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The number one question I get on Ash Wednesday is why do we place such an obvious 
sign of our entry into Lent on our foreheads even though our gospel reading says quite 
clearly “Beware of practicing your piety before others.”  Indeed many people wipe off 
their cross as they leave church. However, that cross is a reminder of a very important 
part of us and perhaps we need the cross on our heads for all to see as we enter into 
Lent - not for others, but for ourselves.  
 
The cross of ash is a reminder of our baptism as one of my colleagues reminded me 
last week. I was glad to be reminded of this because being marked with the cross with 
the oil of Chrism is one of my favorite parts of baptism along with being washed clean 
with water.  After the baptism, the oil of chrism is placed on our foreheads in the shape 
of a cross, as the priest says, “Jane/John, you are sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism 
and marked as Christ’s own, forever.”    Sometimes I wish that the cross was visible so 
that when I look in the mirror in the morning, so I couldn’t miss that daily reminder that I 
am Christ’s own forever.  
 
Most of us do not remember water being poured on our heads and the feeling of the 
sign of the cross being made on our heads since we were baptized as infants. However 
on Ash Wednesday, the cross becomes visible and we are reminded of the feel of the 
cross being made on our foreheads. The words that are said may not remind us of our 
baptism, but the cross does. 
 
Marked as Christ’s own forever is a great image for the beginning of Lent, because 
Easter was the traditional time for those new to the faith to be baptized.  Easter still is a 
preferred time to be baptized and we renew our baptismal vows at the Easter Vigil. 
Therefore, Lent is our preparation to renew those vows and to remember we are 
Christ’s own forever. What difference would it make in our lives if we remembered every 
day that we are Christ’s own?  I did think about making an ashy cross on my forehead 
each morning, but perhaps that is carrying things a bit far. 
 
One of my friends shared a story from her former parish which had a day school.  The 
day before Ash Wednesday, after the pancake supper, the children came to watch the 
burning of the palms to make the ashes to be used on Ash Wednesday.  It was 
explained that the cross that is marked on their forehead with ashes is to remind them 
of when that same cross was made on their forehead as baptism.  My friend said, “All 
we’re doing is tracing that same cross on your forehead you got when you were 
baptized, and you became Christ’s holy and precious child, forever.  So, whenever you 
are scared, or worried, or wondering what to do, you can remember that cross, that 
Christ is with you, helping you, protecting you.  You are Christ’s own forever.” 
 
Well, the kids really liked that idea, but one took it farther than she thought.  Later she 
heard that one little boy was at school, doing something weird with his head.  He was 
sitting at his desk, just rubbing his forehead.  



The teacher came over to him and said, “Johnny, what are you doing?” Well, Johnny 
said, “I was worried about this quiz, and I needed some help. The priest told us, if we 
were worried, or scared, to just trace the sign of the cross on our foreheads, and 
everything would be okay!” 
 
I don’t recommend rubbing one’s head over and over but what if we were to approach 
every day reminding ourselves that we are marked as Christ’s own forever.  
How would that change how we faced our daily challenges or how we were with other 
people if we remembered we are God’s holy and precious children? Perhaps this Lent is 
a good time to start practicing. 
 
What if our Lenten discipline whether it was giving up candy or TV or taking up a daily 
prayer practice or working in the food pantry was done knowing that we are marked as 
Christ’s own?  What if when we get up in the morning or head out the door to go about 
our day over the next 6 weeks, we pause to remember that cross which is on our heads, 
which cannot be seen, but that God sees? 
 
Lent shows up to remind us we are marked and the mark that we carry is to remind us 
that we belong to God first, and therefore we are called to be in deeper relationship with 
God. So I invite you to keep that ashy cross on today - not to show off to others - but to 
remind you that you are marked. For the cross is our reminder of who we are, and 
whose we are.  We are Christ’s own forever.   


	Matthew 6:1-6,16-21     Ash Wednesday, March 1, 2017

