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In the name... 
 
Blessings to you this Ash Wednesday -1 count it a great privilege to be setting out 

with you on our Lenten journey today, one that begins with an ashen cross and 
terminates in a cross of hard wood and agony. Lent is not for the faint of heart, but 
since the earliest days of the faith, Christians who have travelled these forty days 
have been richly blessed year after year. 
As we heard in our first lesson this morning from the prophet Joel, it has been the 

custom of the people of God — Israel and the Church — to declare a fast at certain 
times for the whole community to repent and return to the Lord. The fast is not only 
an act of repentance itself, but an opening of our habits and time to contemplate the 
ways in which we have become estranged from God and to discern how we can 
collectively and individually return. There is another tradition — very old, going 
back at least to Job — of putting on ash as a sign of one’s repentance, of one’s 
desire to draw near to God, of one’s acknowledgement of one’s mortality. For 
generations and generations, the Church has combined these two traditions — the 
fast and the imposition of ash — into a single day to mark the beginning of Lent. 
The observance of Lent as a time of penitence, fasting, confession, and alms 

giving is itself ancient also. Very early Christians began practicing Lent to share in 
the ancient practices of fasting kept by Israel and to share in Our Lords' 40 day fast 
before he began his public ministry Like Israel's 40 years of wandering in the desert 
as a preparation for entering the Promised Land, so Lent came to be a period of 
preparation for Our Lord's death and resurrection. This is also time - historically as 
well as today - when converts are given intensive preparation for their baptism at 
Easter and when confirmands are instructed to prepare for the confirmation of their 
baptismal vows by the Bishop. Fasting during Lent is commended in the Apostolic 
Constitutions, a collection of documents on Church order with ancient provenance. 
Early and very strict observances of Lent are described in great detail by Egeria, a 
fourth century nun from present-day Spain who made an extensive documentation 
of her pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 
Yet, like so many of the Church's holy days, the ways in which our devotional 

practices have been assimilated culturally over time often obscure this well-
established purpose for keeping Lent and beginning it with the imposition of ashes. 
While this time might be useful for shedding a few Christmas pounds, saving a few 
dollars each week, breaking a bad habit, or wasting less time on Facebook; all of 
that tends to miss the point. While all of that is good as far as it goes, it is a 
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profound confusion to think of Lent as a diet with some spiritual "value added." 
Indeed, such a view is distraction from the primary task at hand: ordering our daily 
practices so we have a chance to get over ourselves for a while and to more 
intentionally reflect on our devotion to and reliance on Our Lord. 
This is precisely the danger our Gospel lesson warns us against this morning. Jesus 

says, “Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; 
for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven.” As is so often the case 
with Jesus’ warnings, the trouble isn’t with keeping the prayers or the fasting; with 
making your confession or receiving the imposition of ash. Rather, Jesus is 
concerned with the motives one brings to the table. Jesus says, “And whenever you 
fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to 
show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.” 
That is to say: to accrue present benefits to yourself through devotional practice 
means that you have missed the point of the devotion in the first place. 
What does it mean, then, to practice a Holy Lent? Well, keeping a Lenten 

discipline isn’t about serving yourself or punishing yourself or imposing 
emergency austerity measures for the sake of your waistline — it is a chance to 
become something like a scientist. It is a chance to make a change in your habits, 
however big or small, and examine how you react spiritually. Lent is a season 
where we have the space to examine how we live — down to the smallest, 
seemingly least significant parts — to see if things as simple as food or drink or 
Facebook or money or convenience keep us from drawing close to God, from being 
honest with God, from relying wholly on God. And, when we engage in this sort of 
examination, we are all sure to find that they indeed do. As Lent goes on, we see 
the extent to which our habits keep us distant from God with increasing clarity. But 
the goal of all of this shouldn't be to drive us to despair. Remember that we are 
marked today with ashes in the sign of a cross. The ashes remind us that we are 
indeed broken, mortal, and estranged. The sign of the cross reminds us that God has 
provided a remedy by becoming broken, mortal, and estranged himself for our 
sake. And so, as we get clearer about our own failings, we also get clearer about 
God's grace, drawing daily closer to Our Lord's crucifixion and resurrection. 
This is why we begin our season of penitence and longing with Ash Wednesday: it 

is a primer on the rest of Lent, where the movement of the entire season is made in 
shorthand in a single day. The ashen cross is a reminder of the sickness and the 
remedy all at once: of all that keeps us from being close to God and all that He does 
to draw close to us in spite of it. Through it, may you be called to a Holy and 
gracious Lent so that you may you be drawn deeper into the heart of God. 
Amen. 
 


