
LAKEWOOD PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH  
Rev. Terence A. Lucarelli 

February 25, 2009 
 

JESUS … HIS STORY, OUR STORY 
AN INTRODUCTION & 

Ash Wednesday Mediation 
 

 
 

 JESUS … HIS STORY, OUR STORY: The question over these next 40 days of Lent and on 
into Easter is this: How does JESUS’ story define, shape, impact OUR story?  And as Chris, Linda 
and Roberta dramatically portrayed for you … we ALL have a story to discover and share.  
Maybe we’re a little unclear about it, but I’m going to do my best to help you arrive at an 
understanding through my sermons and on our Wednesday nights together through March.  
Alan York has prepared a wonderful devotional booklet to help as well.   

 So what’s YOUR story?  After all, Lent is a time of reflection and it all begins today … on 
this Ash Wednesday. 

 
 Let me tonight; make very clear for you, just what Ash Wednesday is all about.  It’s a 
day in the Christian year when we are invited to confess our sins, and begin a new journey with 
God “Throughout These Forty Days”, as we sang at the beginning of this service.  It is a day that 
calls for us to be honest with OURSELVES, and with GOD who loves us UNCONDITIONALLY. 

 The Gospel Lesson I read just moments ago, Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21, warns us against 
“practicing our piety before others in order to be seen by them.”  That said, it does seem kind of 
strange that Katie and I are about to invite each of you to take on a very visible display of 
ashes—right in the middle of your forehead!  I admit, there may be some risk in displaying our 
piety so openly, but there is MORE risk in imagining that we have nothing to confess!  There’s 
way too much crud and crap in MY life!  How about YOURS?  I know that I don’t LOVE the way 
Jesus loved … How about YOU? 

    
 And so Ashes remind us of some of the hardest truths in life.  They are a sign of our 
brokenness, a reminder of sin—both individual and corporate sin.  They remind us of our 
mortality—“Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  
 
 But the ashes are not simply a reminder of sin and death—as if God’s judgment is 
looming on the horizon.  Instead, these ashes are a sign of our FAITH.  We believe that we come 
from God and will return to God.  We make our confession, therefore, not because we fear 
punishment, but because we have faith that God will forgive—that God ALREADY has forgiven. 
 Because God forgives, we trust God with our secrets—for, as Matthew reminds us, God 
sees in secret.  You do understand what this means, don’t you?  God already knows everything 
we need to confess—yet God loves us still.  It can also mean that God is present with us in our 
deepest pain—the pain we haven’t told to anyone—EVER.  Or pain we’ve told to everyone, 
but that no one seems to understand.  God KNOWS, God UNDERSTANDS, and God HEALS our 
secret pain.  God hears our confessions in secret.  And so it should be no surprise that there is a 
secret in the ashes, too. 

    
 One of the beautiful rituals in the Christian tradition is the use of the palms from Palm 
Sunday the previous year to be burned as the ashes for Ash Wednesday.  In addition, these 
ashes come from the fire of our confessions—words known only to US and to GOD.  But the 
secret is that we take the ashes and mix them into a paste with WATER—like tears, and with 



OIL—as a sign of God’s blessing.  The Bible is rich with images of oil as a symbol of God’s grace, 
and God’s blessing.  The Psalmist says: 
 How very good and pleasant it is 
  when kindred live together in unity!  
 It is like the precious oil on the head, 
  running down upon the beard, 
  on the beard of Aaron, 
  running down over the collar of his robes.  
          (Ps. 133:1-2) 

 The oil that makes the ashes come together is the same oil that makes US come 
together, too—the oil of UNITY—the oil of ANOINTING—for God’s secret is that God’s LOVE is 

deeper than our personal pieties, or moralistic platitudes. 
 

 God’s love is for ALL God’s children, and God is hungry for justice to be done for ALL.   
 God loves us through the injustices that are done to US … and those that are done BY 

us.   

 Scripture says that “Though our sins are like scarlet,” or like ASHES, “they shall be like 
snow.”  God eases our guilt by reminding us that LOVE is stronger than DEATH.   
 This PARADOX, this MYSTERY, this SECRET is spoken to us by the prophet Isaiah who 
said:  
 The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 
  because the Lord has anointed me; 
  he has sent me to bring good news  
    to the oppressed, 
  …to provide for those who mourn in Zion— 
  to give them a garland instead of ashes… (Isaiah 61)  

 And it is told to us by Jesus of Nazareth who said:  
 “Blessed are you who are poor,  
  for yours is the kingdom of God ...  
  Blessed are you who weep now,  
  for you will laugh.”  (Luke 6)  

 God’s SECRET is told to us in scripture: there is blessing IN our brokenness; there is healing 
IN our pain.  It is IN GIVING that we RECEIVE, it is IN DYING that we are BORN. 

 
 And so today, on this Ash Wednesday, let these ashes be for you a sign of remorse, yes.  
But also let them be an outward sign of your inward journey through Lent, as together we 
strive to answer that question:  
 How does JESUS’ story define, shape, impact OUR story? 
 
 For indeed … we ALL have a story to DISCOVER and SHARE. 
 
 And in the end, when all is said and done, know that you will receive the garland of JOY 
instead of ASHES. 

Amen and Amen. 
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