
Sermon for St Peter’s Limpsfield 

Ash Wednesday, 26th February 2020


Choices How to live well 

‘Timshel’: Thou mayest… 

Joel 2:1-2, 12-17; Psalm 51:1-18; 

2 Corinthians 5:20b - 6:10; Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21


This is a solemn and holy day when we are powerfully 
reminded of our mortality and of our need of God’s 
saving love in Christ. But it has not been a grey and 
gloomy day, mostly, in the sky above us. There has 
been plenty of bright, refreshing sunshine. And so it is 
too that Ash Wednesday is not - despite its reputation - 
a gloomy day, but one shining with the opportunity and 
invitation to be refreshed by the grace of God. 
Whatever has come before. 


We have a choice today, whether and how to follow 
Jesus as the Lenten journey begins again, in whichever 
new ways this year brings us. That journey - if we 
choose to follow - will take in temptations and 
darkness, thirst and suffering, love and loss. It will also 
take in light, fear and great joy. I will reflect on all these 
elements of our humanity through the sermons in Lent 
this year. With Jesus, we are invited on this way of the 
cross, which we will also find again is the way of new 
life.


It is God’s gift. But it is our choice to follow. Sometimes 
I find the noisy pressure in our culture to choose for 
ourselves and to make our own destiny almost 
overwhelming. So it was a joy to hear something deep 
and thoughtful on the subject of choice, in a recent 
radio adaption of John Steinbeck’s epic 1952 novel, 
East of Eden. The story finally hinges on a choice 
tucked away in the original Hebrew of the bible story of 
the brothers Cain and Abel, and presented by Lee, the 
humble servant and great philosopher of the book. 


After the story of the Fall, in Genesis chapter 4, verse 
7, the very verse before Cain murders his brother, the 
story tells us that the LORD said to Cain, ‘sin is lurking 
at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master 
it.’ Or does it? The King James bible translation is quite 
different: ‘thou shalt rule over him [sin].’ The first is an 
order: ‘you must master it.’ The second is a promise: 
‘thou shalt rule over him.’ Perplexed, and with a drink, 
Lee tells the enthralling story of his long, careful quest 
with wise eastern scholars to realise the truth:


‘ “Ah!” said Lee. “I’ve wanted to tell you this for a long 
time. I even anticipated your questions and I am well 
prepared. Any writing which has influenced the thinking 
and the lives of innumerable people is important.  



Now, there are many millions in their sects and 
churches who feel the order, ‘Do thou,’ and throw their 
weight into obedience.  

And there are millions more who feel predestination in 
‘Thou shalt.’ Nothing they may do can interfere with 
what will be.  

But ‘Thou mayest’! 	 Why, that makes a man great, 
that gives him stature with the gods, for in his 
weakness and his filth and his murder of his brother he 
has still the great choice. He can choose his course 
and fight it through and win.” ’ 

They find that the original Hebrew word is ‘Timshel’, 
meaning ‘Thou mayest.’ That gives a choice. And this 
changes everything. It might be the most important 
word in the world. That says the way is open. As Lee 
puts it: ‘That throws it right back on a man.’


It is not an order to be obeyed, nor a predestined 
inevitability; it is a choice we have to make, again and 
again. Whatever has gone before, we can choose well 
today. For us as Christians, this choice is to follow the 
way of Jesus, the Christ. 


We hear from Jesus this evening in the middle of the 
Sermon on the Mount that how we do what we do is 
also important. Some children at school this morning 

were keen to tell me that Lent is about giving things up, 
and what their own plans are, bless them!


But in our almsgiving, and our prayer, and our fasting, 
Jesus warns us not to be public and showy about it, 
but rather to be private, trusting simply in God’s 
reward. Storing up for ourselves heavenly rather than 
earthly treasure. What’s going on inside you is much 
more important than external appearances. As the 
prophet Joel puts it: ‘Yet even now, says the LORD, 
return to me with all your heart;…rend your hearts and 
not your clothing’ (Joel 2:12-13).


As the one dressed up in robes presiding in public 
worship here, yet with some knowledge of my own 
sinfulness, I feel a bit vulnerable at this point!


But thankfully that is precisely what the beginning of 
Lent really needs from us for the gifts of the season to 
start to take root for us: less self-reliance and self-
determination, and more vulnerability and dependance 
on God. ‘A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will 
not despise’ (Psalm 51:18).


Lent can easily become about ‘what can I give up and 
how strong is my will-power’; but it’s really an 
opportunity and gift to help us to deepen our walk with 
God, through our choices. However constrained we 
feel, however constrained we actually are sometimes, 



we still have choices to make every day, individually 
and together. 


As Rowan Williams put it in the conclusion to his book, 
Lost Icons - Reflections on Cultural bereavement: ‘We 
can choose death, but we don’t have to. What we are 
present to in neither created nor extinguished by our 
will. The iconic eye remains wakeful.’


In the midst of all pain, confusion, and darkness, Jesus 
shows us that this eye is benign, loving. And God 
invites us to choose again to respond, to choose life, 
and the way that gives life. That is to live well. As the 
wise old monk said about his Christian life, and ours: “I 
fall down, and I rise up. I fall down, and I rise up.”


Even if, sometimes - for me, for Cain, and perhaps for 
some others too - our own bad choices, and the 
consequences of others, play a part in sending us to 
hell, to a place that feels beyond the love of God - still, 
the new day, the new Lent, brings us the chance to 
choose again. And to trust - not least through the 
blessings of others - that the dread and dereliction of 
Good Friday will not finally prevail. So as Paul tells the 
church in Corinth, we too can be ‘sorrowful, yet always 
rejoicing.’ (2 Corinthians 6:10).


And if - when - we fail again, do not publicly lament, or 
despair. Choose to take it as a fresh opportunity to 
enter into and grow in God’s grace. 


And may the love of Christ deepen in us and be a 
blessing to and through us this Lent. 	 	 	 


Amen.


Rev James Percival

Team Rector of Limpsfield & Tatsfield


