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I am 54 years old. As very, very few people live to be 108, I suppose that I’ve got more time behind me than before me at this point. The trouble is that in my mind, I’m still wondering when I will grow up; and in my heart I know I’ll live forever. I know that I am not alone in this. I remember years ago, when I attended a party celebrating the 90th birthday of one of my parishioners. I asked him what it was like to reach such a milestone. “Well,” he said, “It’s alright. But I don’t see many old people any more!” 
If only we had a true and lasting appreciation for how precious, how beautiful, and how brief human life is. How then could we possibly ignore, abuse, or disrespect the life of our neighbors or ourselves? Yet we are made in the image of God, which makes us so comfortable with the language of eternity. We are so ready to believe that we will be forever young, and even though we see death and illness strike to the right and left, our awareness of them registers only on the surface, it does not reach the depths of our identity. So when we are the ones in the crosshairs, so to speak, when the presence of our own death is undeniable, we face that moment in confusion, in fear, and oh so alone.
I have become convinced that this fear is the driving force behind so much of the cruelty in our world and in our own lives. This fear is manifested in our ambivalence towards our very physicality. We are bodies in the world, but we find our bodies distasteful, distrustful, and disappointing; and so we obsess to a truly remarkable degree over the things of the body – food and drink, clothing, sex – and it seems that the only way we know how to deal with these issues of the body is through augmentation, regimentation or incarceration.
I’m 54 years old, overweight, hypertensive, still waiting to grow up, still believing I’ll live forever, still torn between Puritanism and profligacy. And I know I’m not alone. Which brings us to our celebration today. For it is a celebration – subdued perhaps, quiet and reflective. But we gather to celebrate, as we do every time we gather, the gift of God given through Jesus “on the night before he was handed over to suffering and death.” This gift of unity with one another and God in Christ Jesus comes to us in the context of Jesus’ inescapable human mortality, which I take to mean that the gift is, at least in part, that very mortality. Death, the death that God in Jesus was willing to know and experience, our death, is not a punishment. It is part and parcel of the gift of life.
“Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” Lent begins with that momento mori as a call to find peace with our physical, finite, and mortal existence. This is not meant to be a time of punishment. The rage against the body that we find in so much Christian spirituality is itself a destructive dead-end.  Not a time of punishment, but a time to find balance. We seek to be neither puritans nor profligates, so we may seek out the benefits of abstinence, but not go to the radical extremes of denial. Lent is a time to seek peace, peace with who we are, who God as created us to be – oh so beautiful, and oh so brief. Mortals who dream of immortality, it’s true. Just remember that before we conquer death, we first have only to die.
