
Homily Notes for ASH WEDNESDAY March 2, 2022 Cycle C 
JL 2:12-18; II Cor 5:20--6:2; Mt 6:1-6, 16-18 

 
1. Introduction: Ash Wednesday (dies cinerum), is the Church’s Yom Kippur or “Day of Atonement.” 
The very name of the day comes from the ancient practice of doing mourning or doing penance wearing 
“sackcloth and ashes” to express penitence, not only by both the Chosen People and pagans as well.  The 
Old Testament shows us the pagan people of Nineveh, the pagan King Ben Haddad of Syria, and the 
Jewish Queen Esther fasted, wearing sackcloth and ashes. In the early Church, Christians who had 
committed serious sins did public penance wearing sackcloth and ashes.  The Church instructs us to 
observe Ash Wednesday and Good Friday as days of full fast and abstinence. Fasting is prescribed to 
reinforce our penitential prayer during the Lenten season.    
 
2. Scripture lessons summarized:  

 

In the first reading, the prophet Joel, insists that we should experience a complete conversion of 
heart and not simply regret for our sins.  

 

The Responsorial Psalm (Ps 51) for today, provides us with an excellent prayer of repentance 
and plea for forgiveness.    

Saint Paul, in the second reading, advises us “to become reconciled to God.”   

 

Today’s Gospel instructs us to assimilate the true spirit of fasting and prayer, not just settle for 
looking religious. We are called to do this genuinely, making it our way of life.  

 
3. The blessing of the ashes and the significance of the day: The priest, dipping his thumb into ashes 
(collected from burnt palms from the previous year’s Palm Sunday), marks the forehead of each with 
the sign of the cross, saying, "Remember that you are dust and to dust you will return" or “Repent and believe 
in the Gospel.” 
 By doing this, the Church gives her children:  

 

1- a firm conviction that  
a) we are mortal beings,  
b) our bodies will become dust when buried, ashes if cremated, and  
c) our life-span is very brief and unpredictable;  

 

2- a strong warning that we will suffer eternal misery if we do not repent of our sins, become 
reconciled with God, asking His pardon and forgiveness, and do penance; and  
 

3- a loving invitation to realize and acknowledge our sinful condition and return to our loving 
and forgiving God with true repentance and renew life as the prodigal son did.  

4. Ash Wednesday messages:  

# 1: We need to purify and renew our lives during the period of Lent by repentance, expressing sorrow 
for sins by turning away from occasions of sins and making a right turn to God. We express our 
repentance by becoming reconciled with God daily, by asking for forgiveness from those we have 
offended and giving unconditional forgiveness to those who have offended us.  

# 2: We need to do prayerful fasting and acts of penance for our sins, following the example of Jesus 
before his public ministry. Fasting reduces our “spiritual obesity” or the excessive accumulation of 
“fat” in our soul -- evil tendencies, evil habits, and evil addictions.  It also gives us additional moral 
and spiritual strength and encourages us to share our blessings with the needy, offers us more time to 



be with God in prayer, and encourages us to share our food and goods with the needy. Fasting also 
makes our minds clearer and more receptive to receiving the sacred nourishment of God's Word in 
Scripture and in Holy Eucharist. (Thomas Merton). 

# 3 This year I believe we are to be challenged to support the people of the Ukraine. Seventy per cent 
are Christians. They are the object of a violent assault by Russia on their freedom and their identity. 
Catholic relief services, through the Rice Bowl program invites us to help them. I looked this up and 
already CRS has working relationships with Catholic Charities in all the surrounding countries. Our 
church is already there. But they need support. I challenge us to some significant sacrifice this Lent to 
make resources available to this attacked Christian nation. 

#4 For example, if I cook myself breakfast each morning instead of eating a simple meal at McDonalds, 
I can save $5. That is $35 per week. Could each of our families do something like that? If 100 of our 
families did, we could give $3500 to Rice Bowl. How else might we respond? What a difference we 
could make in the world if we were really disciplined and willing to put ourselves out a bit. 

5. Lent then and now: So, we begin another season of Lent. Those of you who are as old as I am will 
remember Lent as a more severe season than it seems to be today. The fasting required was more 
challenging; adults had to fast every day of Lent and fasting included two meatless meals out of the 
three, with, of course, nothing between meals, and no meat at all on Fridays. Ash Wednesday and Good 
Friday demanded full abstinence from meat as well as fasting. So, Abstinence from meat was an 
everyday Lenten thing, not just an Ash Wednesday/all Lenten Fridays practice. We ate a lot of 
macaroni and cheese in those days! We made personal sacrifices, giving up smoking, candy, alcohol or 
something else that we really liked. And generally, we practiced self-denial on Sunday, not just on 
weekdays. We went to Church a lot more, whether to daily Mass, or Stations of the Cross, or for prayer. 
Many feel that Lent today is much easier. Encouragement is given to do positive things during Lent, 
so many don’t give up much anymore. Most people don’t find their life during Lent much different 
from their life in any other season. Following the Second Vatican Council, the Church decided to take 
a risk and treat us as adults. While they removed many of the previous rules, they challenged us to 
observe the season of Lent with all seriousness, to take responsibility for our own spiritual growth. 
That is a lot harder than just following rules, but it also bears the potential of really making Lent a time 
to change our lives and truly become more Christlike. 
 

6. What do you think about this reflection? How have these disciplines worked out for you? How has 
this “treating us as adults” worked, not having much in communal disciplines or expectations? Note 
that in Joel it is not set up individually but communally, “Proclaim a fast! Call an assembly! 

I invite all of us to reflect on our spiritual disciplines. Is what we now are doing adequate? Should 
there be extra sacrificial giving, more prayer, deeper fasting? 

Given the world we are facing with its many challenges and needs, what is an adequate response, 
especially for us as Catholics, who go out of church marked with the ashes of penance? 


