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Last week I read a story from a journalist who was wrestling with her faith. She 

grew up in a pretty active, intense church, speaking in tongues and describing herself as 

“born again.” But eventually it just stopped working for her. The way she described it, 

when she was in college she was having a conversation with someone about faith and as 

they listened this person eventually said, “so, you’re an atheist,” and she replied, “Yes, I 

am.” That’s when everything became clear. She described it as liberating, along with a 

growing sense of her identity, shedding a childhood belief system that didn’t suit her 

adult world very well - but, she was writing an article last week because something was 

still bothering her: she still couldn’t get rid of her sense of God.

 She writes, “Although I’ve been a content atheist for a decade, somehow God has 

found a way to stick around in my mind. Not the God of the Bible who created heaven 

and Earth — the God that lingers with me is harder to explain. The best way I can think 

of to describe it is like a character from a movie that I’ve seen over and over.… He’s not 

real, but He’s present. [As an atheist she says] The idea of God pesters me and makes me 

think that maybe I’m not as devoted to my [atheist] beliefs as I’d like to think I am.” 

She’s basically made peace with an unsatisfying tension. She concludes by saying, 

“If asked whether I believe in God, I would answer with a quick and emphatic ‘no.’ But 

given that I [still] send a word up to a proverbial heaven if I’m on a [bumpy] flight, or 

silently ask that someone make sure my little niece and nephew stay safe, I can appreciate 
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how some atheists may be inclined to say they believe... While I remain steadfast in my 

(non)belief, I also… have no choice but to accept that I’m an atheist with a sense for 

God.”  1

Now, on the one hand, a story about a conflicted atheist is the last thing you’d 

expect to hear on Ash Wednesday. I mean, if Ash Wednesday is about anything its about 

the intensification of belief, the intensification of our devotion, our piety, our repentance. 

And yet, on the other hand, this story from a conflicted atheist is exactly the kind of 

message that fits today. Because her story is about the gap or even the gulf that 

sometimes exists between our beliefs and our actions, between our heads and our hearts, 

between our convictions and our deeds, between who we desire to be and who we really 

are. I mean how can you call yourself an atheist and still pray to someone who’s not 

really there? 

That tension is the same kind of tension we face today. Because if Ash Wednesday 

is about anything for Christians it’s about opening ourselves to the question - not 

necessarily of whether we believe - but whether we’re as devoted to our beliefs as we like 

to think we are. Ash Wednesday & Lent are about reconciling the gulf between our 

beliefs on the one hand and our loyalties on the other. It’s an invitation to be reconciled; 

reconciled with ourselves, reconciled with each other, and reconciled with our God. And 

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/02/04/im-an-atheist-so-why-cant-i-shake-god/1
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in the Gospel today Jesus highlights three actions, three classic Christian disciplines, that 

point the way: almsgiving, fasting, & prayer.

First, alms. Money is one of the topics we’re least comfortable discussing, but 

when you get right down to, it’s one of the easiest things to actually do. Because you can 

plan for it. You can budget. You can skim a little off the top or scrape a little from the 

bottom. Giving money is one of the easiest things to do because giving money is a way of 

giving from our strength; giving from our resources, our capital, our wealth. And giving 

alms, by definition, means giving to those less fortunate, less wealthy, less powerful than 

ourselves.  Jesus describes it as one of the most practical ways of enacting our devotion 

to God. It’s a way of being reconciled our actions and our beliefs. 

At the other end of the spectrum is fasting. Fasting is a way of giving from our 

weakness; voluntarily foregoing a form of nourishment or sustenance. And that may 

sound like nothing more than a good weight loss plan in our culture, but there’s a much 

different tone if you happen to be living in a world where your next meal wasn’t always 

guaranteed. If you’ve ever been to part of the world where food is a scarce resource, then 

it become clear: fasting is a form of giving from our weakness, trusting that our life 

doesn’t simply depend on our own cleverness or strength. Fasting is a way to reconcile 

the gap between our trust in God as creator & our tendency to serve our own appetites or 

needs. 
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Then right in the middle, Jesus describes prayer. If almsgiving is a way of giving 

from our strength and fasting is way of giving from our weakness, then prayer (we might 

say) is a way of giving from the depths of our very being. Prayer is a way of gathering up 

every part of our lives - things known & unknown, things done & left undone - prayer is 

a way of gathering up all of that and offering it to God as a matter of devotion. 

Almsgiving, fasting & prayer. These are some of the hallmarks of Christian belief. 

These are some of the actions that truly demonstrate our loyalties and what we believe. 

But still, we wouldn't be here today if it was just that simple. We wouldn’t be here unless 

there was something that maybe was still bothering us. Maybe it’s this. Maybe it’s that 

even with these clear hallmarks of Christian belief - we still can’t stop using our actions 

to serve ourselves.  

We still can’t help using even the best Christians disciplines - almsgiving, fasting 

& prayer - to serve ourselves. We can’t help acting like the hypocrites we hear about in 

the Gospel, or the people we hear described in Isaiah, who “serve your own interests on 

your fast day, and oppress all your workers.” Who, “fast only to quarrel and to fight and 

to strike with a wicked fist.” He says, “Such fasting… will not make your voice heard on 

high,” (Isa. 58.1-4). Ash Wednesday begins when we find ourselves wrestling with the 

tension of receiving God’s gifts but simply using them to serve our own ends. 

And the good news of Ash Wednesday is the invitation we receive from God in 
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return. The good news of Ash Wednesday is that, “For our sake [God] made him to be sin 

who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God,” (2 Cor. 

5:21). In Jesus, we’re offered an answer to the unsatisfying tension between our actions 

and our beliefs. In Jesus, our mortality is taken up and transformed by God’s love from 

within. And today, one of the ways we accept that invitation is by using ashes to express 

our mortality, making the sign of the cross to express God’s love, and then journeying 

together for these next 40 days, trusting that God is leading us and transforming us from 

within. Because even though we remain muddled and imperfect in our daily lives, we 

Christians have always been gripped with a deep sense for the reconciling, rescuing & 

resurrecting love of God. Amen.  


