 Sharing Ash Wednesday 

with Family  with Friends  with your Community 

Ash Wednesday is the start of Lent. Traditionally a day of fasting and repentance, it's a start to the season of preparation for Easter we call Lent. Lent lasts for 40 days from Ash Wednesday to Easter Day – symbolising the forty days that Jesus spent in the desert, fasting and praying (the Sundays during this period are not part of the 40 days of Lent!). On Ash Wednesday, we are traditionally marked on the forehead with ash as a sign of our repentance. This custom goes back to Old Testament times. In the book of Daniel it describes how Daniel prays with fasting, sack-cloth and ashes (see Daniel 9:1 -11, 17-19).  Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of a new season in the churches year.

How can we share this day with our families and friends?

Decorate the House. The theme of Lent is that of penitence and preparation. The colours associated with it are purple and sackcloth. On Ash Wednesday itself, why not place a small bowl of ash where you will see it as you pass by throughout the day. Try small piles or bowls of stones in sand, reminding us of Jesus' time in the desert. Before it was so easy to get hold of palms, there was custom that pussy willow branches would be brought inside and placed in vases of water, so that they would be in bud for use on Palm Sunday. This might be something to consider, if you have a cool place in which to place them.

Ash Wednesday is not only a time to say sorry, but also a time to say thank you to God for his provision for us. It's a time when food is meant to be frugal, a time when we remember what we have and what others do not have. Traditionally, Ash Wednesday is a day of fasting – sometimes a whole fast, sometimes just a fast from meat and rich foods.  Try a vegetable soup or hotpot to share with your friends and family (see the recipe at the end of the sheet). Or have a bring and share lunch as a sign of your togetherness at the start of your Lenten journey.

Ashing – the most obvious symbol of Ash Wednesday is ash itself. Many churches have the opportunity for ash to be placed on your forehead as a sign of repentance on this day. Traditionally, the ash is made of burnt Palm crosses from the previous years Palm Sunday. But any wood ash will do. If you want to do this at home, carefully burn some old palm crosses or wood into ash – I suggest doing this outside. Children love helping with this. Grind it up into a powder. Mix with a drop of water or olive oil to make it stick together. A sample prayer and liturgy for ashing at home is attached at the end of this sheet.

Taschlich – The Orthodox Jews do something called Taschlich on their day of atonement, Yom Kippur. Going to a beach or a river, they collect a handful of stones. Holding them in their hands, they spend some time thinking about where they've gone wrong in the last year, those things they need to say sorry for. As a sign of their repentance and of God's forgiveness, they throw the stones into the water, to be washed away and never seen again. See Michelle Guinness' book 'A Little Kosher Seasoning'.

Sackcloth bracelets -  sackcloth is also an ancient symbol of penitence. Why not make a bracelet out of a strip of sackcloth. Take a strip of sackcloth about 2cm wide and 15 cm long. Tie it around your wrist. Wear it this day – and perhaps through Lent – as a visual reminder of what the season symbolises. If you intend to wear it throughout Lent, you may wish to fasten it using a press stud fastener, velcro or a button. Sack-cloth or hessian is widely available at haberdashers.

Prayer Pot  - Part of Ash Wednesday and Lent is about spending time praying for others and for the world. Why not make a 'prayer pot' for use in your family or church? Use either a wide necked jam jar or a large yoghurt pot. Decorate it, however you want – using paint, paper, material etc. You may wish to draw on symbols associated with Lent. If you are doing this as a group activity, a good idea is to let each individual draw a symbol or word on a piece of card which is then cut out and attached to the pot. It does not matter if the words or drawings overlap or look messy – that's part of being a family. If you or anyone in your community has any prayer requests, they can be invited to write them down and add them to the prayer pot, to be prayed for by the community at a suitable time. Maybe every Wednesday during Lent.

Some Resources: 

Carden, J., 1998, A Procession of Prayer, 1998, WCC Publications, pp. 34-45

Guinness, M., 1994, A Little Kosher Seasoning, Hodder & Stoughton, pg. 35

Parkes, K & S, Feast of Faith, 2000, Church House Publishing

Wallace, S., Multi-Sensory Seasons, 2005, Scripture Union

Wild Goose Worship Group, Stages on the Way, 1998, Wild Goose Publications

http://www.usccbpublishing.org/client/client_pdfs/ashwednesday.pdf - blessing for the season for use at home

For music suggestions see: The Cyber Hymnal http://www.hymntime.com/tch/, and  http://nethymnal.org/
A basic recipe for Leek and Potato Soup (to feed c.4)

	Ingredients: 

Tablespoon of butter

4 large potatoes

1 onion (optional)

3 leeks

2 pints vegetable stock

1 glove garlic, finely chopped (optional)

Salt and pepper to taste.
	Instructions: 

1. Heat butter gently till melted in large pan. 

2. Trim and slice the leeks and cook very gently in the butter (along with the garlic and onion if using), until they have softened.

3. Peel the potatoes and chop into small cubes. Add to the leeks and garlic and toss them around to mix them.

3.Add seasoning to taste. Pour on stock. 

4. Place lid on saucepan and cook on the hob at a simmer for about 30 minutes. Check if the potato is cooked – if not, cook for a bit longer. 

5. If too watery, cook without lid for 5 mins.


Serve with chunky bread and good company.

A Liturgy for Ash Wednesday at Home

The Lord is here

His Spirit is with us.

Today is Ash Wednesday, the start of Lent. 

We begin our Lent journey by starting afresh. 

Let's spend some time thinking about how we've failed God.

Silence

For the words we have said that were not you, Lord

We ask your forgiveness

For the acts we have done – and those we have failed to do in your name, Lord

We ask your forgiveness

For the thoughts we have had that have not come from you, Lord

We ask your forgiveness

When we have loved ourselves and turned our back on you, Lord

We ask your forgiveness

We remember that Jesus Christ died on the cross so that we might be forgiven. 

We thank him for his gift of life and accept it for ourselves.

Amen. 

Here are ashes, a sign of sorrow and penitence. 

Lord, we ask you to bless these ashes, 

that they may be both a sign of our penitence, 

and of our desire to walk in your ways.

For it is through you only that we have eternal life.

Amen.

Ashes are placed on the people. Either the leader can daub ash on everyone else, or the people can take it in turns to daub each other.

Now begins our Lenten journey

May we walk with God and each other on our way. Amen.

A meditation for Ash Wednesday

Why are you here? What is the point of this, what is your intention? Why wear sackcloth and ashes? Oh, you may not actually be wearing sackcloth -  but that is your intention. And the ashes – well, your penitence, your sorrow, is real, that I can tell. Real for today. But what of tomorrow? And the day after? Where will your penitence and sorrow lead you? To more of the same? Do you really think that is what I want, what I desire? What have you given up for Lent?, I hear you ask each other. Token symbols – what do they mean? Where do they lead? I did not chose for you a fast where you bow your heads, and lie in sackcloth and ashes. Do you mean it? If so, then listen. Listen to the fast I desire...  

 I want you to look again at your lives. Where am I in them? I want a fast that seeks to right injustices, to release those who are oppressed. A fast that looks outwards from your lives, not one that turns inwards to the ritual of the church. Where will you help bring justice? Where will you release the oppressed? How will you do these things? For this is the fast I desire. ….  

I want you to look again at your lives. I want you to share your bread with the hungry, to help house the homeless. How will you do that? Where will you feed the hungry? Where will you house the homeless? How will you do these things? For this is the fast I desire. ..

I want you to look again at your lives. Why do you hide me from others? I want you to share me with your family. To speak openly about me with you friends. To proclaim to them my words, with what you say, what you do, what you desire. I ask that you will not throw the first stone, but will listen and understand – and go and sin no more. How will you do these things? For this is the fast I desire.... 

I want you to look again at your lives. I want you to open your lives to my presence. My desire is that you will let me be active in your lives. Let your will be to do my will. That you will learn to be my child, cherished and loved. That you will want to know more and more of me. How will you do these things? For this is the fast I desire.

My desire is that your desires, your penitence, will not be washed away with your ashes in the morning, but will remain to guide you into my arms. For then you will call, and I will answer. You will cry for help, and I will say “Here I am”. I will guide you continually and satisfy your needs in parched places, and make your bones strong. You shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters never fail.  

How will you do these things? I do not want sackcloth and ashes. I want you. Your thoughts, your words, your deeds, your heart. This is the fast I desire.  

