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Readings: Ash Wednesday | USCCB 

 

When it comes to your decision making, how free do you think 

you are? From a scale of 1-10, how much influence do others have in 

what you chose to do or how you think? 

These are good question, because whether we like or not, whether 

we think it or not, for good or ill, many times we allow others to 

influence us. This is something that begins since we are children and 

continues all of our lives. We constantly think and analyze what others 

think about us. We might want to impress someone and so exaggerate a 

certain trait or ability. We want to gain the approval of a parent or a 

boss. We want to prove a point to someone who hurt us. People are 

constantly shaping and influencing what we do and why. 

That is what Jesus is getting at in the gospel. Today we hear part of 

the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount from Matthew’s gospel written 

to Jewish-Christians, so the emphasis here has more to do with religious 

practices. 

In this case, Jesus is asking the religious people: why do you do the 

things you do? Why do you fast? Why do you pray out loud? Why do you 

perform religious rituals in front of people? But then he calls them out: 

you do it, so that people may see you, so that you may feel important, so 

that you might feel like people approve of you… that is the reward you 

are seeking: praise, admiration, and acceptance from others. 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/030222.cfm
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When we live seeking the approval of others, we risk being 

influenced by our sin, because we might desire the wrong thing, we 

might be seeking the wrong reward.  

Jesus calls us out of that, and says: don’t seek approval from 

others, the only thing others can give you is praise or hate, that’s it… if 

you get praise, your ego goes up, you exaggerate only certain things 

which ends up distorting your image, and you become, here it comes 

again, a hypocrite, an actor, fake, someone you are not…  

If you receive hate, your self-esteem goes down, and your image of 

who you really are is distorted, becoming a hypocrite, and actor, 

someone you are not…  

Instead of seeking approval from others, Jesus is saying that we 

should seek the approval of God, because unlike us, God’s reward isn’t 

praise or hate, God’s reward is freedom.  

That is the freedom we have received through faith in Jesus. Jesus 

was crucified because of what people thought about him. Jesus was 

killed because of how people influenced each other. They accused him 

of being a sinner, of creating social unrest, and that led to violent actions 

against him.  

Even his disciples denied him, stayed quiet, or ran away from the 

scene because they were afraid of what others might say or do to them, 

they allowed others to influence them and reject the reward that Jesus 

had been offering. They were more concerned over what others thought 

about them and saving themselves. 

Jesus comes in the middle of all of this, and yet, Jesus lived with 

complete integrity. He did not live for the approval of others, but lived to 
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give freedom to others, and that is the grace that we receive through 

faith in Him. Faith in Jesus shows us the way out of the need to feel 

approved by others.  

When we chose to be influenced by God alone, then we live a life 

of freedom, of authentic human freedom where we not only live as 

authentic human being made good in the image and likens of God and 

not let others lead us into temptation, but help others find their freedom 

as well, we don’t become sources of temptation for others. 

The thing is, we are not often convinced that faith does this, we 

don’t often allow the grace of God manifest the reward it is meant to 

manifest.  

St Paul was often annoyed by this, and constantly called people to 

believe, to truly believe and make theirs the gift of faith they had 

received. ‘we implore you, on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God… 

we appeal to you not to receive the grace of God in vain…” He accepted 

it, and truly lived it out. Which is why he often said things like “if God 

is with us, then who can be against us?” “I can do all things through 

Christ who strengthens me.” He is not some unrealistic optimist, some 

supernatural person, he was a human being just like you and me, 

struggling to do what was right, but someone who really believed and 

accepted God’s gift of Jesus, the gift of salvation, the freedom of being a 

child of God. 

The season of lent is a time of asking ourselves: why do I do the 

things I do? What is influencing my life right now? How much do I 

value seeking God’s approval versus the approval of others?  
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If we were as preoccupied seeking God’s approval as we were 

seeking the approval of others, the world would look very different. God 

approves love, reconciliation, peace, compassion, mercy, joy. There is 

no greater joy than feeling like you can be yourself. There is no 

greater self, then the one we find in Jesus Christ.  

Let that be the goal this lent. Fast and abstain from seeking the 

approval of others, and live out the fullness of the freedom that Jesus has 

brought to you, for your own salvation, and for the salvation of others.   

 

+ Fr. Carlos 


