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ASH WEDNESDAY 
Jl 2:12-18; Ps 51:3-4,5-6,12-13,14,17; 2 Cor 5:20-6:2; Mt 6:1-6,16-18 

 

LENT AND EVANGELIZATION 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Ash Wednesday, February 14, 2018 

Masses at 9:00 a.m., 12:00 noon, and 6:00 p.m. 

 

We celebrate Lent every year, 

  but this year Lent will be a little different at our parish. 

We are in Phase Four of our spiritual initiative, 

  Ignite Your Faith. 

The fourth phase is evangelization, 

  and Lent is a wonderful time to share our faith with others. 

 

There are many things that we do as Catholics during Lent, 

  things that a number of other Christian denominations do not do, 

  and particularly, things that non-Christians do not do, 

  things that are near and dear to our hearts 

These things could draw attention 

  and give us an opportunity to speak to others about our faith. 

 

Q:  How will we be signed on our foreheads at this Mass? 

A:  We will be signed with ashes. 

 

We have options after we are signed with ashes. 

  We could wipe the ashes off after Mass. 

Or, we could leave the ashes on our foreheads, 

  throughout the day, at school, at work, 

  or later, at the grocery store, the gas station, or the health club, 

  and other people would then be able to see the ashes. 

When we leave the ashes on our foreheads, 

  it is a way to witness to our faith, 

  and it opens the door to questions about why we have ashes on our foreheads 

  and gives us an opportunity to share our faith. 

 

Q:  If someone were to come up to you, and see the ashes on your forehead, 

       and ask, “What is with the ashes on your forehead?” 

         what would you tell them?   

A:  At the school Mass one of our children replied, 

        “Mind your own business!” 

 

You can’t make this up. 

It wasn’t exactly what I was looking for. 

 

 



 

2 

 

So I probed a little further. 

 

Q:  If someone asks you about the ashes, how would you explain them? 

A:  The Cross represents Jesus, and we believe that Jesus is the Son of God. 

      The Cross represents all that Jesus suffered; 

         it is a sign of his Passion and death, and of his great love for us. 

       In the Bible, people wore sackcloth and ashes as a sign that 

         they are sorry for their sins and their intention to do better. 

       In the Bible is says that we were made from the clay or dust of the ground, 

          and our life is dust to dust, ashes to ashes – ashes represent death, 

          so ashes remind us that we are going to die someday, 

          and if we are going to die, we near to prepare, 

          and the best way to prepare for death at some future time is to live a good life now. 

 

When it comes to the ashes, if someone asks us about them, 

  it opens the door for us to speak about our faith:  to evangelize. 

 

Next, I asked the children about self-denial during Lent. 

 

Q:  Are you going to give up anything for Lent, and if so, what are you giving up? 

A:  Gummy Bears, ice cream, and YouTube 

         (doughnuts, chocolate, cookies, dessert, TV). 

 

So your friend sees you eat Gummy Bears rather often throughout the year 

  and then offers you some Gummy Bears during Lent. 

You politely decline. 

Your friend is surprised because you normally eat Gummy Bears 

  and your friends asks, “Why?” 

 

The moment a person asks about what we are doing,  

  even though we are not showing off, 

  it opens the door for us to be able to speak about our faith, to evangelize. 

 

Q:  Why would we give up something for Lent? 

A:  Jesus said, “Deny yourself, take up your cross,  

         and follow me” (see Mt 16:24; Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23). 

      Self-denial teaches self-restraint; it teaches us self-control (see Gal 5:23a). 

      Self-denial makes us spiritually stronger. 

        If a person strengthens their ability to say “No” to a Gummy Bear, 

          when a temptation comes, it is much more likely, with increased strength, 

          that the person will be able to say “No” to the temptation. 

 

When it comes to self-denial,  

  if someone notice that we are passing on something that we normally enjoy, 

  and asks, Why?” 

  it opens the door for us to speak about our faith:  to evangelize. 
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Next, we shifted to a third item. 

I had another big question for the school children. 

 

Q:  Will you be giving up anything special today, and on all of the Fridays of Lent? 

A:  Meat. 

 

So today, Ash Wednesday, or next Friday,  

  you have a fish sandwich, or macaroni and cheese,  

  or tomato soup, or cheese pizza. 

On Friday your friend has a hamburger, 

  and says, “Would you like one, too?” 

And you politely decline, 

  “No thanks, I’m fine with mac and cheese for today.” 

 

And your friend is a surprised,  

  because you normally have a hamburger when you are out together, 

  and your friend asks, “Why are you not having a hamburger today?” 

 

The moment a person asks about what we are doing,  

  it opens the door for us to be able to speak about our faith, to evangelize. 

 

Q:  Why do we not eat meat on Friday? 

A:  Friday is the day that Jesus died on the Cross. 

      Friday is the day that Jesus sacrificed his flesh for us. 

      Jesus gave up the “meat on his bones.” 

      We want to honor and respect the supreme gift that Jesus made. 

      If Jesus gave up his flesh, we give up meat; 

        and if Jesus died on Friday, we give up meat is on Friday. 

 

When it comes to not eating meat on Friday, 

  if someone notices that we are eating mac and cheese rather than hamburger, 

  and asks, Why?” 

  it opens the door for us to speak about our faith:  to evangelize. 

 

Our fourth and final topic is fasting. 

I didn’t ask the school children about fasting  

  because it is only required for those from ages 18 to 59, 

  although it is optional for those who are younger or older. 

 

Fasting is to refrain from eating solid food between meals. 

The Catholic understanding of fasting is a smallish breakfast, smallish lunch, 

  a normal-size dinner, with no food in between, only beverages. 

 

So at work there are doughnuts on the table in the break room. 

People in the office take turns bringing doughnuts. 
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Over the course of a month, 

  there are doughnuts in the break two or three times. 

And, you really like doughnuts, 

  and when the doughnuts are sitting out, you always take one, 

  and your co-workers know that you never miss the opportunity. 

A fresh doughnut just sitting in a box is a waste! 

 

It is Lent. 

Someone brings in doughnuts. 

You are fasting and walk past the doughnuts, 

  not to show off, 

  but because it was a private decision you made. 

 

One of your partners at work sees this and comments, 

  “You always take a doughnut. 

    Why are you skipping the doughnuts today?” 

 

The moment a person asks about what we are doing,  

  it opens the door for us to be able to speak about our faith, to evangelize. 

 

Q:  Why does a person fast? 

A:  Because Jesus fasted. 

        Jesus fasted forty days and forty nights in the desert (Mt 4:2; Lk 4:2), 

          and we are following his example (see Jn 13:15). 

        The people of Nineveh fasted to atone for their sins (Joel 3:5,7), 

           so we fast to make up for our sins. 

        Fasting leads to inner purification. 

        Fasting teaches us obedience so we will be ready to obey God’s will. 

        Every hunger pang is a reminder of God or a reminder of Jesus. 

 

Yes, we celebrate Lent every year. 

This year we have a special area of emphasis: 

  sharing our faith, evangelization. 

 

Whatever we do, 

  whether it is ashes, self-denial, 

  abstaining from meat on Fridays, or fasting, 

  it is not to show off. 

Jesus doesn’t like show-offs (Mt 6:1-8,16-18). 

But people might notice that we are doing things differently during Lent. 

If someone asks, “Why?” 

  it is a great opportunity to speak about our Lord Jesus Christ. 


