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The word is near us, on our lips and in our hearts. Amen1 

As we begin another season of Lent it is important to recognize that some of us have 
experienced great tragedies, crises, or ongoing struggles this past year. This night is for 
you. Some of us are feeling pretty good about ourselves and the world. We may have 
welcomed a new family member, started something new and life-giving, or are feeling 
relatively healthy and well. This night is for you.  And some of us come here tonight with 
questions, something that is unsettling, a kind of restlessness stirring within. This night is 
for you. 

Ash Wednesday can seem rather dark and morbid. Ashes and black paraments and a focus 
on the sin that holds us captive are difficult to face. But where God is, there is hope. Where 
God is, there is the possibility and promise of new life. 

It is common to make Lent about living differently so that we will become better people, 
better followers of Jesus, or feel like we have accomplished whatever God is looking for in 
us. Our theme for this season supports that attitude. We are making the call to “Make a 
Difference” in the world and that takes intentional action on our part.  

But on this night, let us step away from the praying, fasting, and almsgiving we hear about 
in the gospel and return to the first reading from the prophet Joel. In this passage the 
people have experienced something difficult. Joel calls them to gather together as they 
grieve and call out to God. 

The locusts have come and decimated their crops. In those days, catastrophes like that 
were seen as a sign of God’s punishment. But as people of the Resurrection, we have heard 
Jesus say that hardships are not always about that. Sometimes bad things happen, and it is 
in those times that God’s glory and goodness are revealed.  

What is the hardship you are facing today? This diagnosis or event or loss is not all there is. 
Tonight you have the opportunity to “return to the Lord, your God, for he is gracious and 
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.” That description of God is used 
over and over again in the Old Testament. The word that we translate as merciful comes 
from a Hebrew word meaning the deep love of a mother for the child in her womb.  

This is the God we worship—the One we turn to when the hardships and crises seem to 
overtake us, the God who loves us more deeply than we could ever imagine. 

Joel called the people to “rend your hearts and not your clothing.” In those days, people 
would wear sackcloth, the clothing of the poor and destitute, and tear at it when they were 
in despair. They would cover themselves with ashes and wail in agony. All this was quite 
public, too. 

                                                        
1 Paraphrase of Romans 10:8b 



Here Joel says no outward displays like that are necessary when we come to God. We are to 
tear open our hearts, to reveal the truth that is within—the truth of our pain, or our guilt, 
or our comfort that has led us to forget our need for God. Then God can come and heal and 
forgive, and make a way for new life. 

When we bought our house a couple of years ago, we inherited a formerly beautiful flower 
garden on a terraced hill. But we soon discovered that over the years the grass had taken 
over, growing in and around the bulbs and flowering bushes. It was impossible to pull up 
the grass without hurting or destroying the flowers.  

This last year, we removed the rock that held the terraces in place so that we can dig up the 
ground and remove the grass and try to salvage the bulbs and maybe a couple of the larger 
plants. Then we can replant that hill with old and new flowers as well as a groundcover that 
is both beautiful and will work to discourage the grass from making its way back in. 

When we rend our hearts, opening fully both to God and to ourselves, we reveal the truth 
about the hurt, the anger, and even the sin that chokes out the life God intends for us. When 
we rend our hearts, God can begin the process of healing and bringing forth new life.  

Tonight you will hear the words, “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall 
return” as you receive a cross of ashes on your forehead. This ritual reminds us that we are 
mortal. We are not God—and that we are in need of God’s grace and healing. 

These words can also remind us that as human beings we are made from the humus layer 
of the soil where seeds are planted to sprout and grow into beautiful things that bring life 
for the rest of the environment. When we rend our hearts and return to our gracious and 
merciful God, we make a way for God to plant the seeds of whatever it is we need to heal 
and grow with new life. 

This new life began for us at our baptisms. On that day we were also marked with a cross, 
the cross of Christ. New life is both possible and promised because by his death Jesus Christ 
destroyed the ultimate power of death. And the new life that can and does grow from our 
broken and open hearts becomes a gift of life we can give to the world. 

This Ash Wednesday is a time to rededicate ourselves to God and to living as God’s chosen 
and beloved people. If you are hurting, open your heart so that this Lenten season can be a 
season of planting in you what you need to heal.  

If you are well, open your heart to allow God to weed out those little things that can so 
easily take over the goodness and hope God has given you.   

And if you are restless and unsure, open your heart to trust that God is growing something 
new in you that may be about to bloom into something unexpected and life-giving.  

May this night open our hearts to receive the life God intends for each of us and for us as 
the community of God’s beloved children.  Thanks be to God. Amen 


