Service in The Church of The Redeemer, Amman, Jordan, Sunday March 5th 2023

The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson, archbishop of Dublin and bishop of Glendalough
Lent has only really started, so let us look again at The Collect for Ash Wednesday:

Almighty and everlasting God, you hate nothing that you have made and forgive the sins of all those who are penitent: Create and make in us new and contrite hearts that we, worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our wretchedness, may receive from you, the God of all mercy, perfect remission and forgiveness; through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Lent is a time when frequently we have good intentions that fall by the wayside; or it is a time when we decide that life is hard enough as it is, and we really are not going to make it any harder for ourselves by giving up things we feel we need to keep us going. 

I want to offer you a slightly different way of seeing The Season of Lent and to encourage you to give it a go – or even some of it - as a season of freedom. It is, of course, a time of repentance and of self-denial, a time of re-setting priorities in faith and in life as we follow Jesus in the wilderness where God strengthens him to resist temptation. But is these any more to it? Does it tell us anything good about God and good about ourselves? I think it does and I think such a conviction can help us sustain compliance with Christ throughout the whole Season of Lent.
The Collect for Ash Wednesday tells us that Lent is a season of love, not a season of hatred. God hates nothing that God has made, we are told. God forgives the sins of those who repent. God’s love comes without pre-existing conditions. God’s love asks of us that we be realistic about ourselves and that we pray to this God of giving and ask him to forgive our sins. Love replaces hatred and sets us free.
The Collect for Ash Wednesday tells us that Lent is a season of creation, not a season of destruction. We are to ask God to begin all over again to create us and to create in us hearts that are new. We are to recognize the bad that is in us and to take up the challenge, with God’s help, to replace bad by good. Freedom is a two-way street; it is a place of two-way traffic; good moves in as bad is moved out. We cannot navigate The Way by ourselves. God cannot navigate it for us without our participation in this work. With a new heart and a new relationship, we can get there. This new creation sets us free.  
The Collect for Ash Wednesday tells us that Lent is a season of realism, not a season of fantasy. We are invited to take stock, to embark on a spiritual Spring-Cleaning exercise and to come through on the other side lighter and fresher. This, I suggest, is why we are encouraged to give things up for Lent; self-denial has the function of enabling us to engage in a new way with our old selves and be changed in the process – changed closer to the image and likeness of God in which we were created by God. Such realism brings its freedom.  

The Collect for Ash Wednesday tells us that Lent is a season of receiving not of demanding. The completing of the cycle of God’s love and God’s creation is perfect remission and forgiveness. Without God’s openness and woundedness in the person of Jesus Christ, Divine and Human at the same time, there would be no example for us to follow or to understand or to admire or to imitate. For us, the all-important thing is that Jesus Christ has walked our walk, talked our talk and walked and talked the walk and talk of God on The Way. The Way of the desert leads to The Way to Jerusalem and on to Emmaus. Jesus is The Way, The Truth and The Life. The gift of God that we receive is mercy. Mercy covers a multitude of sins. Mercy opens our hearts to seek restoration to a good, a nourishing and a working relationship with God and with our neighbour. This is the gift that God gives us in Lent.  
I invite you to look at The Season of Lent through fresh eyes as A Season of Freedom when we are changed to be better selves, better neighbours and better human beings -made in the image and likeness of God, loved by the God of creation. We have time to repent, and also time to renew and to refresh. Let us take it please. 
Genesis 1.26: Then God said, Let us make human beings in our image, after our likeness …

Why? Because in Lent we can help, we can play our part to restore the image of God that is in us.   
