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As we start this first day of the Lenten Season, I have to discuss with 

you my “pepper and egg” problem… 

You see, on Ash Wednesday and the Fridays during Lent, the rules of 

the Church require those over the age of fourteen (when possible) to 

abstain from eating meat (the Church actually applies this rule to every 

Friday of the year; this rule has been dispensed in the United States, 

usually as long as some other type of sacrifice is made on those days). 

My family chooses to also abstain from meat on Wednesdays 

throughout the year as well, as was the custom of their home country in 

Europe. Fasting also applies on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday from 

those aged 18-59 when possible. 

So comes my dilemma. I’m good with grilled cheese sandwiches or 

macaroni and cheese to fulfill my abstinence requirements during Ash 

Wednesday and the Fridays of the Lenten Season. I could eat pasta with 
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marinara every day but my waist line says otherwise. I refuse to eat fish 

in the Midwest – my father used to catch fish from a dirty pond when I 

was young and that taste still lingers in my mouth decades later. I 

delivered to my former DRE who is homebound at this moment some 

sweet and sour cabbage soup for Ash Wednesday but you could dip 

cabbage in chocolate layered with ice cream and I still wouldn’t eat it. 

This leads me to pepper and egg sandwiches, which I sort of crave at 

this time of year. I was introduced to this Lenten culinary delight a few 

years ago at a local Portillo’s restaurant when I first tried this meal on a 

croissant. I have become Lenten addicted to pepper and egg sandwiches 

ever since but Portillo’s is EVIL – they don’t deliver in Joliet and I don’t 

have time to visit them. I am sure that you all will tell me of other 

establishments that may or may not serve this delicacy but a Portillo’s 

pepper and egg sandwich for me is probably like a first love for you – 

you never forget the first person you love… 

This is what we teach kids during the Lenten Season – what kind of 

sacrifice will you make this Lent, a sacrifice of something you usually 
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love? Some kids will tell me that they will give up being mean to their 

siblings but that really isn’t a sacrifice – you should be nice to your 

siblings no matter what! Some will tell me they will give up candy 

during Lent; others will give up tv or their mobile device or their social 

media or whatever the popular fad is of the day. 

When I ask some kids what they will give up for Lent, some say they 

haven’t given up anything. Some will even respond to my question, 

“What is Lent?” or better still, “Lent is the thing that comes from the 

dryer” (to which I say, “That is lint, not Lent”). For many Catholics in 

today’s society, Lent has little to no meaning and for those who find 

meaning, many often come to the church for ashes and then leave as 

quickly as they came. 

Now whether we choose to dine on pepper and egg sandwiches 

during Lent really is a trivial subject – Lent is not exclusively about 

pepper and egg sandwiches. However, the little things we do in life are 

supposed to remind us of the infinitely greater sacrifice in life that 

Christ has made for us. I also ask the kids and adults if they really think 
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that eating a pepper and egg sandwich (or giving something up for 

Lent) really is equal to Christ dying on the cross for our sins. The answer 

to this question is a definitive “no,” but we learn in faith that the small 

things we do condition us constantly to remind ourselves of the 

infinitely more important message in life that Christ was willing to die 

for us and that every time we remind ourselves of this image in the 

small things we do, the more visible God’s message becomes present in 

everything that we do. 

In that same light, if we understand what those ashes and the Season 

of Lent mean, then we understand why we offer this important 

sacramental of the Church when we come to Mass on Ash Wednesday. I 

just finished teaching the difference between sacraments and 

sacramentals in my University of Dayton course, a subject that the 

leaders of this course really wanted me to emphasize. For those 

cloistered sisters with whom I celebrate in the convent, this distinction is 

very important for them as well. 
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According to the Catechism of the Church (#1667-1670), a sacramental 

does not confer the grace of the Holy Spirit in the way that a sacrament 

does, “but by the Church’s prayer, they prepare us to receive grace and 

dispose us to cooperate with it” (#1670). Usually accompanied by a 

prayer of blessing, sacramentals have many forms, such as a prayer 

before meals, a blessing of an object such as the “cross in my pocket” 

objects the sisters asked me to bless at my first Mass of this day. 

Scapulars are sacramentals, as well as crucifixes, blessed images of the 

faith, blessed articles of faith we wear and things of that nature. 

Ashes are sacramentals. These ashes have a specific meaning for us in 

the faith – they are a sign that reminds us without God, we are like dust 

that returns to earth at the first death but with God, we escape the second 

death of faith and rise from the dead on the last day. With ashes, we 

recall how, without God’s help, we would be mired in sin and the 

metaphorical Season of Lent for the rest of our existence, because 

without God, we have no way of understanding or finding our eternal 

reward. 
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We receive these ashes as a reminder to us of our whole purpose and 

reason for existence in life. Like any other sacramental, these blessed 

images and rituals of the faith are supposed to lead us to the grace of the 

sacraments and this liturgy we celebrate, a grace offered at Mass and the 

other six sacraments infinitely more important than what the 

sacramentals offer. 

We need sacramentals, though, because these small moments of 

grace in our lives remind us to return to those infinitely greater 

moments of grace in the sacraments themselves. For this reason, I 

encourage the sisters with whom I live to focus on those small images of 

faith adorned in their monastery – the crucifixes on the walls, the 

statues, the rosaries and things of that nature – so that they remained 

focused on their true vocation in life, as I must do to remind myself of 

mine and you yours. It is through these sacramentals that God directs us 

to the sacraments and the specific signs established to build our 

relationship infinitely more intimately with the divine. For this reason, I 

try to educate those who like to get those ashes and run away from Mass 
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before communion that the ashes at Mass without communion becomes 

an empty and void sacramental because the person receiving the ashes 

forgets the whole reason why ashes are distributed in the first place. 

We read from the Prophet Joel in the first reading that without God’s 

help, their crops would be void of nourishment, thus enabling the 

locusts of our community to destroy the crops from which the faithful 

sustain their bodies. The book of Joel and this agricultural metaphor 

reminds us that God provides the nourishment for our faith that 

prevents the evils of life from destroying this relationship. We learn 

from our second reading from 2 Corinthians that the person who lives in 

righteousness becomes an “ambassador for Christ” who serves as a 

model of faith which shows the believer how to get to heaven and 

inspires others to do the same. We read in our gospel reading today the 

three charisms of this Season of Lent – to pray, to fast and to give alms – 

are taught to us so that we constantly remind ourselves as to the void in 

our life that exists without God and how, by living like God through 

these charisms, our hearts and minds become open to understand the 
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manner we should live like Christ and allow Christ to guide us at true 

Christians of the faith. 

So as we dine on that pepper and egg or fish sandwich today, 

perhaps we remind ourselves that every time we follow the rules of 

Lent, every time we encounter a sacramental or image of faith in our 

lives, we are inspired to return to these seven sacraments in our 

building of a divine relationship, to remind ourselves how God helped 

us in the way of the faith by becoming incarnate, by lowering the self to 

eat with us, sleep with us, cure us, feed us and certainly die and rise for 

us, so that we can do the same for the people that we meet. Let us learn 

this life of sacrifice and grace, both for ourselves and those around us. 

This is our prayer. 


