Reflection for Ash Wednesday 2021

Reading: Matthew 6.1-21

Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of Lent. Lent is traditionally seen as a penitential season during which we prepare to journey with Jesus to the cross in Holy Week, to reflect on the wondrous cross on Good Friday, and rejoice at the empty tomb on Easter Sunday. Although we can do it at any time, (and I would recommend that we do it regularly) Lent is a good opportunity for us to take stock of where we are in our relationship with God and how closely our lives resemble that of Jesus. It gives us time to establish some good and holy habits that will help us to grow in our relationship with Jesus and so become more fully the people we were created to be. 

How do you feel your relationship with God is? Has it grown over the past months? Has it shrunk? Has it stayed the same? 

How closely does your life resemble that of Jesus? Where have you become more Christ-like in recent months? Where do you feel challenged? Where is God at work in transforming you by his Holy Spirit so that you become more like Jesus? 

Why not ask God to help you answer these questions truthfully, confident in the knowledge that you are infinitely precious to God and that we are all works in progress? 

Lent is a time to take stock but also to commit to developing some holy habits which will help us be faithful followers of Jesus. Our reading from the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew chapter 6 tells us what some of these habits are and shows us how to do them in ways that build our faith. Jesus teaches us about giving to the needy, prayer, fasting and money. To these habits, I would also wish to add reading the Bible. Note that Jesus assumes that we will do all these things, as he did. He says: 

‘when you give to the needy’ 
‘when you pray’
‘when you fast’

These things are not optional extras for special people to do but something that Jesus says we are all to do. 

We all probably know that Jesus taught us to be generous to those in need and to pray, even teaching us how to pray by giving us the words of the Lord’s Prayer, but far fewer of us think about fasting. People fast in order to remind themselves that we can live – and many have to live – on far less than we have and to help us appreciate what God has given us. Fasting also teaches us self-discipline and gives us more time for prayer. Fasting usually involves going without food but can be fasting from other things that take up large parts of our lives and are not always helpful. I know people who fast from social media, reading fiction, alcohol and radio. They use the time that they gain to read more of their Bible or spend more time in prayer. 

Take a moment to think about your giving, your prayer and your fasting. Do you do these things and what do they look like in your life? 
Jesus not only challenges us about having these holy habits (which are also known in the Church as spiritual disciplines) but asks us to reflect on why we are doing them. It is much easier for us to do what is right when we gain recognition and praise from others, but this is not supposed to be our incentive. Jesus asks us to check our motives in generosity, prayer and fasting: are we doing these thing to look good or are we doing them to please God? A good question to ask ourselves is ‘would I still do this if no one would ever know that I had?’.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus has been teaching people that following him means living differently to those around them. This is true of our money because how we think about money and spend money speaks volumes for what we really believe. ‘For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ said Jesus. If we are really seeking to live as followers of Jesus, we will have our eyes fixed on Jesus and the rewards that our ‘Father who sees what is done in secret’ will give us. 

The 40 days of Lent echo the 40 years the Israelites spent in the desert and the 40 days that Jesus spent in the wilderness after his baptism. God used the wandering of the Israelites to teach them what it looked like to be his people and to draw them nearer to himself. Jesus spent his days in the wilderness preparing for his earthly ministry by spending time with his heavenly Father in prayer and fasting. I pray that God will use this Lent to teach each of us more about him and to deepen our relationships with him so that we may be able to be even better witnesses to his saving love in Christ Jesus. 

This Lent, what is God saying to you? Which of the holy habits is he inviting you to work on with him? 
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