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Matthew 6:16-21 
16 “And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they 

disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they 
have received their reward.  17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your 
face,  18 so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in 
secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. †  

19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust † 
consume and where thieves break in and steal;  20 but store up for yourselves treasures 
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust † consumes and where thieves do not break in 
and steal.  21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  

Have you ever noticed how difficult it is to put aside all the things that seem to hinder our 
attempts to be spiritual, our attempts to have a relationship with God. For example, like when 
we are sitting in church on a Sunday morning, trying to concentrate on a prayer but the sounds 
around us, or the people beside us, interfere with our thoughts. Or, when we are sitting alone in 
the park admiring the beauty of nature around us and the sound of lawn mowers and leaf 
blowers deafen our thoughts. Or, in a sermon or a prayer, where the focus is on going to heaven 
when we die, when what we really need are some caring words to help us deal with the here and 
now? It seems, at times, that we are having to deal with ‘clutter’ and noise, when we want just a 
clear path to God. 
Tonight, as we begin the church’s season of Lent, I want to begin a series of talks on how we 
might pursue a path for ourselves in our journey with God. One which clears away the clutter 
which gets in the way of that journey. In doing this, I am going to rely heavily on a book by 
Richard Rohr entitled: Breathing Underwater.  
First, we start with a poem by Carol Bieleck, which Rohr quotes in the Preface to his book: 
I built my house by the sea. 
Not on the sands, mind you; 
Not on the shifting sand 
And I built it of rock. 
A strong house 
By a strong sea. 
And we got well acquainted, the sea and i. 
Good neighbours 
Not that we spoke much. 
We met in silences. 
Respectful, keeping our distance. 
But looking our thoughts across the fence of sand. 
Always, the fence of sand our barrier, 
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Always,, the sand between. 
And then one day, 
-and I still don’t know how it happened – 
the sea came. 
Without warning. 
Without welcome, even 
Not sudden and swift, but a shifting cross the sand like wine, 
Less like the flow of water than the flow of blood. 
Slow, but coming. 
Slow, but flowing like an open wound. 
And I thought of flight and I thought of drowning and I thought of death. 
And while I thought the sea crept higher, till it reached my door. 
And I knew then, there was neither flight, nor death, nor drowning. 
That when the sea comes calling you stop being neighbours 
Well acquainted, friendly-at-a-distance, neighbours 
And you give your house for a coral castle, 
And you learn to breathe underwater. 
 
What the poem says to me is that when I am trying to form a deeper relationship with God, the 
culture and even the church, in which I live, seems to be smothering it, as if we left to try to 
breathe, under water. And, while we cannot stop the drowning waters of our culture and even 
our church, as Richard Rohr says, “we need to see our reality for what it is, seek to properly 
detach from it, and build a coral castle and learn to breathe under water.” 
That is what this season in the church year – Lent - has always seemed to me, a period in which 
I, once again, try to learn to breathe under water. A time to savour the ‘salvation’ which Jesus 
brought, two millennia ago. Unfortunately, it seems as if most Christians push the liberation off 
into the next world, to re-position it, if you like, to life after death. Somewhere in a distant 
heaven.  And, until then, just settle for  attendance at church. But, I think Jesus meant us to 
celebrate our liberation, our freedom to live with God, when we are alive, here an now. But, it 
would seem that we have concentrated on how we should  worship Jesus rather than to follow 
him. 
As we begin the Church’s season of Lent on this Ash Wednesday, we have before us our Lord’s 
command for us to accept God into our hearts and to live now as He would like us to live. I 
have been thinking, as I prepared this homily, how long it takes us to just accept – to accept life 
as it is, accept ourselves, our neighbours, our past, our mistakes, imperfections and 
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idiosyncracies. But this is what God is asking us to do, consciously, during Lent. And, through 
the next 40 days of doing this review of our lives God is asking us to turn our lives over to 
Him/Her, freed from the culture of contraints that try to keep us under water. 
The first hurdle that we need to challenge is ourselves. We need to acknowledge that we – or in 
psychological terms, our ‘ego’ have a need to control ourselves. And, in doing so, we have a 
companion need to control others and everything around us. So, the first hurdle that challenges 
us, is to accept that we are powerless, by ourselves, in the face of the ‘clutter’ that presses down 
on us from every direction, keeping us from pursuing our relationship with God.  
It takes a conscious decision to turn our will over to God, to surrender to God and to accept 
God’s love. It will not usually happen with a feeling, or a mere idea, or a religious Scripture. It 
is our will itself, our stubborn and self-defeating willfulness, that must be first converted and 
handed over. That is the first challenge I think we need to take on in our Lenten journey., t 
And our will does not surrender easily, as anyone who has an addiction, in one form or another- 
which I suspect is most of us - can attest, and, usually we surrender only when it is demanded 
by partners, parents, children, health, or circumstances.  It could be an addiction to money, to 
anxiety, to dependence, to fear, to any number of forces. In my experience, many older adults 
access a church or religion after they have experienced a life problem – a trauma, after being 
absent for a long time from their religious roots; or, from never having had any religious 
experience at all. For all of us, though, we resist the call to surrender to God largely because we 
have an ingrained will to have power and control to engineer our own lives in every way. This 
is understandable, because our culture does not respect anyone who does not take control. But, 
we know that this will to have power and control does not create happy people, nor happy 
friends and associates. 
This is true in any religion when people have not made a conscious decision to turn their lives 
over to God. And, I am speaking of God as both surrounding us and God within us. Jesus said it 
very clearly, “If anyone wants to follow me, let him renounce himself” (Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23; 
Matthew 16:4). Easy to say – hard to do in any lasting way.  
One way of renouncing the self without really renouncing the self is by being sacrificial. It 
looks generous and loving, and sometimes it is. But usually it is about ‘me’. The reading from 
Matthew, this evening puts it this way: 
“16 “And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their 
faces so as to show others that they are fasting.” 
 We all know people like these same Scribes and Pharisees, who have what we call ‘the martyr 
complex’. Some of us have it ourselves. Jesus, at another time said, “Unless your holiness 
surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you cannot enter the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 
5:20).  And, we know that people like them are merely seeking the moral high ground for 
themselves and the social esteem that comes with it.  
As Richard Rohr writes: ‘The Jewish Pharisees (in the New Testament) are merely a stand-in 
for all of us at the lower levels, whereas Jesus is the Jewish stand-in for all of us at the highest 



Ash Wednesday C 

Page 4 of 4 

level’. Jesus affirms full love of God and love of neighbor, and says, in Mark’s gospel “this is 
much more important than all whole burnt-offerings and sacrifices!” (Mark 12:33). Jesus uses 
this quote to counter people who are righteous, judgmental, holier-than-thou types who are 
judging him and his disciples for not being sacrificial enough. 
When we accept God into our hearts and surrender ourselves to Him/Her, we acknowledge that, 
as St. Francis puts it, “Love responds to Love alone”. This acceptance has little to do with duty, 
obligation, requirement, or anything heroic.  It is easy to surrender when we know that nothing 
but Love and Mercy is on the other side. And to take that step for the first time, or to re-enter 
the journey toward salvation in a true relationship with God, we need to acknowledge that the 
starting point is when we admit that we are powerless to deal with the forces pressing down on 
us – the surrounding water. That we need God to give us the strength and guidance to survive. 
So, let us, as we begin this Lenten journey, be the first, tonight, to accept that we are attempting 
to ‘breathe under water’ and we admit that we are powerless to change our circumstances 
without the help and guidance of God. In the words of the poem I read earlier, “to give up our 
house for a coral castle, and learn to breathe under water.” 

-The Reverend Gary Hamblin 

 
Sources: Richard Rohr, Breathing Under Water. 


