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‘NOTHINGNESS FILLED WITH ETERNITY’

Isaiah 58:1-12
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

It has always struck me as a little strange that a significant minority
of people who never darken the doors of a church nevertheless
decide to give something up for Lent. For most, of course, this has no
religious significance; Lent simply offers a good incentive to
undertake a bit of needful detox. And there’s nothing wrong with
that. The fact that Lent is the pretext for the exercise reminds us
that the vestiges of a Christianized culture still linger in the sub-
consciousness of our society.

Yet Lent is a deeply religious phenomenon dating back to the fourth
century where it was introduced as a period to prepare people for
baptism at Easter. The so-called ‘catechumens’ went through a
rigorous phase of induction at a time when the church was sceptical
about the sincerity of people becoming Christians in the midst of the
Holy Roman Empire. Would-be converts were tested with an exacting
programme of prayer and fasting; they also refrained from washing,
eating rich food and sexual relations. Finally, if all went well, they
were baptised at the Easter Vigil.

The Easter preparations were also a period when any who had
committed antisocial offences during the previous year were set
apart from family and community to go barefoot, wearing sackcloth,
to a solitary place for forty days. In Latin this form of penance was
known as ‘quaranta’, from which we derive the modern concept of
medical quarantine. (It might be interesting to ponder who of the St
Luke’s community might be about to enter ‘quarantine’ if we
maintained a similar practice.)

In the centuries that followed, the ordeal of the early catechumens
became the basis for Lent as a more general season of penance for
everyone, as a way of preparing for a renewed commitment to follow
Christ at Easter. The word ‘Lent’ comes from the old English word for



Spring, ‘Lengten’, referring to the lengthening days of early Spring
when the sun rises higher in the sky and shines longer.

In time, other customs became linked to Lent. Shrove Tuesday
evolved as a feast of pancakes to use up supplies of fat, butter and
eggs, foods that became forbidden during the austere days of Lent.

Over the past few days we’ve seen news reports about the Mardi Gras
in New Orleans. This year the celebrations have taken on a particular
air of defiance as the city devastated by Hurricane Katrina refuses to
sacrifice its flamboyant celebrations despite feeling abused both by
nature and by the authorities they believed existed to protect and
support them in the face of such tragedy. Mardi Gras in fact means
‘Fat Tuesday’, and is celebrated in many Catholic communities as one
almighty pre-Lent bash.

I was pondering Mardi Gras; thinking about the masked revellers
dancing in the streets, the last celebration before the Lenten time of
fasting and self-denial. Masks are symbols of anonymity and disguise
worn deliberately and literally for Mardi Gras, but we all wear masks
of some sort throughout the year. The Enneagram is based on the
assumption that the personality we present to the world is a kind of
mask, a persona that we adopt which conceals as much as it reveals
about who we truly are. By helping us to understand, not only the
outer manifestations of our personality, but also the underlying
fears, anxieties and coping strategies that operate behind our public
face, the Enneagram intends to help us reconnect with the true
essence of who we are, the person God created us to be.

From a theological perspective, the removal of the Mardi Gras masks
at the start of Lent is a gesture of the desire to go deeper into
ourselves and into the heart of God who loves and accepts us as we
truly are. Lent, in a sense, is a dance. A dance of unmasking, a dance
toward authenticity, our true created self. For God to love us we do
not need to pretend to be someone else, or to maintain the image of
success, or control, or personal strength, or constant happiness, or
intellectual or moral superiority, or calm. We need only open
ourselves to the all-seeing, all-embracing love of God.

The problem is that removing the mask, revealing who we are behind
the mask – indeed, finding out ourselves who is behind the mask –
involves vulnerability. It means acknowledging that we are frail,



vulnerable creatures: something we all know but do not particularly
wish to be reminded of.

Yet this is precisely what tonight is all about – a reminder of our
frailty and vulnerability. ‘Remember that you are dust, and to dust
you shall return.’ These are the words I will be repeating mantra-like
as I mark your foreheads with a smear of ash in a few moments time.

In many ways it is not what we want to hear: that underneath the
mask, we are nothing but dust. Karl Rahner, the great twentieth
century theologian, describes the situation very well:

Dust, this is the image of the commonplace. There is always
more than enough of it. One fleck is as good as the next. Dust is
the image of anonymity: one fleck is like the next, and all are
nameless. It is the symbol of indifference: what does it matter
whether it is this dust or that dust? It is all the same. Dust is
the symbol of nothingness: because it lies around so loosely, it
is easily stirred up, it blows around blindly, is stepped upon and
crushed – and nobody notices…..dust has no content, no form,
no shape; it blows away, the empty, indifferent, colourless,
aimless, unstable booty of senseless change, to be found
everywhere, and nowhere at home.

This makes for grim reading. Yet it is one great chunk of the reality
we live with day by day.

Another forty blown up by a car bomb in Baghdad
Five hundred banged up in Guantanamo without a trial
A young man murdered on the way home from work
Millions ending another day without food in their bellies
A workforce slaving in a sweatshop for a pittance

Specks of dust, spotted on the surface of a TV screen then brushed
away without a second thought.

But it’s not just them: most of us feel like flecks of dust from time to
time: unnoticed, passed over, unconsidered, immaterial. In the great
sweep of human history, who are we, and what do we matter? Sadly,
many people arrive at this realisation – in some instances, very early
on in their life – and never see beyond it. I never cease to be moved at
the sheer hopelessness of so many people’s lives.

But Christianity has something else to say. It certainly embraces the
reality of human frailty and vulnerability. But it then rings out the



good news that, ‘The Word became flesh.’ God has bowed his own
head into the dust of the earth and taken into himself human frailty
and weakness. In Christ, God knew what it was to suffer, to be
‘transitory, fleeting, unstable dust.’ Ever since that moment, the
devastating statement, ‘Remember you are dust’, is changed into
hope and expectation.

Whilst fully accepting the truth that we are dust, through faith we
recognise a reality through and beyond dust. The mist of tears
remains; we experience frailty, we never escape the sense of our own
mortality, the discomfort of our earthly limitations. Yet tonight, even
as we are reminded that we are dust, we are also told that we are
brothers, sisters, kith and kin of the incarnate One, God made dust.

As Karl Rahner so eloquently puts it, ‘In these words we are told
everything that we are: nothingness that is filled with eternity; death
that teems with life; futility that redeems; dust that is God’s life
forever.’

What a spectacular description of who we are through the love and
grace of God: ‘nothingness that is filled with eternity.’ Yet the dusty
mark on our heads is still appropriate. We still live with the boredom
of everyday routine, with the feeling that a hole still exists in
everything, the futility of so much in our world, the longing for
something more, an adventure only just begun. Again and again we
sense our weakness, we know that we are dust. Yet we are persuaded
that the dustiness of all we know and touch can be transformed by
the reality of a God made dust for us. I am nothing. But I am nothing
filled with eternity.

Lent is an invitation to let the mask fall a little more; to know our
humanity, our frailness and vulnerability; but also to grow in the
realisation that when the mask is removed, when all pretence ceases,
when we are known for who we are, we are also loved without
reserve or condition.

God loves everything that he has made. Lent is not a time to feel bad
about ourselves, but rather to love ourselves enough to be who we
truly want to be.
AMEN.


