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On Ash Wednesday, we started out journey into Lent.  Ash Wednesday isn’t one of those enticing Christian holidays.  There are no beautiful decorations, no turkey, no festive parades or Champagne toasts.  Nobody gets a nice greeting card with Happy Ash Wednesday written on it.  What we do, rather morbidly, is get informed, bluntly, that we are going to die.  That’s not a great market for Hallmark. 
For a long time, Ash Wednesday liturgies, with their call for repentance, were identified with the Roman Catholics tradition; but in the twentieth century, Anglicans, Lutherans and some other mainline Protestants have joined in the practice.  Many Anglican churches will even do the imposition of Ashes. There’s a growing movement in the U.S. to take Ash Wednesday services outside of church buildings, offering ashes at bus stops, malls, parks and train stations. 
And as ashes are put upon people’s foreheads, the words are spoken, ‘Remember you are dust, and to dust you will return’.
Here is the interesting question about Ash Wednesday and about Lent in general: Why would anyone want to remember, much less celebrate, the fact that you’re going to die?
That’s a question I’ve struggled with, but here is what I think the answer is: Because it’s the truth.
We go to such great effort in this life to hide ourselves away from truth.  We hid ourselves away from the truth of aging, spending a fortune on all sorts of products and potions to make us look a few years younger.  And given the din of advertising and doublespeak surrounding us, it’s rare to escape the fantasy that money or science, fame or shiny objects will somehow save us from death. There is a great satirical interview between Ali G and the U.S. Surgeon General, when he asks ‘what are the chances I will die’.  100% says the surgeon general. ‘Isn’t you being a bit pessimistic’, Ali G replies.  
We hide ourselves away from the reality of suffering, which at some point affects us all.  As a clergy person, I have the privilege of spending time with people encountering some sort of suffering or trauma.  One of the things people often note, is that when suffering comes to their door, often other people share their suffering or stories from their lives with them, things that they had kept hidden, things that they now have permission to share.  How many of us wear our suffering with shame or embarrassment?
We hide ourselves away from another truth; that we are not as in control as we would like to think we are.  It’s rare in our culture to admit that we are not in control, that we are not the God of our own destiny.  The reality is we are not in control.  
Within certain circles, to be someone of religious faith has become unfashionable or under attack.  Religious people we are told are unscientific people, are people who dislike facts or truth.  I disagree.  When we live our faith seriously, we plunge ourselves into the ugly truth of life.  We face our mortality, and to do so, is incredibly counter cultural.   
Here is what our faith tells us to do.  Rather that ignore those hard truths, which is the easy path, we are challenged to look directly at those realities and to tell them that they have no power over us!  
We have a baptism today, and interestingly we do something at a baptism that echoes Ash Wednesday, but with water not ash.  We mark a cross on the baby’s head.  A baptism is a celebration of life and wonder and it’s an affirmation of blessing, but imbedded in the liturgy is the image of death and resurrection.  In our baptism we die to something so that we might participate in something.   
	A few years ago, I was the youth worker in Willowfield Parish, which is a large vibrant church in East Belfast.  From Ash Wednesday to Friday this week, a man called John Edwards, the founder of ‘Walking Free’, a charity set up to help suicidal and addicted people, was buried alive outside the parish.
JCBs dug a hole for John to ‘go under’ in a coffin 8ft long x 3.5ft high x 4ft wide, enabling him to sit up as well as lie down. The coffin has been kitted out with electrics and broadband.  The quite shocking stunt is being done to raise awareness of the needs of despairing people.  From the grave, John broadcast live stories of hope via live streaming through the Walking Free website and live on Facebook.
I’m not sure entirely how I feel about the stunt.  It’s a little bit David Blane.  I’m also not sure being buried alive is good for anyone’s mental health and wellbeing.  But I must credit the symbolism of what he is doing. 
In a pre-statement, John said this, ‘I know this is a radical move but people are continually contacting me who are either suicidal or who know friends or family who are. My plan is to speak to them from the grave before they get there and show them hope.’
John is a committed Christian, a stepfather and grandfather.  I think John has a good understanding of Ash Wednesday and Lent.  We don’t run from the darkness, we speak to the darkness, and we tell it that there is something greater.  We speak to the darkness and we say where is your victory, where oh death is your sting!  The message from the grave is one of hope – hope for those who are struggling, hope for those who feel life is hopeless, and hope of life beyond death.
How will you experience this season of Lent?  

