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Ash Wednesday Mass 

Today, each of us gathered together here in this Cathedral, and all of us joining 

virtually, begin our annual Lenten 40-day Retreat---as the Church calls us to 

“repent”, “be reconciled”, and to “return to the Lord with our whole hearts”. 

I’m sure we’re all pleased that today’s weather is so pleasant for us to come 

together for this Ash Wednesday and first day of Lent.   As you probably know, 

the very word “Lent” comes from the ancient word that meant “Lengthening”, 

and it was associated with the beginning of Spring as the “daylight” hours of 

each day began “lengthening”, and the temperatures would begin returning to 

more moderate and pleasant levels.  Most of us are ready to be done with the 

long, cold, and dark days of Winter; we long for the warmth and new life of 

Spring.  

And that’s precisely what the Church invites us to do with our spiritual lives---

to “be done with” that sense of “coldness” in regard to our relationship with 

God and neighbor, as well as the “darkness” that our sinful choices create in 

our world.  Lent invites us to “re-ignite” the warmth that comes from placing 

our relationship with God first and foremost in our lives---to allow the 



reception of the blessed ashes that we will receive in a few moments when we 

will hear one of the formulas tell us: “Remember, you are dust, and unto dust 

you will return”---reminding us that we are mortal, not to scare or frighten us, 

but as a reality check; we will not live forever, and at the end of our lives, we 

will have an accounting to make to God.  

And that is why, as the other formula that you might hear when receiving the 

blessed ashes tells us, we are to “Repent, and believe the (Good News) of the 

Gospel”.   That’s the Good News that tells us that Jesus has come to save us 

from our sins; all we need to do is “repent”, “be reconciled”, and “return to 

the Lord with our whole hearts”. 

Our “whole hearts” is very important.  God asks nothing less of us than our 

entire selves.  Just as those of you who are married do in that most significant 

human relationships, when you give yourselves completely to one other 

person---body, mind and heart---that is what God asks of us as well; to give 

Him our “whole heart”.  

In the Gospel passage we just heard, Jesus gives us three tried and true ways 

to give our hearts to God: through “giving alms”, that is works of charity and 

kindness to others; through “prayer” ---regular and personal conversations 



with God, opening our heart to God, but also taking the time to listen to what 

God wants to share with us from His Sacred Heart; and through “fasting”----

denying ourselves of things that we might want so that we can offer that 

minor suffering and sacrifice to God as symbolically uniting ourselves with the 

suffering of Christ for us. 

And in each of those examples, Jesus cautioned us on how to “give alms”, 

“pray”, and “fast”; AND, how not to do so---to NOT do so like the “hypocrites”.  

According to Jesus’ use of that word, He was describing people who did the 

right things, but for the completely wrong reasons. 

We probably all have the same working definition of “hypocrite”.  Most of us 

understand a “hypocrite” to be a person who says one thing, but then does 

another.     

But the word “hypocrite” also means someone with “a divided heart”.  That 

person might desire God and God’s ways, but they desire public recognition 

and human acknowledgements more.   

So, when the Prophet Joel (in today’s First Reading) tells the people that “the 

Lord says ‘return to Me with your whole heart, with fasting, and weeping and 

mourning’”, he’s reminding us that God wants ALL of us—He wants our “whole 



hearts”, not just a “divided heart”.  He ultimately wants us to want Him more 

than anyone or anything else. 

As we come together here for this Ash Wednesday, we will line up to come 

forward twice during this Mass.   

The first time, very shortly, we will line up and come forward to be blessed 

with ashes as a reminder of our most important human truth: we are mortal 

human beings.   Though we have an immortal soul that will live forever, our 

mortal lives will come to an end, and that is when our eternal destiny is 

determined. 

The second time we will line up will be to come forward to receive another 

great Truth---that Jesus loves us, He has saved us, and He gives Himself to us in 

the Holy Eucharist even though “we are not worthy”.  And for the time that 

Jesus lives within our hearts after receiving Him in Holy Communion, we are in 

those moments experiencing a preview of what our Eternity will be, as long as 

we continue to “repent”, “be reconciled” and “return to the Lord with our 

whole hearts”. 

On this Ash Wednesday, as we’re all profoundly aware, as we’re gathered 

together here in this beautiful Cathedral on this very pleasant pre-Spring day, 



war is waging in Ukraine---people are fleeing their homeland to save their 

children; the remainder of the Ukrainian people are fighting---it appears 

fighting to the death---in an effort to protect their freedom and their rights.   

The world is watching; our hearts are breaking.  We might feel like there’s not 

much we can do.  But, I ask you today to offer up your fasting and prayer for 

the well-being of the people of Ukraine.  Let the minor sacrifices and the 

hunger pains that you’ll feel throughout the day help you to be in solidarity 

with those brave and innocent people whose lives are being torn apart. Let us 

offer our prayers and fasting in union with the sufferings of Christ, Whose 

sufferings are redemptive and salvific.  May our prayers and fasting today also 

be redemptive and salvific for the people of Ukraine and for all those in need 

throughout the world. 

As we embark on our Lenten journey----look around!  We’re not doing so 

alone; we’re all joining on this journey together.  Just like we heard the 

Prophet Joel gather together “the elders, the children, the infants at the breast; 

the bridegrooms and the brides to be; the priests and the ministers of the 

Lord.” 



And together let us reach out toward our God Who is always reaching out to 

us.  Let us pray for the Grace to “repent, be reconciled, and return to the Lord 

with our whole hearts”, giving our whole selves to the One Who makes us 

whole; to the God who promises to turn our sorrows into joy; to the God Who, 

through His Son Jesus, has already won for us the promise of Life after death.  

Amen.   


