Septuagesima
I take my text today from St. Matthew’s Gospel:
Take that thine is, and go thy way: I will give unto this
last, even as unto thee.
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be alway acceptable
unto thee, O Lord, my Strength and my Redeemer.
As we begin the Pre-Lenten season today, we leave behind the joy and
excitement of Christmas and Epiphany, and our focus now turns to the
reality of our human nature, a reality we may not want to face —
indeed, the very nature of our humanity is our frailty, and, because of
that frailty, we are sinners, and, more to the point, we need to do
something about it.
What sets us human beings apart from the rest of God’s creation is
reason. God endowed us with reason, which gives us the ability to
distinguish between right and wrong. He gave us emotions, one of the
greatest being love, because it was his desire that we love him, our
Creator.
Yet, because we were human, we had an innate weakness, a frailty that
showed itself when we exercised our faculties to reject our Creator and
to fall prey to an insidious creature we call Satan.
The fall of mankind has been vividly depicted in the Old Testament,
and it is a sobering moment for us human beings, who are the pinnacle
of God’s Creation.
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Of course, as we progress through the Pre-Lenten season, and, more
especially during Lent, our thoughts, our prayers and meditations, and
even our actions, should be about repentance for our past failures;
more especially, we should be about examining our lives and presenting
ourselves humbly to God in acknowledgment that we are unworthy
sinners, seeking his forgiveness.
With the Advent of our Lord, we have hope to overcome that human
flaw, the frailty of our nature, and regain our favored status in creation.
Indeed, we have been redeemed and freed from hopelessness and
brought into a new light — the Light of Christ.
With that, we come to this Sunday’s Epistle, St. Paul’s First Letter to
the Corinthians, and the Gospel, the twentieth chapter of St. Matthew,
which represent contrasting messages: the Epistle warns us that it is
never too late to be damned, while the Gospel tells us it is never too
late to be saved. This contrast makes a compelling argument for
looking at them together.
In reading the Epistle and Gospel together, the Epistle from St. Paul’s
First Letter to the Corinthians, where he compares physical and
spiritual discipline, and the Gospel from St. Matthew where our Lord
compares the reward of those who labor from the first of the day with
those who labor at the end of the day, we would see contrasting
messages: the Epistle warning us, again, that it is never too late to be
"damned," while the Gospel telling us it is never too late to be saved.
Here, we might also be prompted to look back at the words of John the
Baptist: repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand and put
them in juxtaposition to the words of our Lord: the time has come;
the kingdom of god is upon you; repent, and believe the gospel.
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No doubt, we are called upon throughout our lives to heed the words
of John the Baptist, repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand,
re-enforced by our Lord’s own words that the time has come, “repent,
and believe the gospel.
But, at the same time, if we are going to repent, and really to work at
overcoming our human frailty, then let us come to understand more
fully what that means.
It is not just a matter of acknowledging our misdeeds and expressing
sorrow for having done wrong; it is much more than that. It is more
than just being remorseful. It is effecting a change in our lives — yes,
to effect a change in our lives.
Our journey through life is a maturing, where we mature physically,
mentally, and socially; and more importantly, spiritually.
There is a further distinction here: the secular versus the religious.
Spirituality from the secular point of view is essentially one of adhering
to a spiritual philosophy, not a religion, which promotes personal
growth and inner peace. In it, there is no need of the other-worldly, or
the Divine Presence in one’s life.
Whereas, in religious spirituality, there is also an emphasis upon
personal growth and inner peace; but the difference is the reliance upon
a Creator, upon God, as the means to achieving the fulfilling of a basic
human desire that includes not just an eternal reward, but something
more: eternal life with our Creator, our God.
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While there may be similarities in the two approaches to spirituality,
there are also similar obstacles in an ever increasingly secular world;
mindful that, having been created by a power beyond our human
comprehension, we possess within our inner being a certain desire to
seek and to be united with our Creator, with our Heavenly Father.
But even for those who are religious, this spiritual maturation so often
is pushed aside by the pressures of the world: family, work, and various
relationships, whether familial or social — all seem to hinder us in our
spiritual maturing. And, of course, we are what we are: just plain
human.
So, what do we do about it? Is it just a matter of distancing ourselves
from the secular world, from the allurement it holds, the promises of
individual gratification and personal satisfaction?
Do we admit our human frailty and human weaknesses?
If we look at our situation from the point of view of St. Paul, then we
are to do just that: admit that we are frail human beings, and turn
weakness into strength by effecting a change in our lives, just as he did.
Indeed, that is what God calls us to do: to change our weakness into
strength by effecting a change in our lives; and that change is Jesus
Christ.
Of course, if we’re going to effect a change in our lives, it requires
effort on our part. Paul is quick to remind us of that. Just like an
athlete, we must have fortitude, self-control, and endurance if we want
to win the final victory over sin and Satan.
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Our lot as Christians is not an easy one, and the road to eternal
salvation can be an arduous journey.
Still, no matter when we start that journey, it is never too late, never
too late to be saved, even at the end.
We see this in the Gospel passage from St. Matthew. We see the
promise of our inclusion in the Family of Christ, regardless of when
we start the journey. Our Lord uses an everyday situation of life, as he
often did to illustrate divine truth:
Take that thine is, and go thy way: I will give unto this
last, even as unto thee.
That is a remarkable statement that gives us hope, no matter where we
are in our journey through life: I will give unto this last, even as
unto thee.
We do not labor in vain. Jesus Christ has given us sure hope in our
salvation; hope that we are valued creatures of God, worthy of salvation
and the promise of eternal life.
We first must understand that God does not look at the amount of our
service, or at the length of it; rather, God is concerned that it is all that
we have that we give. If we give to God the best that we have to offer;
give from the heart, from the depths of our souls; then, it is sufficient.
Second, we must understand that Heaven, that salvation, is not a
reward; it is a grace. We cannot earn it; God gives it to us.
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Because God loves us so much; loves us enough to take upon himself
our own humanity, its trials and afflictions, its emotions, its pain and
suffering, even, death; he offers to us his Grace, no strings attached.
He offers us the gift of eternal life.
There is nothing we can do to earn this Grace, this gift. But, at the
same time, there is much we can do to receive it. We are not let off the
hook; we must accept it of our own accord.
That, Paul makes quite clear. If we are to receive God’s Grace, we
must accept it, and let it work within us. That does require an effort on
our part.
It requires effort because we must allow it to effect a change in our
lives.
That change is reflected in a spiritual discipline that opens our hearts
and minds to the Love of God, awakens in us our responsibility to
worship our Creator; endeavors us to work for the spread of the
Gospel; and inspires us to show forth our faith through good works.
In essence, we receive Grace, and ultimately our salvation, through
loving God, and offering whatever there is of us to his service.
Inevitably, we come back to that magnificent concept developed by St.
Paul that we have talked about numerous times: we as living
sacrifices.
Finally, whether we are at the head of the queue, or at the end, the
reward is the same, given to us freely, who have willingly accepted
God’s Grace, and allowed it to work within our lives.
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It is our responsibility to exercise our spiritual discipline, making us fit
for the working of God’s Grace within us, for it is never too late to
receive God’s Grace and the gift of eternal life. It is what God wants
for us. It is his Will for us.
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