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I was disappointed, as I am sure many of you were, that you didn’t get to start the Lenten 

season in the traditional way of attending an Ash Wednesday service. The noontime service 

was cancelled, but we did have a small turnout at 5:30 so a few ashes adorned some foreheads.  

The Ash Wednesday service is a strange one anyway. It’s very counter-cultural. We don’t gather 

to celebrate something good, but rather to acknowledge, in the words of the collect for that 

day, “our wretchedness.” Wretchedness may overstate our condition, but it certainly gets our 

attention. The ashes placed on our foreheads are to remind us that we will all die. Life is short 

and uncertain, and we’d best not delay in doing as much good as possible in the time 

remaining. The ashes are also an old symbol of remiss and remorse. Sackcloth and ashes were 

worn when one was clearly admitting fault of wrongdoing and intended a real change of life 

afterwards. 

I think it is harder and harder for modern people to admit mistakes or failures. Traditionally the 

church has been one of the few institutions where such admissions were not only encouraged 

but welcomed.  

I said in my Ash Wednesday homily that humans are two-sided people or we have two lives 

bundled up into one. The obvious one is organic, visible, fragile but resilient and finite. This life 

came from the earth and will return to the earth. 

The second life within us is spiritual, mostly invisible and yet eternal. It’s the aspect of our life 

we give less attention to because it seems to demand less of us unlike the physical portion 

which requires food, drink, sleep, protection, etc. 

Both aspects of our lives are equally important. Neglect of either detracts from the overall well-

being of the whole person.  

This 40-day season of Lent is a time to pay more attention to the spiritual component of our 

lives. In fact, fasting and self-denial are recommended practices during Lent to put some brakes 

on the incessant demands of the body so there is more time and space to give to the spiritual. 

Bible and spiritual reading and prayer are recommended disciplines to make more room for 

God. 

Some wise person said Lent is not so much about what we give up but who we become. A 

sacrifice is helpful if it enlarges our spirit. My relatively small, daily act of self-denial chosen for 



this Lent, I hope will make me more mindful and prayerful about a certain behavior I believe 

God wants me abandon.   

Gregory of Nyssa, a fourth century bishop, who helped formulate the Nicene Creed, said, “Sin is 

simply the refusal to grow.” That was a new way of thinking about sin for me when I heard it. 

We won’t reach perfection in this Lenten season alone. The Holy Spirit will show us the areas in 

our lives needing refinement and improvement if we are humble enough to admit our need to 

be better. If we are not growing, we are stagnating, and who wants that?  

These 40 days of Lent, of course, stem from Jesus’ trip to the wilderness for 40 days after his 

baptism. In Mark’s gospel, it doesn’t sound like Jesus had much of a choice about going on this 

rigorous retreat: “And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.”  

Boston Lackey, my beloved predecessor here, liked to say that on the same day he graduated 

from the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill, his parents put him on a train bound for 

Alexandria, so he could start at Virginia Theological Seminary. He hardly had time to celebrate 

one achievement before being sent off to the next challenge. 

Likewise, Jesus, still dripping wet from his baptism, dove descent and divine voice of approval, 

is whisked away by the Spirit to a desolate place of temptation. Matthew and Luke will tone 

down Mark’s language when they write their gospels years later, and they will let us know 

exactly what Jesus’ temptations were. Mark leaves out many details including whether Jesus 

overcomes the temptations. But we know he did.    

Perhaps the greatest and most immediate temptation for us this Lent is to do nothing different 

at all to mark this special season. Our men’s group is reading a book of daily meditations by 

Richard Rohr on the topic of male spirituality. The introduction warns the reader that rather 

than being a “daily devotional” the book is a “daily confrontational.” Maybe everyone will 

choose something this Lent that will invoke holy change and personal challenge. 

The invitation as part of the Ash Wednesday Service reads as follows:                                                      

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. (BCP page 265) 

I conclude this morning by reading to you a letter written to Jesus by a person truly wishing to 

have a meaningful Lenten season. It was printed in a book by Henri Nouwen titled The Road to 

Daybreak. 

Dear Lord Jesus,  



Tomorrow the Lenten season begins. It is time to be with you in a special way, a time to pray, to 

fast, and thus follow you on your way to Jerusalem, to Golgotha, and to the final victory over 

death. 

I am still so divided. I truly want to follow you, but I also want to follow my own desires and lend 

an ear to the voices that speak about prestige, success, human respect, pleasure, power and 

influence. Help me to become deaf to those voices and more attentive to your voice, which calls 

me to choose the narrow road to life. 

I know that Lent is going to be a very hard time for me. The choice for your way has to be made 

every moment of my life. I have to choose thoughts that are your thoughts, words that are your 

words and actions that are your actions. There are no times or places without choices. And I 

know how deeply I resist choosing you. 

Please, Lord, be with me at every moment and in every place. Give me the strength and the 

courage to live this season faithfully, so that, when Easter comes, I will be able to taste with joy 

the new life which you have prepared for me. 

Maybe this can be my prayer and your prayer for this new season of Lent as well. AMEN. 

        

 


