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ASH WEDNESDAY 
Joel 2:12-18; Ps 51:3-4,5-6,12-13,14,17; 2 Cor 5:20-6:2; Mt 6:1-6,16-18 

 

BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Ash Wednesday, March 1, 2017 

Masses at 9:00 a.m., 12:00 noon, and 6:00 p.m. 

 

Today we begin Lent, 

  and Lent is a journey. 

 

Q:  How many days are there in the journey of Lent (not counting the Sundays)? 

A:  Forty days. 

 

Lent is a journey, but it is not an aimless journey. 

Lent is going somewhere. 

When we begin Lent, we have a destination in mind. 

At the end of these forty days, 

  we are going to arrive someplace. 

 

Here is a big question. 

 

Q:  When we get to the fortieth day of Lent, Wednesday of Holy Week, when Lent ends, 

         what is our destination? 

       What very important feast days come immediately after Lent? 

       There are three of them. 

A:  Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter. 

 

As we begin our Lenten journey today, 

  our destination is Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter. 

Together we called them the Easter Triduum. 

We have to know where we are going. 

We have to stay on course and avoid detours. 

 

Let’s say you want to go to the Xcel Energy Center to watch the Wild. 

It’s in downtown St. Paul. 

You need to know your destination before beginning the journey. 

If a person is going from Wayzata to St. Paul, 

  a person does not get on Highway 12 and go west. 

It is a road that does not take you where you want to go. 

The way to get to downtown St. Paul from here is to go east: 

  and the usual route is 12 to 394 to the tunnel to 94 to the final destination. 

The point is that when we begin a journey, we begin with the destination in mind. 

 

So today, Ash Wednesday, we are beginning a journey toward the Easter Triduum: 

  Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter. 
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When an airplane takes off, it has a course mapped out, bearings are set. 

Imagine, if an airplane took off from Minneapolis, 

  its destination was New York, it had no flight plan, and it landed in Los Angeles. 

It is critical to map out the course to land in the right place. 

On Ash Wednesday we need to map out the course of Lent, 

  so we will land in the right place after our forty day journey. 

 

Each of these holy days features a different sacrament, 

  and we need to know the sacrament so we know how to set our bearings correctly. 

 

Q:  What is the meal that Jesus celebrated with the disciples on Holy Thursday? 

A:  The Last Supper. 

 

There were a number of different foods on the menu for the Passover meal. 

Q:  What was the most important food and drink at the Last Supper? 

A:  Bread and wine. 

 

Q:  What sacrament was instituted by Jesus when he blessed the bread and the wine? 

A:  The Eucharist.  Holy Communion. 

 

As we begin our Lenten journey, we have the Eucharist in mind. 

 

Our next destination is Good Friday. 

 

Q:  What happened for three hours on Good Friday afternoon? 

A:  The crucifixion. 

 

Jesus died on the Cross for us. 

After Jesus died, a soldier had a lance, and he pierced the side of Jesus. 

 

Q:  When the soldier pierced Jesus’ side, what two things flowed out? 

A:  Blood and water. 

 

The blood and water both represent sacraments. 

The blood that Jesus shed on the Cross washes away our sins. 

 

Q:  What is the main sacrament that washes away our sins? 

A:  Reconciliation.  Confession.  Penance. 

 

The water that flowed from Jesus’ side represents the grace that he pours out upon us. 

 

Q:  What is the sacrament when water is poured over us 

        and we begin our spiritual life with a rich supply of God’s grace? 

A:  Baptism. 

 

We renew our Baptismal Promises on Easter. 
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As we begin Lent today, 

  we have triple destination: 

  Holy Thursday, and the Eucharist; 

  Good Friday, and the blood that washes away our sins, Reconciliation; 

  and Easter, living water, Baptism, the renewal of our baptismal promises. 

 

Now that we know our destination, 

  we have to head in the right direction to get there. 

If we want to east, like to St. Paul, we had better not go west. 

If we are headed to the Easter Triduum, 

  we have to get our bearings straight, and do so today, so we land in the right place. 

 

We have three feast days, so we have a three-part action plan. 

 

We are headed toward Holy Thursday. 

 

At the Last Supper, before Jesus and the disciples ate their meal, 

  Jesus did something for the disciples that they were unwilling to do for each other. 

 

Q:  What did Jesus do for the disciples when he got up from his place at the dinner table? 

A:  He washed their feet. 

 

Jesus served his disciples when he washed their feet. 

Jesus showed us that service is the way to prepare for the Eucharist. 

For you and me, as we make our Lenten journey, 

  as we head toward Holy Thursday, the Last Supper, and the Eucharist, 

  we need to serve others, 

  maybe someone in our family, a neighbor, 

  a classmate, a co-workers, or someone at church. 

The Collect, the opening prayer, says that Lent is a “campaign of Christian service.” 

If we hope to be headed in the right direction, 

  and if we hope to land in the right place on Holy Thursday, 

  we will dedicate ourselves to service during our Lenten journey. 

 

Next, we are headed toward Good Friday. 

It is the day that Jesus shed his blood to wash away our sins. 

Jesus paid the supreme price:  he died for us. 

If we going to honor Jesus for the way that he laid down his life for us, 

  we will turn away from our sins, 

    and do repentance for our sins. 

 

Q:  What are the four forms of penance that the Church recommends for Lent? 

      You can give any one of the four. 

A:  Prayer, fasting/self-denial, almsgiving, and good works. 
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As we map out our journey toward Good Friday, 

  we need to be headed in the right direction, and 

    if we are charitable or kind toward other people, 

    if we are generous with our almsgiving, 

    and if we practice self-denial and give something up for Lent, 

  we will land in the right place on Good Friday. 

 

Finally, the ultimate destination of our Lenten journey is Easter. 

On Easter, we celebrate the Resurrection:  life, death, and new life. 

Baptism celebrates our human life, death to sin, and new life in God’s grace. 

On Easter we will renew our Baptismal Promises. 

We will recommit our life to Jesus. 

The goal is that our recommitment will be stronger than it has ever been. 

 

If we want our relationship with Jesus to be at an all-time best, 

  for our friendship with Jesus to be stronger than it has been at any time in our life, 

  the way to strengthen our relationship is to spend quality time together with Our Lord, 

  quality relationship-building time with Jesus in conversation. 

 

Q:  What do we call visiting, talking, or conversation with Jesus? 

A:  Prayer. 

 

Prayer is the way to strengthen our relationship with Jesus, 

  and if we that our relationship with Jesus will be better than ever  

    when we renew our Baptismal Vows on Easter, 

  the way to stay on course and land in the right place is to pray every day during Lent. 

 

Today, Ash Wednesday, is the beginning of a 40 day journey. 

Our destination is the Easter Triduum: 

  Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter. 

We need to head in the right direction if we hope to land in the right place. 

 

If we set our bearings properly, 

  we will prepare for Holy Thursday and the Eucharist with service; 

  we will prepare for Good Friday and Reconciliation with act of penance, 

    good works, almsgiving, and fasting/self-denial; 

  and we will prepare for Easter and the renewal of our Baptismal Promises, 

    with conversation time/prayer with Jesus each day. 

 

We are about to be signed with ashes. 

When we are signed with ashes,  

  it is a public statement that we want to make the 40-day journey of Lent, 

  and that we promise to head in the right direction. 

The ashes are a statement that we are setting our bearings on a course  

  that takes us to Jesus Christ, our Lord. 


