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Ash Wednesday—Year A 
Joel 2:1-2; 12-17 
Psalm 103:8-14 
II Corinthians 5:20b-6:10 
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 
 
And so it begins—this season of Lent. The traditional invitation to observe a holy Lent that we’re 
about to hear makes clear that this is a season of preparation, and it’s a preparation for Holy Week, 
which means it’s a preparation to die. That sounds rather blunt, but it gets even blunter when we realize 
that, in a few minutes, we will be marked with ashes as a sign of our mortality and penitence, and we 
will hear those words that strip away everything—“Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall 
return.” It doesn’t get more real than that. 
 
Why all this focus on dying? Because we can’t get to the empty tomb, we can’t rise, we can’t get to 
resurrection, if we don’t die first. To claim a new life, a resurrection life, is to let go of an old life, and 
it takes time to move through that process. The liturgy of this day will lay out before us all the things we 
have to let die, all the aspects of our spiritual heart disease that will kill us if we can’t clear them out 
and let them go. 
 
But before we begin this spiritual examination, we have to anchor ourselves in a core truth stated right 
up front in the Collect for this day, “Almighty and everlasting God, you hate nothing you have made 
and forgive the sins of all who are penitent.” God hates nothing God has made and God forgives, God 
always forgives. No matter what you have done, God made you and God loves you. God is incapable 
of hating you, period. And the only thing that keeps us outside of God’s forgiveness is our inability to 
bring to God our need for it. This isn’t a holding back on God’s side, but a resistance on ours; it’s just 
a fact that God can work more easily with a contrite heart, a broken heart, than God can a hardened 
one. So, this day is designed to break us; not break us apart, but break us open, SO THAT God’s love 
can flow into all those places that so desperately need it. 
 
 
The Litany of Penitence will peel back all the layers, pull back the curtain on all the ways we are 
missing the mark in our thoughts, words, and deeds.  
 
It will call us on the love we have not shown toward our neighbor, and those places where we have 
withheld forgiveness, even as forgiveness has been granted to us.  
 
The Litany will call us on our refusal to hear God’s call to serve and lift up our past unfaithfulness 
defined as the pride, hypocrisy, and impatience that are manifest in our lives.  
 
It will talk about our self-indulgent and quite insatiable appetites and ways, and connect the dots 
between our self-indulgence and the exploitation of others.  
 
We will be asked to examine how anger impacts us, even when it’s born of frustration and directed 
toward ourselves, and its green-eyed cousin, envy, which often fuels that inner restlessness and 
frustration.  
 
We will be challenged with how our love of worldly goods and comforts has gotten out of whack, and 
how that intemperance, how our lack of restraint leads us to a fundamental dishonesty in our daily life 
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and work. Who else asks us to look at the whole system of valuation that we apply to work and worth; 
who else asks us to understand where that scorecard comes from and how it diminishes human dignity?  
 
And this just takes us through half of the Litany of Penitence. Is your heart broken yet? 
 
From there we will move to examining our negligence in prayer and worship, and our failure to 
commend the faith that is in us. When we neglect our relationship with God, when we don’t take the 
time to rest in God and give thanks to God and offer praise to God, then it’s really hard to stay in 
that place of trust, and to make known that fierce hope that comes as gift when you are anchored in 
God. 
 
Then, the Litany will turn us toward the communal and social and catalog the wrongs we have done—
the ways we are fundamentally blind to human need and suffering and indifferent to injustice and 
cruelty. Hard hearts are hardened to such things; need, suffering, injustice, cruelty—these bounce off 
hard hearts like water hitting Teflon. God yearns for a broken and contrite heart that can be moved to 
compassion and action.  
 
We will be asked to repent of, turn away from, all the ways we get it wrong when we are flinging our 
judgments around; all the uncharitable thoughts we shoot toward our neighbor, but never speak out 
loud; and the prejudice and contempt we hold toward those who differ from us, both the outward and 
visible expression of that prejudice and contempt, and the insidious ways it works into the inner 
reaches of our hearts, blocking the flow of love, under the guise of feeling ourselves enlightened, and 
thereby better than others. 
 
And if the communal and social weren’t enough, the Litany will remind us of our duty and relationship 
to creation herself and ask us to examine how we waste it, how we pollute it, and our sheer lack of 
concern for those who will come after us. The Litany doesn’t mince words; it will call us on how we 
have severed these connections. 
 
Is your heart broken yet? 
 
The Litany thinks we’re about there because the only thing we have left is our prayer for God to restore 
us. That’s a plea for mercy. And our prayer that God will accomplish in us the work of God’s 
salvation; our prayer that God will heal us and make us whole, us and all of creation.  
 
The Litany will end at the place where our broken heart and God’s broken heart meet—on the cross—
and that’s the place where God’s love cries out the loudest, “There is nothing you can do, nothing, that 
can separate you from my love; kill me even, and I will love you still.” And opening ourselves up to 
THAT LOVE makes all the difference; opening ourselves up to THAT LOVE determines whether our 
heart breaks open OR our heart breaks apart.  It is THIS LOVE that can heal us and make us whole; 
it is THIS LOVE that can clear away all the blockages in our spiritual arteries and reestablish the 
flow of love within us and through us, between us and among us. 
 
All the realities, behaviors, patterns, and hard truths that we have to confront on this Ash Wednesday, 
it’s too much for one day. And so, we are given a season to sift through this painfully thorough self-
examination. We are invited to take a journey, a wilderness journey to be sure—it took Jesus 40 days, 
and it will take us no less. And our Lenten practices, and this community, and the bread and the wine, 
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and the scriptures, and our Lord—these are all here to companion us, to encourage us, and to guide us 
on our way. 
 
We already know the end of the story. Come 40 days from now, on the other side of the cross, we will 
rise, and our broken and contrite hearts will be made new.  
 
On this Ash Wednesday, let your heart break open that God’s love may find its way into all the places 
where love has been blocked; let God clear out what’s in the way and get that love flowing again. 
Amen. 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks 
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