Short Reflection for Ash Wednesday 2020
Collect: 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. Amen.
Most of us are now so confused by what Lent is about that we either vaguely remember it or promptly forget about it. We think somehow that it has to be about giving things up, about self-denial as a trial and a tribulation, about self-punishment, about withdrawing from the world and the flesh in order to do battle with the devil: and because we no longer understand the idea that there is any such thing or such person as the devil, an expression of personal evil, we cannot take it seriously. 
Lent is something quite different. It is our annual effort to abstain from sin itself and to set us free for God and for ourselves and for others. You may wonder why previous generations personalized evil. You need look no further than our own generation to see that they may well have had a point in doing this. Time and again, so much of the evil of our day is personal. The structural and systemic evil we see enfolding us tends to be the brainchild of people seeking power and influence, dominance and destruction, malice and wickedness – either over individuals or over nations. From child abuse the whole way through to digital pornography, time and again we see individuals at the heart of the evil that is being done and being shared and being trumpeted. So I am not sure why we cannot, with all of our sophistication, simply accept that we too understand and experience evil today in intensely personalized ways. It would greatly help us care for ourselves and for others if we did, even if we tried to.  
Every week of the year, the Members of the Orthodox Churches fast on Wednesdays and Fridays. We could do well to let ourselves engage directly with the person of Jesus Christ at the heart of his Passion for forty days. Between Christmas and The Presentation we are given the chance to engage with his Birth for forty days. Between Easter and Ascension through to Pentecost we are given the chance to engage with his Resurrection for fifty days. These are rich and enriching, colourful and imaginative, opportunities to identify with the person of goodness, of compassion, of suffering and of love who is Jesus Christ. They are moments where life and death meet one another. 
In very particular ways, Ash Wednesday prepares us for this journey into The Passion of Christ by surrounding us with the love of God. In the prophecy of Joel we are given the warning to return to the Lord in our heart and to choose essentials over externals: 
Rend your hearts and not your clothing, 

Return to the Lord, your God,

For he is gracious and merciful,

Slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love,

And relents from punishing.

We live in a time of transition – our own transition; we live in a time of positive changing of mind – our own minds; we live in a time of fasting – our own fasting for the purpose of bringing back into rhythm and harmony our bodies and our souls, our thoughts and our feelings as throughout the Season of Lent we become a new creation. This new creation is to be in tune with the totality of the living creation because we ourselves are part of the totality of creation, its custodians and its wreckers all in one. The call is to us to avoid the shame, the disgrace, of our becoming and our being a people who wilfully destroy our heritage and are thereby the first to be pointed at as a godless people. 

Ash Wednesday, through The Gospel of St Matthew and the teaching of Jesus, opens Godly practice to those of all faiths and opens those of the Christian Faith to a Godly practice that is shared across all Faith traditions: almsgiving, praying and fasting. Time after time, as we are introduced to each of these three Godly practices as being real and valuable ways of not drawing attention to ourselves: 
Your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

And here there is yet another movement, another transition: it is a transition of priorities, a movement from earthly to heavenly priorities. But I suppose we do not actually see heaven either, any more than we see personal evil – so once again we need to use Lent to change our focus on the things that are real, the things that frame our spiritual and our bodily being, and why we need different definitions of reality itself if we are to cope in a complex scientific and spiritual world. Our world has always contained more questions than answers and we need the power of prayer to take these questions as children of God and to do something with them.  

St Matthew 6.1: 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.             
