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St Luke’s Hedge End - Ash Wednesday Reflection
17 February 2021
Today we turn to God in repentance, asking that through the coming weeks of Lent we are drawn back to God’s loving heart and renewed in our life of love with God and all God’s people, beginning as we open our own hearts to receive forgiveness for our sins.
Confession
God calls us back to our true selves as we seek forgiveness for all that we have done to turn away from God and one another.  So we bow our heads in full and honest repentance trusting in God’s forgiving mercy.
Living and loving God, you reach out to us as a father reaches out to his children when they have turned away from him.  Forgive us for resisting your Spirit of love.
Lord, have mercy.
Living God, you draw us to you as a mother gathers her children when they are hurting and in pain.  Forgive us for resisting your Spirit of healing.
Christ, have mercy.
Loving God, you call us together as your family, called to live in love and peace.
Forgive us for resisting your Spirit of peace.
Lord, have mercy.
Bible Reading Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21
Reflection
Many of us will have been struck by the paradox of reading a Gospel passage that expressly forbids the disfiguring of faces to mark repentance, on a day in which we traditionally do just that.  The Ash Wednesday practice of marking the forehead with a cross made of ash appears to be a direct contradiction of Jesus’ words.  This ancient symbol has become more popular in recent years: perhaps people are eager for an outward sign of their response to God’s call to repentance.  How should we use this ancient symbol in a way which is true to the meaning of scripture?
The Sermon on the Mount is widely understood as a summary of Jesus’ teaching, gathered in one place in the Gospel.  It starts with a list of God’s blessings and moves to a call to faithful and distinctive living, chiefly concerned with our relationships, first with one another and then with God before bringing the two together.  Our relationship with God is worked out especially in our practice of prayer.
It is of vital importance that our relationship with God, the heart of our life as God’s people, is not merely a matter of outward show.  True religion is to put God first, and so our religious practice must be for God and not for others.  It’s surprising how easy it is, now as then, to fall into this mistake.  Today, Ash Wednesday, as we being our season of Lenten discipline, is a day to remember that.  Jesus challenges his hearers, us among them, to consider what reward they hope for from their praying and giving.  Is the reward the approval and respect of other believers, or the gift of God’s blessing and ultimately eternal life?  Invest in heaven, is the message of today’s reading, which return again and again to the notion of ‘reward’, which is mentioned no fewer than seven times.
What is the reward that Jesus promises us from our (secret) pious practice?  To be in right relationship with God, achieved through the forgiveness of sins (which no one else can offer) and lived out through right relationship with others.  These twin goals will ultimately issue in eternal life, the ‘treasure in heaven’ on which we set our heart.
Today, Ash Wednesday, is the day to reset our priorities, to give God first and only place in our hearts and our lives.  Perhaps this year by not receiving ashes on our foreheads we will be able to concentrate more on what is going on inside, in the secret truths of our life of prayer known only to us – to give ourselves wholly and unreservedly back to God.  It is also a day to receive anew the reminder that we are, in the words of the Lenten liturgy, ‘but dust and to dust we shall return’, and also the renewing gift of forgiveness and reconciliation.
Lastly, it is a day to commit ourse3lves to the discipline of living our that reconciliation through our commitment to justice, mercy and peace, to building God’s kingdom in all that we do and all that we are.
Intercessions
We plead with God to restore us and the whole world to relationships of justice, mercy and peace through this Lenten season.
We pray for the Church; that she will honour God in her practice of faith, in private prayer and public service.
We pray for all Christians; that they may have the grace through this season to conform their lives to the words of scripture.
We pray for those who suffer and for those who are called to care for them; that they may reflect the saving purposes and priorities of God.
We pray for all who have lost hope; that they may be renewed in their trust in the salvation of God.
Lord, we thank you that when we turn away from you, you call us back to life.  Help us and all the world to hear your call and to receive afresh and share the gift of life which makes heaven present in our midst.
Blessing
May God, who restores you and all people to true life today,
who holds your reward of eternal life in heaven,
strengthen your faith to receive Christ’s love,
and to walk with him each day of these coming weeks.
And the blessing of God almighty
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
be with you and remain with you always.  Amen.
