
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ASH WEDNESDAY 

A CALL TO RETURN 

FEBRUARY 17, 2021     

AS WE GATHER 

Through the words of the prophet Joel, God called to His people and commanded that they turn 

from their sinful ways and return to Him for His grace and blessings. The images the prophet uses 

are vivid and disturbing. The situation of God’s people is desperate and needs immediate attention. 

This is a time for listening and responding to the call to return to faithfulness to the God who has 

ever been faithful to His people. “Return to the Lord, your God” is more than a verse sung as part 

of the liturgy. It is a heartfelt directive for our lives as together we follow the pathway of Lent. 

 

T            T            T 
 

PASTOR’S OPENING WORD 
 

Blow whistle.  “Come and Get It!”  You remember the movies, the olden farm days, before cell 
phones, when the whole family somehow worked the farm.  Mom was slaving away in the kitchen 
putting together a hearty supper.  It’s done.  It’s time for the family to come in, wash, and sit at 
the table.  Blow whistle.  She strikes a triangle, a bell, or blows a whistle.  It’s great to get a 
reminder.  It’s great to get a notice that supper’s done.  It’s great for churches to have bells and 
send out text and e-mail reminders “Come to worship”.  Blow whistle.  “Come and Get It!”  But 
what if no one shows up?  What if no one shows up for supper?  God is not only horrified; His 
jealousy is aroused because no one stops their labors, their way of life; no one hears His whistle; 
no one heads in to show up at His Table. 

Blow whistle.  Today is Ash Wednesday.  Today begins the season of Lent.  We take a season to 
slow down.  We take a season to focus on our sins, on our shortcomings, on our weaknesses and 
failings.   

We are not placing black ashes on foreheads this year.  The pandemic is serious enough that we 
decided to avoid the touch.  The black ashes remind us that we have turned away from God by 
means of our sins, our shortcomings, our weaknesses and failings.  The black ashes represent 
what we actually are:  “You are dust and to dust you shall return.”  Yet the black ashes are placed 



on the forehead in the shape of a cross.  We consider why Jesus went to the cross.  He went to 
the cross because of our sins, our shortcomings, our weaknesses, our failings.  We take a season 
to ponder the words of our LORD through the prophet Joel:  “Yet even now, return to Me with all 
your heart.”  Yes, return because “He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love; and He relents over disaster” (Joel 2:12-13). 

Blow whistle.  Let the season of returning to the Lord begin. 

PRAYER OF REPENTANCE: PSALM 51:1-17 
 

P  Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; 

according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 

C  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 

 and cleanse me from my sin! 
 

P For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 

C   Against you, you only, have I sinned 

 and done what is evil in your sight, 

so that you may be justified in your words 

 and blameless in your judgment. 
 

P   Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. 

C   Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, 

 and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart. 
 

P   Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. 

C   Let me hear joy and gladness; 

 let the bones that you have broken rejoice. 
 

P   Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities. 

C   Create in me a clean heart, O God, 

 and renew a right spirit within me. 
 

P   Cast me not away from your presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me. 

C Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 

 and uphold me with a willing spirit. 
 

P Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you. 

C   Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, O God of my salvation, 

 and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness. 
 

P   O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. 

C   For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; 

 you will not be pleased with a burnt offering. 
 

P   The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 

C a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 
 

CONFESSION AND ABSOLUTION 

P Having heard the words of the Psalmist, let us confess our sins to our heavenly Father, 

imploring Him for the sake of His Son, Jesus Christ, to grant us forgiveness. 
 

(Silence for reflection on the Word of God and for self-examination.) 
 

P O almighty God, merciful Father, 

C I, a poor, miserable sinner, confess to You all my sins in thought, word, and deed with 

which I have offended You. By nature, I am sinful and unclean. Time and again I have 

not responded to Your call to return to You and to walk in Your ways. Although I 

justly deserve Your punishment in time and for eternity, I am truly sorry for my 

transgressions and sincerely repent of them. In Your boundless mercy and for the sake 



of the holy, innocent, bitter sufferings and death of Your beloved Son, Jesus Christ, be 

gracious and merciful to me, forgive me all my sins, and by the working of the Holy 

Spirit direct me to walk in Your loving ways. 
 

P God be merciful to you and strengthen your faith. 

C Amen. 

P Do you believe that the forgiveness I speak is not my forgiveness but God’s? 

C Yes. 
 

P Let it be done for you as you believe. 
 

P In the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sins in the 

name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

C Amen. 

P Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit, 

soul, and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who calls you 

is faithful; He will surely do it. Go in T peace. 

C Amen. 
 

SALUTATION 

P The Lord be with you. 

C And also with you. 
 

PRAYER OF THE DAY 

P Let us pray. 

 O Lord, You bid Your people return to You in repentance and have promised forgiveness 

of sins, life, and salvation. Grant that, forgiven and free, we may live each day in joyful 

hope as Your beloved children; for You live and reign with the Father and the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. 

C Amen. 
 

HYMN 418 O Lord, throughout These Forty Days 

 

 

 
Tune: Public domain 
Text: © 1978 Lutheran Book of Worship. Used by permission: LSB Hymn License no. 110002486 



OLD TESTAMENT READING Joel 2:12–19 
12 “Yet even now,” declares the LORD, 

“return to Me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; 
13 and rend your hearts and not your garments.” 

Return to the LORD, your God, for He is gracious and merciful, 

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love; and He relents over disaster. 
14 Who knows whether He will not turn and relent, and leave a blessing behind Him, 

a grain offering and a drink offering for the LORD your God? 
15 Blow the trumpet in Zion; consecrate a fast; call a solemn assembly; 

16 gather the people. 

Consecrate the congregation; assemble the elders; 

gather the children, even nursing infants. 

Let the bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her chamber. 
17 Between the vestibule and the altar 

let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep and say,  

  “Spare Your people, O LORD, 

and make not Your heritage a reproach, a byword among the nations. 

Why should they say among the peoples, ‘Where is their God?’” 
18 Then the LORD became jealous for His land and had pity on His people. 
19 The LORD answered and said to His people, 

“Behold, I am sending to you grain, wine, and oil, 

and you will be satisfied; 

and I will no more make you a reproach among the nations.” 
 

P This is the Word of the Lord. 

C Thanks be to God. 
 

EPISTLE 2 Corinthians 5:20b–6:10 
20b We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. 21 For our sake He made 

Him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of 

God. 
1 Working together with Him, then, we appeal to you not to receive the grace of God in 

vain. 2 For He says, 

“In a favorable time I listened to you, 

and in a day of salvation I have helped you.” 

Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation. 3 We put no 

obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry, 4 but as servants 

of God we commend ourselves in every way: by great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, 

calamities, 5 beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; 6 by purity, 

knowledge, patience, kindness, the Holy Spirit, genuine love; 7 by truthful speech, and 

the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; 8 

through honor and dishonor, through slander and praise. We are treated as impostors, and 

yet are true; 9 as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, 

and yet not killed; 10 as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; 

as having nothing, yet possessing everything. 
 

P This is the Word of the Lord. 

C Thanks be to God. 
 

 



 

 

 
 

HOLY GOSPEL Matthew 6:1–6, 16–21 

P The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, the sixth chapter. 

C Glory to You, O Lord. 
 

1 [Jesus said:] “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to 

be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 
2 “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites 

do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say 

to you, they have received their reward. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let your 

left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that your giving may be in secret. And 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 
5 “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and 

pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I 

say to you, they have received their reward. 6 But when you pray, go into your room and 

shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret 

will reward you. . . . 
16 “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their 

faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their 

reward. 17 But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 18 that your fasting 

may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees 

in secret will reward you. 
19 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and 

where thieves break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 

neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where 

your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 
 

P This is the Gospel of the Lord. 

C Praise to You, O Christ. 
  



HYMN 440 

440 Jesus, I Will Ponder Now 

 

 

 

 
Tune and text: Public domain 
 

SERMON:  “A Call to Return” 

“Return to the LORD your God!”  This is the drumbeat of our Lenten worship series this year:  
“Return!”  “Return to the LORD your God!”  Return to prayer!  Return from betrayal!  Return from 
false witness!  Return from denial!  Return to the Kingdom of God!  Return to the Table!  Return 
to Truth!  Return and see what God has done for you!  Return! 

Let’s do a little time-travel to ancient Israel.  Let’s join Joel and the people with whom he speaks.  
What is their world like? 

We don’t know much about Joel.  He was a prophet, likely ministering in the Southern Kingdom 
of Judah.  The book of Joel has only seventy-three verses organized in just three chapters.  But it 
is rich and deep and complex.  He begins with a warning of the coming locusts! 

Concordia Self-Study Bible notes:  “The bright green fields give way to mounting darkness.  Black 
waves of locusts roll and swell across the fields.  A farm family stares through tears as everything 
they have worked for slowly disappears.  The father clutches a jar of wheat seed, which becomes 
more precious by the moment.  He will have to hide the jar until planting season lest it be eaten 
or stolen.  They will make do without bread until the following harvest.”  This past year many have 
experienced fear caused by the pandemic.  First, no one knew what would happen.  Next came 
grief as your loved one is hospitalized and you couldn’t visit, couldn’t comfort.  So far, about as 
many have died from the pandemic in the U.S. as all American deaths caused by World War II.  
Uncertainties over work and bills and care for family made and continues to cause concern for 



many people.  The hordes of grasshoppers swelling across the fields, the coronavirus sweeping 
across the globes skipping no tribal grouping, foreshadow the coming “Day of the Lord.” 

We don’t know if Joel’s locust plague was literally a plague of locusts or invading armies 
devastating the land and her economy.  Joel’s message is straightforward: a day of judgment will 
come.  He pleads with the people to turn to God so that they would be found righteous on that 
“great and awesome day” (Joel 2:31).  Last March we prayed and hoped our churches, jobs, and 
economy would only be closed four or five weeks before everything would return to normal.  
Now we know better.  The end game is still months away.  But have we learned to return to the 
LORD God?  Have we learned to prepare ourselves for that great and awesome day Jesus returns? 

There are three parts to Joel’s book.  Part one has the invasion of locusts eliminating all 
vegetation.  The people are called to fast and mourn.  Part two says the day of the LORD is near 
(Joel 2:1).  The LORD’s army is described as destroying locusts.  And again, the people are called 
to fast and pray.  Part three has God healing and restoring the land and her people.  And we 
quickly turn to God’s salvation to all who call upon His name while passing judgment on all who 
hurt and harm God’s chosen people. 

Our text comes in the center of the book.  The center of God’s cry is: “return to Me with all your 
heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning.  Rend your hearts.  Return to the LORD, 
your God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love; and He 
relents over disaster (Joel 2:12-13).   

It reminds me of the rich young man who approaches Jesus.  He asks what good deed must he 
do to have eternal life.  Jesus answers:  sell your possessions.  Give to the poor.  Let’s undercut 
this love for money and control.  And the young man leaves sad.  His hangs his head low.  It’s 
something he is unwilling to do before entering the kingdom of God.  How many of us are like 
this rich young man.  There is something in our life we just can’t give up in exchange for entering 
the kingdom of God.  “Who then can be saved?” (Matt. 19:25). 

Who?  It’s really quite simple: “It shall come to pass that everyone who calls on the name of the 
LORD shall be saved” (Joel 2:32).  Return!  Return to the LORD your God!  Stop trusting in yourself.  
Stop trusting in your money or property or in whatever you rely on to feel significant.  We try to 
mitigate against swarming locusts, often to no avail.  We sure tried to mitigate against the 
coronavirus with only limited global success.  But it’s a whole lot easier to stop swarming locusts 
or a pandemic than it is to avert Judgment Day.  Judgment Day will come.  All will be affected.  
And the only solution is to return to the LORD God.  Return! 

Our individual sins in isolation of one another, our shortcomings distinguished from one another, 
our failings and weaknesses taken one at a time doesn’t seem all that destructive.  One individual 
locust doesn’t do that much damage.  But bring millions and billions of locusts in a swarm and 
they are unstoppable!  And add all those sins and shortcomings and failings and weaknesses 
together and we have a power that decimates everything good.  The Bible says “the wages of sin 
is death” (Romans 6:23).  The Bible says “the soul who sins shall die” (Ezekiel 18:20).  The Bible 
says “there is none righteous, no not one.  Each have turned aside.  All have become worthless.” 
(Rom. 3:10,12).  Consider the breathtaking and terrifying toll of sin!  What lurks in the dark 
crevices of your heart?  We all know that any discovery of it is power to shame you and to destroy 
you!   

And yet, God does not need to discover the dark crevices of your heart; or the sin, shortcomings, 
failings, weaknesses worn on your sleeve.  He already knows them all.  And still He sends His 
messenger with the promise: “It shall come to pass that everyone who calls on the name of the 
LORD shall be saved” (Joel 2:32). 



Return!  Return to the LORD your God!  Return to the LORD your God because He is gracious and 
He is merciful and He is slow to anger and He does abound in steadfast love and He will relent 
over disaster (Joel 2:13)!  Return! 

Return over the next five Wednesdays as we join Jesus’ disciples in His last 24 hours on earth.  
We’ll visit the Garden of Gethsemane, the high priest courtyard, and a Roman palace.  This year’s 
great April fools joke  will be Jesus joining together at Jesus’ Table with joy laughter over Satan’s 
binding and our sins’ release.   We’ll conclude at Golgotha and visit an empty tomb.  The message 
each week is the same: Return!  Return to the LORD your God! 

In Jesus’ name, return!  Amen. 

PRAYER 

P O LORD, we return to You, 

C for You are gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. 
 

P From seeking after other gods, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From misusing Your name, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From forgetting to call upon You in every trouble and from faltering in prayer, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From faltering in worship and not always hearing and learning Your Word gladly, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From disrespecting the authorities You have placed in our lives, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From disregard for our neighbor’s well-being, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From failing to nurture the most important relationships in our lives, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From our lack of complete honesty toward one another and our failure to help our 

neighbors improve their possession and income,  

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From speaking hurtful words about others and failing to explain our neighbors’ actions in 

the kindest way, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P From covetous thoughts and actions, 

C we return to You, O Lord. 
 

P To Your gracious Word of love for us in Christ, 

C we return. 
 

P To our identity as children of God, baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and 

of the Holy Spirit, 

C we return. 
 

P To Christ’s body and blood, given and shed for us for the forgiveness of our sins, 

C we return. 
 

P O LORD, we return to You, 

C for You are gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. 



 

P Steadfast Lord, You remain a solid foundational rock, even when we are shaky and weak. 

We thank and praise You for Your gracious invitation to return to You, not only during this 

Lenten season, but day by day. We are prone to wander. Yet Your love for us never wavers, 

and You constantly call us to return to You. Bless our Lenten journey. Let it be for us a time 

of daily returning to You, that we may be Your own and live under You in Your kingdom 

and serve You in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness; through Jesus 

Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and 

forever. 

C Amen. 
 

P O Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of the Father, as You call us to repentance and to prayer, with 

faith and hope we turn to You, the source of mercy and love. Remember us in Your kingdom 

and teach us to pray: 
 

LORD’S PRAYER LSB, p. 162 

C Our Father who art in heaven, 

     hallowed be Thy name, 

     Thy kingdom come, 

     Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven; 

     give us this day our daily bread; 

     and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us; 

     and lead us not into temptation, 

     but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 

THE PEACE OF THE LORD 

P The peace of the Lord be with you always. 

C Amen. 
 

CLOSING COLLECT 

P Gracious and merciful God, You call Your people to return, and You forgive the sins of all 

who come to You with penitent and contrite hearts. Grant us the spirit of true repentance to 

acknowledge our sins and to find in You forgiveness and restoration, wholeness and peace; 

through the merits of Jesus Christ, our Lord and our Redeemer. 

C Amen. 
 

BENEDICTION 

P The Lord bless you and keep you. 

The Lord make His face shine on you and be gracious to you. 

The Lord look upon you with favor and T give you peace. 

C Amen. 

  



HYMN 878 

878 Abide with Me 

 

 

 

 
Text and tune: Public domain 

  

 

 

Lenten Services 
  

Wednesday 7pm Worship Services 

 “Return to the Lord”  (Ash Wednesday Feb. 17) 

 “Return to Prayer” (February 24) 

 “Return from Betrayal” (March 3) 

 “Return from False Witness”  (March 10) 

 “Return from Denial” (March 17) 

 “Return to the Kingdom of God” (March 24) 

  

Holy Week Services 

 Maundy Thursday “Return to the Table” (April 1, 7pm) 

 Good Friday “Return to Truth) (April 2, 12pm & 7pm) 

 Easter Sunday “Return and See) (April 4, 9:30 am) 

  

Sunday Worship Services at 9:30 am 

Sunday Bible Class at 11:00 am 
 


