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His name is Tim. 

 

Tim grew up in Saint Louis, MO. He was the oldest of five children in his Catholic family. His 

dad built airplanes. Tim loved sports, and school, and getting into trouble. 

 

A few years later, Tim went to the seminary, because he thought that God was calling him to be 

a priest. First he went to seminary in Saint Louis, and then he was sent to the seminary in Rome. 

 

He had never been to Europe before. He spoke no Italian. He did not know what to expect. And 

soon after he arrived in Rome, he was told that an American Cardinal, a high ranking Vatican 

official was coming to the seminary to give a speech to the seminarians. 

 

Tim had never met a Cardinal before. HE expected this Vatican official to give him and his 

brother seminarians some profound advice about being good students, and praying faithfully. 

 

Tim made sure that his shirt was ironed and his hair was combed. He sat up straight, and listened 

carefully to the lengthy talk by the visiting Cardinal. And at the end of that talk, the cardinal 

made the following request. He said to the new American seminarians: “Gentlemen, let me ask 

one favor of you. This favor will be a great blessing to the church. The favor is this – as you 

walk around the streets of Rome in your black clergy attire, please do one thing: SMILE.”  

 

By the way, you may have heard of Tim… today he is known as Timothy Cardinal Dolan, the 

archbishop of New York. And he has never forgotten that advice: As you walk around, dressed in 

your roman collar, smile! 

 

Have you noticed how angry the world has become? Have you noticed how divisive our 

language is,  how irate our daily behavior. Whether you are watching cable TV news, or 

watching people at a store, or observing drivers on Broad Street, or listening to the language on 

the playground….do you see how angry we are? 

 

And that anger is found within our church. Listen to the way that parishioners sometime speak 

about their pastor…or the way that pastors sometime speak about their parishioners! Listen to the 

way that Liberal Catholics talk about Conservative Catholics. Or vice versa. Listen to the way 

that Bible Believing Christians denounce other Christians. Watch the way that Orthodox Jews 

denounce secular Jews. Watch the way that Muslins blow up other Muslims and then blame 

Israel for all their problems. 



 

People who claim to have faith regularly come across as angry, bitter, joyless, lifeless, harsh, 

sad, bitter people. As Pope Francis asked 18 months ago: why would anyone be attracted to 

Christianity if Christians always look like they’ve just come from a funeral? Why would anyone 

join a religion in which there is no joy? 

 

Did you notice, in today’s Gospel, how many times Jesus told us to pay attention to how we 

come across to other people?  Today, we are marked with ashes on our foreheads, and everyone 

in Richmond will be able to tell that you are “one of them Christians.” So Jesus says in the 

Gospel: “Don’t be like the hypocrites, who do holy stuff in order to be noticed. And, when you 

fast, don’t be like the hypocrites, who walk around looking gloomy and sad.” 

 

Why would Jesus say this? Well, Saint Paul may have part of the answer in today’s second 

reading. Paul says, “You are ambassadors for Christ!” God wants to work through you to draw 

other people closer to Jesus!  

 

You are an ambassador for Christ! But why would anyone listen to you, follow you, or believe 

like you, if they see you being gloomy, sad, complaining, angry, or hypocritical? If folks are 

going to follow Jesus, they will be attracted to Jesus by ambassadors who live with obvious JOY.  

 

And please note – Jesus did not say, “Just smile and laugh - that is all your faith requires.” No, 

Jesus said that we MUST pray, we MUST give alms (that is, be generous to those in need) and 

we MUST fast – but when we do so, we are to behave like people who have some JOY in our 

souls! Jesus tells us this Lent –  show other people that the hard work of conversion is worth it by 

your JOYFUL LIVING! 

 

That may sound counterintuitive, until you think about what today’s Gospel really means. What 

does Jesus tell us to do in today’s Gospel? He says: “pray more, consume less, and give more 

away.” And THAT, Jesus promises, is how you will find JOY.  

 

The rest of the world will never know that unless you and I actually DO IT, and LIVE WITH 

JOY as a result. 

 

The essence of Lent is Christ’s invitation to reject the lies that are told by the world. The world 

promises that we will be happy if we consume more, if we grab more, if we possess more. The 

world tells us that we’ll be happy if we exhaust ourselves in an endless search for success at 

work; owning the right stuff, having the right stuff. 

 

 How many people do you know who are leading miserable lives because they have been 

consumed by their work – at the expense of their marriage and children? They have been 



consumed by addiction – because they believe that happiness will come from a bottle, or a drug, 

or an internet page. People lead miserable lives, because they have allowed themselves to be 

trapped by the rat race – and they spend less time loving their families, living their faith, and 

serving those in need….wondering why they are so angry and tired. 

 

Jesus says – “Stop! Pray more. Eat less. Spend less, Consume less. Give to those in need. And 

that is where you will find joy.” We all know it’s true. And we all forget.  So we need another 

Lent, to simplify our lives. 

 

As Lent begins, people often ask us: “What are you giving up this year?” Well, Jesus gives the 

answer! This year, he wants us to give up our anger, our sullen attitudes, our dour faces and our 

agitated ways. This year, he wants us to stop being rigid, and unforgiving, and gossipy, and 

mean. He wants us to experience the freedom and joy which fills our hearts when we focus on 

Our Father. He wants us to discover the joy which comes when we eat less, spend less, consume 

less, so that we can pray more, give more, love more, serve more. 

 

You will wear ashes today, as a sign that Christ calls us to some tough work this Lent. But I have 

one favor to ask of you ask you walk around Richmond this Lent. It’s a favor that will do the 

church and the Gospel a great deal of good. “Turn away from sin. And smile.” 
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