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Ash Wednesday

Jesus said to his disciples: 
“Take care not to perform righteous deeds in order 
that people may see them; otherwise, you will have 
no recompense from your heavenly Father. When 
you give alms, do not blow a trumpet before you, as 
the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets 
to win the praise of others. Amen, I say to you, they 
have received their reward. But when you give alms, 
do not let your left hand know what your right is 
doing, so that your almsgiving may be secret. And 
your Father who sees in secret will repay you.

“When you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, who 
love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on 
street corners so that others may see them. Amen, I 
say to you, they have received their reward. But when 
you pray, go to your inner room, close the door, and 
pray to your Father in secret. And your Father who 
sees in secret will repay you.

“When you fast, do not look gloomy like the 
hypocrites. They neglect their appearance, so that 
they may appear to others to be fasting. Amen, I say 
to you, they have received their reward. 

MATTHEW 6:1-6,16-18

Wednesday, February 26, 2020
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But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your 
face, so that you may not appear to be fasting, except 
to your Father who is hidden. And your Father who 
sees what is hidden will repay you.”

Friends, in today’s Gospel, the Lord prescribes prayer, fasting, and 
almsgiving as our Lenten disciplines.

The Church traditionally says there are three things we ought to 
do during Lent, and I put stress on the word do. In recent years 
we’ve emphasized the interior dimensions a little too much—that 
Lent is primarily about attitudes, about ideas and intentions. In 
the traditional practice of the Church, Lent is about doing things, 
things that involve the body as much as the mind, that involve the 
exterior of your life as much as the interior.

The three great practices of Lent—prayer, fasting, and almsgiving—
are three things you do. This is going to sound a little bit strange, 
but my recommendation for this Lent is, in a certain way, to forget 
about your spiritual life—by which I mean forget about looking 
inside at how you’re progressing spiritually. Follow the Church’s 
recommendations and do three things: pray, fast, and give alms. 
And as you do, pray to draw closer to the Lord as the center of your 
life—and the reason you do everything.
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Reflect: How do you think the practices of Lent, specifically 
prayer, almsgiving, and fasting, can lead us to a deeper relationship 
with Christ?

You also have to pray with persistence. One reason that we don’t 
receive what we want through prayer is that we give up too easily. 
Augustine said that God sometimes delays in giving us what we 
want because he wants our hearts to expand.

Finally, we have to pray in Jesus’ name. In doing so we are relying 
on his influence with the Father, trusting that the Father will listen 
to him.
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Friends, in today’s Gospel, the Lord lays out the conditions for 
discipleship. He makes this demand: “For whoever wishes to save 
his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.”

Notice that this is not simply a question of accepting suffering that 
happens to befall one. This is not simply a Stoic resignation.

Jesus is telling us actively to take up our crosses, to seek them out, 
to carry them as he willingly carried his. What Jesus did on the cross 
was to bear the burden of the world’s sin. He bore others’ burdens in 
love. And this is what we must do: actively, proactively seeking out 
ways to lighten other people’s loads. 

Thursday after Ash Wednesday

Jesus said to his disciples:
“The Son of Man must suffer greatly and be rejected 
by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and 
be killed and on the third day be raised.”

Then he said to all, “If anyone wishes to come after 
me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily 
and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life 
will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will 
save it. What profit is there for one to gain the whole 
world yet lose or forfeit himself?”

LUKE 9:22-25

Thursday, February 27, 2020
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer commented that when the Lord summons a 
person to discipleship, he calls him to come and die. When the 
blind Bartimaeus received his sight, at the midpoint of the Gospel 
of Mark, he followed Jesus up the road that would lead to Calvary. 
The way of the Christian life begins and ends with the man who is 
God dying on a cross.

Reflect: In what ways can you go out of your way this Lent to 
choose one person in your life and lighten his or her load?
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Friends, in today’s Gospel people ask Jesus why his disciples do not 
fast. He says that as wedding guests they will not fast while he, the 
Bridegroom, is with them. But “the days will come,” he says, “when 
the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast.”

Why do we fast? Because we have a hunger for God, which is the 
deepest hunger. We’re meant to get access to that hunger. We’re 
meant to feel it so that it can direct us toward God. Every spiritual 
master recognizes the danger that if we allow the superficial hunger 
of our lives to dominate, we never reach the deepest hunger.

Thomas Merton once observed that our desires for food and drink 
are something like little children in their persistence and tendency 
to dominate. Unless and until they are disciplined, they will skew 
the functions of the soul according to their purposes.

Friday after Ash Wednesday

The disciples of John approached Jesus and said,
“Why do we and the Pharisees fast much, but your 
disciples do not fast?” Jesus answered them, “Can the 
wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is 
with them? The days will come when the bridegroom 
is taken away from them, and then they will fast.”

MATTHEW 9:14-15

Friday, February 28, 2020



14

Reflect: Why do we fast during Lent? How does this practice 
affect you?

And fasting is a way of disciplining the hunger for food and drink. 
It is a way of quieting those desires by not responding to them 
immediately, so that the deepest desires emerge. Unless you fast you 
might never realize how hungry you are for God.


