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The Progress

Religious signs and symbols are a powerful component of our religious faith heritage as 
Roman Catholics. Silence, kneeling, standing, water, incense, light, darkness are but 
some of the symbols that help us appreciate our relationship to God.!

We need silence to hear God speak. Standing and kneeling are physical expressions of 
sharing in the resurrection of Christ, as well as our homage and respect for God. Water is 
the sign of new life that comes with baptism. Religious signs and symbols touch the very 
core of who we are as a people of faith. They are rooted in tradition and experience.!

Yet, few religious signs and symbols are as powerful as the ashes used to mark the 
beginning of Lent. Next week, we celebrate Ash Wednesday. In the course of the liturgy, 
people will come forward to receive blessed ashes on their foreheads. The minister 
imposes ashes with the sign of the cross, while saying, “Turn away from sin and be faithful 
to the Gospel,” or “Remember, man, that you are dust and unto dust you shall return.”!

Lent – A time of grace!

The challenge of Lent can be found in the blessing given to us on Ash Wednesday. Lent 
becomes a time of grace for us when we turn away from sin and we are faithful to the 
Gospel. To turn away from sin demands a recognition that sin is a reality, that sin can and 
does exist in our lives. Sin can be what we do and what we fail to do. To acknowledge sin 
within our lives is a grace. To identify the root causes of sin becomes the experience of 
conversion that makes a difference. !

Yet, if Lent is to be a time of conversion, it demands that we not only turn away from sin, 
but we must become faithful to the Gospel. Fidelity to the Gospel is a fidelity first to Jesus 
Christ. The message of Jesus embraces the challenge of love as well as the challenge to 
take up one’s cross daily. This is not the popular message in society today, but it is the 
message of the Gospel.!

Prayer, fasting, almsgiving!

The Gospel for the liturgy of Ash Wednesday provides us with the challenge of Lent in 
concrete terms. Jesus asks his disciples to be people committed to prayer, fasting and 
almsgiving. !

Lent is a time to deepen our prayer life through the Eucharist, the reading of Scripture, the 
celebration of reconciliation. Fasting calls us to refrain from over-indulgence not only in 
what we eat or drink, but in refraining to speak the harsh word, the angry expression, the 
uncharitable remark. Almsgiving is sharing our resources not from our excess, but from a 
motive of truly reaching out to the poor and needy.!

Yes, these 40 days of Lent can be a graced time if we dare to take them seriously. Our 
“Amen” to the imposition of ashes becomes our sign of agreement that we recognize the 
challenge that Jesus offers.
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The Gospels of Lent!

This year’s Lenten Gospels provide us with a framework whereby we can turn away from 
sin and be faithful to the Gospel. We travel with Jesus to the desert and recognize the 
temptations that Jesus faced centuries ago. They are the same temptations that haunt us 
today. We travel to the Mount of the Transfiguration and see Jesus glorified. We recognize 
that Jesus is not only the man who goes into the desert, but he is the Son of God as well.!

We travel with Jesus to the incredible encounters he has with the Samaritan woman, the 
man born blind, and Lazarus. Jesus knows us well, just as he knows the Samaritan 
woman who becomes the first evangelizer as a result of her meeting with him.!

Jesus would cure the man born blind who is now able to see. We ask God to open our 
eyes as well to appreciate what is really important. !

Jesus calls Lazarus out of the tomb to experience new life. Jesus calls us as well to do the 
same – to come out of the tombs that confine us, restrict us, hamper us with our own 
cares and concerns. !

What will be our choice?!

The challenge of Lent is nothing new. We have heard it before. Yet, once again God gives 
us the gift of these 40 days to grow in our life of grace. How will we respond? The answer 
to that question can make all the difference.!

“Turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel!” Listen well to the prayer that 
accompanies the imposition of ashes. It provides a framework that can makes these days 
of Lent an incredible experience.!

May Lent be a time of conversion for all of us. May it be a time that enriches our lives and 
the world in which we live. May God’s gifts of grace and peace be yours this Lent.!
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