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Ash Wednesday                                          Joel 2:1-2,12-17 

Feb 22, 2012 for Zion Stratford                                   2 Corinthians 5:20b -6:10 

Steve Hoffard                                           Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

 

Out of the Ashes 

This evening Jesus has led us away from the craziness of our lives, away from our work, 

away from our play, away from our family responsibilities. We can still sense the chaotic 

demanding, crowded world murmuring around us; but for a time we have come together as 

Disciples of Christ. Our cell phones and blackberries are shut off; we have removed the iPod ear 

buds from our ears, left our chores for later, and stopped planning tomorrow.  We have for a 

time, left our dry, dusty lives and gathered on a quiet, cool hillside on the fertile coast of the Sea 

of Galilee.  We have gathered here together to listen to Jesus’ famous words; words that teach 

us the principles of Christian Fellowship, a code of conduct that enables us to be shining 

Christian lights in our world. 

We are just getting comfortable here on the hillside when Jesus springs this little gem on 

us:  “Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them, for then you 

will have no reward from God in heaven.”  This is so like Jesus--he lets us settle in and get 

comfortable and then he shakes things up and challenges us to think in a different way, a deeper 

way.  Be careful Jesus says; be careful when you give, be careful when you pray, and be careful 

when you repent.  Be careful.  Don’t do these things so that others can see them, but do them 

secretly before God. 

How strange are these words for us when Jesus has just told us that we are the light of the 

world?    To get his point across he continued with a practical example of what he meant: “No 

one after lighting a lamp puts it under a bushel basket, but instead puts it on a lamp stand, and it 

gives light to the entire house.  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they 

may see your good works and give glory to your God in heaven.” 

And how strange is it that we read these words every Ash Wednesday, Ash Wednesday 

the very day our piety is smeared in ash on our foreheads for all to see?  This is awfully 

confusing and contradictory.  What could Jesus mean? 

Jesus refers to people who practice their piety publically as hypocrites.  In Jesus’ day this 

term referred to an actor who in the dominant Greek culture performed from behind a mask.  

They presented themselves to the audience as something different from who they really were.  

Could Jesus be asking us to look at who we really are? Could he be asking us to reflect on what 

motivates us when we practice our religion? 

Beware Jesus says.  He doesn’t say don’t practice your religion before others, he says be 

careful.  He asks us to look behind our masks and examine our motivation.  If we only pray, 

give, and fast or repent to be seen by others as something we are not, then that is our reward.  

But Jesus teaches that true discipleship is a genuine compassion for those on the fringes of 

society and a sincere longing for a relationship with God.   

True disciples of God are not those who give alms to gain public recognition, but are 

those who quietly, compassionately and genuinely meet each other’s needs and the needs of 

their society. 
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True disciples are not those who pray just to look religious, but are disciples who seek a 

genuinely deeper walk with God. 

True disciples are not those who fast and practice spiritual disciplines as a means of self-

display, but those who accompany fasting with prayer and working for justice. 

It is the hypocrites who claim to have a relationship with God and who claim to be in 

support of the wider community. But in reality, they are only self-serving and even self-

deceived.  They undermine God’s very intent to build a society that truly embraces God’s realm 

of peace.   

Which type of disciple, Jesus asks, do we choose to be?  Are we going to be like the hypocrites 

that occupied the seats of authority and power in Israel’s religious, political and economic 

world, but appeared to be God-fearers?  Or will we choose to be an authentic Disciples of 

Christ? 

If we choose to be authentic Disciples, why then on this Ash Wednesday do we gather together 

and mark our foreheads with a cross of ash for one another to see? 

The ash crosses are a reminder.  A reminder that in our humility, we are still members of a 

larger community. The world does not revolve around us as individuals; we need to be 

reminded that we are responsible to one another. We need this reminder because in today’s 

world it is so easy to be self serving.  We are barraged with media advertising and self help 

experts who flood us with messages that we need more, we deserve more, we are worth more.  

In fact my generation has been labelled as the “me” generation. We so easily buy into this way 

of thinking.  We accumulate more and more stuff, and put our wants ahead of the needs of 

others. 

And Jesus tells us: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust 

consume and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, 

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

your treasure is, there your heart will be also”.  God calls us to share the bounty of God’s 

creation.  When we pray, and fast, and give alms, God does not expect us to do these things as a 

sign of our religion.  God would rather we do these things as a sign of our faith. 

Do most of us listen?   

We need a reminder that we are dust and to dust we will return.       

Jesus asks us to begin on our Lenten journey with these things in mind.  To examine our 

motivation is to discover where our heart is.  Lent is a time to become aware that we are being 

called into a right relationship with God and God’s creation. We who are but dust. 

As we embark on our Lenten journey to seek a right and true relationship with God, no doubt 

many of us will stumble.  We will not always put the needs of others ahead of our own.  We 

will not always care for creation and instead will allow convenience to override our 
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responsibility.  We will not always be welcoming to the stranger and instead we will find 

ourselves insisting that others become just like us, instead of letting their lights shine in their 

own unique diverse ways.   We are but dust. 

Ash Wednesday reminds us that we journey as Disciples carrying heavy burdens.  We bring 

with us our guilt, our sin, our fears, and our disillusions.  We are but dust. 

But the cross of ash reminds us that we don’t journey alone.  This Lenten season as we journey 

to the cross, we travel with Christ.  Ash Wednesday is here to remind us that we belong to a 

world of sin and death, but we are not left alone.  The sign of the cross made on our foreheads is 

made of ash to remind us of our sins, but we are reminded of the same sign that was made on 

our foreheads with water when we were baptized.  The sign of the cross that we see on one 

another is a reminder that we don’t ultimately belong to a world of sin and death but to a 

gracious and loving God. 

Pastor Peter Perry describes Ash Wednesday well:  “Ash Wednesday is a day when we say to 

God, "Here I am! Imperfect, incomplete, weak and broken, sorrowful and mourning.  Here I 

am! Sinner and saint all rolled into one.  Here I am! Frightened and needy and uncertain.  Here I 

am! Confessing and repentant, and hesitantly hopeful.  Here I am! In the midst of ashes, cold, 

wasted, wanting.  Here I am!  Looking for the fire of hope, the fire of forgiveness, the fire of 

love, the fire of salvation. 

Our journey begins tonight, when we say to God, "Here I am! Mold me, make me, create a new 

heart in me."  We come forward to make our confession, to receive God's promise, and then to 

step out in faith knowing that Christ walks with us, that the Spirit will guide us, and that God's 

love for us can rise up from the dark ashes of Wednesday to become the bright and glorious day 

of Easter and the burning fire of Pentecost. 

 

Jesus is not condemning our practice of religion nor is Jesus condemning material things. He is 

just asking us to examine our motivation.  He is giving us an opportunity to find real joy in the 

realm of God.  Jesus tells us that if we look for happiness, peace, and security, in worldly 

material things, we will never find it. These things don’t enrich us. Only in loving God with all 

our being and in loving our neighbour as ourselves will we find a treasure of peace and meaning 

that time, death, and nothing else can take away.  Amen. 


