Ash Wednesday Service 

Wednesday, March 5, 2014

If you are like me, you were not raised with the practice of Ash Wednesday, or the practice of Lent.  So the idea of a church like Vineyard engaging in these practices might seem a little strange to you.  Most of us associate Ash Wednesday and Lent with the Roman Catholic Church or other liturgical churches.  The interesting thing is that over the past decade or so many, many evangelical and charismatic churches are beginning to practice Lent.


And Lent is the six-week period that begins on Ash Wednesday, today, and leads up to Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and Easter Sunday.  The practice of getting ready for Holy Week, the week preceding Easter, through some kind of Lenten preparation goes back to the earliest days in the Christian church.  


Now, why do we celebrate Lent?  What is Lent about?

SLIDE
Lent is about deepening our personal relationship with Christ

Let me share a story with you.  Once there was a foolish man who built a boat.  His intention was that the boat would be the grandest, the most talked about boat that ever sailed from the harbor of the boat club where he was a member. He determined to spare no expense in building his boat.  The man outfitted his craft with colorful sails, complex riggings, conveniences in his cabin. The decks were made from beautiful teak wood.  All the fittings were custom made and the all the brass was polished.  

After he built the boat, the man couldn’t resist fantasizing about the anticipated admiration and the applause he would receive from all the other members of the boat club. He gave all of his time and attention to areas of the boat that could seen above the water line, the areas that would attract admiration from others. And it seemed reasonable to this boat builder to spend very little time working on the boat’s keel, or anything below the water line, anything that had to do with the proper distribution of the boat’s weight or its ballast.

Now, an experienced sailor might wince at this, but remember, this boat builder was only concerned about the perception of the crowd, and not the seaworthiness of the vessel.  Seaworthiness is not very important when you are tied to a dock.  

Well, on the day the boat was launched the builder got what he wanted – the applause of the crowd.  Everyone stood and cheered.  They loved the sails, the riggings, the decks, the brass and the staterooms. What they saw, they praised!  

A bottle of champagne was broken over the bow and the moment came for the man to set said.  As the breeze filled the sails, it pushed the boat out into the ocean. The people on shore said, “Our yacht club has never seen a grander boat than this.  This man will make us the talk of the yachting world.”  
Soon the boat sailed over the horizon. An unanticipated storm arose – not a hurricane, but not just a drizzle either. There were wind gusts over 40 knots. The waves were up 20 feet.  The boat began to shudder, water swept over the sides, bad things began to happen.  The boat club members were no where to be seen; they were back on shore.  Pretty soon the teakwood decks were awash with sea water.  The mast was splintered into pieces.  And a wave bigger than anything this man had ever seen came down upon the boat and the boat capsized.  

Most boats would have righted themselves after this kind of battering.  But this foolish man’s boat didn’t right itself because he hadn’t concerned himself with what was below the waterline.  There was no weight underneath the water.  In a moment when a well-designed keel, and adequate ballast might have saved the ship, they were nowhere to be found.  This foolish man had concerned himself with just the appearance of things to others and not with stability, with depth in secret unseen places where storms are withstood.

Jesus tells a very similar story in Matthew 7:24-27.  Scott just read it, but let me read it again. 

SLIDE Matthew 7:24–27 (NIV)

24 “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. 26 But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. 27 The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.” 

In this story, two men are building houses.  From the outside, in terms of appearance, both homes looked the same.  They both had the same driveways.  They both had the same landscaping out front. They both had the same little bay windows.  But one man just wanted to get his house up quickly.  The only thing he was concerned about was appearances.  What does my house look like to others?  So long as it appears good, it is good enough.  Here is a man who does everything for appearance.

I think of two families.   Both of them go to church.  The two families both send their kids to Children’s Ministry at church.  Maybe they both carry a Bible into church.  They both believe the same things about God.  They both believe that God is a Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  They both believe that God sent his son Jesus Christ into the world to save sinners. They both believe that Christ died for our sins and rose from the dead.  They both believe the same things about God.  
What’s the difference in Christ’s story between the foolish man and the wise man?  The difference is in what can’t be seen, what’s below the surface.  For the foolish boat builder, the issue had to do with what was below the waterline. In his case, there was nothing below the waterline. With the foolish builder in Jesus’ story, the foolish builder built his house on sand. He said, “I just want to get my house up. I don’t care about knowing God deeply, a personal knowledge of Christ.  I don’t just want to believe certain things about Christ.  I don’t want to know him down to the core of my being.”  

This man says, “I just want to get my house up. I don’t want to go through the hard work and toil of digging into rock, blasting in, having to prepare a really strong foundation for my life. I don’t want to go through all of that hard work, effort, and bother of spending time getting to really know Christ. I just want things that make me look like a Christian.  But really digging into God’s Word, taking time to open my heart up each day to Christ, allowing his Spirit to search me out, responding to God’s convicting tugs, being transparent and vulnerable with others in some kind of small group setting, commitment, sacrifice; I’m not interested in any of that. I just want the house up.  So long as I can talk the talk, that’s fine with me.”

In contrast, there was a wise man who did the hard work and really dug in. He took the time to build below the surface where no one else could see.  It might have seemed like a waste of time, but this man built a secret history with God. 

That’s what Lent is about – building a secret history with God.

SLIDE
Lent is about building a secret history with God

When times were good, no one could tell the difference. Both men were successful, both had friends.  Both gave, although the foolish man didn’t give quite as much.  He never gave sacrificially.  Of course, folks who knew the one man did spot a certain superficiality about him.  He was a little glib.  He never really seemed to enter into worship. Most weeks he stood in the lobby with a cup of coffee, chatting and laughing with some friends, looking at his cell phone. He said singing wasn’t his thing.  He wasn’t much for prayer, either.  He said he didn’t connect with God that way; he liked to read so long as the football or basketball game wasn’t on.  

Until the storm hit.  Don’t let anyone ever tell you that if you become a whole-hearted Christian that you will somehow avoid the storms of life.  Cults teach that.  Cults teach that if you join you will never have any problems any more. You will never be lonely or sick.  You will always be happy.
But Jesus never taught that if you came to him, all of your problems would instantly disappear.  The Bible is very plain that just because you are a child of God, it does not make you free from the storms of life. The same storm that hits the foolish man, hits the wise man. 

What did Jesus mean by a storm?  A storm is something you cannot control and you cannot avoid or anticipate.  We spend a lot of our lives trying to maintain control, trying to plan for every contingency.  We make sure that our life insurance is paid up, that we have health insurance, that we have money in our retirement accounts.  But a storm is an event or a crisis that you didn’t anticipate and that you can’t control.  A storm might be the birth of a severely handicapped child.  Some dear friends of mine had a child who was born severely disabled and will never be able to talk, walk, or get out of their wheelchair.  Totally unanticipated and totally beyond their control.

A storm might be the sudden loss of a parent or a spouse you just assume will be there forever, but is suddenly gone.  A storm may be the death of a child.  A dear pastor friend of mine had a 3 ½ old son – no sicknesses in early childhood other than very ordinary ear-aches. This healthy 3 ½ year old boy was sick one day, spiked a fever.  My friends took him to the doctor, who did some blood work. That evening the little boy complained that his throat was a little sore.  His dad sat up with him and at 5:00 a.m. the little boy leaned over and looked kind of funny.  But as my friend looked at his son, he realized his son was not breathing.  A hurricane hit my friend’s life.  A very peculiar virus leaped from this little boy’s lungs into his heart and in just a few minutes, it killed him.

The foolish person never thinks ahead. They never ask themselves, “What is going to happen to me, if a storm hits?”  The foolish person only plans for good weather and smooth sailing. They don’t say to themselves, “One day I’m going to be tested in a major way.  Like every other person, one day the rug is going to be jerked out from under me.  One day I might lose my job, or be injured.  Or my child will be injured.  Or I will be old and alone and then what?”  The foolish person doesn’t build their lives to last. They only care about immediate appearances, not future tests or storms!  


Lent is all about moving beyond appearances.  It is all about taking time to dig deep, to build below the surface where only you and God see.

How do we build below the surface?  We need to create space for God.  

SLIDE
Lent is about creating space for God

Certainly, part of creating space for God may involve fasting.

SLIDE
Christian fasting is the voluntary denial of something for a specific period of time for spiritual purposes

It may be during this season of Lent that you choose to not eat one day a week, or skip breakfast and lunch every Friday and during the time you normally eat breakfast and lunch, you set that time aside to build below the surface.  To ask God to give you a deeper personal knowledge of himself.  

But there are other kinds of fasts that people engage in during Lent. Here are some of the things people have fasted during Lent:

SLIDE – rolling slide

Any relationship with another person that is getting in the way of God

Eating desserts and sweets

Buying expensive cups of coffee

Drinking coffee

Drinking alcohol

Playing video games

Watching television

Reading magazines

Wearing jewelry

Wearing makeup

Listening to music

Watching movies

Eating packaged over-processed foods

Shopping for clothes

Using Facebook

None of the things I’ve listed are bad in themselves.  But we can fast from certain things in order to create more space in our lives for God.  And when we break specific habits like eating a meal, or watching television, that signals to us that our lives do not consist in eating or social media or entertainment.  

Think about something it took you a really long time to learn, like how to parallel park.  At first, parallel parking was difficult and you had to devote a lot of mental energy to it.  But after you grew comfortable with parallel parking, it became much easier – almost habitual, you could say.  

Parallel parking, exercising, brushing your teeth, and every other habit-forming activity all follow the same behavioral and neurological patterns according to a new book titled The Power of Habit.  

Here is how habits form.  It turns out that every habit starts with a psychological pattern called a “habit loop,” which is a three-part process.  First, there’s a cue, or trigger, that tells your brain to go into automatic mode and let a behavior unfold.  Then there is the routine, which is the behavior itself.  Then there is a reward which references the behavior.
During Lent what we’re doing when we deny ourselves something is that we are changing a cue and starting a different habit.  Let me give you a simple illustration from my own life. I get in the car and almost always flip on the radio. I listen to sports radio, or NPR all the time.  That’s become an automatic habit for me. For a few years during Lent, I listed as one of the things that I was going to abstain from, listening to the radio. 

Now, I am so used to flipping on the radio that almost automatically when I turn my key, I reach for the radio.  But last year I wrote on the card that I’m not going to listen to the radio during Lent. What does that mean?  Well, that signals to me that I need to immediately turn to Christ. As I’m reaching for the radio and I realize:  Nope, I said I wasn’t going to do that, that’s a new cue to reach up towards Christ and to take time in the car to pray.  Reaching for the radio forms a new cue to pray.  Then I pray (a new behavior in the car).  Then my reward is building a deeper secret history with Christ.
I found over the 40 days of Lent that just taking the time in my car to pray has had a deepening, below-the-surface effect on my life.

 SLIDE
Lent is about putting something positive in place of the negative

One of the positive things we put in place of the negative is, of course, more time with God.  But it could also be that we’re choosing during this season to add to our lives other activities that have been missing.  Perhaps for you you’ve been missing fellowship and close connections with other Christians.  During this season of Lent you may choose to connect with one of Vineyard’s small groups, or a women’s group, or men’s group.  Some of you may choose to join the church.  All Christians need to connect with  God’s mission in the world.  For example, you might choose to serve at our food pantry or in our community center or to do some work with our homeless ministry.  Or you might to witness to a few people whose names you write on this card.  
The reason, friends that you join others in the church in certain spiritual practices is you have a much higher degree of probability of succeeding in the spiritual life and getting where you want to go by linking arms with others – especially in your small group - than you ever do by trying to do spirituality on our own.  We need each other.

And so, as a church community, we want to walk together in this season of Lent.  
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