 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Ash Wednesday (Mt 6:1-6.16-18)


LENTEN EXERCISE

The gospel today issues a strong warning against vanity and hypocrisy.


Vanity spurs us on to showing off and to being hypocrites. Vainglory deprives Christian justice of its disinterest and its purity of purpose, which is to seek God alone. Self-seeking eyes spoil what they light upon. If they move us to do justice, it is only in order to be seen by others.


And so we can become play-actors of justice on the stage of vanity, going through the motions and reciting the lines of people giving alms, or praying, or fasting. The biblical Greek word for stage actor is ύποκριτης, hupokrites, hence our pejorative word, “hypocrite”. In real life, we may be not seekers of justice but only looking out for ourselves.


The advice of Jesus to his disciples is: let only the Father see and know the good that you do. The “reward” for the vain is that they will have only what they looked for, and that is only their selves.


Ash Wednesday and Good Friday are the only days now when adults from eighteen to sixty are asked to fast, that is, to cut down on one important meal of the day, as a sign of openness to the needy and of solidarity with those who have little to eat.


 But there is more to Christian fasting than going without food, and it is not limited to an age bracket. Like the forty-day fast of Jesus in the desert at the beginning of his mission, it is openness to hearing the word of God and our heart’s conversion to putting God’s word into practice.


A relevant fast for today is one that will extend throughout the Lenten season. We are encouraged to add other personal initiatives of detachment, and give up harmful things and even some good things and legitimate satisfactions, so as to arrive at greater interior freedom and openness to others, especially to the needy.


By suffering privation, we want to be united in compassion to those who go habitually without food or economic means, and to those who are deprived of cultural goods or concrete possibilities of development.


Fasting becomes a symbolic gesture of denouncing injustice that is spawned by our selfishness. Fasting is solidarity with those who are worse off than we are.


In this way, our preparation for Easter is not just a privatized devotion. It becomes a Lent shared with our less fortunate brothers and sisters throughout the world. The Lord’s Supper becomes an expression of our repentance. 


During Lent, let us announce the Lord’s resurrection and participate in his salvation of all people.

