ASH WEDNESDAY REFLECTION:  1 March 2017
Readings: Isaiah 58.1-12, page 744; John 8.1-11, page 1073.

Theme: So how do we do Lent? and why?

1 March – St David’s Day and this year Ash Wednesday – already!  Two months of the year have already gone and we now come to the great Penitential season of Lent.  I say the great penitential season as the other one – Advent – somehow never quite works; it always gets lost and muddled up with Christmas.  Lent is even recognised, and to some extent observed, by those who do not regularly attend church.  Many of them give up something for Lent though I suspect that fast will soon be overtaken by the latest trend for ‘dry’ January.

So how are we going to show our penitence and do Lent this season?

Our first reading mentioned sackcloth and ashes.  Traditionally sackcloth was worn to indicate deep mourning or sorrow for one’s sins.  We don’t tend to go around wearing itchy garments made from camel’s or goat’s hair anymore, but we have already confessed our sins in this service and later we will have the opportunity, if we wish, of being signed with a cross of ashes as a mark of our penitence and intention to turn around and follow Christ this Lent.

There are, of course, many ways in which we can show our penitence and intention to serve Christ better during Lent.  Many people will go for some kind of fast – nowadays not usually actually going without food and drink for long periods but giving up some item of luxury food we particularly enjoy such as chocolate.

We can also make a conscious effort to do more acts of kindness, to give more to a particular charity, or to join in campaigns and activities to help the destitute, homeless and those treated with injustice.

We can spend more time in study and prayer.  We have the opportunity to join in Lent groups to study with others.  Or we can read a Lent book – every year several new Lent books come out and we have a selection on our bookstall library for borrowing to read during Lent; and that invitation, of course, applies to our friends from Chalfont St Giles with us tonight as much as to the regular congregation of Holy Trinity – just return it when you have finished it.  Or we might like to go on a Lenten retreat such as the one being run in Beaconsfield on 1 April.

But what insight do our readings tonight give to our observance of Lent?  Will we manage any better with the six weeks of our Lenten intentions than we did with the new year resolutions we made 59 days ago?  

In our Bibles the reading from Isaiah is headed ‘true fasting’.  What does that mean?

Isaiah has some pretty strong words about the way the Israelites were going about fasting; it was not the sort of fast that pleased God at all.  One of the troubles with going without regular food or particular types of it is that we get tired and ratty.  Is that why we’re told that the Israelites’ fasting ended in quarrelling and strife and even striking each other?  

But that wasn’t all.  They may have seemed very pious fasting day after day, but they were exploiting their workers as well.  But more seriously, they had not humbled themselves but just expected God to come near them and give just decisions.  

It was not the sort of fast God wanted.  He wanted a fast that set about doing positive action – getting rid of the chains of injustice, setting prisoners free, clothing the naked, feeding the hungry, giving shelter to the homeless.  

Does that mean that we should not go in for fasting?  Does it mean that we don’t need to give up chocolate or alcohol or whatever?  Does it mean that we can just gorge ourselves during Lent?  

No, I don’t think that is what Isaiah is saying at all.  There is no doubt that fasting is one of the great disciplines of the Bible and of the Christian church.  Done properly, it can help us draw closer to God and help with our prayer life; it gives us the strength to live our lives as Christians.  We have numerous examples of fasting in the Bible, from the compulsory periods of fasting given to the Jews in Moses’ time to the most famous fast of all – that of Jesus spending 40 days in the desert without food directly after he was baptised.  

So why fast or do penitential acts of kindness, or give up our time to study during Lent?  

We are told very little of Jesus’ period of fasting in the desert, except that he was hungry at the end of it and that Satan went out of his way to get Jesus to succumb to temptations of eating, doing miraculous acts or gaining power, all of which Jesus resisted by quoting scripture at Satan.  So what did Jesus do with the rest of the time he was out there alone for 40 days?

Presumably he will have spent some of the time sleeping and I suspect that he would have spent some of it walking around.  But most importantly he was there with his heavenly father and would have prayed to him and listened for God’s answers and instructions.  I expect that a lot of the time would have been spent in silence just letting go of any discomforts he was feeling about his situation and just being still.  And in that stillness God would have prepared Jesus for the three years of ministry ahead of him.  

From that thought, I think we can learn a lot.  One of the best things we can do during Lent is to just to spend a few minutes a day being still, letting go of all the buzz and pressures of our daily lives and just allowing God’s love to come in.  Mindfulness is the popular trend, but I like to call that letting go ‘mindlessness’ because it is in these periods that God’s peace and strength move in.

And what about our gospel reading?  At first glance it doesn’t seem to have much to say about Lent.  But one thing I think that we can draw from it is that we should just concentrate on our own observance of Lent and not judge each other’s.  Some people believe that Lenten observance does not include Sundays whilst others may feel that is a bit of a cheat.  But if someone wants to deny themselves chocolate Monday to Saturday and eat the whole bar on Sunday, who am I to judge?  They probably think my not giving up alcohol for Lent equally heinous.  It is really between each of us and God what we do or don’t do.

The other thing I find in our gospel lies in the very first sentence. The previous chapter ends ‘Then each went to his own home’ and then chapter 8 starts ‘But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives’.  It was the place where he went to pray, to be alone with his heavenly father and to draw strength for the tasks of healing, teaching and leadership he had to tackle the next day.  

It is by our coming apart with Jesus during Lent – in whatever way we choose to observe it – that we will draw strength from Him for the tasks he has lined up for us to do for him over the coming year.  

May God grant us all a blessed Lent so that we are fully charged ready to share the good news of Easter when it comes.  Amen.  

(10 mins)
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