
Ash Wednesday 
(Joel 2:12-18; 2 Cor. 5:20—6:2; Mt. 6:1-6, 16-18) 

On Sunday mornings there’s a radio show on public radio that comes on at 7:00 called 
“With Heart and Voice.”  I like listening to it because it focuses on choral music with organ 
and is tied to the celebration of the Church’s liturgical year.  This last Sunday the theme of 
the show was Ash Wednesday, and the announcer explained the choice by referring to 
today’s celebration which he called the Solemnity of Ash Wednesday.  
 
There is a sense of solemnity to the occasion—being reminded of our mortality and the 
need to turn away from sin, repent in other words, and to belief in the gospel.  But that 
word, solemnity, caught my attention in a different way.  There are several celebrations in 
the church year which carry “The solemnity of” in their title:  The Solemnity of Easter, the 
Solemnity of Christmas, the Solemnity of Pentecost; even such feasts as “The Solemnity of 
the Assumption of Mary into Heaven, the Solemnity of St. Joseph, husband of Mary, the 
Solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul…  There’s a whole class of celebrations that are called 
solemnities. 
 
Ash Wednesday is not one of them.  I don’t want to downplay the importance of today’s 
celebration, but it is a fact.  Ash Wednesday does not rank up there with those other 
celebrations I just mentioned.  One expression of this is the fact that, from the church’s 
side, there’s no obligation to go to church on Ash Wednesday.  I’m glad you’re here, but I 
can’t help but wonder, what motivated you to come?   
 
I think a healthy response to that question might be something like: “I know I have been 
slacking off.  I want to reinvigorate my relationship with God.”  An unhealthy response 
might be something like, “I’m the worst sinner ever!”  or “I want to show God what I can 
do, how capable I am of being holy.” 
 
I worry when I see people taking Ash Wednesday more seriously than the actual obligation 
the church does impose:  to attend Mass on Sunday—every Sunday, being one of the most 
prominent.  Is it that we can muster up a once-a-year dramatic expression of our sinfulness 
and need for God, but don’t have the same investment in simply doing the daily things that 
God asks?  If that is what is happening, then this celebration could end up being an ironic 
expression of self-centeredness, just dressed in pious robes for the occasion.  And in that 
case, we would have work to do—harder work than we might have bargained for. 
 
Ash Wednesday is designed to serve the purpose of conversion.  It’s set in the annual cycle 
of celebrating the paschal mystery:   

• that out of love God created us,  

• sustains us in life,  

• has become one of us to suffer with us and draw us out of our self -centeredness 

• so that we can embrace the life he has had in mind for us from all eternity,  

• and bestowed upon us his Holy Spirit who is the very reality of that life already in 
the here and now.   

 



In that divine drama, our part is not front and center stage.  That place belongs to God. We 
are simply those who receive the good news and believe in it, or those who do not 
acknowledge it and do not turn toward where the central action of our lives really takes 
place:  in God’s care for us and his invitation for us  to take part in his reign which has 
already begun. 
 
So, be careful when you come up to receive ashes today.  Please!  Do it for the right 
reason!  Recognize the gift that God has extended to you, and embrace it, not just for the 
next forty days or for however long you can keep your Lenten resolutions, but as the 
essential relationship in your life, the one that comes before all others.  
 
The prophet Joel uses some interesting examples of people who are called to respond  to 
the sounding of the trumpet proclaiming a moment of repentance and reconciliation.  The 
one that stands out for me most is the call even to the bridegroom and bride on their 
wedding day.  Now that’s urgent!  Make this Lent truly your new start on the road to 
salvation.  Let God draw you forward on it, and leave all your baggage behind in simple, 
self-forgetting gratitude. 


