
 The forty days of Lent is the annual retreat of 

the people of God in imitation of Jesus' forty days in the wilderness. 

Forty is a significant number in the Scriptures. Moses went to the 

mountain to seek the face of God for forty days in prayer and fasting. 

The people of Israel were in the wilderness for forty years in preparation 

for their entry into the promised land.  Elijah fasted for forty days as he 

journeyed in the wilderness to the mountain of God. We are called to 

journey with the Lord in a special season of prayer, fasting, almsgiving, 

and penitence (expressing true sorrow for sin and wrongdoing) as we 

prepare to celebrate the feast of Easter, the Christian Passover of Jesus' 

victory over sin, Satan, and death.  

Lent is a period of repentance. Repentance means a change of mind, 

heart and vision. It is a call to look at everything anew. It is a call to 

leave the negative behind and take on the positive of God’s newness. 

The imposition of ashes on the foreheads of the faithful, which serve as 

a reminder of the call to repentance and to believe in the good news. 

Also, we start Lent with ashes on our forehead, in humility, close to the 

ground, close to our earthiness, acknowledging that our ultimate destiny 

is beyond this earthly life, and thereby recognizing, by means of these 

ashes, that we are not yet all that the Lord wants us to be.  



The opening call of the first reading of Lent, expresses the call of Lent, 

‘Come back to me with all your heart, fasting, weeping, mourning… 

turn to the Lord your God again, for he is all tenderness and 

compassion’. We are hearing there the fundamental call of Lent. The call 

involves firstly a recognition that we are sinners, that in various ways we 

have turned away from God. It also involves a recognition that the God 

we have turned away from is a God of tenderness and compassion who 

longs for our return. It is a call to keep returning to the Lord, to keep 

journeying towards the Lord. 

It is a time to be reconciled to God in the words of Paul in the second 

reading, so that we can become what Paul calls in that reading ‘the 

goodness of God’. This coming back to the Lord with all our heart will 

involve in some shape or form the three traditional Jewish practices, 

which Jesus endorses in the gospel reading, almsgiving, prayer and 

fasting. They are three pathways that help us to turn more fully towards 

him and to grow in our relationship with the Lord. They are really one 

pathway with three layers, because prayer, fasting and almsgiving are so 

interconnected. We often think of fasting as giving up certain foods and 

drink. More broadly, however, fasting is a saying ‘no’ to whatever may 

be an obstacle to our growing in our relationship with the Lord; it is a 

saying ‘no’ to any form of self-centeredness. That ‘no’ is always in the 

service of a greater ‘yes’, a ‘yes’ to the Lord, which then finds 

expression in prayer, and a ‘yes’ to others, to the Lord present in others, 

which finds expression in ‘almsgiving’, a giving of ourselves in service 

to others. In and through these three practices that Jesus puts before us in 

the gospel reading. 

The church gives us the forty days of Lent to respond to that call of the 

Lord; we are setting out on this forty-day journey not as isolated 

individuals but together, as a church. This journey of Lent will bring us 

to the wonderful feast of Easter. Hopefully, we will have lived Lent in 



such a way that when Easter Sunday comes, we will be ready to renew 

our Baptismal promises from our heart.   

The ashes that we wear on this day tell the world that we are sinners. 

Yet, those ashes we received are in the shape of a cross, which proclaims 

that we believe in a God whose love is stronger than our sins. Our 

receiving of ashes proclaims our desire to enter into this journey with a 

willingness of heart and spirit. 

Let us pray: 

Lord Jesus, give me a lively faith, a firm hope, a fervent charity, and a 

great love of you. Take from me all Luke warmness in the meditation of 

your word, and dullness in prayer. Give me fervor and delight in 

thinking of you and your grace, and fill me with compassion for others, 

especially those in need, which I may respond with generosity. 

Jesus, I trust in you 

 


