
 
 
 
Today Ash Wednesday in very stark symbols you will be reminded of what lies at the very 
heart both of our human lives and at the heart of the Christian faith. The first sign will be a 
cross made on your forehead in ash- reminding that you come from dust and to dust you 
will return. Put bluntly it is the reminder of a reality that our present day society so often 
avoids- that we are mortal. That one day all of us will die. It is a hard thing to say as you 
mark that sign. But the second sign is that of broken bread and wine- again a sign of Christ’s 
death but also a promise of life- eternal life. Most of the time in our busy lives other things 
take centre stage. We are so busy caught up in the plans, activities, passions and dreams of 
our immediate existence- that the reality, God’s reality does not break in. These 40 days and 
40 nights of Lent beginning today are days set aside to contemplate these things of God 
these eternal truths. But not only contemplate them with our heads but somehow with the 
actions of our lives. 
  
The popular short hand or widely remembered tradition of this season involves the question 
“What are you going to give up? Is it sweets this year, or alcohol, or eating meat, or eating 
cakes.  But the point behind all of this is not to show our spiritual muscle or our holiness but 
rather for this time to be the place of discovery. By stripping away something of the excess to 
discover again the reality of the things of God.     
 
First and foremost Lent is a time of prayer. 
 
Today’s Gospel tells us quite bluntly what prayer, piety and fasting is not about. It’s not for 
show, it’s not for your own glory, It’s not to win praise or esteem or to score points. It’s not 
competitive, or seeking reward for self. In fact it’s not about self at all.  It’s about God and 
somehow getting oneself out of the way for a moment so that one can discern again the 
things of God.  
 
In the Lord’s Prayer Jesus provides a brilliant model for the meaning of Lent: 
First of all love for God: Our Father 
Much has been spoken of this word Abba father. In most languages those simple syllables of 
fatherhood and motherhood are among the first sounds a child makes Mama, Dada, Papa, 
Bapak, Daddy, Mummy, Abba. Today we are more aware that images of fatherhood may 
have a mixed reception. But the word father here is the fatherhood we have seen in Christ 
himself, the father who is the creator, the giver of all, waiting for his children to return, who 
runs to meet them, who forgives not seven times but seventy times seven. God, the mother 
who will never forget her children, God who counts every hair of the head, who longs to give 
only good things to those who ask. Christ calls us to share this unique relationship both of 
dependence and also of incredible intimacy. No one had ever addressed Almighty God in 
this way before. The almighty God whose name is hallowed in heaven is the God who is with 
us far closer than even a parent who cradles their child in their arms 
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Secondly a longing for God’s kingdom. “Thy kingdom come thy will be done” is like 
cry for all that is from God. A cry which we feel in the guts: away from all that destroys and 
leaves our world ravaged, broken and desolate, a cry which rejects the paths of hatred and 
personal greed. Longing for an end to the brutality that we have seen destroying lives and 
cities and maiming and displacing God’ children. It is a longing for the things of God which 
we have seen manifested in the life of his son. It is a petition which we can fill with our own 
hopes and desires but is a call for God’s kingdom rather than the kingdom of self. In the 
heart that is no longer nourished by the vital power of Christ’s love, the Kingdom ends; in 
the heart that is touched and transformed by it, the Kingdom begins… Christ is its life, its` 
strength its centre.” 
 
Thirdly a longing for the gifts of God and our realisation of our dependence upon 
those gifts. Give us each day our daily bread. In our prayer we discern what is essential to 
our lives. We ask this with eyes open to the knowledge of a world dependent upon the 
miracle of God’s creation. There are moments in our lives when we become acutely aware of 
our daily bread. Sometimes fasting is a way to that revelation, when stripped of all that is 
superfluous to life all that belongs to possessiveness and clutter.  Such moments- moving 
on, facing illness or death, facing loss, facing danger, facing flood or war or disaster, or 
simply when we truly love- it is at such moments that we may be able to recognise the true 
bread of life.  
 
Fourthly Forgiveness: Forgive us our sins as we forgive everyone who sins against us. 
Forgiveness pervades the Gospel. It the centre of our faith. A sharing of the gift of 
resurrection and hope which cost Christ his life. This is not an optional extra it is the Gospel. 
It’s often hardest of all to believe that we ourselves can be forgiven. Actually the guilt which 
pervades us can actually be the open wound of our own pride. How could I have got it so 
wrong? How could I have done that? How could I have messed up that relationship so badly, 
been so hopeless as a father, or a mother or a son or daughter or lover, friend, or human 
being? How could I have been so selfish? How could I? But forgiveness does not begin with 
I, -with your own power to save yourself. Forgiveness begins with God. It begins with God’s 
love for you. Not what you can do but what God has done for you. He has chosen to love you 
unconditionally. You are the beloved of God. And actually the message of the Christian 
Gospel is that astonishingly, perhaps foolishly, but indisputably God loves us while we are 
still sinners. Without that forgiveness we could not be Christians. But neither does that 
forgiveness end with God. The grace we have breathed in- is the grace we must breathe out. 
That forgiveness that has unlocked and set free the very fibres of our inner most being is the 
forgiveness we must live, it is our salvation- the wounds which become signs of resurrection. 
How this Lent can we share God’s forgiveness with those who have wounded us? 
 
Fifthly Deliverance and Freedom: Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil- 
for “there but for the grace of God go I.”  Our prayer acknowledges we can not manage alone 
and recognises our deep need of God. It is the prayer that we will not be faced with more 
than we are strong enough to bear.  Our Gospel talks about saving us from the evil one. In 
our efforts to focus on the wideness of God’s mercy and love we can sometimes downplay 
the power of evil and the momentum of destructiveness that can become so overpowering. 
Evil is a force we are called upon in this prayer to recognise but in the knowledge that Christ, 
Christ’s love is an even greater power and does have the power to save even from the evil of 
a crucifixion. 
 



This prayer is God’s gift to us- it is our guide through the trials and temptations of our own 
lives- it is the gift of our relationship- beginning with God our loving father, through daily 
food, through forgiveness to his gift of grace helping us overcome temptation and the power 
of evil.  We can pray the Lord’s Prayer in both directions from God through forgiveness to 
our help in the wilderness but also back again from the wilderness in the desert, through 
forgiveness, to the bread of life that sustains us, to the kingdom we long for, to the God who 
communicates to us the mystery of his name, Our Father.  If we begin Lord’s Prayer with the 
last words and finish at the beginning we discover that we are travelling the path of Easter 
the path of Christ, the constant path of our prayer –the journey into a God of love: 
 
So I will end by praying the Lord’s Prayer in both directions and hope that it will be your 
prayer too: 
 
Let us pray: 
Our Father in heaven 
Hallowed be thy name 
Give us this day our daily bread 
Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us 
Lead us not into temptation 
Deliver us from evil 
 
Deliver us from evil 
Lead us not into temptation 
As we ourselves forgive others who sin against us 
Forgive us our sins 
Give us this day our daily bread 
Thy kingdom come 
Hallowed be thy name  
Our Father 
 


