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 And so another Lent begins – although, I think for most, life has felt like a sort of perpetual 

Lent of late, given all the trials of the past year-plus. But the ups and downs of history and what 

they entail for us are largely out of control, whereas Lent is very much within our domain. We 

choose whether it will be a fruitful one or not; in that regard, hopefully we choose well, praying 

and counting the cost as we do so. And the Church offers special graces to help us accomplish our 

purpose. This is why we gather today: to seek God’s grace. 

 We gather under a particular sign of repentance – that of ashes. An interesting detail about 

this Mass is that no mention of ashes is made in the readings, even though it is a profoundly biblical 

image. The Church inherited this symbol and elevated it to the level of a sacramental, enriching it 

with a blessing and thus making it a channel of God’s grace. We will not receive the ashes on our 

foreheads this year, but will instead observe the Roman custom of having them sprinkled. Either 

way, we shall still receive the grace and blessing they offer. 

 From there, we will continue with this day of fasting and abstinence, experiencing the 

cravings that sometimes are especially stronger when we may not eat. But there is strength in 

numbers – we join with Catholics all throughout the world, and we experience the solidarity of 

doing penance together. We offer our hunger pangs in atonement for our sins and for the other 

graces we desire – the conversion of family and friends, the healing of loved ones, and so many 

other special intentions; but above all, in atonement for our sins. 

 Along the way, we will experience various privations, in addition to whatever personal 

sacrifices we make: especially with the Lenten simplification of our liturgy, removing the festal 

elements from it as we accompany our Lord to the cross. Indeed, by the end of the season, the 

images will have been veiled, the unbleached candles will appear – reminding us to double-down 

on our penances, not letting up, as we see our Lord go to suffer for our sake. This will all culminate 

in the solemn unveiling on Good Friday, “Behold, the wood of the cross!” 

  We hope, as always, to have a good Lent, recognizing that the choice is ours. We desire to 

be chastened and strengthened so that we may more worthily accompany Christ to his cross – and 

so merit also to share in his resurrection. And truly, that is what we are aiming for: we do penance 

not for its own sake, but to help us be ready for the unspeakable gifts that God has prepared for 

those who love him. Lent is not a test of endurance – no, it’s the endurance of a test, for the Lord 

tries and proves us, in order to purify and prepare us for something greater. 

 We have been living a sort of long Lent, sure. Although, I must say that I do recall reflecting 

at year-end, just over a month ago, and not having a sense of bitterness about all that the prior year 

had inflicted; there was so much good, also. So let’s not focus on the negative, but see our ongoing 

trials as opportunities – and the particular tests that Lent gives us as a chance to grow in that 

holiness to which we are all called, without exception. The Lord offers us that grace through his 

Church, as we join with our Catholic brethren all throughout the world.  


