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The name Lent has nothing to do with something loaned, something that has to be 

returned or paid back. The word Lent comes from an ancient word meaning "springtime" 

- that period of the calendar during which the days lengthen.   
 

Even after the word "Lent" no longer referred to spring, it was still used by the church to 

describe the season before Easter. A season that lasts forty days – Actually 46 days, but 

the Sundays in Lent are feast days and therefore not counted. A season special time of 

intentional prayer and reflection, of confession and self-denial.  
 

One newspaper columnist once wrote, Lent is "An Excuse to Be Better."  An excuse to be 

better. I like that. We need that, the world needs that. And so, we begin Lent tonight this 

Ash Wednesday. “But Why ashes?” some ask. Well, 3 reasons: Ashes are a sign; they are 

a reminder; and ashes are an invitation.   
 

Archaeologists tell us that the people of Israel were not alone in using ashes in rituals of 

purification. Ashes appear in Phoenician burial art and Arabic expressions. Ashes were a 

sign of grief, mourning, humiliation and penitence. When Job loses everything, he sits 

among the ashes.  When cursed and overrun by enemies, the Psalmist “eats ashes like 

bread, and mingles tears with drink.” Ashes are also what are left after destruction, after 

chaos or catastrophe. Sadly, so evident in what we witness in Ukraine at the moment.   

May the Ashes we bear this night in some way align our prayers more deeply for those 

living where ash is so prevalent, as well as being a sign of our own penitence for the ash 

we have caused in the lives of others.   
 

Ashes also remind us of a common origin. The second chapter of Genesis tells of how we 

were created from the dust of the ground. Though we may spend our lives trying to 

distinguish ourselves from others, running after success and trying to feel different from 

others, Russian, Ukranian, Scot or English, Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Arab or Jew, the 

dust and ashes we bear this night remind us that we are all made of the same stuff. We are 

reminded not only of our beginning but also of our end. As such on this First Day of 

Lent, ashes are imposed with the words, “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you 

shall return.”  Those words apply to us all. May the ashes we bear tonight be ashes of 

repentance for what we have done but also the call to repentance for all our sisters and 

brothers that we would love one another and seek the common good. 
 

While ashes may signify and remind, they also invite. They invite us to turn again to to 

renew our faith in God and to receive new life. Isaiah once invited the people of Israel to 

a renewed relationship with Yahweh, “that God would give them a garland instead of 

ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning.”  As such, ashes are not an end they are 

just the beginning. They begin a season that moves us through silence, reflection, prayer 

and longing, into a season of joy, renewal and resurrection.  
 

So tonight, in the quiet of this Ash Wednesday evening, the ashes we receive are a sign of 

our penitence; a reminder to us of our individual sins and the complexity of corporate sin; 

and with James Russell Lowell, an invitation to examine our motivation in the Christian 

life and seek to be more honest, more loving and more servant- like in a renewed faith in 

Almighty God.  
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Peter Marshall, the famed Scottish preacher of a generation ago, said in his sermon, 

"Under Sealed Orders," "... Faith is belief plus what you do with that belief."   There is an 

outcome to such an invitation to renewal of our faith 
 

"Give to the hungry sweet charity's bread, For, giving is living," the angel said.  

"Must I be giving and giving again?" the weary, wondering question came.  

"No," said the angel, piercing me through, "Just stop, when the Lord stops giving to you." 
 

In renewal of our faith and prayer much will be asked of us, in giving aid and hospitality 

to those suffering greatly in these turbulent times.   
 

The Lord’s call in Joel 2:12-13 is clear.  Now is the time!  ‘Yes, even now, says the Lord, 

return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; rend 

your hearts and not your garments,  Return to the Lord, your God, for he is gracious and 

merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing’. 

So, let’s use this time well. Jesus and our forbears have shown us the way.  Let us be 

intentional in our spiritual disciplines and pray for the health and salvation of the world. 

And claim back the territory stolen by the evil one.  It cannot and must not be business as 

usual this Lent.  
 

A friend from my former diocese, Archdeacon Cheryl Toth, posted this morning. ‘I enter 

Lent well aware of sinfulness and mortality. We see the results of human sin in the 

headlines about Ukraine. Ashes are plentiful in the bombed-out rubble. Mortality is 

evident in the body counts. This Lent for me is not about giving up chocolate or forgoing 

favourite treats. It is about entering into daily prayer and reflection to hold on to what is 

good, repent of evil and love others more deeply. To not let a faint spirit within me be a 

reason to retreat from the call to God’s justice. To find ways to sacrifice for others. To 

walk more fully in the way of Jesus. I hope I can do so. I’ll keep you posted!’ 
 

You and I, no doubt, feel the same way.  So, may Christ give us the grace to grow in 

holiness and compassion, to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Him more 

nearly and love him more dearly this Lent; and may the blessing of God Almighty; the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, be with us all.  Amen   

 

 


