
Year B Ash Wednesday 

Isaiah 58: 1-12 

2 Corinthians 5: 20b to 6:10 

Matthew 6: 1-6 and 16-21 

 

We formally start Lent today, with 40 hard-core days stretching ahead of us, of 

denying ourselves, spending time in reflection and fasting and spending time 

with God in self-examination and penitence. 40 days, because every Sunday is 

not part of Lent, it is always a mini-version of Easter for us. 

But hang on a minute, it feels as if we are in day 366 of last year’s Lent!   

This last year we have, whether we liked it or not, been fasting. Maybe not 

fasting from food, but fasting from meeting friends, fasting from travelling, 

fasting from cinema, theatre and concerts, fasting from carbon-consuming, 

creation-wrecking airplane flights, fasting from driving our cars. Fasting from 

time with our families, especially children and grandchildren. Fasting from 

making plans for the next week or month or year!  

We have been denying ourselves in so many ways, and now we are being 

asked to enter a season of penitence and fasting when we haven’t really 

stopped the last one!  

Alright. Lent 2021 is like no other Lent we have experienced. And what can we 

usefully engage in during this Lent that will be helpful to us? Hard-core 

examination, denial, reflection and fasting isn’t what is called for. 

I would like to suggest two things; one internal and the other external. 

First the internal. Many people have admitted to mentally struggling during 

this last year. And some of that struggling is because in our solitude and 

isolation we have had time to recall our regrets in life, our dreams that didn’t 

come to fruition, all the hopes we had, the plans and projections for how our 

life should turn out,  the things we did that we now wish we had not done...  

We have been stripped back in this last year, and we may have become too 

self-critical, to put it mildly. 

 



We know that God is gracious and his mercy endures for ever. God’s love for 

us is such that God desires that we learn from our experiences in life, and seek 

to change. God does not want us to carry a heavy load of guilt and regrets; nor 

anything that is a barrier to us living in the present time, where we can make a 

difference. 

All our mistakes, all our dashed dreams, hopes and plans are like ash. We need 

to find out what to do with this ash, rather than carry it around with us as a 

constant reminder of what didn’t happen.  Can we treat these thoughts in 

same way we do ashes, and decide where they should be scattered, where the 

four winds can disperse them, and they no longer clog up our minds? During 

lent we should be especially sensitive and receptive to God’s love, to God’s 

grace and mercy. We are Easter people, who believe in the resurrection, and 

each new day we can repent of all that causes harm to ourselves. When we 

truly take to heart the call to repentance, we should never be shackled to what 

we repent. We are assured of God’s grace and mercy when we true repent. 

Also, I am sure that when we offer up our mistakes to God, God lifts them from 

being a heavy burden on us, and our relationship with God can only be 

improved by that. We are reducing the distance between ourselves and God. 

In our Confession and Absolution we say that God is love, we say that we love 

because God loved us first. God frees and forgives us, heals and strengthens us 

by his Spirit and raises us to new life in Christ our Lord. I urge you to take these 

words in to your heart and pray with them. It is good to acknowledge the 

errors of our ways, for how else will we learn and be able to change, but we 

need to also take to heart God’s forgiveness for all who truly repent. And 

remember repent means that we have a change of heart and mind. God does 

not call us to dwell in our regrets, but to learn and grow, day by day, each new 

day is an opportunity to follow Christ. 

 

The second thing I suggest we can focus on is external to us, but integral to 

God’s creation. 

In this last year our forced inactivity, our having time to notice the wonders of 

God’s creation all around us, the pleasure to be gained by watching birds, yes 

even the woodpigeons eating my cabbages, observing the snowdrops 

uncovered by the snow as it melts away, the wonders of the universe, of 

looking at the stars, of listening to bird song, of not hearing so much traffic 



noise, and so it can go on. During this Lent, we can surely bring in to focus all 

that we, as humankind, has done to harm God’s creation, for surely this also 

harms our relationship with the Creator? It isn’t a standalone issue, surely? 

An act of repentance can be to commit to take one small action that honours 

God’s creation, that reduces your carbon or carbon-equivalent footprint. If you 

can do one small thing in the first week, what can you do in a subsequent week 

of Lent. Each small action may make only small difference, but they are easy to 

achieve, and can help build up confidence as well as a momentum and interest 

in making more substantial changes. 

And maybe I can suggest this Lent, that you can contribute to a carbon neutral 

church. You may wish to consider if are able to financially contribute to 

changing the heating system in St James away form a gas-fired boiler, or in St 

mungo’s by upgrading the electric heating to more efficient heaters? Any 

donation to the respective Treasurers should have ‘heating’ in the remarks 

section. In that way you will be supporting the church give up on carbon. 

Also starting next Tuesday is our Carbon Conversations course. We still have 

two spare places on it, so if you wish to sign up, please let me know. 

We have spent a year in Lent, in denying ourselves. This Lent please be kind to 

yourselves. This Lent you can fast by not holding on to the things which pull 

you back in to your past. Scatter the ashes of your regrets that you have held 

on to for too long, scatter them to the four winds, knowing God’s grace and 

mercy endures for ever. This Lent look to love God’s creation, look to see 

where your actions may harm God’s creation, and fast from some of those 

things. Anything you can do to reduce your reliance on carbon will be of 

benefit to God’s creation and is a step back into God’s loving presence.      

  

However you journey through Lent this year, I pray you can spend time in 

prayer and silence, and be able to be in the presence of our loving God, and 

know that you are loved. God is love and we are his children. There is no room 

for fear in love. We love because God loved us first. 

 

 


