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One of my memories from my teen years (and this is coming from a self-confessed “church geek”) was 

going to a very early morning Ash Wednesday service with my parents, after which one of them would 

drop me off at school on their way to work. After we’d done this for a year or two I began to realize that 

if I left the mark of ashes on my face, I was bound to have several well-meaning friends come up to me 

at school and say (always discreetly), “Hey, Cynthia, did you know you have dirt on your forehead?” 

There were a couple of people, usually Roman Catholic kids or fellow Episcopalians, who would say, 

“Oh, you’ve been to church already!” but for the most part, my fellow students didn’t really know what 

that dirt smudge signified. So, I always felt stuck between the desire to wipe that cross of ashes off my 

face right away and avoid embarrassment; or leave it on, endure the scrutiny, and feel good about an 

opportunity to explain to people that it wasn’t dirt, that I’d been to church, and maybe, if there was time, 

I could tell them what the ashes meant. In other words, I used to think to myself, I could witness for 

Jesus.  

 

Now, I have to say: I was a good Episcopalian girl, raised by two very traditional Episcopalian parents. 

“Witness” was not a word we used in the context of church; most Episcopalians still don’t use it much, 

but that is what I believed I was doing. (I think I must have picked it up from an evangelical friend). I 

also have to say I would sometimes get stuck on Jesus’ words in Matthew’s gospel about not making a 

show of your piety, but I figured he meant we shouldn’t go out and brag about it, not that we should be 

ashamed of showing signs of our faith. So as a young person trying to be faithful, I was constantly living 

into this tension between enduring (and quite honestly, dreading) the comments about my “dirty” face, 

and feeling guilty if I removed this sign of my personal piety. 

 

Eventually, of course, I realized that the true problem wasn’t whether or not to scrub my forehead; the 

true problem was that I was making the ritual of Ash Wednesday all about me: my comfort level, my 

fears. Which is what Jesus is getting at, I think; we aren’t supposed to make our expressions of 

repentance, of almsgiving, of prayer, all about us. Those things are acts of worship, of reverence and 

devotion to God. They are not about me; they are not about us. 

 

Except that they really are about us, just not in the way we might think and certainly not in the way I 

had thought all those years ago. The solemn act of “imposing” ashes on someone’s forehead, or having 

them imposed on us, in the sign of a cross, is a reminder of our mortality. “Remember you are dust,” we 

say, “and to dust you shall return.” This beginning to our Lenten observance is the Church’s way of 

saying that no matter the quality of our life; or what we or others think of ourselves; no matter our 

status, our health, our longevity, our wealth or possessions; ultimately each of us is going to return to the 

dust out of which God first formed us and breathed life into us. That reminder really is something of an 

imposition in a culture that not only does its best to deny death, but that also seeks to sort us and assign 

value according to who we are, what we have, how we look, where we came from, and all the rest of 

those unholy categories that separate human beings and keep us from loving one another as God 

commands. 

 

But these ashes aren’t just random smudges of dust (though they often end up looking that way!). They 

are in the form of a cross, just like the sign of the cross that’s made on our foreheads at baptism with oil 

of chrism, a sacramental act that “[seals us] by the Holy Spirit…and [marks us] as Christ’s own 

forever”. We are mortal, yes; each of us will die one day and we do need to face up to that. Even so, our 

mortality and death are in the hands of God: the God who created and redeems us. This is also the God 



who loves us beyond imagining, even in the lowest depths of our sinfulness. I think we may not always 

be comfortable with that last part. 

 

This week there was a post in the Episcopal Café’s blogging forum “Speaking to the Soul”1 that focused 

on the George Herbert poem “Love III” (sometimes known as Love Bade Me Welcome). Perhaps you 

know the poem; copies are on the oblations table in the back of the nave. This beautiful poem is a 

dialogue between a sinful soul and its Maker, who goes by the name of Love.  

 Love invites the soul to a meal, but the soul “draws” back in recognition of its own grave faults 

and inadequacies. 

 But Love draws even closer, asking the soul what it might be lacking.  

 A worthy guest, the soul replies; someone who deserves to be here.  

 Love assures that soul that it will be that worthy guest.  

 As unkind and ungrateful – as sinful - as the soul knows itself to be, it continues to hold back.  

 Love, refusing that argument, reminds the soul that it is Love itself that has borne the blame for 

all its offenses.  

 Finally convinced that its worthiness lies not in its own merits but solely in its Maker’s love, and 

accepting its redemption, the soul at last sits down to Love’s feast and eats. 

That invitation to the feast is something that our Maker, the God of Love, extends to all of us. 

 

God didn’t care if the teenaged Cynthia washed the ashes off her face or left them on, but God did care 

that I knew I belonged to God.  

 

I hope, I trust, that each of us will find a meaningful way to observe Lent. That can mean giving 

something up, taking something on, or maybe giving something up in order to take something on. But 

whatever we might relinquish, first let it be any resistance we might have to accepting God’s love, and 

any insistence we have that we are in charge. Whatever we might adopt; first let it be a renewed reliance 

on God’s grace and love. God claims us – in life and in death and ultimately in resurrection – as God’s 

own. In doing so, God really does make it all about us! 

 

                                                           
1 http://www.episcopalcafe.com/speaking-to-the-soul-sit-and-eat/  
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