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Ash Wednesday is one of my favorite days in the liturgical year. 
I remember the first time I received ashes, I was so excited to get the 
tangible sign of Christ, of life and death. I always wore them proudly – 
not wanting to wash the ashes off.
Ash Wednesday continued to be one of my favorite days during my 
years in seminary. It felt like such a sign of solidarity, of a beloved 
community, to go to the Ash Wednesday service, receive the ashes, 
and then the rest of the day, see all my peers, my professors, the staff- 
everyone with ashes on their forehead. 
I remember one year, I went for a run after receiving ashes and even 
on the running trail, I still saw people like me – running with ashes on 
their forehead. 
On the surface, this passage in Matthew seems like a strange text to 
read for an Ash Wednesday. 
Why would the lectionary include a passage where in the very first 
verse, Jesus says do not practice your piety in front of others? Where 
he then later says that when fasting, wash your face so no one but 
God knows? These calls to not show your piety, your fasting – things 
many people do during lent – in front of other seems in direct contrast 
with receiving ashes on your forehead – a mark for all to see. 
Our book of common worship describes Ash Wednesday as a time to 
turn around, to change directions, to repent. 
It reminds us that unless we are willing to die to our old selves, we 
cannot be raised to new life with Christ. 
We mark the ashes on our forehead to make us confront our very own 
mortality. Sometimes this is hard. 
This year – I don’t think so. We’ve been confronting our own mortality 
every day for the past year. In every lockdown, in every death, in every 
statistic – we know our lives on earth our limited. 



But this scripture in Matthew reminds us of the paradox of our faith – of 
life with Christ. No matter what we do – we will never be worthy 
enough to follow Christ. But it doesn’t matter. 
As Liz Goodman writes – “Following Christ is impossible—except by 
grace. For any of us who would go where Christ leads, the journey will 
prove impossible. This is the paradox built into the call of the Lord; this 
is the paradox essential to the call of the gospel. For some, this 
paradox will be cause for giving up; why bother attempting something 
that will always best you? For others, a few others, that paradox will be 
life itself—the truth that gives life its form, shape, and direction.”
On this Ash Wednesday, I invite you to hold close that paradox 
displayed in the very ashes you will receive. This public mark on your 
forehead that this year only few will see.  In it is the paradox that gives 
life its form. 
It’s a paradox that allows us to really reflect as we begin this Lenten 
season – are we willing to repent, to turn around, to change directions 
– even if no one will see? 
We reflect honestly in the truth that no matter the answer, grace will 
meet us there. It is the paradox of our faith – the paradox of a day 
marked by ashes – marked by confrontation of our mortality and 
brokenness – that Christ’s grace will always meet us there.
Thanks be to God. amen.


