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4 Forty Days of Lent

Foreword

Disciples on the Way is a guidebook for a journey 
through Lent that reflects on the season through 
passages from The Book of Common Prayer.  Often 
called simply the “Prayer Book,” this collection 
of prayers, hymns, biblical passages, and other 
texts frames the public worship of The Episcopal 
Church. In this Lenten booklet, each selection 
from The Book of Common Prayer provides a starting 
place to consider what being disciples of Christ in 
our everyday lives looks like. 

The Book of Common Prayer can be found in any 
Episcopal Church in your community. It can also 
be read or downloaded online for free at www.
episcopalchurch.org/page/book-common-prayer 
or purchased from Church Publishing at www.
churchpublishing.org or by calling 800.409.5346.

http://www.episcopalchurch.org/page/book-common-prayer
http://www.episcopalchurch.org/page/book-common-prayer
http://www.churchpublishing.org
http://www.churchpublishing.org
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Ash Wednesday

Almighty and everlasting God… 
Create and make in us new and contrite hearts,  

that we, worthily lamenting our sins and  
acknowledging our wretchedness,  

may obtain of you, the God of all mercy,  
perfect remission and forgiveness.

— Collect for Ash Wednesday, p. 264

In the western Christian tradition, Lent begins on 
Ash Wednesday and culminates in our celebration 
of the resurrection on Easter Sunday. In modern 
times, Lent has become widely known as a time 
when we “give something up.” But to see Lent only 
as a time of self-deprivation diminishes the power 
of the season. Truly, Lent is a time to practice 
discipline—not for discipline’s sake, but to become 
more aware of choices that separate us from God.  

 The words “discipline” and “disciple” both 
originate from Latin root words that speak of pupils 
and teaching. In Jesus’ earthly life, he taught his 
followers that discipleship required commitment, 
sacrifice, and a determination to turn the world 
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toward God.  Jesus’ message to us is much the 
same, so we are called to spend this season of 
Lent learning how to serve Christ intentionally, 
faithfully, and joyfully. 

 We become disciples of Jesus, in part, to 
learn how the Spirit of God works in human 
circumstances. Because the Christian faith 
celebrates the incarnation of divine Spirit in 
human flesh, we continually explore the interrela-
tionship of the spiritual and physical dimensions of 
human life. Observing Lent may reveal to us ways 
of worship, study, prayer, and action that make 
us more acutely aware that God is present in us 
and with us.  Such practices help us to blend the 
spiritual with the physical, the unseen with the 
seen, the transcendent with the mundane.

g

 In the Collect for Ash Wednesday, we ask 
God to “Create and make in us new and contrite 
hearts.” That fine old-fashioned word, “contrite,” 
comes from another Latin word meaning to grind 
or bruise. A valuable lesson of Lent comes when 
we realize that we cannot truly be disciples of Jesus 
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Christ and remain comfortable with the way the 
world is. If our faith is to grow into something 
meaningful, something more than a pious hobby, 
we will have to endure some discomfort. We don’t 
need to beat ourselves up, but the injustice of the 
world should grind and bruise us enough that we 
are willing to do something to change it.

 After all, a contrite heart in itself does 
nothing to usher in the kingdom of God. In fact, 
people who call themselves “spiritual but not 
religious” may resist the Christian tradition partly 
because they perceive that we are proud of our 
contrite hearts. And people within that Christian  
tradition experience less depth and joy when 
they think contrition is the primary goal. To be 
productive, contrition has to make us aware of 
injustice and poverty—material and spiritual—
and move us to do something about them.

 And so our journey through Lent begins on 
Ash Wednesday with a renewed invitation to 
move toward discipleship and a life that truly  
embodies and celebrates our knowledge of the 
risen Christ. Because we are human—made for 
union with God and our fellow human beings—in 
this Lenten season we turn our hearts and minds 
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to contrition to find wholeness in God and then 
pass that healing and forgiveness on to others. But 
we do well to remember that productive contrition 
will almost certainly involve some bruising and 
grinding. 

Lord, guard us from becoming too comfortable  
with the injustice of this world.
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Thursday after  
Ash Wednesday

Hear what our Lord Jesus Christ saith: 
Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,  

and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. 
This is the first and great commandment.  

And the second is like unto it:  
Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.  

On these two commandments  
hang all the Law and the Prophets.

— The Holy Eucharist: Rite One, p. 324

One day in grade school, I was with a fellow student 
who needed to call home. Unable to remember the 
number, he opened the phone book and started 
scanning every name from A to Z. He didn’t know 
the names were listed in alphabetical order. His 
search would have been considerably shorter if he 
had known the system behind the book.

 In sorting through the noise of human life, 
it helps to identify an organizing principle, a 
unifying framework behind the details. For me, as 
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a Christian, the belief that God is love unifies my 
pursuit of all truth about God. 

Early in the Rite One Eucharistic service of The 
Episcopal Church, we hear the commandments 
to love God and our neighbor followed by the 
reminder, “On these two commandments hang all 
the Law and the Prophets.” Those words identify 
love as the unifying principle behind all that we do. 

 Seeing love as the bottom line helps in all of 
Christian practice. We can navigate conflicts and 
contradictions in Scripture by remembering that 
God’s Word is about teaching us to love. Keeping 
love of God and neighbor before us can prevent 
us from getting so wrapped up in religion that we 
forget about God.

 It is a common practice in some traditions to 
choose a discipline for the season of Lent. Rather 
than arbitrarily choosing something to give up or 
take on, perhaps we should first look at the unify-
ing principle that guides us. If a practice doesn’t 
teach us to love, we waste time with distractions 
that will never help us find God.

Lord, teach us to measure all revelations of you  
by using the bottom line of love.
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Friday after Ash Wednesday

Deliver us from the presumption of coming to this Table 
for solace only, and not for strength;  
for pardon only, and not for renewal.  
Let the grace of this Holy Communion  
make us one body, one spirit in Christ,  

that we may worthily serve the world in his name. 

— Eucharistic Prayer C, p. 372

Many see the Christian way as one in which we 
behave a certain way in this life in order to earn 
an afterlife with God. It is no small wonder that 
this perception fails to draw people toward God 
and toward Christianity. It is difficult to make the 
case for a deity who demands sacrifice throughout 
this life in order to earn the prize of eternal life. 

 In Eucharistic Prayer C, we pray for God to 
“Deliver us from coming to this table for solace 
only, and not for strength; for pardon only, and not 
for renewal.” That prayer highlights a dimension 
of Christian faith that is often forgotten: we don’t 
follow Christ to earn eternal life after death, but 
to touch eternity during this life. God wants us to 
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have life and to have it abundantly. That abundant, 
eternal life comes to us each time we choose to 
love God and neighbor. 

 Certainly we come to God asking for forgive-
ness of our sins. But the knowledge of God’s 
forgiveness equips us, as disciples of Jesus, to 
forgive those who hurt us. We don’t seek God’s 
mercy for our own benefit alone, but to strengthen 
and renew us so that we can offer mercy to the next 
person. Knowledge of our own forgiveness and our 
value in God’s sight equips us to love others—even 
those considered unlovable by human standards.

 To live into our discipleship, we must come 
to God’s table for solace and strength, for pardon 
and renewal. Our own healing prepares us to help 
others heal. Yes, as Christians, we do believe in 
life after death. But because of the strength and 
renewal we find in the Eucharist, we also believe 
in life before death.

Gracious God, open our eyes  
to see the eternal in the now.


