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Ash Wednesday
Imposition of Ashes and Holy Communion
Holy Trinity Utrecht, 17 February AD 2021
"Your Father, who sees in secret, shall reward you openly! "
Lent is a pilgrimage in heart and mind – to go with Jesus to Jerusalem all the way to the Cross and then to witness his Resurrection.  We observe Jesus’ own journey and we participate in a way.  The spiritual disciplines of prayer, fasting and almsgiving are a kind of dying that we might rise again with and in Him.  Let’s look at these three:
First Prayer:
· I certainly know, and I think many of you know, how much of a struggle it can be to pray – to pray is to die in a sense, to the world we know and inhabit outwardly more easily, and instead to place ourselves under Another, to centre ourselves in Christ, it is a kind of martyrdom to go into a room by ourselves with the door closed to pray – something Jesus commends us to do in the passage just before today’s Gospel [Mt 6:5-15].  It is hard work to be totally authentic before the One who sees us for who we really are.  
· And sometimes prayer is very dry, boring (fasting will help with that (I’ll speak a little more of this in a moment) – and changing the time of day we do it can help – for me the best time is early morning – perhaps the mind has already been quieted somewhat by sleep and it is least distracted and most alert) – the Psalmist says, Early in the morning will I seek thee.  
· And we can also have fear – what might we see about ourselves?  Rending the heart is about opening it up before God.  What might God show us about ourselves?  But we’re to have confidence in this journey within and above to draw closer to God because of the Cross of Christ – there is nothing too dark that God does not already know – and He shows mercy to all who ask.  And also Jesus promises that the Holy Spirit will guide us into the truth as we can bear it – not too fast that we might despair, not too slow that we might lose interest.  
· Perhaps if we have fear in this inward journey, we could be helped by reading the Song of Songs, which is a poem of love between a woman and her beloved – and seen through the ages as a poem about the soul and God – our soul is the feminine figure and the Beloved is God.  In that poem there is a struggle to find the Beloved – and the Beloved appears very fleetingly.  But the final words of the Beloved are: “O you who dwell in the gardens, with companions listening for your voice; let me hear it.”  God wants to hear our voice in prayer – unburden ourselves, and reveal our hopes and dreams to God – he wants to hear us – open your hearts to God!  and seek that hidden treasure he promises to give!
· Prayer is real connection with God and it results in us becoming more real.  The Collect for Lent says we are to “worthily lament our sins” and “acknowledge our wretchedness” – these phrases may sound like a kind of self denigration.  Perhaps a more helpful way of thinking about them is – “worthily lamenting our sins” is “seeing ourselves with all honesty, and so our need of God’s mercy – and that he gives that, reveals His love” and “acknowledging our wretchedness” is not trying to put on a happy face outwardly all the time, but “allowing our feelings of grief and sadness to come forward and be expressed in prayer, and acknowledging our need of God’s help on this journey towards Him” – Jesus was a man of sorrows, aquainted with grief [Isaiah 53].

When we connect authentically with God in prayer, in that dying, love and new life will flow forth. 
Second, Fasting:

I will repeat the warning I said last Sunday:

· If you have struggled with eating disorders, or if you have particular health issues such as diabetes, it may be best to leave the fasting from food to others, consider another kind of fast – such as from your use of technology – screen time, or entertainment time – so you can be more spiritually attuned.  
· If you are already super stressed because of the corona restrictions – don’t stress yourself further, leave the fast this Lent, show mercy to yourself – instead think about ways to remove some of the stressors in your life, to enter into and enjoy God’s rest.

If you don’t fall into these categories, then consider a fast from food.

Your fast could include choosing to eat less. (skipping a meal or less at each meal.)

Your fast could include choosing certain things to give up – sugar, desserts, alcohol, spicy food, red meat, dairy (Orthodox), it can also involve fasting from technology.
Don’t be extreme – what may seem simple at first, might become more difficult in the later days of Lent.  

Don’t over-stress yourself.

Don’t be over concerned if you have some moment of lapse from the fast – just return to it.

If someone offers you hospitality (love), you can break your fast for the sake of receiving their love gratefully.

Sundays don’t count – you can begin to see the Sabbath day as a special day of joy and celebration of the Resurrection (even during Lent).

Fasting is not about punishing ourselves, but about awaking ourselves to God…

I will repeat what Bp Kallistos Ware has said, which I repeat each year:

"If practiced seriously, the Lenten abstinence from food – particularly in the opening days – involves a considerable measure of real hunger, and also a feeling of tiredness and physical exhaustion. ...  Lenten abstinence gives us (not the self-satisfaction of the Pharisee but) the saving self-dissatisfaction of the Publican (Luke 18: 10-13). Such is the function of the hunger and the tiredness: to make us ‘poor in spirit’, aware of our helplessness and of our dependence on God’s aid.
"Yet ...abstinence leads, not merely to this, but also to a sense of lightness, wakefulness, freedom and joy. Even if the fast proves debilitating at first, afterwards we find that it enables us to sleep less, to think more clearly, and to work more decisively. ...Fasting ...makes [the body] a willing partner in the task of prayer, alert and responsive to the voice of the Spirit.  The Fathers simply state, as a guiding principle, that we should never eat [until we feel full] but always rise from the table feeling that we could have taken more & that we are now ready for prayer.
"... In both the Old and the New Testament fasting is seen, not as an end in itself, but as an aid to more intense and living prayer, as a preparation for decisive action or for direct encounter with God...to enable us, ... to ‘draw near to the mountain of prayer’."
From this prayer and fasting, if undertaken and motivated by love, in that dying, there should be an awakening of love towards our neighbours.

This is the third aspect:  almsgiving or some service.

When we give away, we must die to other options, to self-acquiring, to self-centeredness –Isaiah God says, “Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? (Is not this the fast that I choose…)  to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him, and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?  Then shall your light break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up speedily… Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer;  you shall cry, and he will say, ‘Here I am.’ …  and your soul shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail.
May love be the foundation of our prayer, fasting and almsgiving this Lent.  And may greater love for God and our neighbour be the consequence.
Amen +
