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I got a letter last week from a friend of mine. She is a member of our church, but she has recently taken up a job as Director of Christian Education at a Protestant chuch near where she lives. Things are going along pretty well., she tells me, but there are some things about church life which she takes for granted but which are quite foreign to her new congregation.

For example, she writes, "The minister told me Lent 'doesn't work' for church growth--too negative." The minister told me Lent doesn't work for church growth--too negative. She goes on, "I told him spiritual housecleaning seems positive to me."

In the early days of Prayer Book revision in the Episcopal Church, one of the notes the revolutionaries liked to sound was, "The 1928 Prayer Book is too penitential. People don't want to be reminded of their sins all the time. They don't like to say, 'we are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under thy table,' or call themselves, 'miserable sinners." In other words, I guess, "Sin doesn't work for church growth--too negative."

A large element of my sin is precisely that I don't like to be reminded of it. That's why I have to come to church--to have my nose rubbed in it.

But God doesn't call attention to my sin to make me feel guilty or to make me wallow around in, dare I say it, negativity--God wants me to face my sin and confess it so he can forgive me by the blood of Jesus and give me the strength to go on--and, perhaps, even improve.

I agree with my friend when she writes, "I told him spiritual housecleaning seems positive to me." That is the only kind of church growth which lasts.

Ash Wednesday also sounds the note of mortality, "Human being, made of dust, you are going to wind up in the dust again." We die not only because we sin, but also because we try to cover our sin up and shift the blame onto people amd forces outside ourselves--just ask Adam and Eve.

But the Epistle to the Hebrews reminds us, "It is appointed unto men once to die, and after this the judgment" If the dust of death were the end of the story, we should have nothing to worry about. But we are going to face the judgment of God after we die. If we have not trained ourselves to examine our lives, confess our sins with sorrow, and ask for God's forgiveness while we are here; we shall be speechless at the judgment.

It is not random coincidence that Jesus' parable of the Prodigal Son is the New Testament lesson for Evening Prayer on Ash Wednesday. Let us put the prodigal's resolution on our own lips this Lent. "I will arise and go to my father and will say unto him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before thee, and am no more worthy to be called thy son"--and I know he will take me back.

For "A broken and contrite heart, 0 God, wilt thou not despise."

