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Ash Wednesday 2013 

Above all else, Lent and Ash Wednesday in particular are times of repentance.  They 

signal to us and remind us that the Church, before it is anything else, is a community of 

repentance.  What I mean by that is the Church is a community where you do not have 

to get everything right the first time.  There is a kind of moralizing perversion of church 

life that would turn us into a group of disapproving people who have never done 

anything wrong, or perhaps more accurately, a group of disapproving people who 

pretend never to have done anything wrong and who are hoping that others find out 

otherwise. 

The famous postmodern composer Arvo Part once said something that is worth 

remember as we enter Lent.   He said, “There is a good rule in spiritual life, which we all 

forget all the time. . . that you need to see more of your own sins than other people’s 

sins. . . . so each of us needs to say to himself/herself, ‘I must change my thinking.  I 

can’t see into the heart of another person, but I do have a better chance of seeing into 

my own heart.” 

To be freed from the pretense and pretending that I am really quite already; everyone 

else is the problem- can be a very liberating experience.  It is one the things from which 

religious people in particular often need to be saved. 

Repentance, which is what Ash Wednesday and Lent are all about, is really about 

learning to say “yes” to God’s love and forgiveness.  This season is about recognizing 
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all that we have done when we try to live without faith and hope and love.  If we actually 

recognize that this is the way we live a lot of life- trying to live without faith and hope and 

love- if we recognize and acknowledge that, then something can change inside of us.  

Lack of faith or trust in God makes us arrogant because it makes us fearful and lonely in 

this world.  Lack of hope in God makes us cling to idols instead of risking life out in the 

open where God is at work.  Lack of love fosters antagonism and quarrels and divisions.  

We all know what these look like in our lives. 

But if we acknowledge this lack of faith, lack of hope and lack of love in the way we live- 

if we recognize our need and we recognize the truth of who we are, there is the 

possibility that we can also once again find the joy that comes from  accepting the 

forgiveness that God is always eager to extend to us because God has, despite all our 

lacks, claimed us for his own and made us members of his family. 

The terrible works of fear and idolatry and hatred threaten our whole world.  We hear 

about them every day in the news, but we cannot rescue the world from these evils.  

That’s God’s business.  What we can do is to repent, to turn away from, these evils in 

our own lives and allow the Church to become a kind of beacon in this world, letting 

repentance shine as light in the dark around us.   

Lent is time for all moral finger-wagging to stop.  It is time for us to stop pretending that 

we are the righteous and the good ones.  It’s a time for us to turn back to God, to 
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acknowledge our own lack of faith, hope and love, and then to allow God’s forgiveness 

to set us free! 

 

Ash Wednesday 2013 

Have you ever spent Lent in a tent?  

I just read a article about an Anglican priest who had exhorted his parishioners to take 

Lent seriously,  to be creative and cheerful in their self- denial. With all the enthusiasm 

and radicalism that often comes with being young, Fr. Dwight told his parishioners, "Do 

something extreme for once! Think of the desert fathers who left everything and went to 

live in a cave! Think of Jesus in the desert for forty days. Remember St Simeon Stylites 

who lived for thirty-five years on top of a pillar in the Syrian desert! Go on! Do something 

radical and beautiful for God. Preachers have to be careful what they say to people, 

because occasionally- just occasionally- someone is listening, especially little people. 

So Ash Wednesday came and went and then on Friday, Fr. Dwight had a phone call 

from a young mother of four children. "Father, I wish you hadn't preached that homily on 

Sunday," she said in a tone of slight exasperation, "because Philip has decided to 

spend Lent in a tent."  Philip was her ten-year old son. A bright boy who sang in the 

choir and was always full of jokes and questions, Philip had been listening and taking 

his pastor=s homily to heart. "What do you mean he is spending Lent in a tent?" Fr. 

Dwight asked."He said he was going to live in the tent in the backyard all during Lent 

and he isn=t coming out and I am supposed to bring him meals and books and 

whatever he needed,@ the mother went on.  A I don't want to discourage him, but really 
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Father, it is a bit much turning my son into a hermit!"Later that afternoon the priest 

dropped in to see Philip. Sure enough, Philip was sitting happily in his tent in the 

backyard. This was late February and it was cold. He was bundled up in a sleeping bag 

wearing a woolen hat, reading a comic book with a mug of cocoa at his side. Fr. Dwight  

climbed into the tent and the two of them had a long talk about Lent.  Eventually they 

came to a kind of compromise.  Philip would come out from the tent to go to school, 

wash and have meals with the family, but his mom said he could sleep in the tent every 

night throughout Lent if he wanted to.So Philip spent Lent in his tent,  ensconced in his 

canvas cave like a perfectly happy hermit. He read lots of books.  He and his pastor 

would occasionally talk about prayer, about God, and about things that a lot of grown-

ups sometimes find hard to talk about.  And Fr. Dwight said that it was one of the 

happiest Lents that he had ever spent. 

 

Today is Ash Wednesday.  Why have you come here?  If it only to receive a smudge of 

dust on your forehead, it=s won=t be enough. We don=t do magic here. But there is 

something more going on. We=re  being called into something much deeper, something 

much more radical, something much more dangerous. We really are being called to 

some kind of Atent-living@.   We are being called to allow ourselves during this Lenten 

season to be changed by God. . . to be changed.  Now I certainly don=t pretend to know 

what that might mean for you- what that would look like in your life- I have enough 

trouble figuring out what it might look like in my own life.  And maybe even you don=t 

know yet what it might look like for you.  Maybe at this stage only God knows. 
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But there is one thing that is an essential part of that process of allowing ourselves to be 

changed.  It=s what the Old Testament reading said: AEven now, says the Lord, return 

to me with your whole heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning; rend your hearts, 

and not your garments, and return to the Lord your God.@  This is what Ash Wednesday 

is about.  And this is what all of Lent is about- returning to God with our entire being.  

Both you and I know how inwardly divided we can be, especially with regard to God, 

how truly difficult it is to turn back to God with our whole heart.  But now is the time to 

face that division inside ourselves, to face that division and to turn our hearts back in the 

direction of the God who has shown us His face, shown us His will, and shown us His 

love in Jesus the Messiah. 

 

The smudge of dust on Ash Wednesday can be either a meaningless religious, cultic 

gesture that signifies nothing much at all, or it can be a sign of the beginning of our 

journey home, our journey back to God.   

 

Maybe this is the year in which we really do need to do something truly radical and truly 

beautiful in our lives!   

Maybe this is the year in which we all need to spend just a little bit of time in a tent!   

Happy Ash Wednesday! 

 


