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Showing Up, Not Showing Off 
Not growing up in the church, I didn’t know a thing about lent or the liturgical calendar or 
anything to do with this season before Easter. But one thing I did know about, being a detroiter 
in a town full of Catholics--was Ash Wednesday. That was the day all the religious kids got to 
school with this black mark on their face. Or they’d get released for lunch and come back with 
the black mark. (I was always very jealous of the lunch ash wednesday-ers because that 
meant they got to miss school and go out somewhere fun for lunch!) I’ll never forget having no 
idea what that black mark meant but knowing that I didn’t have one. And it meant something 
that I didn’t have one in the same way that it meant something that my converse were knock 
offs and my backpack wasn’t Nike branded. In my school they were all the same: that black 
mark, the white shoes, the swoosh logo--they were brands that I didn’t have and thus, couldn’t 
be “in.” 
 
I thought Christian was another brand that I didn’t have and couldn’t afford because of 
Christians who didn’t take this text seriously. They sounded the trumpet when they did good 
deeds, they prayed loudly and publicly in the cafeteria and the only thing louder than their 
prayers was their judgment for forgetting to pray before eating or not having that black smudge 
on your forehead on days like Ash Wednesday. 
 
So that made me really really love texts like this—ones that told Christians to pray in private 
and shunned the judgement that I so often felt back then. Oh how quickly I learned to find a 
scripture verse that allowed me to judge them—as if being Christian was about who could find 
the most verses to judge one another by. 
 
And that’s where I was wrong. Because this text isn’t about judging folks who pray or give 
large amounts of money or wearing the Ash Wednesday black smudge… it’s about the heart. 
You see, Jesus is deep into his sermon on the mount saying that if we’re doing all of this stuff 
for the recognition, we’ve got it all wrong. If we’re giving to make sure that others see that 
we’re giving, might as well not do it at all. If we’re wearing these ashes to show others that 
we’re a good Christian with good principles and a good little life, that’s all you’re going to get. 
There’s no eternal life coming for you so enjoy the recognition here. 
 
I was joking with some friends of mine about how I had gone to Disney and forgotten to get a 
picture of just myself in front of the castle and one of my friends joked saying, “I mean, if you 
didn’t get a photo for instagram, did you even go?” And let me be clear here—we were joking. 
But part of what makes a joke funny is that there’s a sliver of truth to it, right? What are the 
things we are doing just for a couple of likes on instagram? And just in case you thought you’re 
off the hook because you don’t have social media—what are the things we’re doing so that we 
get the plaque with our name on it or to get our name on the back of the bulletin or to be a 
certain “giver” level so that everyone can see what we’ve done or how generous we are?  
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Sassily, Jesus tells us that if we’ve done it for that to truly enjoy the earthly reward because 
we’re not getting anything for that in heaven.  
 
And I guess the question a less sassy Jesus is also asking us is this: what are the things 
you’re doing because there is a burning in your heart calling out to you and a skill set that 
matches what is needed? Those things—the quiet work of Christianity—are the treasures 
we’re to be storing up. 
 
Because we can’t take our instagram following or gold plaques of all the good things we’ve 
done with us.  
 
Just like the dust that is about to be placed on your forehead, those things will turn to dust 
when we do. They will be former relics of us that our ancestors will box up until they’re given 
away to a local thrift store or in the bottom of a landfill rotting away (or worse, not rotting away 
because they are plastic and will forever pollute our land and waters and animals.)  
 
Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Today’s text and today’s story is an uncomfortable one—it’s one 
that deals with what so many of us avoid conversations about but can never side step: death. 
It’s scary and there’s no amount of good person plaques or giving that we can do to get out of 
it. And in a world that is so used to finding their way out of things we don’t want to do, I think 
our first reaction is to be scared. We don’t like the uncontrollable way it takes the ones we love.  
 
And yet, we forget the second part of that phrase that ashes to ashes phrase: ashes to ashes, 
dust to dust, you are a beloved child of God. It calls upon the theology from Romans 8:38-39 
(my personal favorite), that neither death nor life, nor angels nor daemons, neither the present 
nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all of creation can 
separate us from the love of God. We are but stardust sculpted into a human body and to 
stardust we shall return and we can rest in hope instead of fear because we know that 
everything in between those two seemingly scary things is God’s love lived out in our lives. 
 
There’s a group called Parity who does work with the LGBTQ+ community and they have 
started doing glitter ashes for Ash Wednesday services where they mix in one part purple 
glitter to every 3 part ashes. When I first saw this, I’ll admit that I was confused. It seemed like 
we were literally throwing something sparkly over the death that this day symbolizes. And yet, 
that couldn’t be further from the truth: Parity says, “Glitter+Ash exquisitely captures the 
relationship between death and new life. We do not live in fear of ash - of death - we place it 
on our foreheads for the world to see. We also know that God specifically calls us not to 
project that fear onto the Other, the alien, the stranger in our midst. God insists that we look for 
the spark of life, of hope, in ourselves and one another. This Ash Wednesday, we will make 
that spark easier to see. We will stand witness to the gritty, glittery, scandalous hope that 
exists in the very marrow of the LGBTQIA+ tradition.” 
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Don’t worry—today’s ashes are just ash, no glitter to be found. But maybe we can learn from 
this group in the showing up ness of Glitter. As a Christian Educator and all around believer in 
all things sparkle, one of my favorite things about glitter is that it leaves a trail no matter how 
careful you are. It sticks around. It never gives up—and neither does God’s love for you.  
 
And so when that black smudge fades today or you wash it off with your 6 part skincare 
regimen you have tonight and with that washing off we try to forget the fear of death and the 
uncontrollable hold it has on our lives, remember the glitter that sticks inside of you—the hope 
that comes with the end of this Lenten journey—the invitation to eternal life that waits for us on 
the other side of these 40 days… if only we will stop showing off and start showing up. Amen.  


