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(I Peter 1: 3-5) 
Central Truth: Jesus Christ is the Alpha and the Omega  
“For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.” 
(I Peter 1:18-19 NIV) 
Today you’ll see people, maybe a lot of people, depending upon where you live, with smudges of ashes on their foreheads. Those ashes were placed there by a priest or minister as part of a ritual that goes back to the early centuries of Christianity. They signify that the bearer is sorry for and regretful of his or her sins. They signify the beginning of Lent, the period of repentance before Easter. While Ash Wednesday and Lent are not observances mandated in the Bible, they come from the biblical associations of ashes and fasting with mourning and repentance.

I understand that ancient traditions can become meaningless and devolve into empty ritual. I know full well that many of the folks walking around with ashes on their foreheads or giving up chocolate for Lent make little to no connection between the traditions they’re observing and the lifestyle they’re living. I get that wearing ashes has little to do with honest self-examination and humble repentance.


But whatever you may think about Ash Wednesday and Lent, I am absolutely certain that the church needs to be reminded from time to time of our place in the scheme of things. We need times worked into the fabric and rhythm of our lives in which we admit our sin, and beyond that our utter inability to be better than we are on our own, and then thrust that sin to arm’s length and trust in God for forgiveness and grace to be transformed. We need, perhaps more than we’ve ever needed it at any other time in church history, to embrace the reality that “dust we are and to dust we will return.”


It wasn’t, you recall, supposed to be that way. God made us from dust, yes, but it wasn’t part of His Plan A that we would return. He made us to be bearers of His image, intending that we would share His life with Him. But we were convinced that we didn’t need God to tell us right from wrong, duped into believing that was a distinction that we could see for ourselves. So we asserted our independence and that hasn’t worked out too well for the human race nor the rest of God’s creation.

And yet still we insist that we know what’s best for us and that we’re getting better at distinguishing good from evil with each passing era. We’re becoming more enlightened, we like to kid ourselves into believing, more respectful and tolerant of each other, more able to live together and sublimate the good of the individual or of a particular country or ethnicity to the good of the human race as a whole.

 
But that is, of course, a crock, and it doesn’t take anything more than reading a newspaper or watching CNN or living with another person to see that it is. The human race is what its always been, creatures estranged from their Creator and stumbling in the darkness without Him. I know that the prevailing opinion is that religion has kept human beings from realizing their potential by making them feel worthless and helpless. I wouldn’t deny that has happened. But I also have to point out that our efforts to guide ourselves have left us with pernicious racism, rampant poverty and crime, precocious sexuality among teens and children, epidemics of disease, ecological disasters. . .and the list could go on. We have, in short, so thoroughly defaced the image of God in ourselves and so completely scarred His creation that it can be difficult to still see His fingerprints.


Which is why we need to remember who we are and what our end is without God.

 
Without God, we are nothing but dust – little more than clots of elements you could find in most any shovelful of dirt you turned over in your backyard. “The man became a living being,” the text reminds us, only after God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” Without that breath we would be nothing; with it we are the pinnacle of His creation. We live because God gave of His own life, not through our own ingenuity or persistence.

 
And without God, our end is the dust from which He sculpted the first of us. Just as Adam took that first breath from God and became alive, we will exhale a last breath one day and transition. The bodies that we worry and fuss over will be buried or burned. And, if not for God, that would be that. But through Jesus He once again gave of Himself – His life this time – so that dust is once again not the end of the story. He has forgiven our sins and promised to reconstruct and renew and recall our bodies from the dust so that we can share His life forever. Just like he always intended.


We need to remember, to regularly go before His presence and be aware of our place before and within Him. We need confession in our worship services, we need prayers of contrition and repentance, songs that express our awareness that Jesus Christ is the Alpha and the Omega -- not us. We need self-examination and humility. We need to jettison some of our therapeutic models and recapture the theological truth that our problem is not too little self-esteem, but perhaps too much pride. We need, not to wallow in guilt and self-loathing, but to remember our complete dependence on the Creator who made us in love and on the Savior who redeemed us in the same way.

So if not Ash Wednesday and Lent, then something. Something to help you remember as you go about your business and accomplish your goals to every once in a while stop and listen to your Master’s voice and respond in humility, contrition, and repentance.
To most folks, today will seem just like any other day. But if we allow it to happen, if we pray for it to be real, today can be the beginning of a new awakening. We can go about our routine and still stay out of ruts of life because we know our lives have been forever redirected by heaven’s power and Jesus’ abiding presence.  
Scriptural References:

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and to an inheritance which is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God’s power are guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. (I Peter 1: 3-5) 
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