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“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”

Perspective is an amazing thing. I’m currently sitting on a jury and realize now more than ever how important perspective is when it comes to hearing testimony. Perspective is what shapes how we understand what a person is saying and how what they have said has relevance, meaning, or significance in our lives. It provides a framework and basis from which to live our lives.
As we begin our journey through Lent, this worship on Ash Wednesday shapes our perspective over these next 40 days in two ways. The first will be obvious to some. Ash Wednesday is about remembering our mortality and our bondage to sin and death in this life. We remember we are dust and to dust we shall return. We remember that in our lives we continually turn our back on God, neighbor and creation in order to turn in on our selves. We navel gaze, focusing only on our self rather than God and others. 
But with the ashen cross smudged on our brow we remember something else. We are baptized. We have been joined to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ in the waters of our Baptism. We may be in bondage to the powers of sin and death but they do not have the last say. Christ has freed us by his resurrection to live in the promise of new and eternal life even in the midst of suffering and death. In the midst of despair, we cling to the hope Jesus offers from the empty tomb. And so as we journey through Lent toward Holy Week and Easter we do so from the perspective of baptized mortals who have been promised eternal life in the midst of our sinfulness.
The second way has to do with the stones each of you have been given. Both tonight and on Sundays in Lent those in worship will be given a stone like the one you have in your hands to keep a perspective of stones in scripture and how they relate to our faith. Tonight, we focus on the stones of the covenant, the two stone tablets of the Ten Commandments given to Moses on Mount Horeb and of which we hear again in the passage from Deuteronomy.

So on this first night of Lent, how might the stones of the Commandments be both a reminder of our separation and alienation from God and a way in which we can draw closer to God, our neighbor and creation? First, we have to keep the right perspective by remembering who it was who gave them in the first place. The God who had brought the Israelites out of the land of Egypt and out of bondage is the one who gives these commandments. If they are to be his people they are to live by these commands. They are the “Do’s and Don’ts” for God’s people.

Now because by our very nature we tend to focus on ourselves whenever someone gives us a list of “Do’s and Don’ts” we tend to rebel against them. “I know stealing isn’t a good thing, but what if I’m desperate for food? Isn’t stealing food in order to survive justifiable?” 

Maybe we also rebel because oftentimes in our world rules and commands are usually established by those in power and in the case of Egypt, that power was a pharaoh who dominated over the Israelites who were held as slaves. 
But God makes it clear who is giving these commands for being the community of God. The God of Israel is not a dominator God who oppresses his people. The God of Israel is a liberator of the oppressed and offers new life to those who suffer under the power of sin and death in this world. These commands are meant for experiencing life as God intended and not to prevent or inhibit it. These stones of the covenant are good when it comes to experiencing the joy God intended for his creation from the very beginning.
