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When I was growing up, my family lived in an old, brick farmhouse right in the center of our small town. As kids, we were lucky - we had huge yards, ideal for playing on summer evenings. And, of course, that’s what we did. We played all the classic outdoor games – hide-and-seek, sardines, red light-green light. We would swing on the backyard swings until our legs ached or climb on the monkey bars and imagine we were astronauts on a space ship headed to the moon. As the evening wore on, dusk would settle around us, the crickets would begin to chirp, and before long, I would hear the signal to come home. A two-toned whistle. (whistle) Our family’s signal that the fun was over, darkness was coming, and the night was not safe for play. It was time to make my way through the dim light and into the comfort of home.

Although this ritual was repeated night after night through the summers of my childhood, and even though I knew it was coming, that whistle always startled me. Somehow, it caught me by surprise. Could it really be time to go in already? How did it get so dark? I was always torn – curious about the dangers of the night and anxious to reach the safety of the warm light pouring out of the kitchen window. And always, there was that transition, the space in between. Could I make it from here to there? Was there some terrifying creature or child-nabbing monster that would get me on my way? 
Like my father’s evening whistle, the scripture readings for Ash Wednesday call us to come home. “Return to me,” says the LORD. “Return to me with all your heart.” But, of course, the circumstances are far more complex than those facing a child headed in at dusk on a summer evening. The passage from Joel opens not with a whistle but a call to sound the alarm, blow the trumpet, a reference to the shofar, a ram’s horn used by the priests to warn of imminent danger. Joel was a minor prophet but a true one and like other prophets, he warns of the coming of God’s judgment. The land is being invaded by locusts. The harvests have been destroyed. The plants and trees have withered up. There is a locust plague and that can only mean that God is not happy. The people have wandered away from God, they have sinned, and judgment is coming. But, if the people repent, if they return to the Lord their God, all may still be well.
All these many centuries later, Joel’s call still echoes with truth. Like the Israelites, we too face our own ecological and economic disasters. Like the Israelites, we too are called to repentance, to return to God with all our hearts. Ash Wednesday is the doorway into Lent, the period of forty days, minus Sundays, when Christians examine themselves and their lives, seek out honestly their own expressions of sin, and bring themselves before God in repentance. Ash Wednesday is a starting place – it is the first step of the fifty yards between the swing set and the back door, the first hours after hearing the shofar sounding the alarm. What do we do with it? How do we respond?

Joel gives us some clues. First of all, we are to return to God with all our hearts. Oh, I don’t like that word “all”! It forces the question…what am I keeping from God? In what ways am I holding back? What am I not being honest about? How am I limiting myself? What parts of my life am I trying to stay in control of rather than trusting that God, in God’s infinite wisdom and love, will guide me?
And we are to return to God with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning. With fasting reminds us that we are called to spiritual discipline. Our relationship with God does not grow if we do not engage its growth. What will your spiritual discipline be for Lent? Will it be an intentional act of denial – giving up something which in some way stands between you and honest relationship with God? Or will it be more intentional time in prayer? Or perhaps more intentional service to the poor and homeless of our community? 
Joels words “with weeping” speak to the great rush of emotion that comes with making ourselves vulnerable to God, admitting our weaknesses, acknowledging our sins. And with mourning? What are we mourning? Perhaps we are mourning what has been lost because of our sin – the broken relationships, the protection of the ozone layer, or a personal sense of self-respect. Or perhaps we are mourning the inevitability of our own deaths. For the message of Ash Wednesday is two-fold. The day has dual meaning. On the one hand, it is a day of repentance. On the other, it is a reminder that our time on earth, our days of living in this time and this place, are limited. “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” We have only so many years to make right our wrongs, to return to God, to journey toward resurrection.
But, none of this, the fasting, the weeping, the mourning, add up to much unless we heed this. “Rend your heart and not your clothing”. For, as Jesus points out in the lesson from Matthew, our acts of piety, our fasting, our good deeds, mean little if they are done to impress others and not done in honest and humble relationship to God. 
“Rend” is a harsh word. We don’t use it much anymore. It means to rip open or to tear open. It is almost violent in its nature. It suggests a desperate act. In ancient times, to rend your clothes was to rip them open out of grief or mourning. What does it mean to rend our hearts, to rip them open, as we return to God? And if we did, if we truly laid open our hearts before God during these days of Lent, what would God see?
In my heart, God would see my insecurities, my doubts, my judgments of others, my selfishness. And God would also see my pain, my grief – some wounds healed, others still healing, and others healed over with scar tissue that has become thick and tough, almost impenetrable.
These are all the things we are called to bring forward to God in Lent. So often our sins and our hurts are tightly intertwined in the depths of our hearts, and they can be so very difficult to separate. But, if we rend our hearts before God, baring the roots of our feelings of guilt, exposing the wounds that lead us to shut down our feelings, acknowledging the fear that holds us back from loving or giving as we are called to do, then we have taken the first few steps toward Easter. What we give to God to forgive, what we give to God to heal, clears the path, leads us closer to God, further down the road to Easter.
Because ultimately that is where this journey ends. Yes, on Ash Wednesday, we are only at the beginning. The view down the road looks scary and bleak. The journey through Lent is not an easy one. But, we have the promise of Easter, of redemption, of healing, of God’s Great New Beginning. “Return to the LORD your God, for he is gracious and merciful…and abounding in steadfast love.” Yes, in Lent, we return to the Lord our God with repentance and honesty. We take that step out onto the path toward Easter.  Our hearts open, our souls cleansed, our eyes fixed on the resurrection – for there, there shines the sweet, sweet light of home. 
