
Ash Wednesday 

Isaiah 58:1-9a, Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18 

Pamela and I watched The Time Traveler’s Wife the other night.  It’s a movie about a man 

who travels through time.  In one sense, his travels are random; he can’t control when he 

travels; he just unexpectedly fades out of the present moment and reappears somewhere 

else in time.  But in another sense, his travels seem to follow a certain sort of pattern.  

You see, not always, but quite often, he travels to the same places, though at very 

different times to those varied settings.   

One of those places is a meadow where he meets a young girl. Returning to visit her 

many times over the years of her growth, the two ultimately fall in love and marry.  The 

movie then tracks their relationship over the following years.  At one point in the movie, 

the man travels through time in such a way as to experience his own death.  At another 

point in the story, he deduces when he will actually die.  And so he has to learn how to 

live with this terrible knowledge.   

How do we live with the knowledge of our own mortality?  Several thousand years ago, 

the Psalmist said, “The days of our life are seventy years, or perhaps eighty, if we are 

strong...So teach us (O Lord) to count our days that we may gain a wise heart.” (Ps. 

90:10, 12)  Teach us O Lord to count our days that we may gain a wise heart!  How might 

we live differently if we knew how and when we would actually die?  How might we live 

differently if, at a bare minimum, we remembered the fact that we will die someday?  

That’s the question of Ash Wednesday. 

You see, Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of Lent – a holy season of reflection 

leading up to Easter.  On Ash Wednesday we are marked with ashes as a sign of our 

own mortality, and we are encouraged to ask, “How should we live in light of this 

mortality?” And among other things, Ash Wednesday provides an answer to that question 

by encouraging us to live pious lives as we await the day of our homegoing.  As part of 

the liturgy for this day, we are invited “to observe a holy Lent: by self–examination and 

repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self–denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s 

Holy Word.” 

But let’s be honest – the readings for today are a bit perplexing.  Although the liturgy calls 

us to a holy Lent filled with pious practices such as self-examination, repentance, prayer, 

fasting, self-denial, and the reading of and meditation on God’s holy Word, the scripture 

passages assigned to this service tend to view those pious practices with some measure 

of skepticism.  For example, the people of Isaiah’s day fasted, but God spoke through 

Isaiah and said, “Such fasting as you do today will not make your voice heard on high.” 

(Is. 58:4)  Likewise, in Psalm 51, which we will use in a few moments to guide our 

confession of sin, David prays to God saying, “(Lord) you have no delight in sacrifice; if I 

were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased.” (Ps. 51:16)  And in our gospel 



reading, Jesus says, “Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen of 

them.” (Mt. 6:1) 

So what’s going on here?  Ash Wednesday reminds us that we are going to die – which 

is an uncomfortable truth – and it encourages us to live a pious life as we await that day 

– but our readings are mostly critical of pious practices.  Well the truth is, pious practices 

are good for shaping a holy life but they must be done with proper motives or they become 

stumbling blocks along the way to holiness and virtue.  And our various texts identify ways 

they can be misused. 

For some of the ancient Israelites, pious practices were sometimes used as a means of 

putting God in the practitioner’s debt.  “Look at all my fasting, God!  Now you owe me 

one!”  And when God didn’t show up to pay the debt, they complained.  “Why do we fast, 

but you do not see?  Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” (Is. 58:3)  That’s 

hardly a holy attitude.  But it’s one we sometimes have as well.   

Would you think less of me if I made and embarrassing confession?  For the past 10 

weeks Pamela and I have suffered a series of headaches and aggravations.  First, our 

septic system went out; it took two weeks to fix it.  Then Pamela got sick and gave her 

bug to me and one or both of us was sick for a month.  Then our refrigerator died.  Have 

you priced a new refrigerator lately?  The check engine light is burning on our car.  Pamela 

had to have another surgery on her hand to correct a problem from her first surgery.  Our 

laptop recently began to die and Pamela’s phone gave up the ghost this week.  And also 

this week, our newly and expensively repaired septic system began to act up again!  And 

do you know what I found myself saying?  “Lord, why do I serve you and you do not see?  

Why do you treat your friends this way?” 

Now I know I’m the only one who ever had such a thought as that, so please be patient 

with me.  I’m still a work in progress!  But don’t we sometimes serve God, even if 

unconsciously, to put him in our debt?  And aren’t we sometimes disappointed with God 

when he doesn’t pay up?  Serving God in this way is an abuse of piety and an abuse of 

pious practices.  Such piety as this will not make our voices heard on high.   

Yes, we abuse piety when we make it a means of putting God in our debt.  And we abuse 

piety when we make it a substitute for loving action.  Yes, the ancient Israelites were 

fasting, alright, but they were also fighting with one another, oppressing others, and 

neglecting their needy neighbors.  They thought their fast was enough to earn God’s favor.  

But God wanted something more from them.  So God said, “Look, you serve your own 

interests on your fast day, and oppress all your workers.  Look, you fast only to quarrel 

and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist.  Such fasting as you do today will not make 

your voice heard on high…Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, 

to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke?  Is 

it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; 



when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from you own kin?” (Is. 

58:3-4, 6-7)   

I don’t know about you, but I’ve known some church folks – fortunately none in this church 

– but I’ve known some church folks who are quite regular in their church attendance, folks 

who say their prayers over every meal, folks who can quote the bible, chapter and verse, 

but who are as mean as snakes!  According to one of the General Conference delegates 

I spoke with, there were some of those folks protesting outside our recent General 

Conference in Saint Louis. “Just mean!” he said.  But from God’s perspective, it would 

seem no amount of pious practice can make up for a lack of loving action – and meanness 

doesn’t become the gospel of Jesus Christ.   

Yes, we abuse piety when we make it a means of putting God in our debt.  And we abuse 

piety when we make it a substituted for loving action.  And finally, we abuse piety when 

we make it a means of gaining human praise or favor.  That was the problem that Jesus 

addressed in our gospel reading. “Beware of practicing your piety before others to be 

seen by them,” he said. (Mt. 6:1) He then went on to describe how some gave alms to the 

poor in ostentatious ways – like blowing trumpets in the public square – to attract 

favorable attention to themselves.  “Look at old Joe, giving to the po’; ain’t he a good ol 

guy!” And Jesus described how some prayed on the street corners to be seen by others. 

“Look at old Joe.  Listen to him go.  Ain’t he a holy soul!”  And then he described those 

who would disfigure their faces so everyone would know they were fasting. “Look at old 

Joe with his quivering chin. Lord, he must be a fasting again!”   

But none of those practices were intended to really help the poor, or commune with God, 

or free the self from the grip of its inordinate appetites.  They were performed to feed the 

ego and gratify the self – the very opposite of their intended purposes.   

You see, when pious practices are abused like this, they become counterproductive.  

When we use them in an effort to put God in our debt, when we use them as a substitute 

for loving action, when we use them to feed the ego, gratify the self, or earn applause, 

then we have turned them on their heads and they have lost their purpose and their 

power.   

The answer to this problem is not to stop our pious practices but to use them as they are 

intended.  And what is their true purpose and intent?  They are given as tools to free us 

from an unhealthy preoccupation with ourselves, and to turn our hearts upward and 

outward toward God and others in ways that bring good to us, good to all, and glory to 

our God in heaven.   

So when we fast, we remind ourselves that as good as the body is, and as good as our 

appetites are, we do not live by bread alone; there is a spiritual component to life that 

needs our attention, too.  And when we pray, read, and meditate on scripture, we enter 

into that spiritual realm; we commune with God, receive love from him, and grow in our 



love for him while also interceding for others, thus enlarging our concern for the world 

about us.  And finally, when we give alms, or our time and talent in service, we act on that 

concern, thus helping those who are most in need while bringing delight and pleasure to 

the God who loves them just as much as he loves us.   

It is in these ways that these practices make us holy.  It is in these ways that these 

practices make us like the holiest one of all – even Jesus Christ our Lord.  And so it is for 

our good, our neighbor’s good, and God’s good glory that Lent invites us to a holy life of 

pious practice – rightly done – as we await the day of our homegoing!  This Lent, may we 

remember our mortality and renew our life of piety so we may grow in the likeness of 

Jesus…all the way home.  Amen.              

 

      

            


