
Homily:  Ash Wednesday:  13 Feb 2013 

 

On a shelf in my office rests a well worn copy of a book entitled Introduction to Christianity by 

Joseph Ratzinger.  Inside the cover is a handwritten note:  To Charles, from Mom & Dad, 

Christmas 1990.  So you now know what strange tastes I have in Christmas presents!   Reading 

the book in engineering school gave me a taste for theology and helped steer me back onto the 

path to priesthood.  Its author is better known to the world as Pope Benedict XVI.  So it was with 

great delight that I stood in St. Peter's Square in April 2005 and saw him presented to the world 

as Pope Benedict XVI.  And thus it was w/ surprised sadness that I learned of his impending 

resignation earlier this week.  I understand the pope's reasoning and support his decision--it 

demonstrates his tremendous love for the Church and his deep humility.  But I am sad that this 

day has come.  I'm sure the Spirit will guide the next pope and I hope he shall do great things for 

the Church.  Still, he won't be the same man who helped me find my way to where I am today.   

 

Remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.  It's true of this pope, as it was true of his 

predecessor, and the 260 some others who came before them.  Remember you are dust and to 

dust you shall return.  It's true of my parents who bought that Christmas gift and many others 

before and since.  Remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.  It's true of me, and it's 

true of all of you.  I suspect the book itself may outlast us all, but even paper and binding 

eventually decay and disintegrate.  Remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.  All 

human beings and all human endeavors are born, rise, flourish, then eventually decline and die.   

 

On Ash Wed the fact of our mortality is expressed w/ stark symbolism, bold black ashes smeared 

upon our brows accompanied by these words:  Remember you are dust and to dust you shall 

return.  Why the need to recall this somber obvious fact?  Very simply, this recollection stands at 

the heart of penance and reconciliation.  We launch our Lenten penances this day w/ fast and 

ashes to affirm our mortality, the reality that we are w/o exception all of us sinners doomed to 

perish.  But we celebrate this sobering ceremony w/ a joy born of Christian hope.  In the second 

reading, Paul's imperative resounds:  Be reconciled to God.  We are reconciled to a God who is 

just, a God who imposes the sentence of death on us men and women for our common 

sinfulness.  We are joyfully reconciled to a God who is also merciful & forgives, who offers us 

new life in Christ, a share in his eternity which is tasted anew in every Eucharist.  Indeed, the 

apostle notes that now is a very acceptable time, now is the day of salvation.  Let's pray that this 

Lent now may reconcile our hearts to the God who is both the just judge and the merciful 

redeemer, that we may share more fully in the mystery of his love.   


