
190306 Ash Wednesday Noon Fr. Neal 

Let us pray. Most holy and gracious Father, we give you thanks and praise for this day. We pray that your Holy Spirit 
would lead us and guide us as we enter into the study of your word. May your word be spoken in your word received in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

Tuesday mornings I attend a Bible study with several other priests in the Albany area as we look at the readings coming 
up for the weekend and pray for each other and with each other over the scriptures and try to see what God is saying in 
the readings that we have. And one of the priests shared a little reading that I'm going to start our time of study with  
regarding Ash Wednesday because I think it makes an important connection for us. 

When the sign of the cross is made in transparent oil on the forehead of the newly baptized. The recipient is thereby 
marked as Christ's own forever. On Ash Wednesday, the first day of the season of lent, the previously invisible signet is 
retraced in visible charcoal. Gritty ash is pressed into the pores of one's brow. The earlier affirmation is replaced with a 
sharp admonition. Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return. This reminder of one's mortality can cast 
life in deep shadow and for some this is the primary shade of Lent. Disciplines of self-denial are customary occasionally 
relieved by periods of intentional self-giving like volunteer service to those in need or similar works of kindness and 
mercy. The rite impressed our mortality upon us. It literally rubs it with that cruciform signature traced in ash on human 
skin. Skin is the largest organ of the human body and today Ash Wednesday, it's touched and marked as Christ's own 
forever. 

So we begin Lent with this powerful reminder of our embodied life, the abrasive texture of the ash, The grinding action 
of this marking is like sand paper drawn across the tender skin of the face and we're reminded that we're incarnations of 
the crucified and risen Christ. We have bodies, we are bodies.  We're bodies endowed with senses. Lent then isn't a time 
to deny the mortal body rather Lent may be just the season to remember that we're mortal as dust and ash and yet as 
such, we're graced in that mortality. Our very perishability only enhances our preciousness. Thus, in Lent, we propose to 
explore more intently are embodied selves and the incarnate world we inhabit that as we make our way through these 
40 days, we come again to our senses. And this is from sense and sensibility, a Lenten exploration by Tom Portaro and it 
makes an important connection for us, not only between a baptism as we're marked as Christ's own forever and then 
this season by which we're called to look at how are we walking in the here and now and to take a look at ourselves. And 
sometimes when we do that, the assessment then is well were marked as Christ's own forever and we long for the day 
when we get rid of these bodies that are just sinful and getting us into trouble. And then we can get rid of our bodies 
and float around as smiling cherubs in the sky. Except that's not really what the Bible tells us because the Bible says not 
only is creation good, but our bodies are good and yes we have sin in our life, but what's going to happen when Jesus 
returns? It doesn't say, and then you will float around as disembodied cherubs in the sky. It says, Jesus will come and 
you will be raised and get a new body and there will be a new creation that we're called to be embodied spirits incarnate 
examples and images of the Lord Jesus who lives in us. 

So then Lent becomes a season by which we look and we say, well how are we doing on that walk? And some people 
aren't big fans of Lent. As Deacon Alan reminded us on Sunday it can be a season where we just think it's this gloomy 
time where we say how bad we are and walk around with our heads low, recognizing we're a mess. Well, we do have to 
look at ourselves, but Lent rather than be this time of depression by which we say, boy, this just looks horrible. That we 
recognize our sinful nature. But we recognize Lent is a season by which the loving God with outstretched arms says, will 
my people return to me? Will you let me work in your life? So that when we look at ourselves in the mirror and we make 
the list of all the things we wish weren't there, and we say, boy, that's a big list. 

I don't know about this? Now that's depressing. If we think, well then I have to fix all of those things or God won't love 
me, which is also not what the Bible says. When we look in the mirror and we have that list, what we must see then is 
the Lord Jesus freely giving himself for us in that and he says, I came to take that from you and allow him to work in our 
life to change and transform us. Then Llent becomes a season where we say, how am I doing living with the Lord and 
making visible his image in this creation. And we don't have to do it ourselves. We can't. That's the good news of the 
Gospel. That when we recognize, yes, I have this sin problem that I can't get rid of, I'm helpless, I can't do it. Then we 
recognize there's one who can and his name is Jesus. 

And after that, then the question is what will you let them do that work in your life? So that this Lenten journey then, it's 
not about just, we're so used to saying, well, we give up something for Lent and we sorta like have to make ourselves 



miserable for 40 days and that's pleasing to God somehow. And I think we've missed the point if that's what we see. Yes, 
it's a season of fasting. It's a season of prayer. It's a season of giving. But why do we do those things? Not so that we can 
show God that we're really sorry and hopefully we've done enough and then he'll love us. That's called works 
righteousness by which we do something and God is pleased with us, but we do those things rather as an expression of 
what God has done for us and our need to rely completely on him. 

To focus completely on him, to draw closer to him. And so we have those disciplines of prayer and of fasting and of 
giving as ways of living in this mortal body, which is good and created in God's image, but then is used for God's purpose. 
All the things on the list that we don't like when we look in the mirror, those are ways that we can live in our mortal 
body, away from God's purpose, and we're good at those. And so this is sort of a season of reminding us that Jesus died 
for us. The Holy Spirit has been poured in us, and then our job is to work with God in his creation to draw others to him, 
to make visible his kingdom, to reflect the image of the Lord Jesus with our baptism. The sign of the cross is marked on 
us and were marked as Christ owned forever. The question of Lent then almost becomes, if anybody looks at us, do they 
see Jesus? 

And the answer will be sometimes yes and sometimes no. Nobody's going to raise their hand and say, I got 100% down. 
Everywhere I go people just look and they say, oh, there's Jesus. Oh wait, no, that's Neal, sorry, I get confused. That 
doesn't happen. We're not going to get it in that perfection. But that's our call as a disciple, isn't it? To make present the 
Kingdom of God to make visible, to reflect Jesus Christ. And so we entered this season of Lent then so that we can draw 
closer to Jesus to let his light shine more in the world. And so I pray that you'll embrace this season, not as one where 
you're supposed to be depressed and hopeless, but this is a season in many ways of great joy for Christians who 
recognize, hey, I got a big mess I can't fix, but there is a god who can. 

And he's invited me into relationship with him. And today we come and we lay ourselves down before the Lord. 
repenting of really I think the biggest sin we get into, which is trying to think we can do it ourselves and say, here I am, I 
can't do it, but you can and may your light shine in me. And whatever discipline we take up, If it's fasting or whatever 
you're giving up or whatever you're adding, may they all be done to draw you closer to Jesus. Do you say, I’m not trying 
to earn favor with God as if I do enough things during Lent, I'll get enough check marks. But rather we say those are just 
ways of resetting our mortal bodies to do the things that God created us to do versus those things that draw us away 
from Him that our sin nature likes to pull us from. 

And then we pray that the Holy Spirit would lead us and guide us. And even during Lent we're going to have days we got 
it and we're doing really well. And then there's going to be days we don't want to talk about, which is the everyday 
human journey. But again, the joy of Lent is God's saying, come back to me, return to me whenever you want. I'm here 
with open arms. He didn't say you got one shot at this, make it count. And then we all say, Ooh, we blew it now what? 
We're in trouble. No, that would be depressing. We had our shot and we blew it, but we forget because we feel bad that 
we think angry God is waiting to give us a good scolding when we return to him, when He's just waiting with open arms 
each day for us to say, I recognize I'm off the path, I'm back, and then He promises to walk with us in this creation that 
we live in now and the promise of the new creation that's to come. 

And so may this season be a season of blessing for us all. May We truly understand that we're created in God's image, 
that he loves us and that yes, we have things that need working on, but don't try to do them ourselves. May we lay 
ourselves at the feet of the Lord Jesus today and say, come work in me, work through me, work on me so that I can 
show better the image of Christ to the world. That's the calling of each of us. And may we enter into the open loving 
arms of our God who calls us to return, not for a lecture, but for an embrace, and may His strength and His love lead us 
each and every day. 

Let us pray.Father we give you thanks and praise for the gift of your son Jesus. We thank you for this blessing season of 
Lent, by which the church sets aside some time for us to honestly look at ourselves. Help us to lay at your feet today 
anything that's not of you, Lord. That You may have your way in us and it may be removed from us. Change us each day 
more into your image and likeness. Use us for the building up of your church and your kingdom and may our whole lives 
be lived to your honor and glory. In Jesus we ask this in your precious and holy name. 

Amen. 

 


