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"I'd sell my soul to play for the Washington Senators."
Joe Hardy, a character in a popular Broadway musical, says these words in a fit of frustration. 
Joe is what we call today an average middle-aged couch potato. 
He sits in front of his television and watches baseball and most of the time his beloved team, the Senators, are defeated by "those New York Yankees." 
Joe always wanted to play ball but things just did not work out that way. 
Marriage, children, and work occupied the life of Joe Hardy. 
Thus, one day in frustration he says he would sell his soul to play for the Senators. 
It just so happens that the devil is listening to Joe and appears quite suddenly in his living room.
In this story, Satan will make a deal with the middle-aged man. 
The devil will transform Joe into a young and strong athlete, as he once was, and he can play for the Senators, but when the season is over Joe's soul belongs to him. 
After a moment of thought, Joe agrees and he is instantly transformed into a young man again.

       Joe manages to get a try-out with the Senators and the manager is quite impressed. 
Soon Joe is making newspaper headlines as a star and the Senators begin to win games and move up in the standings. 
As the season begins to draw to a close, the Yankees and Senators are neck and neck for the pennant and a chance to go to the World Series. 
Joe has made a great contribution, but in most respects his heart misses his old existence, especially his family and friends at work. 
He begins to think how he might get out of his pact with the devil.

       The whole season comes down to one final game; whoever wins goes to the Series. 
The last game between the Senators and Yankees comes down to the last inning and ultimately the last out. 
Joe is playing center field for the home team Senators who are ahead by one run. 

A crack of the bat sends Joe racing toward the fence. 
As he runs back Joe is transformed into the middle-aged couch potato he really is. 
The devil is upset that Joe has broken his pact and wants to return to his old existence. 
Now a middle-aged man again, Joe still manages to run back and make the catch, crashing through the center field fence in the process. 
He runs for fear that others will discover who he truly is; Joe Hardy was transformed in body but he was not converted in his heart.

       Joe Hardy was transformed on the outside but fortunately for him he was never changed on the inside. 
He was at heart, and always wanted to be the couch potato. 
When he was playing baseball for the Senators the people never saw the real Joe.

       This week, the Christian community throughout the world begins the discipline of Lent, and the gospel for today's service, drawn from Saint Matthew's version of Jesus' Sermon on the Mount, tells us of our need to change on the inside, to demonstrate who we are, and not concentrate on what others will see. 
We must be transformed so that God, the one who looks into the heart and understands our every thought, word, and action, will be pleased.

       Jesus is very clear in the gospel that we should not practice piety in any form so as to be noticed by others, for our reward will never be found in what others think. 
The Lord speaks of the three great works that have, over the Christian era, become the hallmarks of Lenten action - almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. 
When we give alms, that is share our resources of time, talent, and treasure with others, especially the poor, we must do so in a way so that God and God alone knows what we are doing. 
To demonstrate in an external way that we are a great philanthropist, that we willing give to others, is not the problem Jesus describes. 
It is the attitude we possess. 
Why do we do what we do? 
When we pray, there is no need to do so in a manner which attracts attention and demonstrates to others how holy we are. 
On the contrary, Jesus says we should go to our room, close the door, and pray to our Father in private. 
God will hear our words of praise, thanksgiving, and petition and will reward us for our faithfulness. 
When we fast, it should not be done in a manner that others might notice. 
Rather than looking glum and weak, we must groom our person and look strong. 
God is the one who sees, and is grateful for, our actions. 
In short, we should not observe the great tenets of Lent so we can be changed on the outside so others will see. 
Rather, we should seek to be transformed on the inside to a stronger and more permanent relationship of trust in, and faithfulness to, God.

       Joe Hardy was only able to obtain fame and notoriety by changing his physical appearance, but his glory was transitory. 
In the end he had to accept who he truly was. 
Similarly we must learn from Jesus that the only thing that is truly important is the person we are on the inside.
The exterior person changes day-by-day, but the interior is more permanent and true. 
This is the individual God sees.

       We must understand that while Jesus is clearly presenting a strong message in today's gospel that warns against external practice, he is certainly not downplaying the importance of our traditional Lenten practices. 
It is the attitude that we possess when we participate in these practices that the Lord judges, suggesting that we must look into our hearts and ask the sometimes difficult question, "What is our motivation for the things we do?"

       Almsgiving has always been a basic discipline of the Christian life. Most people of good will share the gifts they have been given, realizing that ultimately all is gift from God, and, thus, is not personal, but the right of all. 
What, however, is our attitude when we share with others? 
Do we do so in a true spirit of sharing, or more out of guilt for what others might think if we do not contribute? 
Do we share so others will see how magnanimous we are, or can we truly not let the left hand know what the right hand is doing? 
Giving freely is, of course, the proper attitude. 
We all know and have used the expression, 
"Tis better to give than receive." 
God has given freely and abundantly to us. 
Can we respond to the God who first loved us by demonstrating in action and heart a spirit of giving?

       Prayer is another basic practice of our faith, our opportunity at any time to speak with God. 
Traditionally, we lift our voice in prayers of petition, praise, and thanksgiving. 
Our prayer is personal, whether we lie in bed, sit in our easy chair, or take a few moments during the madness of the morning or evening commute. 
It is also communal, as experienced for most through participation with a faith community. 
We should realize that prayer does not change God who is immutable. But prayer can be highly transformative for us. 
Most people, I suspect, have the proper motivation in their personal prayer lives. 
No one forces us to pray; we do so out of our personal need and that of the world. 
However, if we are honest, our motivation for communal prayer may be less clear and altruistic. 
We should recall the famous parable of the publican and the sinner in Luke 18. 
Jesus was very clear that the rich publican, while he did all for show on the outside, was unacceptable to God, while the sinner, who realized his faults and dared not raise his eyes to God, went home justified. 
As with almsgiving we need to look into our hearts and ask the difficult question, "Have I changed on the inside, or am I hollow and possess only an external facade?"

       Dieting has been a fad for human society, especially first-world nations like the United States, for several generations, but there is a major difference between dieting and fasting. 
People diet in order to lose weight, to change their physical, external appearance. 
In our observance of Lent, do we use the season as a pretext to look better, or do we fast in solidarity with the poor and hungry of our world, who have no other choice, on almost a daily basis, than to fast? 
There are so many in this world who lack so much, and in our current economic crisis, many Americans are doing without basic necessities.

Can we consider using the money that we save from not eating to assist the poor and marginalized in our society? 
Can we use the time that would be spent eating in prayer, lifting to God those whose daily lot is hunger and thirst?

       In today's gospel, Jesus says we should not store up treasures on earth, for these are transitory; they do not last. 
They will waste away, be stolen by thieves, or spent over time. But the things of heaven, where neither moth nor rust consume, nor thieves break in, will last forever. 
If we find our value and life in the things of God, there our hearts will be. 
God looks to the heart, for that is all that counts. 
Who we appear to be and what others see in us on the outside might prejudice what people say or do, but we need not be concerned about that which does not last.

       We must admit that we spend a lot of time concerned with the things of the world, the externals, as did Joe Hardy. 
But as Joe learned, so we must realize that the basic foundations of our life, that which is on the inside, is what must be fostered, for without the proper foundation the spiritual house of our lives will never be built. 
The human penchant for the externals of life and the way they impede God's action in our lives is illustrated by a short story.

       During the days when God appointed judges to rule over the tribes of Israel, the Ark of the Covenant, the sacred vessel which carried the Law, the Ten Commandments given by God to Moses on Mount Sinai, was lost for a brief period. 
Without the most important symbol of their religion, the focal point of their worship, the Hebrews began to fall away from their faith. 
This situation was very distressing to the spiritual leaders of the people. They feared that if the Ark was not soon recovered or a new one built to replace it there would soon be no faith in Israel.

        Thus, the high priest commissioned all artisans throughout the land to ply their trade to build a suitable replacement for the lost Ark. 
God himself would choose the proper vessel for his Law. 
Thus, every master craftsman in the nation set about the task of building a truly noble and worthy replacement for the Ark. 
The greatest and most famous to the totally unknown in the art world in Israel applied their talents, using the finest materials they could obtain.

       When all the artisans had completed their work, the beautiful arks were placed on display in a large open field. 
Some of the creations were the greatest works people had ever seen. 
Arks were constructed of wood, stone, bronze, silver, and even gold. Some featured inlaid ivory while others were ornate with carved figures. 
Others still were adorned with precious gems. 
God would have a difficult time choosing one suitable replacement from all these master creations.

       The chief priest then began the selection process by standing behind each ark and casting his die to see which one the Lord would choose.
One by one these beautiful works of art were rejected. 
Then the high priest stood behind Joseph's ark. 
Joseph was a poor carpenter, with limited ability, but he was greatly devoted to God. 
His ark was quite simple, a box of pine wood with brass hinges attached to a top covering. 
To the utter amazement of the chief priest and crowd when the die was cast it came up positive. 
The people asked, "What does this mean? 
How could God choose such a simple vessel?" 
Others argued that this ark could not be chosen for other nations would laugh at Israel if people saw the vessel which housed the Hebrew Law. 
Thus, the people pressured the chief priest to again cast his die. 
This he did with the same result. 
But the crowd insisted that he try a third time. 
As the die again turned positive the voice of a prophet in the crowd spoke God's message: "What a wondrous ark," God said through the prophet. 
"My people always get lost in what they think is beautiful, right, and important. 
With a simple and humble ark there will be less to distract them and they will think more about me!" 

       We must build the foundations of our lives, that is the inside, and not be concerned with the externals, no matter how much the world says such things are important.
I know that for much of my life I was concerned with externals, my clothes, and how my home appeared to others, but I had to change my priorities and work on my inner spiritual life
       
As our Lenten journey begins this day, let us build our spiritual house on the rock foundation of Christ. 
Let us build that foundation deep within us, and ignore the externals so that our Lenten journey will be successful and, more importantly, we will one day find God and eternal life.
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