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Joel 2:1-2, 12-17; Psalm 103; 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21
“The Day of the Lord is coming,” the Prophet Joel cries out.  This Day of the Lord is the dreaded day of God’s judgment for the people of Judah, who have turned their backs on their God.  As good prophets are known to do, Joel, having pointed out to the people their sins and shortcomings, warns them of the disaster they bring on themselves by their sins, calls them to repentance, and pleads with them to turn to the Lord for mercy.  If they don’t respond as he says, it’s going to be a very bad day indeed.  Yet even now, says the Lord…
Yet even now…This is God’s “but” to the people’s pending doom.  I am displeased and angry with you, I am grieved by your sinful ways, and I’m about to annihilate you...but…if you return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning…
In Ancient idiom, the heart was the seat of all wrong thoughts and the place where wrong deeds sprouted and took root.  Likewise the heart was the place from which love, devotion, charity, and goodness came when the heart had been given to God.  So, Joel tells them to return to God will all of their hearts, holding nothing back from God—give God everything you’ve got—your sins, your selfishness, your self-centeredness, your abuse of others, and your apostasy toward God.  Give it all to God.  Turn your heart inside out!  Return to God with all of your garbage.  
Why?  Because YHWH is a gracious, merciful God, who would much rather gather you into his arms and lavish you with forgiveness and God’s hesed—in Hebrew:  everlasting, steadfast love—than watch you suffer in your sin and make yourself sick in body, mind, and spirit, which is the beginning of your own day of disaster.  Yet even now, says the Lord…  Be truly sorry, not just sorry because you were wrong.  
Tear at your lapels all you like, it’s not going to help.  The Jewish custom of tearing one’s lapels was an expression of grief, of sorrow.  It demonstrated to others how much one was suffering and in anguish.  God is saying, “Rend your hearts and not your clothing.”  Be willing to go the distance.  Make it a matter of heart, not of outward appearances.

In the gospel passage, Jesus warns about appearances, of practicing piety before others.  He’s not condemning pious practices, but the righteous people of his day.  Who am I kidding—the righteous of this day—us.  The righteous thought that if they performed these acts everyone would see (presumably God as well) that they were repentant, and thus righteous and justified.  
Jesus says, “Balderdash!”  Do you want the praise and admiration of others or do you want God’s forgiveness and a transformed life?  It’s about humbling yourself before God, not making a big show in front of others, so that you are seen as being good.  Tearing at your clothes or doing other acts to make a big show won’t help.
Rending our hearts, on the other hand, isn’t about how bad we feel for our own shortcomings.  Rending our hearts is about understanding just how much we have hurt our world, how evil we have been in our behaviors and attitudes, in our indulgent, consumerist, wasteful habits, in how we have manipulated or abused others, and in our neglect of the poor and starving.  
In all of this, rending our hearts before God shows that we understand that in all of this, we have grieved the very heart of God, above all else.  And when we want to do something about our grieving God, therein lies true repentance, which pleases God and turns away God’s wrath.  Yet, even now, 
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says the Lord…So then what?  Is it enough to repent and confess?  Is it enough to dry our eyes and put a smile on our faces again and go our merry way?
Father Andrew, SDC, writing in 1945 in Christ the Companion, tells us plainly:  “The great God Who knows and loves us will listen lovingly to our penitence and will bless it to the sanctification of our souls.  Our penitence for the love of man will be manifest in our service to man.  If we find ourselves in a wrong relationship, let us get it right by a speedy act of prayer.  We can only get into a right relationship with our neighbor by an act of charity.  If I have an enemy, let me think how I can do him some service.  
“Evil people lie in wait for the opportunity of doing harm to their enemy; saints lie in wait for the opportunity of doing good to their enemy.  My penitence for my shortcomings will not be manifest in a serious attack on them, but rather in a serious effort to practice the opposite virtues to my vices.

“Progressive penitence becomes less and less self-centered.  We begin by feeling sorry that we have failed.  We are just sorry about ourselves.  We wish we had not said that, or done that, or thought that.  It is a beginning, but there is a good deal of self-centeredness in it.  We are sorry for our own failure.  
“Then we begin to feel that all sorts of people have done things for us and suffered things because of us, and we begin to want to say we are sorry to the whole world.  We go on to learn a little about what sin means to God, how God had done all sorts of things for us that we have thought so little of, how God has suffered so many things because of us.  We begin to cry from our souls, “Against Thee only have I sinned, and done this evil in thy sight.”

Yet, even now, says the Lord…When we have truly returned to God with all our heart, with fasting, with sacrifice, and with true sorrow, we realize that every sinful act, every evil intention, every wasteful and negligent behavior is, as King David, cried out, “Against Thee!”  “Against thee only have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight.”

Today we begin our 40-day spiritual journey of Lent.  Today we have the opportunity to search our souls, pray for insight, return to the Lord, and throw ourselves at God’s mercy for forgiveness and new life.  As the Apostle Paul wrote in his second letter to the Corinthians, “See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of salvation!”  Yet, even now, says the Lord...  

I close with a meditation by Poet Christina Rossetti:

“Lent…

Forty chances to be used or abused.

Forty appeals to be responded to or resisted.

Forty battles to be utilized or wasted.

And then the account to be closed, and the result registered.

Or again, and yet more solemnly.

Lent:  a loan of forty days—but such a loan as is terminable at the pleasure of the Lender.

Lent:  a loan of unguaranteed duration—the beginning, by God’s mercy, ours; the end not assured to us.

Lent:  a period set us wherein specially to prepare for eternity; forty days long at the longest—can forty days be accounted long when eternity is at stake?”

