
Sermon for March 1, 2017
Ash Wednesday

Sermon Texts:
Joel 2: 12-19

Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21

II Corinthians 5:21b - 6:2

Sermon Title: 
"Your Public and Private Life"

Sermon Topic: 
Ash Wednesday

Sermon Purpose: How do we feel about being alone with God? To teach this as being the test of the strength of our spiritual life.

...........................

Sermon Prayer:  Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in Your sight, O Lord, my strength and my Redeemer. Amen.


His name was Tom and he was in his 70's when he first met his new pastor. Having been in the congregation for more than half a century, Tom had seen many a pastor come and go. The new pastor became a bit nervous when he heard Tom say, at the reception, "I've sometimes been asked which pastor I've liked best over the years." The pastor was so relieved when Tom continued, "I've always answered that I've liked best the pastor we have had at any given time." May Tom's tribe increase.


As the months and years went by, and as the pastor became acquainted with Tom, the more astonished the pastor became with Tom's life. The pastor had seldom seen anyone quite so faithful. Tom was present at every learning experience, always attended worship, never absent at prayer meetings, a volunteer at every work day or social event, and a warrior against the local pornography shop.


One day, Tom and his dear wife went to the pastor's study. They had heard the pastor announce that a fund for a new organ was being established. They handed the pastor a sizeable check. Then, Tom said, "We want to give this anonymously. We don't need recognition. But we thought if we helped get the fund off to a good start, perhaps others would help meet the goal." The pastor began to glow.


It was Tom's private life that impressed the pastor even more. The depth of Tom's spiritual life was more revealed when he had a heart attack. As he lay in his bed in his home, the pastor sat by his bedside. When the pastor read the verses of Scripture, Tom uttered the identical words simultaneously from memory. When they prayed, it was obvious that Tom was not a stranger at God's door. There seemed to be an ethereal glow about his face. When they talked of the creeds of the Church, Tom knew them all by heart. And, when they spoke of great poetry, Tom began to quote beautiful uplifting verse at length. The pastor left Tom's home feeling uplifted and blessed after every visit.


One day, it happened. The final heart attack struck. Appropriately, it was on a Sunday, at the very hour of worship. Actually, Tom entered the Church Triumphant at the very minute the Church Militant was praying for him. It all seemed so God-directed, so well planned, so fitting for the death of one of Christ's own.

A Private and Public Life

But why am I telling you Tom's story? What makes it so relevant? I tell you this because Tom tried seriously to follow Christ's teaching in both his private and his public life. Teachings such as these:

 "Beware of practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them ..."

 "When you pray ... go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret ..." And,

 "When you give alms, sound no trumpet before you as the hypocrites do ... that they may be praised by men."


Jesus taught that the bottom line - as far as the spiritual life is concerned - has nothing to do with the approval of men and has everything to do with loving and serving God. We need to understand that the real condition of our spiritual life will be known when we are alone with God.


For example, if we can't stand being in a quiet place - waiting upon and communicating with God, something is very wrong. We need a thorough spiritual check-up! We probably need to live with the saints for a while. We need to have fellowship with those who seem most comfortable in their practice of the holy habits of prayer and worship. Most of all, we need to learn the lesson of Psalm 46: 10: "Be still ... and know that I am God." How comfortable are you with that?


What we are when we're all alone with God is the true essence of our being. When all of our defenses are put aside, when our excuses are eliminated, when all the caveats are forsaken, all pretenses forgotten, when our souls stand bare before the Creator ... then - and only then - are we able to assess the condition of our spiritual life. Then, we can discover the real status of our soul.


It is the private, the secret, life of the soul in relation to God, that really matters. Jesus had harsh words for those who did their spiritual deeds just "to be seen by men." (Look at Matthew 23:5, when Jesus says - in the New Revised Standard Version, "They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long.") He came down hard on those who maneuvered themselves into "the best seats in the synagogues" wearing all the eye-catching accoutrements of their religion simply to impress others. And He didn't have one complimentary thing to say about those who made a big show of their giving. "When you give ..." Christ said, "sound no trumpet before you." He wanted us to give without show, without false pride, but quietly and secretly. Tom's and his wife's anonymous gift for the organ fund is an example.


This leads us to the public approach Jesus wants us to have as His followers. A private faith, developed and sustained by secret trysts with God, inevitably results in the public practice of that faith. Christ teaches us to be concerned about what He called "weightier matters:" "justice and mercy and faith, for example ..." He told us to practice humility (in Matthew 23:12), to "hunger and thirst for righteousness," (in Matthew 5:6) and to be "peacemakers" (in Matthew 5:9). He taught us to avoid lust and adultery, to take marriage seriously, and to show special care for children, for the sick, and for the helpless. In short, we are to follow the One Who, Himself, went to lonely places to pray, and Who, then, went into the market place to serve others.


That old fellow named Tom was one who took seriously the work and words of Jesus. He tried, as best he knew how, to exercise both a private and a public faith.

The Anonymous Faithful

Now obviously, you may never have heard of Tom before tonight. But you may have known someone like him and his dear wife. Such people are in every congregation; often they are quiet servants of the Lord, who would rather anonymously go about their duty to God and to man. There are more than a few such quiet and faithful souls who take seriously the teachings of Jesus. Some anonymous poet once wrote "of the plain heroic breed that loved Heaven's silence more than fame." Indeed, they're all around us. They're anonymous followers, perhaps, living faithful - almost hidden - lives. But, like numerous Johnny Appleseeds, they're busily casting seeds wherever they go: seeds of love, and hope, and joy without which the world cannot exist, nor could the Church fulfill her mission.


There is a struggling Christian college in Alaska. It survives because volunteers go there to repair things, to work in the library, in the offices, the kitchen, and so on ... all at their own expense. They are anonymous servants for the most part, but known to God.


At the time of the Haitian conflict, a hundred missionaries were on the island. Do you know any of them? I doubt it. They are anonymous mostly, known only to a few. Nevertheless, they are faithful souls who have given God their private and public lives.


That, dear friends, is all that's asked of us. We are to be faithful in our total living, whether known or anonymous, faithful in our private and public life. After all, we are servants of the One who asks, "What do you do more than others?" What indeed? 

Amen.
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