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Sermon: Turning on the Road of Life Daniel M. Hooper
Ash Wednesday, Cycle “A” February 6, 2008
Matthew 6:1–6, 16–21 Hollywood Lutheran Church

+
Many of you know that I am left-handed, so that puts me in one more minority group, since lefties
are only about 10% of the population.  

As I drive around this town, I can plainly tell that most other drivers are right-handed,
because their feeble attempts to drive the car are done with their right hand, while they hold a cell-
phone to the left ear with their left hand.  

By the way, you should be aware that as of July 1, the law goes into effect to make this
illegal.  If you’re behind the wheel, you will have to talk on a hands-free cell phone.  This will
supposedly prod you to give attention to your driving.

And I guess inattention is a serious problem.  For some reason, the act of holding a phone
to the left ear gives many drivers a stiff neck, so that they don’t actually turn their heads to see where
they are going, or who is about to plow into their left fender.

You all remember this from Driver’s Ed classes, don’t you? When pulling out of a parking
space, or changing lanes, you should turn your head, and not rely on the rear view mirror.

It occurred to me that there’s a lesson in this about repentance.  The Greek word we translate as
“repent” does not mean “cease and desist.”  It is not just a divine order to “Stop it!”  It really means
“to turn.”

So in the ancient church, when new converts to the Christian faith were about to be baptized,
first they faced the west, the place of the setting sun, and renounced the Devil and all forms of evil,
darkness and death.  And then they turned to the east, the place of the rising sun, and in that
direction, confessed their faith in God the Father, in the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Spirit the
giver of life.

Lent is a time of introspection and reflection.  Most people “get it,” even without a lecture.
Lutherans are generally very good at this, so it is hard to maintain our theme here during Lent— the
theme John Tyni explained so nicely that Lutherans are “Catholic Light”—one-third less guilt!
Unfortunately, during Lent, Lutheran guilt seems to be just as bad as Catholic guilt or any other
Christian guilt!

But for many spiritual people, trying to navigate our lives in the world, we rely too much on
our rear-view mirrors.  That is, we look back, with a little glance here and there, and realize the
course of our life has not gone as well as it might, or that the “tail pipe” of our life decisions is
smokin,’ so we know we need a tune-up.  Or, in our rear-view mirrors, we realize that many of our
past mistakes are catching up with us, closing in on us, and we frantically try to go faster to outrun
the frightening things we see when we look back.

But the lesson from those Driver Ed classes tells us not to rely on our rear-view mirrors, but to turn
our heads.  Fortunately, if we turn our heads, our bodies usually follow.  If we turn ourselves, our
lives will follow.  So God is inviting us, in the act of repentance, to turn.  To change directions and
set a new course for our lives.

Forgive me if I’ve mentioned this before: Some years ago I was driving across Iowa in the
winter, and there was a long line of cars on a two-lane highway, all of us being held up by a lead
driver who was driving . . . very . . . slow.  One by one, when I had a chance, I passed each of a
dozen cars and finally caught up to the No. 2 position behind the slow-poke.  And just as I was trying
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to pass her, I noticed her bumper sticker.  “Drive like hell,” it said.  “You’ll get there!”
Lutheran guilt, I think, focuses too much on our destination.  That is, we are told we had

better change our course or we will wind up in Hell.  In other words, we have heard only the message
that we should turn, or change directions, to avoid the dire consequences.  That is counter-
productive, though, because being scolded is less and less effective on us.  But the true promise of
repentance is not because our default destination is so terrifying, or even because the godly
alternative, Heaven, is so appealing.  It is the promise that the course of our lives will be more
rewarding, more fulfilling, more satisfying now.  “Now” is St. Paul’s theme here in his second letter
to the Corinthians.  What are we waiting for?  Now is the acceptable time.  Now is the day of
salvation.  Life can be utterly different, starting now.

To get back behind the steering wheel, if you will, if we change our course, if we turn, we
may find that life is more “a drive in the country” than the grueling punishment of sitting in stop-
and-go traffic listening to brakes squealing, horns honking, and obscenities being shouted from one
car to the next.  Life can be different, now.

The point of Jesus’ lesson today about fasting—an ancient  practice that has fallen out of Christian
piety but might actually be a good idea given our modern waistlines— is that we don’t undertake a
practice of piety for show.  What we do, we can do in secret, or in private.  If we fast, we don’t have
to look disfigured.  If we pray, we don’t have to make a big show of it.  If we are generous, we don’t
need to draw attention to ourselves.  Because the turning of repentance onto a different road for life,
is an inward turning. 

It is a turning of our attention.  A turning of our values.  A turning from our own self  to our
neighbor, and through our fellow human beings, to God.  And I have said something like this several
times recently:  to turn to the Lord doesn’t mean we have to become more religious.  But if we are
more faithful in our caring and our compassion for others, God is served.  If we are more generous
with our time and our abilities and our resources, God is pleased.  If we are more committed to live
a life growing out of our spiritual centers, not our pleasure centers, God rewards us in the midst of
our daily lives, now.

Who knows how our repentance might help to change the world?  To use just one example,
We might become so kind, considerate and caring that we put down our cell phones and have one
hand free to use our turn signals.  And a lot of others on the road of life mighty thank God for that!
Amen.


