
 

Ash Wednesday  2021 

We’ve just been invited to the keeping of a Holy Lent, by self-examination and 

repentance; prayer, fasting and self-denial; and reading and meditating upon God's 

holy Word. 

To start at the end of the list, it is clear what it means to read God's Holy Word. But it is not 

always clear what we should actually do once we sit down with a Bible in our hands, feel 

a weight greater than War and Peace, and say to ourselves "this time I AM going to get 

to grips with this",  knowing perfectly well we won't. 

And the fact is we shouldn't try, unless we are among those rare and hardy souls we hear 

about who read the Bible through from Genesis to Revelation once a year. In the “Lent 

at Home” booklet which you should all have access to, I have set out a way of reading 

through the Gospel of Mark, a passage a day. The kind of reading and meditating which 

the Lenten exhortation speaks of is an exercise of devotion, done without hurry and in a 

quiet time and place, when we can reflect in silence on the words we read, and in that 

silence let God speak his word anew, directly, not though our eyes or ears only, but to 

our minds and hearts. 

And we are exhorted to "prayer, fasting, and self-denial. " It doesn't say "prayer, plus your 

choice of fasting or self-denial." We're supposed to do both. The word "fasting" really 

means going without food entirely, and the Church of England has generally recognized 

just two days of this kind of fasting in the year: Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. There is 



a partial fast called "abstinence" which means eliminating some significant element in 

our diet for the entire period of Lent. 

Then, on top of fasting and abstinence, comes self-denial, which generally means the 

reduction of the time and attention given to ordinarily harmless activities -- like watching 

television or playing backgammon online -- so that there is extra space and time in our 

daily lives during Lent for -- for what? For the first of this group of things to which the 

church exhorts us: prayer. 

What is prayer?  I think we all have an idea of what prayer is. Let me just say that I am 

pretty sure that what the Church means in exhorting us to prayer in Lent is private, 

individual prayer, the kind of one-on-one with God of which Jesus often speaks in the 

Gospels. 

Fasting, abstinence and self-denial are necessary pre-conditions to this, because this kind 

of praying requires us to break our routines of frantic absorption in ourselves or in work or 

in play or in other people, in daydreaming or in material things. Praying requires us to 

make a time, not just find a time, when God is the only other, and the totally other, in our 

lives. 

Finally we come to the beginning of that exhortation, when we are bidden to keep a 

holy Lent by self-examination and repentance. And that's the tough one, because we 

often don’t like to look that deeply into ourselves. But be careful because self 

examination is often confused with self absorption.  We are often far too self absorbed… 

we certainly don’t need any instruction to become more so.   Nothing is more destructive 

to the spiritual health of Christians and non-Christians alike than this preoccupation with 



self. So let me give my own spin to this exhortation: spend forty days and forty nights 

without doing a psychological or astrological inventory on yourself or anybody else. 

Spend forty days and forty nights without once getting in touch with your feelings. Put 

your inner child away in a cupboard until after Easter. Forget what the psychologists 

might want to tell you, that you're wonderful just the way you are because, 

beloved…trust me….you are not…nor am I. Rend your hearts and maybe your 

overpriced garments too and turn unto the Lord your God. 

If understanding the dynamics of human behaviour makes us more compassionate and 

forgiving of others, then such understanding can serve a useful moral purpose.  But I think 

we would do well, if only in Lent, to have a double standard in this matter. Let us be 

understanding toward others if understanding leads us to forgive. But toward ourselves, 

let us put aside the endless self-analysis which can so often lead to self-justification. 

Before God, let us stop acting like accused criminals trying to dredge up for the judge 

forgotten psychological traumas to get ourselves off the hook of responsibility for our own 

actions. Let us stop saying, "It's not my fault" and learn to say peccavi, I have sinned. Mea 

culpa, mea culpa…I am guilty. 

In a moment we will together spend some time before God, we will pray the Litany as we  

kneel in this place where prayer has been valid. Where forgiveness heals. Where self-

accusation, not self-justification, leads to repentance; where repentance leads to 

amendment of life, and where forgiveness is the only reward worth having because 

forgiveness alone can heal. 

 
 


