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 A Spirituality for Lent 

 With Ash Wednesday around the corner, I, naturally, have begun to muse about 

how we— how I—can profit spiritually from another season of Lent. It might help if we  

reflect, briefly, on the following four motifs: (1) The significance of the ashes; ( 2) The 

meaning of the forty days and their concomitant custom of fasting or ‘ giving something 

up for Lent”; ( 3) The Stations of the Cross and ( 4) Preparing for the highlight of the 

season, the Easter Vigil baptisms and reception into the church of new catechumens. 

  The Significance of the Ashes 

 On Ash Wednesday, the priest or minister places ashes on our foreheads. He says, 

in the traditional formula, “ Dust thou art and unto dust thou shall return”. The ashes, 

however, are not, primarily, meant as a kind of memento mori, salutary as it is to 

remember that one day we each shall die. I was reminded of this memento mori theme as 

I read, recently, Margaret Yourcenar’s classic novel, Memoirs of Hadrian.  In the novel, 

Hadrian reflects on what a shallow and ephemerally passing shadow we, even an 

Emperor, cast as we pass through this life.  Or as a character in the recent National Book 
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award novel, Let the Great World Spin, puts it.” The heart’s future is in a spadeful of 

dirt”. To be sure, as Saint Ignatius Loyola demonstrates, in his First Week of the Spiritual 

Exercises, for those going from sin to conversion ( pretty much all of us; pretty much all 

of our life), there is, appropriately, room for a salutary meditation on death. Few things so 

focus  the mind and spirit to make life-giving choices than a reflection on death. But as 

we become mindful of our own deaths, we need to nurture also a healthy sense of 

compassion. All around us are people also destined to return to dust. Remembering that 

helps to put much into  healthy perspective and to elicit compassion, even towards those 

we do not much like or approve. They too are our fellow pilgrims, destined for death. 

 Yet the custom of the ashes was not, originally, about momento mori. Ashes 

represented repentance ( as in ‘ sack cloth and ashes’) and were placed, as a kind of 

scarlet letter, on public sinners ( people who had apostasized; murdered or committed 

adultery) who were singled out as beginning a period of public—and imposed—penance, 

so they might be forgiven and re-integrated, on Easter, back into the church. Private 

confession and its forgiveness of sins only came into being in the early middle ages, 

through the Irish monks. In time, other Catholics—not necessarily notorious public 

sinners—came forward and also asked to have the ashes placed on their foreheads, in 

solidarity with those public sinners who were so palpably and publicly shamed. So, the 

ashes not only remind us of our own sinfulness but of our deep solidarity with the sin of 

the world and our many fellow unfortunates who both perpetuate and suffer from a 

society we are all born into of greed, violence, untruthfulness and harm and hurt. 

   The Forty Days 
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 Lent is from an Anglo-Saxon word which means Spring. Other modern languages 

tend to name Lent by the word for forty since, traditionally, Lent is said to last forty days. 

Actually, since Sundays during Lent represent and recall the Resurrection they do not add 

to the tally which makes up the forty days. The forty symbolism recalls Jesus’ forty days 

in the wilderness where he was tempted, as we are, in all things, but without sin. He 

fasted and prayed during that period. The forty also symbolizes the forty years the 

Israelites wandered in the desert, during their exodus from Egypt where they, too, often 

went hungry. 

 A new alternate formula for the giving of ashes  stems from Vatican Council II. It 

reads: “ Turn Away from Sin and be faithful to the gospel.” This formula highlights that 

Lent is, primarily, about conversion—a turning away from what destroys or harms us and 

a turning to the fullness of life promised in the gospel. That conversion process, too, is 

life-long. In thinking about the custom of “ giving something up for Lent’, this second 

formula for Ash Wednesday can be helpful. Neither Christ nor Christians believe that 

there is any special virtue just in giving something up for the sake of sacrifice. What we 

give up is what leads us to sin or represents a deviation from the values of the gospel. 

Conversion is, also, usually as much, if not more, about doing new things, adopting new 

practices of life, than it is about turning away from the past. 

 It may help us to think through what we want to “ do” for Lent, if we recall a 

crucial difference between Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom and his baptism and that of 

John the Baptist. The Baptist preached a kingdom which was still to come, in the future. 

He called now for renunciation and penance. Jesus, on the contrary, did not adopt severe 

penance practices or engage in strong asceticism. He ate and drank and went about his 
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life. He did not, except for that short period before his baptism, like John withdraw into 

the desert. Jesus preached not a future kingdom but the in-breaking—here and now—of 

God’s kingdom. That new kingdom was realized through the practices of Jesus: 

reconciliation of sinners; healing; praying as Jesus’ prayed that God’s will be done and 

his kingdom come even now; standing against injustices and bringing good news to the 

poor, those in prison, those who are without voice: widows, orphans and aliens in the 

land. So, for Jesus, conversion is less about giving something up than about taking up 

new practices which are life-giving and kingdom-bringing. It may help us to prepare for 

Lent if we recall this. We, then, shall be more apt to ask: “ What life-giving practice of 

Jesus’ Kingdom do I want to focus on to anchor better in my life?” than to ask the old 

question: “ What should I give up for Lent?”   

The priest and poet, Robert Herrick captures the true fast of Lent:  “ Is this a fast 

to keep the larder leane ? And deane from fate of veales and sheep ? Is it to quit the dish 

of flesh, yet still to fill the platter high with fish ? Is it to fast an hour or rag’d go or show 

a downcast look , and sour ? No, ‘tis a fast to dole thy sheaf of wheat and meat unto the 

hungry soule. It is a fast from strife, from old debate and hate, to circumcise thy life. To 

show a heart grief-rent, to starve thy sin, not bin, and that’s to keep thy fast”. 

   The Stations of the Cross 

 Jesus’ forty days of temptation in the desert was but the first initial test of what 

would be his greatest trial of trust in God: his cruel passion and death. So, Lent looks 

forward to Passion Week and Good Friday. Customarily, in churches, the devotional 

meditation on and prayer of the fourteen stations of the cross takes place every Friday 

during Lent, as it will in Saint Ignatius Church. But because Saint Ignatius’ Church 
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contains exquisitely painted ( and recently laboriously restored) priceless stations by a 

noted Italian artist, the Church will focus, especially this Lent, on its Stations and the 

devotion to the prisoner and executed Jesus. On the eve of Palm Sunday a new art exhibit 

will open at the Manresa Gallery in the back of the Church, dedicated not only to our 

stations but to other portrayals of the Passion of Jesus in the Stations. A helpful Lenten 

practice might be, quietly throughout the season, to take one station at a time and 

meditate on the scene. Using the Ignatian method of prayer, one can picture the scene, 

engage in conversation with the many characters in the station, enter with trust the 

passion of Jesus. On Good Friday, Saint Ignatius Church will feature five meditations, 

during the Tre Ore, focusing on ( and projecting on a screen) five of the beautiful stations 

from our church. 

   Lent and Baptism 

 Lent also looks forward to Easter Sunday. We can never forget that God’s last 

word over and to Jesus was the resurrection. From the earliest time in the church, Lent 

meant not only the beginning of the process of repentance and re-admission to 

communion of public sinners, it also involved a careful catechesis for those who would 

be baptized at the Easter Vigil. Some of the most beautiful and captivating sermons from 

the early church come from Origin, John Chrysostom, Augustine preaching to the 

catechumens preparing for their Easter baptism. On Easter Sunday all of us renew our 

baptismal vows. Not surprisingly, the forty days temptation of Jesus in the desert, 

culminated in Jesus being baptized. 

 In our church, we have an elaborate and thoughtful Rite of  Initiation of 

Catechumens ( RCIA) for those seeking baptism and commitment to the Catholic 
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Church. Throughout Lent, they deepen their understanding of the rich and profound 

truths of the Christian faith. The candidates will be baptized at the Easter Vigil. Wags 

joke that the church should, sometimes, be sued for its failure of ‘ truth in advertising’. 

Candidates in the RCIA are carefully nurtured, surrounded by a community of support 

and  mentoring, suffused with a loving, caring and responsive small- scale faith 

community. Skeptics wonder if, after such careful nurture, catechumens are ready to face 

parish life as, alas, it too often exists: impersonal, formal and fairly ritualistic. Where is 

the community of support and succor they were led to believe they were joining ? So, a 

final challenge of Lent is for the parish, itself, to renew its own deepest faith and 

commitments, so it can truly be the church held out to and promised to the catechumens. 

The great culmination of Lent, then, is our profound renewal of our own baptismal vows 

and pledge to live as a community of disciples of Jesus, engaging in his practices of 

bringing about the kingdom of God.  


