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Remembering
the Ashes

One of my favourite things about being 
Catholic in an educational environment is 
the number of times we get to start over 
within a year. There’s the secular new 
beginning with resolutions at New Year’s, 
which I often repeat at my birthday (personal 
new year). Then there’s the opportunity 
to intentionally create new habits at the 
beginning of each school term, as well 
as the holiday breaks. The liturgical year 
encourages us to reflect and begin again at 
Advent and especially at Lent, the seasons 
during which catechumens would prepare 
for baptism at Epiphany and Easter in the 
early church (and now!). If you, like me, 
are one of those people whose resolutions 
peter out after a few weeks, good news! 
It’s almost time for another new beginning! 
“Behold, now is a very acceptable time.”

This year, the new beginning for Lent will 
look different, ritually speaking. Many 
parishes will distribute ashes by sprinkling 
them on the crowns of our heads rather 
than crossed on our foreheads. This 
way of wearing ashes has roots in the 
Old Testament and has been used 
by penitents preparing to rejoin their 
faith community for ages; it is still the 
common practice for Ash Wednesday 
in many European countries. 

On reflection, I think this method is truer to 
the spirit of the Gospel reading today: “wash 
your face, so you may not appear to be 
fasting.” A few ashes in my hair are hidden 
compared to a large cross on my face.

I began to reflect that receiving sprinkled 
ashes rather than crosses this year, may 
be an invitation to think about the hidden 
ways we pray and the public ways we live 
out our faith. Much of what was considered 
private or personal has become public in the 
last year, like the space of our home that’s 
behind us in a zoom call. Much more of what 
was once public has become more private 
in the last year: lunches during the workday, 
conferences becoming webinars, gatherings 
of friends becoming one-on-one face times 
or walks outside. We have all become more 
acquainted with solitude, and perhaps with 
some of the ways we need to personally 
practice turning towards God and asking for 
mercy. This Ash Wednesday, as we begin 
again, we are invited to reflect on how God 
reveals Godself in solitude and in small, 
almost hidden ways. How would you like to 
start again this Lent? How would you like to 
practice turning towards God in your daily 
life and relationships?
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Lord,  
Let everything I do this day and in this season of Lent 
come from you, be inspired by you.
I long to be closer to you. 
Help me to remember that nothing is important in my life 
unless it glorifies you in some way.
It’s so easy to get caught up in the day to day of my life and keep saying, 
“Tomorrow, I will spend more time in prayer,” 
but now my longing meets your love and I want to do it now.  
Help me to rely on you for help.
The prayer asks you that I reach perfection. 
Please, Lord, remind me that “perfection” 
isn’t the crazy, “successful” way I try to live my life, 
but a perfection of my most authentic, real self. 
My “perfection” might be holding my many flaws in my open hands, 
asking you to help me accept them.
Heal me, Lord, and help me to find you in the darkness of my life.  
Let me reach out in this darkness and feel your hand and love there to guide me.

Based on:
https://onlineministries.creighton.edu/CollaborativeMinistry/Lent/firstfourdays.html


