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Karen Bockelman is a retired pastor, living in Duluth. In addition to parish ministry, campus ministry, and a year of halftime work in the ELCA’s Office of the Secretary, she served for 11 years as Assistant to the Bishop in the NE MN Synod. She is a member of Gloria Dei Lutheran Church in Duluth and serves as chair of the Worship, Music, and Arts Committee. She and her husband are re-learning to live in Duluth in the winter. Her greatest joy is her 18-month old granddaughter, Lia.
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ASH WEDNESDAY – March 2, 2022
Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18
Psalm 27
Philippians 3:17—4:1
Luke 13:31-35
As long as I can remember I have loved scripture. This love was an inheritance from my father, who never read a Bible passage he couldn’t love. For almost as long, I have loved liturgy and ritual. I’m not sure where that came from, definitely not my father, but it has been a strong presence in my life and ministry. So, as powerful as the Ash Wednesday scripture readings are, you won’t be surprised that when I reflect on connections with creation, I am drawn to ashes and dust. 
In my childhood, ashes represented for me the confession and repentance that were the hallmarks of Lent. I could resonate with the image of humility found in the alternate first reading from Isaiah 58:5, “a day to humble oneself, to bow down the head like a bulrush, and to lie in sackcloth and ashes.” I could also resonate with Psalm 51’s images of cleansing: “wash me through and through from my wickedness,” “cleanse me from my sin,” “wash me and I shall be purer than snow,” “create in me a clean heart.” It is no accident that, in the Ash Wednesday liturgy, the imposition of ashes follows an extended confession of sin.
Today when I think of ashes, I see in my mind’s eye the ash left from forest fires and burned buildings, the ash-colored mushroom cloud of an undersea volcanic eruption in the Pacific, the bits of ash that clog polluted air filling the lungs, the ash that coated people stumbling away from Ground Zero on 9/11. Joel 2:2 speaks of the coming day of Lord as “a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness.” It is no accident that on Ash Wednesday we confess our “waste and pollution of your creation.” 
I remember a time when the Ash Wednesday and Lenten Sunday liturgies did not include an announcement of forgiveness—those words saved for Maundy Thursday. The impact was to emphasize the confessional/repentant nature of Lent. But I have found myself more and more thinking, not just of confession and repentance, but of the promise of the baptismal promise of new life. In ancient times, in the absence of soap, ashes—both absorbent and antibacterial, like hand sanitizer—were used to cleanse. New life and growth emerge from burned fields and forests. Gardeners use ashes, full of rich mineral content, to amend the soil. Rather than parched places, ash and water can make a garden (Isaiah 58:11) 
The words that accompany the imposition of ashes, “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return,” are a reminder of our mourning for all that no longer is. I see images of white gloves checking for dust, I hear echoes of shaking the dust off one’s feet. Dust can be seen as dirty, unclean, worthless, something to reject. But God makes amazing things out of dust—stars, planets, humans. Before God pointed Abram to the stars in the heaven, God promised offspring like the dust of the earth (Genesis 13:16).
These words of Ash Wednesday are also a reminder of our mortality. They are echoed in the committal service, “earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” While it is common to the human condition, mortality is not something to be feared or rejected. Just as the first human was created from humus, an earthling from the earth, God continues to create and re-create using that starry, dirty, earthy dust. And, in the end, we return to the earth of God’s creation.
Last Ash Wednesday I was stunned by a piece of music sung by two of our singers. The song was called “Beautiful Things” and I was thrilled to find it in All Creation Sings (#925). It is a song of pain and of hope, of earth become a garden, and of old ground being brought to life. The chorus proclaims that God makes beautiful things out of the dust, beautiful things out of us. If you don’t already know this song, I commend it to you for this Ash Wednesday
I also remember the first time I heard another song (in an entirely different musical style) composed by Steve Dalager, a member of Gloria Dei and the coordinator of our worship band, One Bread, “Dirt,” is an unabashed declaration of human dirt as God’s good creation, even if it “sometimes gets confused with sin.” 
Chorus
Let my heart be dirt, Jesus.
Grubby, wormy, aromatic dirt, Jesus.
The kind that Ma don’t want me to drag in,
Sometimes it even gets confused with sin,
With a little cow manure mixed in.
Verse
Let’s face it, my dirt can get mighty hard.
It gets cold. It gets lost when it wanders far.
But your love, Lord, can make it warm the seed within.
Some may say that dirt has got a bad reputation, 
but there’s nothing better for recreation 
of your heaven … down here on Earth.

On Ash Wednesday, the ritual action of imposing ashes and the accompanying words are a bodily expression of repentance and hope, carrying us into a Lent that calls for both.







FIRST SUNDAY IN LENT – March 6, 2022
Deuteronomy 26:1-11
Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16
Romans 10:8b-13
Luke 4:1-13
There are many lenses through which one can look at scripture. For me, one lens has long been story, again thanks to my father. I have not been so used to looking through the lens of creation. That lens I owe to my husband, an ecological economist whose PhD thesis was on the Stewardship of Creation (not a theme usually found in university economics departments!) 
It has been relatively new for me to look at the texts for the First Sunday in Lent, especially the gospel text, through both the lens of story and the lens of creation. The lens of creation has helped me consider not just the story of Jesus’s temptation but also its wilderness place.
For over a decade, my husband and I went camping in the Southwest during Duluth’s usual cold and snowy winters. My husband had spent years researching small, lightweight travel trailers with the dream of boondocking, that is camping on public lands (usually in national forests or Bureau of Land Management territory) other than in designated campgrounds. This would be as close as we could get to wilderness.
Especially in our first year we did a lot of desert boondocking. We learned that deserts (what some would call wilderness) are not wastelands, but teeming with a subtle beauty. While camping without even basic amenities can be tough, we also learned there can be a fragility in the desert wilderness. On a guided hike at White Sands National Park we were taught, first to see the tiny organisms (cyanobacterium) that layer themselves into a woven mat forming the top surface of the soil, and then to step lightly to avoid long-term damage.
For Jesus, as for the people of the exodus, the wilderness was not only a place of depravation where one was forced to rely on God, but also a place with its own life and austere beauty.
My senior year in seminary I participated in a five-week Holy Land seminar. Among many other experiences walking the land, we climbed what is traditionally considered the Mount of Temptation, just outside Jericho. I can testify to the rocks and stones covering that landscape and for the desire for food after a hard climb in the hot sun (even if it didn’t take 40 days). Food is essential for life, but so is shelter from the sun, protection from harm, the foundation that is God. I wonder if, when tempted to satisfy his own need, Jesus also thought of water flowing from a rock, a rocky fortress, the steadfast rock that is God. Bread would be nice, but perhaps not if it would mean losing the rocks and stones that were also part of creation and instruments of God’s grace. “One does not live by bread alone.”
From our perch on top of the Mount, we could not see all the kingdoms of the world. But we, and Jesus, could see the Jordan River valley—the place of entry into the Promised Land, the place where John proclaimed and baptized, a river running through the heart of land sacred to Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 
Today that river and valley are threatened. EcoPeace Middle East, a regional (Jordanian, Palestinian and Israeli) environmental peacebuilding organization, launched the Jordan River Covenant—a document which condemns the degradation of the valley: “96% of the river’s flow has been diverted. The little water that remains is polluted with saline and effluent, including untreated sewage. Valley wetlands have dried up, springs are failing, half its biodiversity has been lost.” The covenant also expresses a vision “in which a clean, living river flows from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea; in which the valley’s plants and animals are afforded the water they need to flourish; in which the springs flow as they have for millennia; and in which the water extracted for human use is divided equitably between the nations that share the valley and the people who live here.”* If the devil, as claimed, controls the world’s authority and glory, is that really worthy of worship? All too often that power has led to the degradation of God’s creation. All life comes from God, who alone is worthy of our worship and service.
I’ve often wondered about that third test—it doesn’t seem to fit so well with the first two. How strange to be suddenly transported to the pinnacle of the temple in Jerusalem and encouraged to fling oneself off. The Lutheran Study Bible describes it as being given the opportunity to live without limits (e.g. the limits of gravity)—to indulge in an arrogant and death-defying display of hubris. What a show that would be! And what a test of God. 
In fact, all three tests are temptations to self-indulgence. On Ash Wednesday we confess “our self-indulgent appetites and ways,” “our waste and pollution of [God’s] creation,” “our lack of concern for those who come after us.” In his Lectures on Romans, Martin Luther described sin as incurvatus in se—being “so deeply curved in on itself that it not only bends the best gifts of God towards itself and enjoys them ,... but it also fails to realize that it so wickedly, curvedly, and viciously seeks all things, even God, for its own sake.” 
To think the resources of creation are unlimited and that human ingenuity can solve anything and everything is nothing less than idolatry. We would do well to “renounce the devil and all the forces that defy God, the powers of this world that rebel against God, the ways of sin that draw [us] from God” (ELW Holy Baptism). With Jesus we place ourselves in the care of God and trust in the promises of God’s word.
*For more information on EcoPeace Middle East and especially “A Green Blue Deal for the Middle East” go to ecopeaceme.org. A brief video







SECOND SUNDAY IN LENT—March 13, 2022
Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18
Psalm 27
Philippians 3:17-4:1
Luke 13:31-35
Many years ago, long before internet maps that could be enlarged or reduced, I saw a short film entitled (I think) Zoom. (No, not that Zoom!) The film started with a focus on a single person. Then the camera seemed to zoom out to the surrounding neighborhood, then country, then earth itself, faster and faster flying by planets and stars and constellations and galaxies. Suddenly the camera came to an abrupt stop, then reversed, this time moving in closer and closer. When it reached the person that was the starting point, the camera continued to move into the body, past organs and blood vessels, smaller and smaller until only one cell remained. Finally, another quick reversal brought the film back to the original view of that single person.
The texts for the Second Sunday in Lent give me that same feeling, starting with the cosmic vastness of countless stars and ending with the down-to-earth images of fox, hen, and chicks.
Abram must have had some acquaintance with stars. I would imagine they served as his GPS system, guiding his journeying from Ur to Canaan to Egypt and back to Canaan. He would have recognized constellations and the most visible stars and planets and plotted his travels accordingly. He would have been focused on the practicalities of travel. At the same time, despite God’s promise to make of him a great nation, he was anxious about the future, the messy reality of no heir. Perhaps until this vision from God, Abram had not been able to step back, to see the whole picture, to see the future in a dark sky full of glittering stars. 
I can’t say that I know much astronomy, but I do remember Bible camp night hikes and the satisfaction of learning to find the Big and Little Dipper and the North Star. I also remember becoming disoriented when, for two years, I lived in the Southern Hemisphere and the North Star was nowhere to be found. Learning to find the Southern Cross helped me once again find my place. Now, living in a city, most of the time light pollution keeps me from seeing the full beauty of the night sky.
On one of our winter camping trips, we spent a night at Indian Bread Rocks Recreation Area in southeastern Arizona. It was off our beaten path, at the end of a dirt road. Camping was pretty dispersed and when we pulled in there seemed to be only one other camp site occupied and, even then, we didn’t see any other people. By the time it got dark, I was feeling anxious—an isolated spot, no one around. “Is it safe?” I wondered, “would I even be able to sleep?” But, by then, there was nowhere else to go. I don’t know whether I was trying to reassure myself or (perversely) confirm my nervousness, but I finally lifted the curtain and saw, in the black of the desert sky, millions of stars—certainly too many to count—reassuring, beautiful, and comforting. Sleep came easily. Abram too?
If the Genesis text, like the James Webb telescope, takes us to the farthest reaches of the cosmos, then the gospel text brings us down to earth with its images of fox, hen, and chicks. In these few verses from Luke 13, Jesus faces Herod’s murderous intentions with his own determination to continue his on his way to Jerusalem. In the face of death threats from “that fox” and the prophet-killing reputation of Jerusalem, Jesus still longs to comfort and protect, to gather the children of Jerusalem together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, not an easy task.
I didn’t grow up with chickens but, when my daughter was little, a friend invited us to his barn to help release dozens of newly purchased chicks. Cute and fuzzy as they were, they were not about to gathered together, they scurried around resisting any attempt bring them together, certainly not the attempts of a toddler. It doesn’t take a chicken farmer to see the parallel—we too delight in our independence, scatter and scurry, resisting God’s desire to gather, comfort, and protect us. Even in lament, God persists. 
This is a deeply personal and tender image, not one suited to poultry factories. It was this text, in my senior year in seminary, that really me to the image of a mother God. It has remained a beloved image, especially as it is expressed in hymns. “When Twilight Comes,” (ELW 566) is a beautiful evening hymn with its nighttime image of a loving mother, holding her children to her heart as she prepares them for a night’s rest.
“Thy Holy Wings” (ELW 613) is my favorite with its language of protective, spreading wings being closed around us in tender care. When my husband and I were in the international adoption process, we knew it would be some months before we could physically enfold our child. We prepared a cassette tape (remember those?) to send to the adoption agency so that it could be played for our child. My husband read Good Night Moon and I sang this hymn. When I could finally hold her physically and sing to her, I had the clear sense that she recognized my voice and, I hope, a mother’s love. Last year we spent 13 weeks caring for our new granddaughter and once again I would sing “Thy Holy Wings” as she relaxed into sleep.
Stars and hens—promises of blessing and images of shelter.
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