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 Some years ago on Ash Wednesday, when I lived in St. Louis, I attended an 

evening Mass at the new cathedral.  On my way home I stopped to pick something 

up at the store.  A nice young man who worked at the store came up to me and 

said, “Excuse me, sir, are you a student at UMSL?” – that’s the University of 

Missouri at St. Louis.  Now before you laugh, remember that I was much younger 

then.  I told him that I was not a student and I inquired why he had asked.  He told 

me that he was an UMSL student and that all day he had seen people with marks 

on their foreheads like I had and he wondered if it was some sort of a fraternity 

initiation ritual.  I explained to him that I was Catholic and that it was Ash 

Wednesday.  I could tell that he was relieved to have an answer to his question, yet 

puzzled that any religious group would do something like dirty up their foreheads 

for no reason.  It runs contrary to common sense; indeed, it seems to run contrary 

to the gospel. 
 

 As we just heard, Jesus told his disciples that when they fasted, they should 

do so quietly and privately.  They should also groom their hair and wash their 

faces.  All of our Lenten activities – our fasting and prayer and almsgiving – 

should draw us closer to God – not win praise from our brothers and sisters.  We 

should pray to renew and refresh our relationship with God – not to appear as 

someone sanctimonious, someone “holier than thou.”  We should give alms to help 

those in need – not to see our name on a donor list, or on the front of a building.  

And we are to fast to deepen our hunger for the Lord – not to draw the approving 

looks of those around us.  So why do we wear ashes if our acts of penance are to be 

private?   
 

 Well, we wear ashes not for others, but for ourselves.  We are not only souls 

– we are flesh and blood human beings.  From time to time, we need physical 

reminders of our spiritual life.  We need sacramentals.  It’s true that whenever we 

fast we should not maintain a hound dog glum look, but the mere presence of ashes 

on our foreheads should remind us of our mortality and of our need for repentance.  

Perhaps we see them when we look in the mirror, or when we accidentally touch 

our forehead.  Throughout the day (or evening, in this case), the ashes may be a 

minor irritation to us, but one that helps us to remember that human pursuits are no 

more valuable than ashes – only God is worth our time.  Yes, we wear ashes to 

remind ourselves of our need for penance, to remind ourselves that the glory of this 

world is worth nothing more than ashes. 
 



 But our wearing of ashes runs the risk of becoming meaningless – I suggest 

– if we wear them only to show our membership in the club.  That store clerk 

recognized that among the university students on campus, there was something 

different about those whose foreheads were marked.  He equated it with belonging 

to a fraternity – and, unfortunately at times, so do we.  There is a reason that Ash 

Wednesday Masses are so popular.  Part of it, we pray, is our recognition of our 

mortality, a true desire for conversion of heart.  But too often, I’m afraid, we wear 

ashes out of habit, our of our desire to fit in, to show off, to demonstrate to those 

around us that we are holy – even when we are not.  Far from signaling an interior 

repentance, in the contemporary world, our ashes can set us apart – can mark us as 

faithful Christians even if people would never have guessed that from our words or 

our actions.  Our goal this Lent – the goal of our life – is to be an authentic 

disciple, one whose beliefs are made manifest in their actions, one whose faith is 

demonstrated in kindness and mercy.  In a few moments, we will bless these ashes.  

We will invite you to come forward and have them imposed on your foreheads.  As 

we receive these ashes, think about why we do so.  Are we trying to fit in or are we 

trying to repent?  Are we looking around for the admiration of those who will see 

the ashes and think – my, aren’t they holy or are we opening our hearts to the 

healing presence of Jesus?  Are we hoping to learn the fraternity’s secret 

handshake, or do we come forward humbly and gratefully seeking the grace and 

mercy of the Father?   


