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Ash Wednesday, March 6, 2019: Holy Trinity Church 

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21: Your lonely God waits on you. 

Preached  

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

Ash Wednesday comes out of the middle of nowhere. It's not like Christmas 

or Independence Day that fall on the same dates every year. Ash Wednesday 

is all over the map, from early February to sometime in March because Easter 

is a moveable feast day. What usually happens is that we notice someone with 

a black smudge on their forehead and suddenly realize its Ash Wednesday. 

Often, we are taken by surprise. And often, it's an unwelcome reminder of an 

unpleasant fact. Dust we are and to dust we shall return. The grass withers 

and the flower fades....  

Folks in the middle ages didn't need Ash Wednesday to remind them of death. 

Their lives were often very hard and short. They often carried a medallion 

called a memento mori, Latin for "Remember, you will die." The phrase 
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supposedly had its origins in the Roman Empire. When a conquering general 

would parade through Rome, with all the people shouting his name in 

acclamation, it is said that a slave would walk behind the general, calling 

aloud, "Memento mori" as a reminder that nothing lasts, and that he too 

would die. Carrying the memento mori brought about a change of perspective. 

Instead of assuming one will live forever, it made it necessary to remember 

that our time here is limited, that we don't know how much time is left to us, 

and that we need to make the most of each day and each breath that God 

gives us. Take a look at Renaissance portraiture sometime and you will see 

there is often a person of nobility holding a skull, or there is a skull on a desk 

or close at hand. The skull’s function is to serve as a memento mori as well. 

This Ash Wednesday liturgy is a memento mori. It is not only meant to be a 

reminder of the truth of our mortality, it is also a wakeup call for us to change 

our perspective.  

In our gospel reading from Matthew, Jesus’ teaching is clear; let your motives 

and actions be forthright and honest.  Stop doing things for show. Do them 

because you mean them. Otherwise, your life becomes hypocrisy.  In our 

Gospel reading from Matthew, Jesus says, "And whenever you pray, do not be 

like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the 
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street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have 

received their reward"  

Jesus uses the word Greek word hupocrites, or "actor." In those days, outdoor 

Greek theaters seated tens of thousands of people, and the acoustics were 

nothing short of amazing. Although the acoustics were fantastic, the actors 

stood far away from the audiences. As a result it was not possible to see their 

facial expressions, so they wore very tall masks that exaggerated human 

features so that everyone near and far could see the emotion the actor was 

supposed to be projecting. The hupocrites wore masks as a matter of course. 

That's fine for actors. Actors are supposed to project an emotion so clearly 

that everyone can see it. But, we are not supposed to put on a show of false 

emotions that belong to someone else. That's why Jesus warns us:  

Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for 

then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. So whenever you give 

alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues 

and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they 

have received their reward.  

The image of blowing your own horn is funny, but there is also something 

pathetic when people do things because of what they imagine others will think 
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or say. This is why Jesus says, But whenever you pray, go into your room and 

shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who 

sees in secret will reward you.  

Ashes smudged upon our foreheads today are a sign that we recognize our 

mortality and we understand the danger of our hypocrisies. The ashes on our 

foreheads are a public sign of our need for a real relationship with God and 

with each other. It all begins today, Ash Wednesday, with repentance. Our 

Lent must begin with repentance. 

The Greek word for "repentance" metanoia, is a turning around, turning our 

faces back to God who waits for us to begin the journey with His Son. When 

Job truly understood the glory of God and his own position, he says that he 

would "repent in dust and ashes." That is how we must repent in the face of 

God's mercy and love and unbelievable patience with all of us. It is not too 

late for us to repent as individuals, as a church, as a nation, and as a world. 

But, we must tear open our hearts and return to the Lord, our God, for he is 

gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.  

Jesus gives us a much needed and welcome reminder today. When he tells us 

to lay up for ourselves treasure in heaven, where neither moth nor rust 

corrupt, and where thieves do not break in and steal, he is reminding us that 
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there is a reason for our turning away from the world's temptations. There is 

something better! There is a better way of living our lives. 

 That's certainly what the ancient prophet Joel is telling Israel and us in our 

first reading today. While Israel looks forward to the end as a day when their 

enemies will be defeated and get what's coming to them, Joel challenges them 

to look within their own hearts, to repent, and to bring once again justice and 

righteousness to the land.  The prophet calls out to us today, “Yet even now, 

says the Lord, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and 

with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing. Return to the Lord, your 

God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast 

love.” 

This is the heart of Ash Wednesday. Today/Tonight, you will receive ashes on 

your forehead as a symbol of your mortality and repentance. However, we 

cannot wallow in the mud of our sinfulness. Let us move on. Let us pick 

ourselves up. Let us wash off the mud and do something positive this Lent. 

Perhaps this Ash Wednesday will be a day of private meditation as you 

reflected upon your life. Perhaps you will start a personal fast or join others in 

sharing prayer or spiritual disciplines. Maybe you will make a commitment to 

attending church more often or to go the Lenten series of classes or engage in 
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a ministry you have been thinking about in Holy Trinity Church or an 

outreach to the poor and the homeless. No matter how we may observe this 

Ash Wednesday and this Lenten season, what matters is that today you begin, 

you move forward while we have this gift of time and this wonderful 

opportunity to repent to turn around and get back on the road with Jesus by 

your side. Walk with Him as you set your face with His face towards 

Jerusalem. 

 My dear sisters and brothers in Christ, if you remember nothing else from 

this sermon, remember this. We are the ones who have to make the move 

towards God. I ask you to reflect upon an image today. I ask you to think 

upon a lonely and loving God, with arms wide open just waiting for you.  

Amen. 


