Ash Wednesday – May 9, 2011 – 6:00 p.m. – RCL
The Church of the Holy Trinity, Rittenhouse Square – The Rev. Diana Carroll

Practicing Righteousness

Merciful God, pour your love into our hearts and make them one with the heart of Christ.  May the compassion of Christ find a home in us and through us bring hope and healing to others. Amen.
I have never been very big on titling my sermons.  Sermon titles are usually kind of an afterthought for me, something I come up with when I’m finished writing so that the text and recording can be posted on the website as something other than “Ash Wednesday Sermon.”

But as I was preparing for this evening, for once, the title actually came first: “Practicing Righteousness.”  It’s a phrase that appears both in Isaiah and in the Gospel of Matthew today, both times in the context of speaking about the true purpose of religious observances.  In Isaiah, God laments the rebellion of a people that continues to act “as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness,” when in fact their actions are far from righteous.  And in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus tells his followers, “Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them,” which can also be translated, “Beware of practicing your righteousness before others.”
Practicing Righteousness.  “Practicing” because righteousness is not something that any of us ever truly master.  We all have to practice at it continually, seeking to grow gradually into who God desires us to be.  And “Righteousness” in this context does not so much mean keeping all the rules, but rather being “reconciled to God,” as our reading from Second Corinthians puts it.  Being in right relationship with God and with others.
Practicing Righteousness.  It seems to me an appropriate description of what we are doing here today, and what it is that we will try to do during the 40 days of Lent.

There is a temptation, perhaps especially among those of us who have been around the church for a long time, to use Lent as just another excuse for “self-improvement:” a second chance at those New Year’s resolutions we didn’t manage to keep, an opportunity to change something about ourselves that we wanted to change anyway, like going to the gym more often or finally giving up smoking.  These may be good and worthwhile pursuits in and of themselves, but that doesn’t necessarily make them good Lenten disciplines.

I clearly remember a year, not too long ago, when I decided to give up all desserts and sweets for Lent.  This is, to be fair, a pretty standard practice for many people, and I had done it once or twice before.  But my real motivation that particular year was that I wanted to lose a few pounds, and I knew this would be a quick and easy way to do it.  A few weeks in, I found that my pious refusal of cookies and cake at social gatherings had started to feel empty and meaningless.  It wasn’t really a way of practicing righteousness, at all.  It was just another diet, masquerading as my Lenten discipline.
Isaiah calls the people of God on the carpet about this kind of thing, saying to them, “Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day.”  That’s exactly what I was doing when I gave up desserts that year.  Serving my own interest. But this is not the fast that God chooses.  Jesus likewise warns against doing the right things for the wrong reasons, lest we lose the true benefits or rewards of doing good.

The purpose of practicing righteousness, in Lent or at any other time of the year, is not to serve our own interests, or to store up earthly treasures, but to have our lives transformed in ways that will then lead us to transform the world around us.
As Isaiah writes, speaking on behalf of God,
Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke,

to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them,

and not to hide yourself from your own kin?

Of course, as Isaiah and Jesus both go on to acknowledge, doing good for others will also, in the long run, do us good as well.  But this is simply a bonus, a side-effect.  It cannot be our primary reason for practicing righteousness, or we will miss the point completely.

There are many different ways of marking the season of Lent.  Three traditional ways appear in our reading from Matthew: giving alms, fasting (or giving something up), and prayer.  I think it’s fair to say that most of us tend to focus on the second two (fasting and prayer), and we sort of forget about that first one: giving to those in need, the kind of practicing righteousness that Isaiah describes so clearly.

What if this year, our fasting, our giving something up, could in fact free us to give more to others?  What if instead of just giving up our morning latte, we saved the money we would have spent and gave it to an organization that helps those in need?  Better still, what if we used the money to do something helpful or nice for someone we know personally who is in need?  What about trying an energy fast: choosing to turn down the heat a few degrees or reduce the number of days each week that we use the car in order to give back more to the earth?

What if our prayers this Lent focused not just on our individual sins and shortcomings but on the societal sins in which we participate, whether willingly or unwillingly?  Sins of racism, classism, sexism, greed… sins that tie the yoke ever tighter on some while those who benefit from their oppression largely go free?  Would such prayers not have the power to transform our actions? Is not this the fast that God would choose?

In a few moments, we will all be invited to the observance of a holy Lent.  How will each of us enter into that observance this year?  What kind of fast will we choose?  How will we practice our righteousness on a daily basis, seeking to be reconciled to God and one another, seeking “to loose the bonds of injustice” and “let the oppressed go free”?
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