2, 12-17 – Blow the trumpet; sound a fast.  
or Isaiah 58:1-12 – The fast I choose is that you loose the bonds of injustice, share your bread with the 
hungry, invite the homeless poor into your house… 
Psalm 51:1-17 – Create in me a clean heart O God… 
2 Corinthians 5:20b - 6:10 
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 – Beware of practicing your piety before others. Give secretly. Wash up when you 
fast.  
 
FIRST READING 
 
Joel precedes Isaiah as a prophet of Judah. Joel lived in the 8th century B.C. during the reign of King 
Uzziah. We know that Isaiah received his call after that: “In the year that king Uzziah died, I saw the Lord 
seated upon the throne…” (Isaiah 6:1). Uzziah’s time was a golden era for Judah. Wine flowed freely. 
Flocks and herds abounded. It was a time of material prosperity. Occasionally (always?) in times of 
prosperity, people can get lazy, over-confident and self-centered. Joel begins with a shot across the 
bow: “Wake up, you drunkards, and weep…” (Joel 1:5a)  
 
By the time we reach our text in chapter 2, the rant is in full swing. The prophet proposes a way for a 
society choking on material wealth to respond. Perhaps we should listen in. “Blow the trumpet. Sanctify 
a fast. Call a solemn assembly. Invite young and old, even newlyweds on their honeymoon.” 
 
In 2 Corinthians, Paul makes it clear that unlike the false apostles, he does not need letters of 
recommendation. In fact, his sufferings (in which he dares to boast) speak for themselves. They 
commend him and his colleagues: afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, 
labors, sleepless nights, hunger… having nothing, yet possessing everything. Paul’s own austerity is an 
example. He knows he’s not saved by his suffering, but he considers it a confirmation of his calling to 
share in the sufferings of Christ. 
 
The gospel reading, from the Sermon on the Mount, gives us Jesus’ instructions to his followers 
regarding fasting and prayer, with a preview on almsgiving. Jesus assumes his followers will fast and 
pray. He doesn’t say “if you fast,” but “when you fast.” Fasting and prayer are assumed staples of the 
spiritual life in antiquity.  
 
Jesus’ warnings are in line with much of the synoptic tradition. The real danger, the real sin to worry 
about, is self-righteousness. So when you pray, don’t do so in order to be seen by others. A genuine 
seeking of God in private will bear much fruit. As a show, it puffs up. When you fast, don’t go around 
looking dismal to show off. Wash up and stand up straight so that others don’t even know. And when 
you give alms, don’t sound a trumpet. Don’t wave that check in others’ faces before dramatically 
dropping it in the offering plate. Let what you do grow out of your faith, not out of a need to look good 
before others.  
 
PASTORAL PERSPECTIVE 
 
Good news! There is an antidote to our hectic lives: prayer. There is an antidote to gluttony: fasting. 
There is an antidote to materialism: generosity. These are ways of placing our lives into God’s hands.  
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A younger generation is aching for ancient spiritual practices. Prayer, fasting, and almsgiving provide a 
way to live what we believe. My preaching professor used to write at the bottom of our sermons: “So 
what?” (Or was it just my sermons?) Yes, God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself. So what? 
How then shall we respond to the grace we have received in Christ Jesus? They are saying, “Teach me.”  
 
While in seminary, I took a class on spiritual direction at the Josephinum Pontifical College in Columbus, 
Ohio. The nun teaching the class noticed that us Lutheran students were struggling. “How many of you 
have been on a 30-day retreat?” We shook our heads. “What classes on prayer and spirituality have you 
taken?” We shook our heads, “None.” “What classes are required?” We shook our heads. “What classes 
are offered?” I went back and looked. None. I’m sure the situation has been remedied. We were as 
perplexed as the nun. Our training had been in theology and Scriptural exegesis. Aside from daily chapel, 
we not been taught the rich Christian traditions of prayer. I went to the seminary bookstore and bought 
several books on contemplative prayer, set aside some time to try, found a spiritual director, and 
embarked on a new journey.  
 
Perhaps Lent can be a time to get back to the basics. As Vince Lombardi said, “Gentlemen, this is a 
football.” Lent may be a time to say, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is prayer.” We can teach lectio, oratio, 
contemplatio and meditatio. Matthew Fox pointed out in On Becoming a Magical Mystical Bear, we 
learned to pray in our formative years when we were dependent on our parents for everything, so we 
came to know prayer as asking for stuff. Many people have arrested spiritual development. They never 
learned to pray as adults.  
 
What might happen in our communities if we were to recommit to teaching basic spiritual practices? 
What fruit might that bear? How might it change the mood of the congregation? How might it affect 
congregational decision-making? How might it impact our vision, mission and core values?  
 
This Lent teach people how to pray. Teach them how to fast. Talk to them about how to give. This Ash 
Wednesday why not have a local rabbi come and blow the shofar?  
 
“Sound the trumpet. Sanctify a fast. Call a solemn assembly. Invite young and old, even newlyweds on 
their honeymoon.” 
 
  



LENT 1B 
February 26, 2012 
 
Genesis 9:8-17 
Psalm 25:1-10 
1 Peter 3:18-22 
Mark 1:9-15 
 
FIRST READING 
 
Genesis: The Noahic Covenant. The Hebrew lessons of Lent B give us a lesson in covenantal theology. 
We’ll get to hear the Noahic Covenant, the Abrahamic Covenant, the Mosaic Covenant, and the promise 
of a New Covenant. The first Sunday in Lent we begin with the Noahic covenant. God chooses to deal 
with the problem of sin by wiping out humanity, except for a very few, Noah and his family. And then, as 
if God has also repented, we get a promise, a covenant, made to Noah in the 600th year of his life: Never 
again will I flood the whole earth. I give you, as a sign of this promise, the bow in the clouds.  
 
1 Peter: Noah’s salvation prefigures baptism. The epistle passage from 1 Peter picks up on Noah’s 
salvation. In a passage on dealing with suffering, the author contends that under normal circumstances, 
no one will be persecuted for seeking the common good. But if you do suffer for doing good, you are 
blessed. Your persecutors will be shamed, especially if you have kept your nose clean. So live an 
exemplary life, like Christ, who also suffered for doing good, in order to bring you to God. Then, after a 
short dissertation on Christ preaching to the “spirits in prison,” those who did not obey “in former 
times” (from which “descended to the dead/hell” was derived for the creed), the author states that 
God’s salvation through water and the ark, prefigures baptism. 
 
Mark: The gospels in Lent B begin with Jesus’ baptism and temptation, then Peter’s confession and 
rebuke. Lent 3 we get John 2: the Cleansing of the Temple. Lent 4 we hear John 3: “Just as Moses lifted 
up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up…” Lent 5 some Greeks come to 
Jesus (John 12), leaving Jesus to reflect further on his coming passion. 
 
Jesus’ baptism brings salvation, with consequences. In the gospel, Jesus is baptized (by John in the 
Jordan?). That baptism is more than just fire insurance. Salvation is wholeness, completeness, 
fulfillment. Salvation in a broken world brings implications. Jesus’ baptism is a commissioning that drives 
him into the wilderness for testing, and then into public ministry where he preaches: “The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” 
  
PASTORAL REFLECTION 
 
Good news! God has called you in your baptism to be a part of the kingdom breaking into our world! 
 
The covenants are weighty stuff to weave into sermons during Lent. Consider if your congregation is 
ready to dig deeply into covenantal theology. The covenants are promises God makes, sometimes with 
strings attached, other times not. Luther said the sacraments were signs of God’s promises. The bow in 
the sky is a sign of God’s promise to Noah. My wife’s wedding ring is a sign of my promise to her. They 
are outward signs of an inward grace. Baptism and communion are visible, tangible, sensory signs of 
God’s promises in Christ. For Luther, faith is trusting in God’s promises with our whole lives. The 
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sacraments are signs reminding us, encouraging us and empowering us to trust those promises, freeing 
us to live in good trust. They are the visible Word. 
 
Another angle of vision is to consider Christ’s preaching. It has both the indicative and the imperative. 
The indicative: The time is fulfilled. The kingdom of God has come near. The imperative: Repent and 
believe the good news. It is never enough to speak only of what God has done. We must immediately 
follow it up with what we are to do in response. In the gospels and epistles, the indicative is always 
followed by an imperative. “Take up your pallet and walk.” Or Paul, “Therefore… offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice… which is your spiritual worship.”  
 
The rainbow is an intriguing image. ”When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the 
everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” (Genesis 
9:16) The covenant is not just with God and Noah. It is with all humanity, and even the animals (Genesis 
9:9-10). God makes a covenant with the birds, and every animal that comes out of the ark. Never again… 
This is a comforting promise in light of the prophets of Armageddon. It can also be a jumping off point 
for discussing care of the earth.  
 
The first Sunday of Lent is always Jesus fasting and temptation in the wilderness. The shorter Markan 
version does not mention fasting. It mentions temptation but does not go into detail. For those who 
take on the spiritual disciplines of Lent: prayer, fasting, and generosity, addressing temptation is 
essential. Anyone who attempts to deny oneself anything in this society of abundance will encounter 
temptation. Engaging it in healthy ways is important. It brings comfort to know that even Jesus 
encountered temptation. If we cannot resist the smaller temptations to deny ourselves, how we will be 
prepared to resist the larger temptation to be derailed from the ministry to which God has called us? 
 


