Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
Ash Wednesday, March 6, 2019
Joel 2:12-18; 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18, Psalm 51


I recently read a story of a reporter who was working in New York on 9/11. That night, there was no way out of the city, so he stayed overnight in a hotel, and got up to go back to work at CBS the next morning. On his way through the hotel lobby, he saw a very strange figure checking into the hotel. It was a fireman who had worked through the night at the Twin Towers, still wearing his coat and boots. But they were barely visible, because he was covered, head to foot, in ash. He was gray, almost like a ghost. And as he moved, some of the ash that was on him flaked and fell to the floor. 


The reporter telling this story said that after that experience, he could never look at ashes, or Ash Wednesday, quite the same way again. That fireman covered in ash was a powerful and poignant reminder of what ashes – and Ash Wednesday – mean to all of us.  For ashes are the charred residue of what has been. This evening, ashes help us to look back at what has been, and they help us to look forward, to what can be over the next six weeks. Ashes close open the door to Lent. And Lent is a season of loss.   


Now you might find this hard to believe, but it’s true -- more Catholics  come to Mass on Ash Wednesday than on any other feast during the year – more than on Christmas and more than on Easter. Maybe this is because, as the joke goes, Catholics will go anywhere they know something’s being given away for free. But maybe it’s because at some level deep in our DNA, we know that periodically we need these  seasons of loss – these times we set aside  where we are open to letting go of those parts of ourselves that keep us from God, and creating some empty space where the Spirit can more comfortably live in us.  

As for how to “do” Lent, we have some guidelines from scripture; and they are the same guidelines we hear every year on Ash Wednesday. We have familiar words from the prophet Joel – Return to me with all your hearts; rend your hearts, not your garments. Return to your God who is gracious and merciful and ready to forgive.  And in a contemporary translation of the Gospel, we have  Jesus who guides us through this return to God in Lent when he says, And be especially careful when you’re trying to do good deeds, so that you don’t make a performance out of it. It might be good theater, but the God who made you won’t be applauding. And when you do come before God in prayer, don’t turn that into a theatrical production either. All these people making a regular show out of their prayers, hoping for stardom. Do you really think God sits in a box seat? God doesn’t require attention-getting devices. Abba won’t overlook what you’re doing if you just act normally. No, God will reward you for that.

So we walk into Lent this evening realizing it’s a quiet season. It’s a season for reflection. It’s a season for losses.  And Lent is not so much the giving up as it is the letting go, and letting go in love.

· We might let go of the fear of the other that keeps our windows closed to panhandlers at traffic stops. 

· We might let go of the electronic control of our environment long enough to lift our heads from our cellphones and enjoy  Creation itself that’s coming into bloom again this time of year.

· We might let go of the 24-hour news cycle in favor of music and maybe even the dance we have forgotten we ever knew how to do.  
There might not be 525,600 minutes in Lent. But there are 57,600 minutes  in these 40 days, and each minute is an opportunity for transformation. Each minute can represent something we let go in favor of something even greater that can come into our lives in its place. Just a few days ago, the ashes we will bless in a few minutes were the palm we blessed last year on Palm Sunday  as we ended Lent and began Holy Week. Fire transformed them into ashes, and now ashes allow God to transform us once again. Lent is a season of loss, but it is also a season of growth, and love, and God’s life renewing itself within us.   
You may or may not know that periodically, there are controlled fires in the Sequoia Forest in Yosemite National Park. These burns that are controlled by the park rangers assure that the cone-seeds that have been dropped by the sequoia trees are surrounded by enough heat to open and take root. But they take root in the fertility of the burned ash. Fire burns excess brush and trees to ash; and that nutrient-filled ash, becomes the medium of fertility for new life. Ash reminds us that death has lost its sting; for even in ash, God is ever present and life-giving.     


So let’s look at ashes this evening not  as a symbol of penance and mortification, but as a symbol of transformation. Let’s anoint each other with ashes, as lavishly as if we were anointing each other with oil. Let’s pray together that our Lent will be filled with whatever transformations God may want to give us in this holy season. Above all, let’s return to God with all our hearts, signed with ashes and ready to begin our Lenten journey.         
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