February 18, 2015     Noon   St. Augustine Cathedral

Ash Wednesday

There’s a certain amount of irony about our celebration as we come together today on Ash Wednesday.

As we begin this penitential season of Lent, I’m sure we know that the word “Lent” comes from an old-English word meaning “Springtime.”  Today looks about as “unspring-like” as it could possibly be as another several inches of snow has been added to the several feet of snow piled up in all the snow banks wherever the eye can see.  The first day of Spring is still more than a month away.   But as much as it doesn’t look like, or feel like, spring, Lent really is our spiritual Springtime in the sense that this is the season of new beginnings and fresh starts.  This is the season of grace, as the Church sometimes refers to Lent, which we are given every year as an opportunity to do just that----to make a fresh start and a new beginning in terms of our relationship with God and our lifetime vocation to grow in holiness.

Another irony is that in the Gospel passage we just heard from St. Matthew, which is taken from a part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells us “Take care not to perform righteous deeds in order that people may see them….When you fast, anoint your head and wash your face.”   And yet, in just a couple moments, we’re all going to come forward to have a big black cross of ashes placed on our foreheads, which will stay on for the better part of the rest of the day for all those we will meet to see.  And yet, all of us here join with millions of our Catholic sisters and brothers, along with fellow Christians around the world, as we begin this special “Springtime” of renewal, even as we remind ourselves---and each other---what the ashes signify, and what we will hear when they are placed on us:  “Remember, that you are dust and unto dust you will return” or “Repent, and believe in the Gospel”.   

We’re not doing what we’re doing today to “show off” for others; we do what we do to remind ourselves and everyone else that we are mortal, and sinful, human beings---we are living here in this world for a certain amount of time, but, our true and eternal Home is destined to be in Heaven.  And so, we need to be mindful of how we live our lives in this world so that with God’s grace and through the saving act of Jesus Who came into the world to save us from our sins, we can receive the gift of salvation.
These 40 days of Lent each year remind us that none of that is automatic or guaranteed.  We are sure of God’s grace. We are sure that God’s plan and desire is that we be saved and live with Him forever in Heaven.  But, because we have the gift of free will, it is up to us whether we choose to live our lives according to God’s Word, trying to align our will with God’s will, or not.
And so this Ash Wednesday----a day of complete fast and abstinence for us adults within the age requirements---is the day to start over---to start anew.  It’s the day to do what each of the three readings we just heard calls us to do.
The First Reading from the Old Testament Prophet Joel urged the people to “return to the Lord”.   The Second Reading from St. Paul’s 2nd Letter to the Corinthians urged us “to be reconciled to God.”   And in today’s Gospel Reading, Jesus told us to focus completely and totally on demonstrating to God our Father our desire and intention to be One with Him through our acts of Almsgiving, Prayer, and Fasting.  And we are called to give alms, spend regular time in prayer, and do acts of fasting only so that we can be drawn closer to God our Father, Who then will do what He wants so desperately to do for each of us:  “to repay” us---that is, to reward us with the Gift of Eternal Life that He intends for each of us to have.

And so the three key messages for us today are:  “Return to the Lord”; “Be Reconciled to God”; and “Your Father who sees in secret will repay you.” 
Sin---which of course is the choice that we make on a fairly regular basis which is not consistent with God’s ways---is what we have to root out of our lives as much as we possibly can.  And Lent is the time for us to give serious attention to how we can do that.  
Whatever practices or sacrifices that we take on during Lent will only be valuable if they are helping us to root sin out of our lives so that we can “return to the Lord”, “be reconciled to God” and so that in turn our Father can “repay” us.
And that is why we receive ashes today as we begin this Holy Season:  so that we can Remember that we are mortal and sinful human beings, and so that we can repent and believe in the Gospel of Jesus.  Because it is Jesus Who is the One Who has already saved us. It is Jesus Who is the One who feeds us in the Eucharist, forgives us in the Sacrament of Penance, and remains with us through the Church.  And it is Jesus, the Way---the Truth---and the Life-----Who continues to lead us to our Heavenly Reward.
