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POPE ON ASH WEDNESDAY: IT IS NEVER TOO LATE TO RETURN TO
GOD
2013-02-14 Vat ican Radio

(Vat ican Radio) Pope Benedict  XVI has given the last  publ ic homily of  h is pont i f icate in a
moving Ash Wednesday ceremony, in St Peter ’s basi l ica.  His message to those gathered
for the l i turgy and fol lowing through global  media,  was that i t  is  never to late to return to
God and that fa i th is necessar i ly  ecclesial .

The Ash Wednesday ceremony was moved from i ts t radi t ional  locat ion in the basi l ica of  St
Sabina on the Avent ine hi l l  to accommodate the large numbers of  pr iests,  re l ig ious and lay
people who wanted to part ic ipate in Pope Benedict ’s last  publ ic l i turgy.

The Pope began by thanking them – and part icular ly the fa i thful  f rom the diocese of  Rome
– for their  support  and prayers dur ing his ministry.  He then went on to ref lect  on the f i rst
reading from the Prophet Joel  Chapter 2,  where the Lord says “Return to me with al l  your
heart” .

Pope Benedict  spoke of  the importance of  wi tnessing to the fa i th and Christ ian l i fe on an
indiv idual  and community level .  This wi tness, he said,  reveals the face of  the Church and
how this face is,  at  t imes, disf igured by the s ins of  d isuni ty and div is ion in the Body of
Chr ist .

The community dimension is an essent ia l  e lement in fa i th and Christ ian l i fe.  Chr ist  came
"to gather the chi ldren of  God who are scattered into one" (Jn 11:52).  The "we" of
the Church is the community in which Jesus br ings us together (cf .  Jn 12:32),  fa i th is
necessar i ly  ecclesial .  And i t  is  important to remember and to l ive th is dur ing Lent:  each
person must be aware that the peni tent ia l  journey cannot be faced alone, but together wi th
many brothers and sisters in the Church.
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The Pope concluded “Liv ing Lent in a more intense and evident ecclesial  communion,
overcoming indiv idual ism and r ivalry is a humble and precious sign for those who have
distanced themselves from the fai th or who are indi f ferent” .

Fol lowing communion as the l i turgy drew to an end, Cardinal  Tarcis io Bertone, Secretary
of State addressed Pope Benedict  on behal f  of  a l l  those gathered. He descr ibed a “vei l  of
sadness” over the hearts of  those gathered around the Pope, at  h is pending resignat ion.

“ In recent years,  your teaching has been an open window on the Church and the wor ld,
that  has made the rays of  t ruth and love of  God to shine through, to give l ight  and warmth
to our journey, even and especial ly at  t imes when the clouds gather in the sky”.

Cardinal  Bertone concluded: “we want to say to you from the depths of  our hearts,  wi th
great af fect ion,  emot ion and admirat ion:  thanks for giv ing us the shining example of  s imple
and humble worker in the v ineyard of  the Lord--a worker,  however,  who was able at  a l l  t ime
to real ize what is more important:  to br ing God to men and to lead people to God”.

Below a Vatican Radio translation of the Holy Father’s Ash Wednesday homily
[original text I tal ian]

Venerable Brothers,

Dear Brothers and Sisters!

Today, Ash Wednesday, we begin a new Lenten journey, a journey that extends over for ty
days and leads us towards the joy of  Easter,  to v ictory of  L i fe over death.  Fol lowing the
ancient Roman tradi t ion of  Lenten stat ions,  we are gathered for the celebrat ion of  the Holy
Euchar ist .  The tradi t ion says that the f i rst  stat io took place in the Basi l ica of  Saint  Sabina
on the Avent ine Hi l l .  Circumstances suggested we gather in St.  Peter 's Basi l ica.  Tonight
there are many of  us gathered around the tomb of  the Apost le Peter,  to also ask him to
pray for  the path of  the Church going forward at  th is part icular moment in t ime, to renew
our fa i th in the Supreme Pastor,  Chr ist  the Lord.  For me i t  is  a lso a good opportuni ty to
thank everyone, especial ly the fa i thful  of  the Diocese of  Rome, as I  prepare to conclude
the Petr ine ministry,  and I  ask you for a special  remembrance in your prayer.

The readings that have just  been proclaimed of fer  us ideas which, by the grace of  God,
we are cal led to t ransform into a concrete at t i tude and behaviour dur ing Lent.  First  of  a l l
the Church proposes the powerful  appeal  which the prophet Joel  addresses to the people
of Israel ,  "Thus says the Lord,  return to me with al l  your heart ,  wi th fast ing,  wi th weeping,
and with mourning" (2.12).  Please note the phrase "wi th al l  your heart ,"  which means from
the very core of  our thoughts and feel ings,  f rom the roots of  our decis ions,  choices and
act ions,  wi th a gesture of  total  and radical  f reedom. But is th is return to God possible?
Yes, because there is a force that does not reside in our hearts,  but  that  emanates f rom the
heart  of  God and the power of  His mercy.  The prophet says:  "return to the Lord,  your God,
for he is gracious and merci fu l ,  s low to anger,  abounding in steadfast  love, and relent ing in
punishment" (v.  13).  I t  is  possible to return to the Lord,  i t  is  a 'grace' ,  because i t  is  the work
of God and the frui t  of  fa i th that  we entrust  to His mercy.  But th is return to God becomes a
real i ty in our l ives only when the grace of  God penetrates and moves our innermost core,
gi f t ing us the power that  "rends the heart" .  Once again the prophet proclaims these words
from God: "Rend your hearts and not your garments" (v.  13).  Today, in fact ,  many are ready
to "rend their  garments" over scandals and in just ices – which are of  course caused by
others -  but  few seem wi l l ing to act  according to their  own "heart" ,  their  own conscience
and their  own intent ions,  by al lowing the Lord t ransform, renew and convert  them.

This "return to me with al l  your heart ,"  then, is a reminder that  not only involves the
indiv idual  but  the ent i re community.  Again we heard in the f i rst  reading: "Blow the horn
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in Zion! Proclaim a fast ,  cal l  an assembly!  Gather the people,  sanct i fy the congregat ion;
Assemble the elder ly;  gather the chi ldren, even infants nursing at  the breast;  Let  the
br idegroom leave his room, and the br ide her br idal  tent  (vv.15-16).  The community
dimension is an essent ia l  e lement in fa i th and Christ ian l i fe.  Chr ist  came "to gather the
chi ldren of  God who are scattered into one" (Jn 11:52).  The "we" of  the Church is the
community in which Jesus br ings us together (cf .  Jn 12:32),  fa i th is necessar i ly  ecclesial .
And i t  is  important to remember and to l ive th is dur ing Lent:  each person must be aware
that the peni tent ia l  journey cannot be faced alone, but together wi th many brothers and
sisters in the Church.

Final ly,  the prophet focuses on the prayers of  pr iests,  who, wi th tears in their  eyes, turn
to God, saying: "  Between the porch and the al tar  let  the pr iests weep, let  the ministers
of the LORD weep and say: “Spare your people,  Lord!  Do not let  your her i tage become a
disgrace, a byword among the nat ions!  Why should they say among the peoples,  ‘Where
is their  God?’"(V.17).  This prayer leads us to ref lect  on the importance of  wi tnessing to
fai th and Christ ian l i fe,  for  each of  us and our community,  so that  we can reveal  the face
of the Church and how this face is,  at  t imes, disf igured. I  am thinking in part icular of  the
sins against  the uni ty of  the Church, of  the div is ions in the body of  the Church. Liv ing Lent
in a more intense and evident ecclesial  communion, overcoming indiv idual ism and r ivalry
is a humble and precious sign for those who have distanced themselves from the fai th or
who are indi f ferent.

"Wel l ,  now is the favourable t ime, th is is the day of  salvat ion" (2 Cor 6:2).  The words of
the Apost le Paul  to the Chr ist ians of  Cor inth resonate for  us wi th an urgency that does not
permit  absences or inert ia.  The term "now" is repeated and can not be missed, i t  is  of fered
to us as a unique opportuni ty.  And the Apost le 's gaze focuses on shar ing wi th which Chr ist
chose to character ize his l i fe,  taking on everything human to the point  of  taking on al l  of
man’s s ins.  The words of  St .  Paul  are very strong: "God made him sin for  our sake."  Jesus,
the innocent,  the Holy One, "He who knew no sin" (2 Cor 5:21),  bears the burden of  s in
shar ing the outcome of death,  and death of  the Cross with humanity.  The reconci l iat ion
we are of fered came at a very high pr ice,  that  of  the Cross raised on Golgotha, on which
the Son of  God made man was hung. In th is,  in God’s immersion in human suffer ing and
the abyss of  evi l ,  is  the root of  our just i f icat ion.  The "return to God with al l  your heart"  in
our Lenten journey passes through the Cross, in fo l lowing Christ  on the road to Calvary,  to
the total  g i f t  of  sel f .  I t  is  a journey on which each and every day we learn to leave behind
our sel f ishness and our being closed in on ourselves,  to make room for God who opens
and transforms our hearts.  And as St.  Paul  reminds us,  the proclamat ion of  the Cross
resonates wi th in us thanks to the preaching of  the Word, of  which the Apost le himsel f  is
an ambassador.  I t  is  a cal l  to us so that th is Lenten journey be character ized by a more
careful  and assiduous l is tening to the Word of  God, the l ight  that  i l luminates our steps.

In the Gospel  passage according of  Matthew, to whom belongs to the so-cal led Sermon
on the Mount,  Jesus refers to three fundamental  pract ices required by the Mosaic Law:
almsgiv ing, prayer and fast ing.  These are also t radi t ional  indicat ions on the Lenten journey
to respond to the invi tat ion to «return to God with al l  your heart ."  But he points out that
both the qual i ty and the truth of  our relat ionship wi th God is what qual i f ies the authent ic i ty
of  every rel ig ious act .  For th is reason he denounces rel ig ious hypocr isy,  a behaviour that
seeks applause and approval .  The true disciple does not serve himsel f  or  the "publ ic" ,  but
his Lord,  in s impl ic i ty and generosi ty:  "And your Father who sees everything in secret  wi l l
reward you" (Mt 6,4.6.18).  Our f i tness wi l l  a lways be more ef fect ive the less we seek our
own glory and the more we are aware that the reward of  the r ighteous is God Himself ,  to
be uni ted to Him, here,  on a journey of  fa i th,  and at  the end of  l i fe,  in the peace l ight  of
coming face to face with Him forever (cf .  1 Cor 13:12).

Dear brothers and sisters,  we begin our Lenten journey with t rust  and joy.  May the
invi tat ion to conversion ,  to "return to God with al l  our heart" ,  resonate strongly in us,
accept ing His grace that makes us new men and women, wi th the surpr is ing news that is
part ic ipat ing in the very l i fe of  Jesus. May none of  us,  therefore,  be deaf to th is appeal ,
a lso addressed in the austere r i te,  so s imple and yet so beaut i fu l ,  of  the imposi t ion of
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ashes, which we wi l l  short ly carry out.  May the Virgin Mary,  Mother of  the Church and
model of  every t rue disciple of  the Lord accompany us in th is t ime. Amen!

Below the ful l  text of Cardinal Bertone’s address to Pope Benedict:

Most Holy Father,

With feel ings of  great emot ion and profound respect not only the Church, but the whole
world,  heard the news of  your decis ion to renounce the ministry of  the Bishop of  Rome,
Successor of  the Apost le Peter.

We would not be honest,  Your Hol iness,  i f  we did not say that th is evening there's a vei l  of
sadness over our hearts.  In recent years,  your teaching has been an open window on the
Church and the wor ld,  that  has made the rays of  t ruth and love of  God to shine through, to
give l ight  and warmth to our journey, even and especial ly at  t imes when the clouds gather
in the sky.

Al l  of  us have understood that i t  is  the deep love that Your Hol iness has for God and for
the Church that has moved you to th is act ,  reveal ing that pur i ty of  mind, that  strong, and
your strong and demanding fai th,  the strength of  humi l i ty and meekness, along with great
courage which has marked every step of  your l i fe and your ministry,  and that can only come
from being with God, f rom standing in the l ight  of  the word of  God, f rom cont inual ly going
up the mountain for  to be together wi th Him before coming back down into the Ci ty of  men.

Holy Father,  a few days ago with the seminar ians of  your diocese of  Rome, you said that  as
Christ ians we know that the future is ours,  the future belongs to God, and that the t ree of
the Church grows ever anew. The Church is always renewed, always reborn.  To serve the
Church in the f i rm knowledge that i t  is  not  ours,  but  God's,  that  i t  does not fa l l  to us to bui ld
i t ,  but  to Him; to be able to say wi th complete s incer i ty:  "  We are unprof i table servants;  we
have done what we were obl iged to do"(Luke 17:10),  t rust ing completely in the Lord is a
great lesson that you, even with th is painful  decis ion,  g ive not only to us,  the Pastors of
the Church, but to the ent i re People of  God.

The Euchar ist  is  a thanksgiv ing to God. Tonight,  we want to give thanks to the Lord for
the journey that the whole Church has undertaken under the guidance of  Your Hol iness
and we want to say to you from the depths of  our hearts,  wi th great af fect ion,  emot ion and
admirat ion:  thanks for giv ing us the shining example of  s imple and humble worker in the
vineyard of  the Lord--a worker,  however,  who was able at  a l l  t ime to real ize what is more
important:  to br ing God to men and to lead people to God


