
Relentless lent  
 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as 

he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a 

dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 

pleased.” And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness forty 

days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him. Now after 

John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, “The time is 

fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” 

          Mark 1:9-15 

 

There was a pastor who was called to a Presbyterian church in San Antonio many years 

ago.  The congregation had never observed an Ash Wednesday service before, and when the 

new pastor suggested it, there was some resistance among members of the worship planning 

team.  Some were in favor of trying something new and expanding their worship practices a bit 

wider, but others saw wearing the smudge of ashes on your forehead as the very kind of visible 

show of piety that Jesus warned against.  So the pastor, wanting to be a mediator, suggested a 

compromise—let people choose to receive the ashes or not.  And, in order to include 

everyone and make it less awkward, they arranged the Ash Wednesday service with 

communion.   

So when the time came in the service, the pastor instructed members of the 

congregation to come forward, take the communion wafer from a dish, move along and dip it in 

the wine, and then, if they wish, there would be a third server with a saucer of ashes, and they 

could self-impose. 

So the first person came forward, received the communion wafer, dipped it in the cup, 

and then proceeded to dip this moistened wafer in the plate that was next in line before 

popping it, bread, wine, grit and all, into his mouth.  The pastor later conceded that he probably 

should have explained a bit better just what it means to self-impose ashes. 

This is the first Sunday in the season of Lent.  But if you are like me, maybe you feel like 

we have been going through something like the season Lent for nearly a year now.  Maybe you 

feel like you still have some of the grit of the past year in your teeth. 

Lent has traditionally been a time when we adopt some practices that are an exception 

to our normal life.  Modeled on the 40 days of testing Jesus spent in the wilderness, we 

sometimes engage in a form of fasting, maybe giving up something we probably could do 

without altogether like chocolate, or coffee, or meat. 

But what it you have spent nearly a year in a kind of extended fast?  And not just giving 

up some luxury item or indulgence, but a fast from social engagement, a fast from gathering for 

worship, a fast from hugging someone you love?   

How do you engage in Lenten practices when you’ve known nothing but a relentless 

Lent for the past year?   

Well, maybe this year we go about it in a different way.  Rather than engaging in some 

kind of artificial fast for the next 40 days, why don’t we look back at this gritty year and ask 

ourselves some questions. 



How has this extended fast changed you? 

What have you been forced to let go of that is best left behind? 

What have you embraced that is worth holding on to? 

What are you missing now that you will not take for granted when it returns, or that 

you will re-invest yourself in? 

For all that has been taken from you, what has remained?  What core values have been 

reinforced? 

What practices or habits that have been imposed on you by necessity will you see as 

opportunities for growth and change? 

Has this extended fast helped you to slow down, to change the pace of your life? 

More than once, we have noted that the way of wilderness that Jesus walked was not an 

accident or aberration—it was not something to be avoided or just waited out with gritty 

endurance.  It was just the beginning of the way that Jesus followed for the remainder of his 

ministry and his life.  And we have noted that we are also called to follow this way.  Christian 

discipleship leads us into the wilderness rather than leaves us safely ensconced in a sanctuary.   

But this year, rather than searching for the road that leads into the wilderness, why don’t we 

look back on the wilderness we have been going through already.   

Each year during our Ash Wednesday service we read the words of Psalm 51: “Create 

in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.” 

Scott Black Johnston suggests that this may be the perfect prayer for Lent this year.  He 

says,  “Our calling is to pray that we might emerge from the ashes of this incredibly challenging 

season as changed souls . . . that we might emerge from the ashes of this season that has raised 

our personal anxiety, fanned our anger, weaponized political vitriol, confronted us with racism, 

and brought us face to face with some of our worst impulses, with a new spirit.” 

So this year, rather than a lengthy sermon on the meaning of Lent and the temptation of 

Jesus, I am offering an invitation—that we spend the coming days taking stock of the past year 

of relentless Lent as a way of changing us and preparing us for what will come next.  

May it be so. 
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