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WHO IS THE AUDIENCE? 

 

I wonder what Jesus would have said about Ash Wednesday if he had attended a service during the time of his 

ministry.  Of course, the season of Lent, as a time of preparation for those preparing for baptism and as a time of 

spiritual discipline, with its start on Ash Wednesday, didn‟t get established until a couple of centuries into the 

development of the church.  But Jesus might have had something to say about some of us religious folks and our 

overt expressions of piety, as in foreheads smudged with ashes as public expressions.  After all, he knew that 

public religious statements can bear witness to the good news of God‟s work in our lives or they can ensnare us in 

games of spiritual self-congratulation.  That‟s why Jesus advised that when we give to the needy, that we do so in 

a way that is not showy, where our motives for giving in the first place get all out of whack.  Similarly, he 

cautioned that when we might be fasting from food or carrying out some other spiritual practice, that we not put 

on a sad face so that folks will know how very „holy‟ we are.  He wanted spiritual practices to be honest, and not 

a show for others.  He certainly was authentic in what he said and did and would want his followers to exhibit a 

similar authenticity.   

 

An Ash Wednesday service, in my mind, actually holds the prospect of being one of the most honest of Christian 

worship practices.  For during this time, we have the liturgical opportunity to face up to our mortality, to our 

sinful nature, and to our utter reliance on God‟s grace, expressions that may not normally roll off our tongues 

without a bit of a gulp.   

 

It was time for the weekly chores list that would be given to the eight year old girl in the family.  The primary job 

for the day was the instruction to clean up her room.  The father was surprised that after just five minutes, his 

daughter was announcing that she was done.  With some skepticism, he went to check out her bedroom.  He was 

surprised to see it all picked up and neat.  But then he opened up the closet door and was nearly buried alive in the 

avalanche.  It had become clear that there was still work to be done for the girl to clean up her act.     

 

When we give on behalf of the poor or enter a period of fasting or start devotional readings or come to an Ash 

Wednesday service or to Wednesday night programs, the goal for these or any other Lenten practice is not to be 

an act of pretense.  Putting ashes on our foreheads ought not be putting on an act.  Instead, it is a call for us to get 

our act together, with God‟s help.  Those who see ashes on a forehead as a significant spiritual accomplishment 

might do well to be reminded of the saying, “Ashes to ashes and dust to dust.”  However, when we look in the 

mirror when we get home tonight, that ashen smudge would do well to remind all of us that our time is limited.  

That doesn‟t mean we should just quickly stuff all of our junk into a figurative closet to clean up our act.  Rather, 

we should deal with it in a way that doesn‟t pretend we are better than we are and this Lenten season can be a 

time when we can make some choices about what are going to be priorities for our lives.   

Although our time is limited, God‟s love is not.  And with that divine acceptance, we can risk being honest with 

ourselves about our mixed motives while we seek divine help to grow to be purer in heart.  Our spiritual practices 

can help us incorporate God‟s good news for our lives.  Whatever spiritual disciplines we may take on during this 

Lenten season, an appropriate goal would be that they would reflect God‟s love, which certainly is not reflected 

in any empty act.  There are those who love to put on a show.  But Jesus is the One who shows us how to put on 

the love.   


