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Homily, Ash Wednesday, February 17, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 

At the beginning of the Ash Wednesday service, the priest says: “I invite 

you, therefore, in the name of the Church, to the observance of a holy Lent, by self-

examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; and by reading 

and meditating on God's holy Word…” (BCP, p. 265)  The first thing I notice is 

that this an invitation, not a harsh command. One of the original meanings of the 

word is “to be pleasant toward.” These classic Lenten practices, as outlined by 

Jesus in Matthew, are meant to lead us somewhere good. They are meant to train—

or retrain—our attention towards God. They are ultimately for our spiritual 

wellbeing. If we accept the invitation, we will be strengthened to be with Christ in 

his crucifixion, and prepared to perceive the glory of his resurrection. 

The spiritual practices Jesus speaks of, giving alms, praying, and fasting, are 

not actions that we undertake once and for all. They are actions we take on a daily 

basis. Nor are they actions we take to draw attention to ourselves. They are meant 

to help us let go of the distractions and anxieties that separate us from God. We 

experience them in the course of our regular lives, in our homes—even, as Jesus 

suggests, in secrecy. The verses of Matthew that do not appear in the Ash 

Wednesday Gospel reading comprise the Lord’s Prayer. Jesus has taught us to 

pray: “Give us today our daily bread…” (Matthew 6:11)  
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Our need for nourishment in body, mind, and spirit is a daily need. God 

knows this. A few verses later in Matthew chapter 6 Jesus says, “Do not worry 

about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink… Strive first for the 

kingdom of God…” (Matthew 6:25-33) This is the true goal of fasting. Our 

longing for God may have become disordered or covered over by things that, in the 

end, do not feed our spirits.  

One year, when I had some solid recovery from debt, I decided to fast from 

shopping. It was necessary to buy some things: food, gas for the car, and other 

household necessities. I thought carefully about what would be “shopping” when 

in the grocery store: pretty much anything that wasn’t simply food. Fancy crackers 

or packaged frozen foods were not on the list. I put non-food items on a list. Later I 

decided if those things were really “needs,” or if they were only “wants.” At the 

end of Lent I made a donation to a local food bank. I did not feel deprived. Most 

importantly I shed some of my anxiety over spending anything. This new serenity 

gave me more inner space for God. 

My new-found peace allowed me to finally understand why it is Jesus tells 

us not to look “dismal” when we fast. (Matthew 6:16-18) We are to put oil on our 

heads and wash our faces. We are fasting so that God may show us what it is we 

lack, and how he intends to fulfill that need. We are preparing ourselves for more 
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joy, for more life, for more dignity. We are being led out of the wilderness. God 

will supply the manna; it is up to us to open our hands in humility.  

Jesus tells us: “…Whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door 

and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will 

reward you.” (Matthew 6:6) This tells me that we are meant to experience prayer 

right where we live, in our own rooms, in the interior of our being. I think of when 

Jesus assures us in John that, “My Father’s house has many dwelling places…” 

(John 14:2) As God has prepared a place for us, we prepare a place for God. We 

practice being in that place by going into it on a regular basis, and shutting the 

door. In this way we shut out distractions and put our focus on God alone. There is 

that beautiful verse in Psalm 62 that may be used to lead us deeper into prayer: 

“For God alone my soul in silence waits; from him comes my salvation.” (Psalm 

62:1)  

It is a gift that the season of Lent lasts for forty days. It is a span of time with 

Biblical significance. The Hebrew people wandered in the wilderness for forty 

years before being brought to the promised land. Jesus fasted in the desert for forty 

days. It is only after that that accounts of his ministry begin. It may not even be 

visible or measurable what our prayer, or fast, or charity accomplishes on any one 

day. And it may not be our accomplishment so much as slowing down enough to 
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observe how God acts in our lives. Yet over the space of time we may find that we 

have arrived in a new place: a place where we may dwell in peace. 

The root of the word “Lent” is the word for the season of spring when the 

days begin to lengthen. In mid-February it as already discernible that the days are 

longer. We have more light at both ends of the day. Right now we are gaining 

about two and half minutes per day. By spring it will be four! Yet it does not 

happen all at once. This is the time of year that we finally have extensive snow 

cover. During the winter months it is an insulating layer that protects the soil and 

plants from extreme cold and fluctuating temperatures. It will take time for it to 

yield to mud, and then new green growth. In the meantime this blanket of frozen 

water will have the time to soak into the earth, replenishing the vernal pools, 

streams, and ponds that mark the terrain of western Massachusetts. I learned that 

snow increases the water table even more than rain. 

Now is the time to make space for God to increase our spiritual “water 

tables.” It is not a visible process. It happens under the cover of the snow. Perhaps 

this is why Jesus tells us to, “Beware of practicing [our] piety before others…” 

Deep growth happens at the roots: below ground—even in the dark. Yet in forty 

days who knows what lovely thing may emerge? 

“Let nothing disturb you; 
Let nothing frighten you. 
All things are passing. 
God never changes. 
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Patience obtains all things. 
Nothing is wanting to those who possesses God. 
God alone suffices.” –Teresa of Avila 

 


