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Ash Wednesday is a feast fraught with paradoxes.  It is not a holy day of obligation, but it turns out people – and not just Roman Catholics – in huge numbers.  Jesus in the Gospel tells people to perform the holy trinity activities of a righteous life – almsgiving, fasting, and prayer – in secret, so that our left hand doesn’t know what our right hand is doing.  Yet for this one day each year, we march around with an ashen cross on our foreheads, so that everyone who sees us knows that we are Christians.  What’s going on here?


I don’t have a definitive answer, of course; but I can offer some hunches.  We live in a culture where faith is not always welcome in the market place or the public square.  That leads each of us from time to time to wonder, I suspect: “Am I the only one?  Am I alone in my belief in God, and in my sense that I am responsible, in  some way, for my neighbor’s well-being?”   Seeing so many foreheads with ashes, at least once a year, reassures us that while we may not share it freely enough, there are still quite a few of us making the attempt at the “faith game.”  It is a public sign of commitment and new beginnings – of our desire to repent and to convert, both of which involve “turning our lives around.”  For the rest of Lent, we can perform penances, be more attentive to our prayer, and carry out acts of kindness and charity “in secret” for the eyes of God alone, buoyed up by the memory of all of today’s other ash wearers.


I think the meaning of the ashes is a key to their popularity as well.  How often do we voluntarily get the opportunity to remind ourselves of our mortality, of our frailty and finitude?  And yet, awareness of those realities, those primal truths, is never far away from any of us.  How easily we can sprain an ankle – especially with the snow and ice conditions of recent weeks!  How quickly we can be reminded, as an old Eucharistic Prayer used to put it, that we are both “God-touched and frail”!  Botox can’t keep the crows’ feet forever at bay!


Perhaps more to the point, we are spiritually frail, as well.  If we are honest in examining our choices and our behaviors – and Lent certainly invites us to that kind of honesty – we know how easily and how often we slip and fall in a moral sense.  Even as the venomous barb rolls off my tongue, I wonder, “Why on earth did I feel the need to say that?”  And how often do I choose the same maladaptive behaviors, knowing full well that if I take the same detour, it will still and always be a dead end?  So I think, secretly, we are relieved for one day a year to let our ashes make a modest public confession of our limitations and to pray: “Bless this mess.”  If our brokenness is not, in itself, a positive thing, at least our honest ownership of it is.  


But Lent ought, essentially, to be a positive opportunity – an occasion of joy and hope.  Even as we own our mortality, we hope in faith for life eternal though the dying and rising of Jesus Christ which we will celebrate after these forty days.  And even as we acknowledge our failings and weaknesses – our sins – we hope for redemption through the same Paschal Mystery.


In my little daily prayer guide for Lent, the meditation for today recalled that ashes once were used to make soap, because they contain alkali, a soluble chemical that is a powerful cleansing agent.  Thus, standing at the head of the Lenten season, they remind us of this shared opportunity for “spring cleaning” and inner renewal.  In a real sense, they are tied to the cleansing rite of baptism which finds it home at the Easter Vigil.  


Today’s meditation also contained a reminder that at this time of year, some farmers burn the stubble of last year’s crops and plow the ashes into the field where they serve as powerful fertilizer for the new crops which will soon be planted.  Remember that when you wash off your ashes at the end of today; imagine that instead of actually removing them, you are plowing them under, burying them deep in your spirit, where they can enable and empower new life for each and every one of us.
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