
Revd Ro's Reflection on

Ash Wednesday

2 Corinthians 5.20-6.10

Matthew 6.1-6,16-21

‘Brothers and sisters in Christ, since early days Christians have observed with great devotion our

Lord's passion and resurrection and prepared for this by a season of penitence and fasting.

By carefully keeping these days, Christians take to heart the call to repentance and the assurance of

forgiveness proclaimed in the gospel, and so grow in faith and in devotion to our Lord.

I invite you therefore, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent, by

self-examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting and self-denial; and by reading and meditating

on God's holy word.’

For the last forty five years I have listened to or since ordination read this opening to the Ash

Wednesday service at St Leonard’s. That summary says it all really and is an excellent introduction to

the meaning of Lent. The word itself comes from the old English word Lencten which literally means

springtime. The period of Lent is the six weeks before Easter.

Yesterday, I expect like me, you enjoyed your pancakes, traditionally of course it meant using food

up in the house as the last treat before Lent and the time of meditation and fasting. Last year I

remember the Ash Wednesday service particularly. It was February 26th.  It was so very near the

outbreak of the pandemic and though we realised we had to be careful no one could possibly

foresee what was to happen. By something like 17th March we were notified that churches had

cancelled services and their doors would close. Since then churches have opened and then needed

to close once but more thanks to technology, at least services are available via computer.

This Ash Wednesday is so very different from last year. Few churches will be open and of those that

are the priest will not conduct the imposition of ashes because of physical contact.

Lent reflects Christ’s forty days in the wilderness, a time of fasting and temptation. Jesus emerged

stronger and ready for his ministry. We are challenged to do the same. Lent is a time of preparation,



the liturgical colour is purple. It is a time of repentance, a time to say sorry for what we have done

wrong. It gives us time to reflect on Jesus’ journey to Calvary for us. We need to be aware that sin

separates us from God and of what it cost him to be reunited with us. Our reading from Paul’s

second letter to the Corinthians begins at verse 20b but I have gone back to the beginning of the

sentence because what comes afterwards is dependent upon it.

20 ‘So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on

behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. 21For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so

that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

Paul is saying to the Corinthians because you are Christians you are ambassadors for Jesus. The

same is true of us. Once you call yourself a Christian you are an ambassador for Jesus. People will

look at us and expect us to reflect the Christian values. People rarely become Christians by reading

about it, they learn from his followers. They will read the gospels and expect us to act out Christ’s

teaching.

That is what we need to reflect on in Lent. Are we ambassadors for Jesus, not only because we tell

people about him but also because we live in his way? Jesus bore our sins on the cross; he

destroyed sin there and won salvation for us. There is that dramatic image in Pilgrim's Progress.

Pilgrim goes about bowed down under the weight of his burden of sin but eventually is relieved of it

when he lays it at the foot of the cross. Pilgrim has to lay it down and turn to Christ. That is the point

Paul is making here. I think of the hymn, ‘I am a new creation, no more in condemnation.’

Paul is telling the Corinthian Christians, you are a new creation in Jesus now, but a new way means

new behaviour. You can’t call yourself a Christian he says and still live in the old way of sin. Also if

you are an ambassador you are Christ’s body here on earth, God’s earth that is being restored in

Jesus. It is a huge responsibility and to live in the old way, to cling to practises that are not at one

with Christ’s teaching is simply not acceptable. To put it simply Paul’s message is, ‘Turn from sin and

turn to Christ.’ These are some of the words of the baptismal promises. Look too at the words the

priest says at the imposition of Ashes, ‘

‘Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return,

Turn away from sin and be faithful to Christ.’

It is exactly the same. To repent literally means to turn. We confess our sins, receive absolution but

then we must turn our back on them and live in a new way. To that extent we do give something up

for Lent, we give up what we know to be sinful and turn towards Jesus’ way. For most of us ‘sin’

won’t be anything dramatic but we all fall short, we all can improve. Maybe it is in being more

sensitive to the needs of others, to live in love. Maybe it is to choose God’s way not our own way. All

of us need to examine our hearts and work out our own path through Lent.

Paul explains that he is a minister of Jesus as his helpers are. To be that in a culture and time

antagonistic to Christianity is tough and his list of hardships explains just how tough. However his

juxtaposition of opposites makes a huge point. A Christian may seem poor but how rich they are.

They seem to have nothing but actually have everything in the promises of God. Jesus has won

salvation and eternal life for them and for us. His rising on the third day as God and King makes us all

his new creation and we have to live as people who walk in his way.



The gospel reading from Matthew really gives us a guide to Lent, a guide to our religious practises.

In a way Jesus is using the technique of putting opposites together to make his point too.

6‘Beware of practising your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have no

reward from your Father in heaven.’

What Jesus says in the passage is hard hitting stuff. It is part of his ‘Sermon on the Mount.’ He is

teaching people the way of God and it is uncompromising. There is only one way, God’s way. The

passage hinges on that word, ‘piety’. Actually if we say someone is pious nowadays it can often

mean something like what Jesus is warning his listeners against here. But I looked up the meaning of

the word, piety actually means ‘covenant behaviour,’ or people’s obligation to God. We are required

to behave in the way Jesus lived and taught and here he issues a warning. The three aspects he

focuses on are giving alms, what we would call ‘charitable giving,’ prayer and fasting. These were the

focus of Jewish religious requirement. The reading is of course very suitable for Lent.

The point is, ‘do not blow your own trumpet.’ Jesus offers a challenge, examine your motives. Do

you do these things for God or do you do it to show off to others? When you give to charity, or you

help someone out do it quietly as an act of love to that person and to God. Anyone who does so

ostentatiously for a show off has had their reward in people’s admiration. That says Jesus is not

what it should be about, what you give you give to help others, in service to them. It should be done

in secret and is between you and God.

Jesus roundly condemns hypocrisy, particularly in prayer.

5 ‘And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the

synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.’

Of course there is a deeper level to this, the suggestion that the prayers may not be as genuine as at

first they appear and are simply done to gain admiration. Jesus is questioning motive but also

sincerity here. We think of his words to the Pharisees and scribes, this is Matthew 15. 27 and he

pulls no punches,

‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs, which on the

outside look beautiful, but inside they are full of the bones of the dead and of all kinds of filth. 28So

you also on the outside look righteous to others, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and

lawlessness.’

Having condemned outward show in prayer  which may disguise something far more serious he

gives this advice, 6 ‘But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your

Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.’ Our private prayers are

for God, they are our means of communication with him whether in a service or on our own. I am

reminded of the line from Psalm 46, one of my favourite Psalms, ‘Be still, and know that I am God,’

or Psalm 4.4 ‘Commune with your own heart in your chamber and be still.’

Our prayer life is vitally important and it is our time with God when we develop our relationship

with him. Very often God’s voice is loudest when we are silent. I remember Delia Smith saying,’ If

you want to have private time to pray find a bowl of washing up no one will disturb you there!’

sound advice.



It is interesting that verses which begin at 7 are omitted from the reading. What they are in fact is

Jesus giving his ‘Lord’s prayer

7 ‘When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they

will be heard because of their many words. 8Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you

need before you ask him.
9 ‘Pray then in this way:

Our Father in heaven,

hallowed be your name…

We are so familiar with The Lord’s Prayer it is easy to actually not take enough time to think about

what we are saying. There is a story to illustrate this. St. Francis was riding along a road on a fine

horse when he met a beggar. Francis said he could have the horse if he could say the Lord’s Prayer

with no breaks. The beggar did well till the halfway point when he said, ‘Can I have the saddle as

well?’ apocryphal I am sure but it makes the point.

Actually if you analyse our Lord’s Prayer line by line it is the best advice about prayer and pattern for

prayer ever given.

I have been watching a DVD. It was a TV series based on the novel, ‘The Choir’ by Joanna Trollop.

She is a descendent of Anthony Trollop whose Barchester Chronicles deal with machinations in the

church.  Both these novels remind me of these words of Jesus in our gospel reading. In both novels

you have the hypocrites, sadly mostly clerics, who are concerned more with worldly things and they

are put next to men of God like the quiet but noble parson Septimus Harding. In ‘The Choir,’ the

Dean solemnly, in an impressive ceremony says , ‘I admit you Henry Ashworth to be a chorister in

this cathedral choir,’ while fighting tooth and nail by fair means or foul to get rid of it. Hypocrisy at

its most blatant, it is a salutary warning to him when the headmaster Canon Troy confronts him with

the words, ‘When were you last on your knees Hugh really on your knees before God?’  Jesus in our

gospel reading pulls no punches when dealing with hypocrisy where behaviour, prayer or our

religious life is concerned. Honesty of heart is what is needed.

Jesus then turns his attention to fasting,

16 ‘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. 17But when you

fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18so that your fasting may be seen not by others but

by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.’

The point Jesus is making is exactly the same. Your religious practices are between you and God, no

one else. Once again he asks us to examine the reasons why we do something and if it is for

self-aggrandisement or to win the admiration of others then our motives are totally wrong. Our

lives, our religious practises must be God centred.

Fasting now is not as widespread or as central to our religious life as it was perhaps but many people

still practise it. I remember watching a series of programmes called Mary Berry’s Easter Feast.  Mary

is a Christian herself. She was looking at food traditionally prepared in the various Christian

denominations over the period of Lent and Easter. In the Greek Orthodox Church the fast lasts

throughout Lent and then at twelve midnight on the dawn of Easter Day to mark the resurrection



the feast begins in the church. One impressive dish was a form of cheesecake marked with the Chi

rho.

All must be done Jesus says for the love of God and to aid your own Spiritual journey. In fact he goes

so far as to say don’t let people know what you are doing. Put oil on you head. In our terms spruce

yourself up and look cheerful.

Jesus then turns his attention to something very central.

19 ‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where

thieves break in and steal; 20but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor

rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21For where your treasure is, there your

heart will be also.’

Really he is saying get your priorities right. To so many people money and status is the be all and end

all. Material things must not be the focus. Jesus says your focus must be on God, living in his way

and then you will inherit the promises of God.

Perhaps the line, 21For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ Really hits the nail on

the head. Jesus has a habit of cutting through to the kernel of truth. He saw people very clearly and

this line really sums up the passage. What is your treasure he asks, impressing people, storing up

money, acquiring power or status, material things? Or is your focus on making your behaviour what

God requires? Jesus’ challenge is on two levels, what is your motive and on a deeper level are you

sincere in your lives and relationship with God?

This passage has nothing to do with the ‘meek and mild’ image of Jesus. It was not being meek that

got him hung on a tree. Jesus issues a challenge to humanity and the challenge is to search our

hearts.

That is what Lent is all about, really looking at our lives and sweeping away the dust. Clearing our

lives of the things we know have no place there. Maybe the enforced isolation imposed on so many

of us during the pandemic has made us examine our lives. We are not perfect, only Jesus was that.

We are human and make mistakes but we try.

One of my favourite novels is ‘To Kill a Mockingbird.’ At one point Scout the little girl with a very

great sense of right and wrong, as she sees it anyway, has thumped someone!

Her uncle Jack says, ‘You will never raise her Atticus,’ and her father wisely replies.

‘You are wrong Jack, she tries and what’s more she knows that I know she tries.’

That is what matters, that we try, and God our Father understands us more clearly than we

understand ourselves and he needs to know that we try.

I love this blessing from Numbers 6.

‘The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you;

the Lord look kindly upon you, and give you peace.’

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




