Preparing for Lent

Shrove Tuesday

Christians around the world see Shrove Tuesday as a day for reflection and self-examination.  The term “shrove” comes from the word “strive” meaning to free oneself from sin.  On Shrove Tuesday people are called to think about what wrongs they need to repent and how to grow spiritually ahead of Lent.  
The Meaning of Lent

The English word ‘Lent’ comes from the Anglo-Saxon word Lencten, meaning ‘Spring’.  In other languages the word comes from the Latin, Quadragesima – a period of 40 days.  In the Christian tradition the forty days is understood to refer to a time of intense prayer and preparation; we remember the biblical stories of Noah and the flood of 40 days, the forty years the Israelites spent wandering in the wilderness and Christ’s forty day fast in the desert in preparation for his earthly ministry.

Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of the Season of Lent.  It is a season of penance, reflection and fasting which prepares us for Christ’s Resurrection of Easter Sunday.

Ash Wednesday is a day of fast and abstinence.  In the readings today there is a great consciousness of our sinfulness, we pray ‘Have mercy on us, O Lord, for we have sinned’.  There is also a sense that the time to repent and turn back is now.  The Gospel tells us how to approach that renewal of our lives.  It puts before us the remedy in prayer, fasting and almsgiving.  These three strands of Lenten observance are as ancient as Christianity itself.  There is no substitute for them.  ‘Fasting is the soul of prayer, mercy of the lifeblood of fasting.  If we have not all three together, we have nothing’, says St. Peter Chrysologus.

Why we receive ashes on Ash Wednesday

“Remember, you are dust, and unto dust you shall return.”

Ashes are a symbol of penance made sacramental by the blessing of the Church, and they help us develop a spirit of humility and sacrifice.  The ashes are made from the blessed palms used in the Palm Sunday celebration of the previous year.  The ashes are christened with Holy Water and are scented by exposure to incense.  While the ashes symbolize penance and contrition, they are also a reminder that God is gracious and merciful to those who call on Him with repentant hearts.  His Divine mercy is of utmost importance during the season of Lent, and the Church calls on us to seek that mercy during the entire Lenten season with reflection, prayer and penance.

Pope Francis on Twitter:  “Lent is a good time for sacrificing.  Let us deny ourselves something every day to help others.”  (Tweeted on Ash Wednesday)
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