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[bookmark: _Hlk191395563]“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Corinthians 1:2, NRSVUE) (2) Amen.
Believe it or not, there is actually a lot of work that happens to go into preparation for our Worship Services. There is a lot of reading and discerning what might need to be printed or even heard. Of course, that is not all done by me, as we happen to follow a three-year lectionary cycle. Several other people have studied all that we read and looked over, and they provide feedback and mindset into the words we listen to and study together from scripture. That is even when there are alternative readings, and even more than one Prayer of the Day to choose from. What a blessing it is to be in a community together that reads and studies the same things from close and even from afar!
With all that being said, I really do feel that the alternative prayer listed for today is another good one that we should not just allow to get pushed aside. It really is a chance for us to focus on and appreciate this season of Lent that we are entering into together with one another. However, let me also confirm one thing here, this is not me going against the very words we heard just a short while ago from verses 5 and 6 in our Gospel Reading. For those verses really do remind us that prayer is important, that it is vital, but that it is not to be done as a spectacle. Let me tell you that verses 5 and 6 do not actually have us shying away from or avoiding prayer either, they have us coming together and doing so for the right purpose. My Chaplain Educator reminded our class several times over the course of 20 weeks that prayer indeed is not something we just do, it is not just something that we just check off of a proverbial list, or even something that we do to end a visit or our time with one another. However, prayer has us first centering and reminding ourselves why we have even entered into that holy space or moment, and we are indeed reminded that we are coming to the feet of God each and every single time with all that we pour out. 
So, let us do just that together here before we move too far ahead of ourselves in this study together. With that I ask you all to please bow your heads with me as we pray our alternative prayer for Ash Wednesday, “Gracious God, out of your love and mercy you breathed into dust the breath of life, creating us to serve you and our neighbors. Call forth our prayers and acts of kindness, and strengthen us to face our mortality with confidence in the mercy of your Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.” (1) Amen. 
Alright, now that we have centered ourselves and reminded ourselves a little bit more of who we are coming to and why, let’s continue on with this study together. I will admittedly say that the hardest words or mindset to take in was not actually said or read aloud to us in any of our Readings, Psalm, or Gospel today. As a matter of fact, I do not think there are any more harsh or more real words that we will hear today other than, “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” (2) How deeply did you all happen to pause and really think of those words as the ashes were traced on your foreheads in the shape of a cross? No matter if those very words are pulled from Ecclesiastes 3:20 or Genesis 3:19, they mean the exact same thing. We were created from almost nothing, and we will return to the same. I will admit that this has become more and more evident to me personally, as I have been serving as a Hospice Spiritual Counselor since August. There have been some people that I have got to spend a good deal of time with on several visits as they explore their time before their last breath here on earth. Then, there are folks that I have one visit and one shot to explore things with until they are set to navigate on to their final journey away from here and now. Lastly, there are folks that unfortunately are in their final hour when I have been called out for prayers and time with them, their family, and their friends. The moments and the very memories of those moments are all to real, but yet I am so thankful to be in each and every single one of them, and I of course know that I am never alone. I know that our Triune God is accompanying me and right alongside of all of us in those very precious moments. That of course may be a little too deep for some of you, or it may even seem a little too morbid for some of you, but that is the very reality of life folks! For with life does indeed come death, and that is whether we want to admit to it, or even face it or not.
Alright, let’s pull this study back up out of the ashes here. I will say that one of my most enjoyable visits is with a lady that over the course of a few months has unfortunately lost a good majority of her vision. As we talked and tried to figure out how best to spend our time and respect one another, she finally asked me to read from her Bible a few sessions ago. What an honor and what a privilege I realized I would have entering into this sacred and personal space with her. As I unzipped the cover on her Bible I found papers, bookmarks, highlights, and notes everywhere and anywhere. This woman studied her Bible over the course of her life, and she made sure she marked what was important to her, or what she was questioning in the process. She did not shy away from anything as she tried to take it all in and truly understand and live it. As we sat together yesterday, I asked if we could go over the very verses that would be our Gospel Reading for today. Yes, I was bold enough to pick out our study for a change. She could not have been more accepting and open to this. As I read the words in her King James Bible we entered into study together because she would not be making it to church to be with her community for Ash Wednesday services. However, we made church together in her room as she laid in her hospital bed listening and partaking in the message. We took the very words of Matthew 18:20 (NRSVUE) seriously, "For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them." (2) We talked about the three disciplines of Lent dating back to old times. We talked about almsgiving, prayer, and fasting being purposeful. We talked about them always honoring and glorifying God, and being thankful for all that we have been blessed with in our lives. We further discussed the treasures she has been blessed with here on earth, especially with a family who deeply loves her and cares for and about her. Then, this woman of deep faith questioned why she was still here though, as she has been sick and thought she has been dying for over two years now. I did not want to say it was because I needed her there for that very moment of time and study that we had together yesterday, but just maybe it was, just maybe it was God’s plan all along. So, that I could share those precious moments and exchanges I had with her with all of you. Just maybe she was helping me compose this very sermon for all of you today, and maybe she did not even realize it, or just maybe she did. If that was my last moment with her I will indeed treasure it, and remember it for sure, and if it wasn’t I will be more than happy to share with her the very blessing she provided not only to me, but to all of you by looking into the Gospel Message, and pulling things from her notes and from her Bible together with me. Praise be to God for each and every wonderful and faithful servant that we are blessed to be in the lives of. Let us always cherish those moments and “Remember that (we) are dust, and to dust (we) shall return.” (2)… and… more importantly… that God will meet us right there in the dust as Christ has risen from the ashes and invites us into his eternal Kingdom with him to experience all of the treasures that this life can only give us a small glimpse into.
Amen.







Matthew 6:1–6, 16–21
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus commends almsgiving, prayer, and fasting, but emphasizes that spiritual devotion must not be done for show.

[Jesus said to the disciples:] 1 “Beware of practicing your righteousness before others in order to be seen by them, for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven.
 
2 “So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. 3 But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your alms may be done in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

5 “And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. 6 But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

16 “And whenever you fast, do not look somber, like the hypocrites, for they mark their faces to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. 17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, 20 but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
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