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 Well; happy Valentine’s Day!  It’s kinda weird to be here in church on 

Valentine’s Day, isn’t it?  Are we here because we didn’t make dinner 

reservations soon enough?  Or maybe we’re here for penance—we’re 

making up for some slip-up we had during the year.  Even our church 

council decided against meeting tonight! We’re normally not here on 

Valentine’s day! 

 Actually, it’s really interesting to be here on the day that we 

traditionally remember is for celebrating ‘love.’  I’m sure there are lots of 

restaurants that very busy right now.  There are couples celebrating their 

love, and there just may be some out looking for love.  There are flowers 

and chocolates trying to sweeten up a special someone. 

 But it’s also Ash Wednesday, today.  It’s the beginning of the Lenten 

Season, that time when we learn or relearn the great scandal that lies at 

the heart of the Christian faith—Christ came to save sinners—only sinners. 

But, that pretty much covers all of us, doesn’t it!?  

 So I admire you for being here tonight.  I admire you for remembering 

that deep down inside of each of us, there is a part of us that understands 

the depth of what we call ‘love.’  So you’ve put on hold your celebrations of 



the secular side of life remembering we are human with all our desires and 

needs, to remember the human side of life with all our desires, thoughts, 

needs, and sin.   You’re here to have ashes smeared on your forehead and 

partake in the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.  You’re here to 

remember the sacrifice of love that God endured in Jesus to repair the 

breach between us and God.   

 One of the first verses I remember memorizing (besides Psalm 23) 

was John 3:16.  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, so 

that everyone who believes in Him may not perish, but may have eternal 

life.”  This verse is a gift of love from God who went to the absolute extreme 

to show His reconciling love for all.  God has sent Jesus to ‘repair the 

breach,’ to reconcile us to God, to show His love in a costly and precious 

way through His Son, Jesus.  There is ‘no greater love’ than what God has 

shown us in Jesus.  This love outshines human love; it humbles us and 

reminds us that we are but sinful humans who are in need of the precious 

love of Jesus, shown tonight as He shares His body and blood with us.   

 Rev. William Willimon relates a story from his days as the Chaplain at 

Duke University.  I think the story represents the feeling of Ash 

Wednesday.  He writes:  “Years ago, we had the popular spiritual writer 

Thomas More speak at Duke.  More is a very nice man who believes that 



we are all rather nice people who would be ever so much happier if we just 

learned to think about ourselves as he thinks about us.  

 On the way out of More’s rather vague, self-help homily, I 

encountered a woman who said to me, “I’m so glad next week is Ash 

Wednesday.” 

 Glad for Ash Wednesday?  Why glad for that? She responded, “You 

don’t know that well, but I was the victim of sexual abuse by a relative when 

I was a young teenager.  I spent years in therapy trying to get over it.  Pop 

spirituality and feel-good religion were no help to me.  That’s why I’m glad 

we’re coming to that time of the year when the church makes us put all the 

injustice, sin, blood, and guilt on the altar and forces us to look at it and let 

God deal with it.”  

 That’s really why we’re here tonight.  We are reminded that we are 

human and fallible.  We are sinful and we have times when we really mess 

things up.  This service and the Season of Lent remind us that we need to 

deal with our sin and then put it on the altar as that woman who talked with 

Dr. Willimon said it.  We have to let go and let God clean up our lives, fill 

our hearts with love for God, Jesus, and our sisters and brothers that live 

on this planet with us.  And sometimes we need to work on forgiving 

ourselves and work on loving ourselves as God loves us. 



 When we take the time that this service affords us to look inside 

ourselves and note the headlines in the media, we can see firsthand the 

brokenness of the world.  We can see our need for a gracious God—a God 

whose love knows no boundaries.   

 C. S. Lewis was once asked why so many people who are atheists 

are such good people.  Lewis responded, “Well, they have to be good, 

don’t they?  If you don’t believe in a God who forgives, you are damned to 

unrelenting goodness.”  

 Then again, that’s something we can never achieve.  We are bound 

to sin, to put our own interests ahead of others, to judge others according 

to our standards.  We carry a lot of baggage around with us—past hurts, 

insensitive, dumb things we’ve said that hurt others, and we also pack 

along with that the times when we have been hurt or slighted in some way.   

 Ash Wednesday’s message of the Love of God recognizes our frail 

humanity and our need for a God who forgives and loves beyond our 

wildest imagination.  Leave your baggage at the altar tonight and trust in a 

God who has promised to take it all and deal with it in God’s own way. Let it 

go and rest in God’s love.  Wear your mark of the ashes with humility and 

honesty, remembering the God who created you and gave you life has 



promised New Life in Jesus Christ.   There IS no greater love than this.

 AMEN           998 

  


