
LENT REFLECTIONS 
By Hwa-Young Chong 
 
ASH WEDNESDAY 
 
Scripture 
Genesis 2:4b-8 
 
In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the field was yet 
in the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had not caused it to 
rain upon the earth, and there was no one to till the ground; but a stream would rise from the 
earth, and water the whole face of the ground—then the Lord God formed the human from the 
dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the human became a 
living being. And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there the Lord God put 
the human whom he had formed.  
 
Thought for the Day 
 
In my first year as a pastor, I was excited about the idea of making ashes on Ash Wednesday. I 
loved the liturgical connection of Palm Sunday and Ash Wednesday. Ashes made from the 
palms of previous year’s Palm Sunday seemed to reflect the spiritual cycle of Christian life so 
wonderfully. The task of ash-making was equal to meaning-making to me. 
  
Soon, however, I learned that it was not an easy task. First of all, it was a very windy day. I had a 
hard time keeping the fire going. When I finally burned enough palms for the service, my face 
and hands were already all covered with ashes. I also smelled like ashes. Then I was 
disappointed that ashes looked more like burnt grass, not like the fine dark sand I had 
anticipated it to be. I decided to use it for our worship anyway. Then I realized that I 
accidentally added a bit too much oil to the ashes. So, the ashes were kind of coarse and 
droopy at the same time. It was too late to start making ashes all over again by that time. 
 
We had a messy Ash Wednesday that year. After the service, I told a few people that I was sorry 
for making such “bad” ashes. One lady responded, with a bright wink, “Well, it was a most 
memorable Ash Wednesday service!” 
  
Why do we put ashes on our faces? It’s messy, dirty, and inconvenient.  
  
Ashes are interpreted as human mortality in the Christian tradition. The words of the Ash 
Wednesday worship poignantly point to this mortality: Remember that you are dust, and to 
dust, you shall return. We are imperfect, sinful, and prone to failures. At the same time, ashes 
tell us that we are God’s. The dirt on our faces reminds us that God created us out of dust and 
breathed life into us. We bear the image of God. We are made to love. There are infinite 
possibilities of goodness in the world. Life can be beautiful. 
  



Perhaps there is no such a thing as bad or good ashes. Ashes simply remind us that our life can 
become messy, regardless of our intentions or efforts. We may fail, even though we try our 
best. We may make a mistake and need to pay a painful price. We may lose something or 
someone precious without any warning. Yet the grace of God permeates through what seems 
impermeable, shines in the darkness, and smooth rough spots. The cross of Jesus is a testimony 
to such grace. 
  
We are from ashes and shall return to ashes, from God to God, from love to love. In the end, we 
are but spirits in God. May the messiness of ashes lead you to the amazing grace of God today, 
this Lent, and beyond. 
 
Prayer 
 
Dear God, thank you for giving me life. In this new season of Lent, help me to find your beauty in 
the messiness of life. May our life be a witness to your love in the world. Amen. 
 
  
Day 2 
DOES GOD SUFFER? 
  
Scripture 
Philippians 2:5-8 
  
Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 
 who, though he was in the form of God, 
  did not regard equality with God 
  as something to be exploited, 
 but emptied himself, 
  taking the form of a slave, 
  being born in human likeness. 
And being found in human form, 
    he humbled himself 
  and became obedient to the point of death – 
  even death on a cross. 
  
Thought for the Day 
  
Was Jesus divine or human? 
  
Early Christians were deeply perplexed after Jesus’ death and resurrection. Jesus talked about 
coming from God and going back to God but never claimed that he was God. Others called him 
the Son of God, but his own self-reference was the Son of Man. Without any formal doctrines, 
the discussion on Jesus' identity became a theological smorgasbord in the first few centuries of 
Christianity. 



  
Some claimed Jesus was divine only (and thus did not really suffer). Some believed Jesus was 
human only (and did not really rise from the dead). Others thought Jesus was born completely 
human but became divine at baptism. Then others argued Jesus was born purely divine and 
became human at death. 
  
A key in all these debates was this question: Can God really suffer and die? When immortality 
was considered the key difference between divinity and humanity, this question was new and 
challenging. Jesus’ death for some was just an impossible puzzle to put together. 
  
Philippians 2 seems to reflect one of the earliest understandings of Jesus was both God and 
human: Jesus was in the form of (immortal) God, but took in the (mortal) human form and 
humbled himself to the point of death. 
  
During Lent, we are reminded that God really suffered. We hear of Incarnation most often 
during Christmas, but Incarnation is just much about Lent as it is about Christmas. To be born in 
human flesh means to know what it is to suffer. 
  
In the movie Selma, Martin Luther King Jr. visits with the grandfather of a young man who was 
brutally killed during a protest and says these powerful words: God was the first one who cried 
for your grandson. 
  
The same words might be extended to all who cry today. Our loss is God’s loss. Jesus, who went 
through one of the most brutal forms of violence, still cries for our suffering.  
  
When you sense pain next time, know that God is with you.  
  
Prayer 
  
Dear God, in times of pain – my own or the world’s – help me remember you cry with us and 
lead us to healing. Amen.  
  
  
Day 3 
WHAT DO YOU DREAM? 
  
Scripture 
Hebrews 11:1-3 
  
Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Indeed, by faith 
our ancestors received approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the 
word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible. 
  
  



  
Thought of the Day 
  
In the frozen world of an endless winter, Olaf sings of summer in the movie “Frozen.” He 
dreams of lying on a sandy beach under the warm sun, enjoying an iced drink. He imagines how 
nice it would be to plunge in the water and float idly. He loves the idea of having a picnic on the 
grass with his friends, eating sandwiches, and feeling the summer breeze. It all sounds 
wonderful, but Olaf is a snowman! 
  
Can anyone be more unrealistic than a snowman dreaming of being the happiest snowman in 
the world under the Sun? Yet, Olaf is such a powerfully positive influence on others. His ability 
to see good out of any situation show his strength and resilience. 
  
Jesus challenged and encouraged his followers: Have you believed because you have seen me? 
Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe (John 20:29). The author of 
Hebrews says that faith is the assurance of things hoped for and the conviction of things not 
seen. It does not take faith to see what is already visible. But it takes faith to dream of flowers 
in one tiny seed, spring under the thick ice, and peace in times of war. 
  
What do you dream this Lent? 
What are your dreams of life? 
What is one thing you can do today to make your dream a reality? 
  
To dream does not mean to ignore reality. Instead, to dream is to change reality. 
  
In its typical Disney fashion, Olaf does get his dreams fulfilled in the end. He is a happy 
snowman on beautiful summer days with his snowy cloud over his head wherever he goes. Of 
course, this is not exactly how he had envisioned, but life won't be an exciting adventure if all 
things go according to our plans. 
  
Sure, our life is not a Disney fairy tale. I can’t help loving Olaf, though. More than a silly 
snowman dreaming of an impossible dream, Olaf directs us to the most fantastic dreamer of all 
– our God. 
  
Prayer 
 
Dear God, may your dreams shape our realities today. Amen. 
 
  
Day 4 
A NEW CREATION IN CHRIST 
  
Scripture 
2 Corinthians 5:16-17 



From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once 
knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way.  So if anyone is in 
Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become 
new!  
  
Thought of the Day 
  
Lynn Swann, a former football player, was once interviewed on what it takes to win a 
championship. One of the stories he shared was that after his team won a championship 
in1973, shoe companies offered money to players who would wear their shoes the following 
year. With many opportunities to make money, some players planned to wear a different pair 
of shoes in each quarter! Fortunately, the athletes eventually gave up their plan at the urge of 
their coach. However, changing shoes frequently can be stressful in football and life. 
  
Changes are complex, especially when we experience several of them simultaneously. The usual 
advice for pastors appointed to a new parish is not to introduce too many new programs in the 
first year unless the church needs drastic changes. Critical causes for stress are often related to 
changes in life: loss of loved ones, moving, or job changes. 
  
Changes are also exciting. I love the natural rhythms of night and day, four seasons, a moving 
constellation, changing colors at sunset, the waning and the waxing of the moon. The sky is 
never the same. I like meeting new people, going to places I’ve never been before, and learning 
something new. Without changes, life can be too dull and monotonous. 
  
My two daughters are quite the opposite when it comes to changes. One tends to find comfort 
in the continuity with the past; the other usually can’t wait until the next new chapter in her 
life. Most of us dwell either slightly more in the past or the future, but none of us can live 
exclusively in the old or the new. We are happiest when connected to both the past and the 
future. The reality is that there is no such thing as the permanent present. The present is 
constantly in flux. 
  
Amid all our changes is our God. God helps us in the complicated changes in life, brings positive 
changes for us, and gives us the wisdom as to when to change shoes in life. 
  
Of all the changes we go through in life, a spiritual transformation is one of the most significant. 
Paul witnesses in his second letter to the Corinthians that there is a new creation for anyone in 
Christ. Paul writes that we move from the old self to the new self through Christ in another 
letter. 
 
The old never goes away completely, though. Good or bad, the old self is part of the new self. 
The new creation in Christ includes reconciliation with the past. What does this new creation 
look like for you? 
  



May this Lenten journey be a spiritual transformation through which you are found anew in 
Christ. 
  
Prayer 
  
Dear God, 
Help me find your grace in embracing the old and the new in life. Amen. 
  
  
DAY 5 
A HIDDEN SPRING 
  
Scripture 
Hebrews 11:1 
  
Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 
  
Thought of the Day 
  
I once saw a photo of a street sign that said “Greenstreets.” There was nothing too striking 
about the sign itself, except it was half-buried in all-white snow! Underneath the photo was the 
title: Have Faith. 
  
It does take faith to believe that there’s a vibrant spring emerging underneath a foot of snow. I 
don’t know much about botany, but I sometimes hear that snow is needed for life to grow. A 
theory is that snow works as an excellent insulator, as it protects the soil from freezing too hard 
by keeping the earth’s heat. So, according to this theory, the more snow there is, the better the 
spring will be. The perennials will be lusher. The flowers will be more prominent. The birds will 
be happier. Perhaps a hard winter does make a good spring. 
  
The winter can be challenging with windy conditions, sub-zero-degree temperatures, and 
snowstorms. However, even though we cannot see spring, just dreaming about it sometimes 
seems to help us enjoy our winter days a little better. 
      
When life’s icy conditions strike us harshly, our spirits may become frozen, unable to sense 
God’s presence. Our biblical ancestors certainly knew what it was like to be in the winter of 
faith: How long must I bear pain in my soul and have sorrow in my heart all day long? (Psalm 
13:2) At the same time, we are also assured of having faith in the unseen in life’s 
challenges: Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen 
(Hebrews 11:1). 
  
Lent is a time in our spiritual life when we voluntarily and consciously walk into the night of our 
soul. Lent invites us to open our hearts to find light in the darkness, grace in tears, flowers in 
the snow. 



  
Have faith! 
      
Prayer 
  
Dear God, thank you for the hidden spring every winter. Amen. 
  
  
Day 6 
CREATIVITY: JESUS’ AND OURS 
  
Scripture 
Mark 2:23-28 
  
One sabbath, he was going through the grainfields; and as they made their way his disciples 
began to pluck heads of grain. The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not 
lawful on the sabbath?” And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he 
and his companions were hungry and in need of food? He entered the house of God, when 
Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but 
the priests to eat, and he gave some to his companions.” Then he said to them, “The sabbath 
was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of 
the sabbath.” 
  
Thought of the Day 
  
I once went to a most unconventional concert at Ravinia Music Festival in Highland Park. Dan 
Tepfer, a young pianist, born in Paris to American parents, performed both Bach and Jazz in one 
concert! Bach’s Goldberg Variations, comprised of an aria and 30 variations, is considered one 
of the most challenging scores to play. This artist performed Bach impeccably (to my amateur 
ears) and improvised the aria and each variation with such a modern and jazzy interpretation. It 
was delightfully mesmerizing. There was no single dull moment during this performance. 
  
We may call it a fusion style – combining two or more elements that are not traditionally 
together. For example, in a fusion sushi restaurant, we may enjoy a Japanese tuna roll mixed 
with American mayonnaise with a hint of Mexican hot sauce in the ambiance of a French bistro. 
Fusion styles have become more popular and prominent in recent decades in food and in many 
other areas ranging from fashion to art, the health industry, and philosophy. There also is 
beauty in maintaining tradition in its purest form. Yet, sometimes, fusion is just how it evolves. I 
like visiting Korea because, in addition to spending time with my family and friends, I enjoy 
being in a place where ancient palaces and modern skyscrapers strangely coexist. 
  
In his book Truth and Method, Hans-Georg Gadamer writes about the “fusion of horizons” as a 
gift in humanity. Each person brings their own life’s history and experience, or horizon. In 
encounters with others, our horizons grow and expand. In ministry, the idea of fusion has been 



in place from the beginning. Early Christians certainly knew how to juggle between different 
cultures and traditions. Paul may be considered a pioneer in cross-cultural ministry in his 
relentless efforts to bring the gospel to the so-called Gentile world. The New Testament shows 
various fusions of Hebrew and Hellenistic ideas. 
  
Jesus sincerely appreciated his tradition but was not bound by it. We know that he was well 
educated in Hebrew Scriptures from his teachings. Yet he was often in conflict with religious 
leaders of his time because they had different interpretations of the tradition. Jesus’ approach 
to honor both traditions and changing needs is crystallized in his words: the Sabbath was made 
for humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath. 
  
I am thankful that Jesus showed a model of innovative thinking and lifestyle. He was creative in 
interpreting the laws, unconventional human relationships, imaginative in speaking, and 
liberated in pursuing God’s will. 
      
What are the ways you can bring innovation into your life? Whenever you do something 
creative, remember that you have the support of the cloud of witnesses who have gone before 
you. 
  
May this Lent renew your creative energy and lead you to meaningful fusions in faith. 
  
Prayer 
  
Dear God, 
Inspire me to be creative, innovative, and liberated, as Jesus was. Amen. 
  
  
Day 7 
JESUS’ PRAYER 
  
Scripture 
Mark 14:36 
  
[Jesus] said, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not 
what I want, but what you want.” 
  
Thought of the Day 
  
What is prayer? For some, it is talking to God. For others, it is listening to God. For many, it is 
having a conversation with God. 
  
One of my favorite descriptions of prayer is “wandering into the unknown,” as Henri Nouwen 
writes in his book The Way of the Heart. We talk to God, but we may question if God is 
listening. We may spend what seems to be a long time in silence, trying to listen to God, 



without getting a clue of what God wants for us. Prayer can be frustrating, as there often seems 
no clear outcome. In our goal-oriented culture, it is hard to enjoy wandering. 
  
We sometimes talk of prayers being answered or unanswered. I am wondering if such 
categories are always helpful. For example, suppose many are praying to get the same job and 
work very hard to prepare everything needed to get the position. But there is only one job 
opening. An answered prayer for one may mean an unanswered prayer for many. Perhaps our 
prayers are both answered and unanswered in ways we don't fully comprehend, and we need 
to trust that they will always be answered according to God’s way and in God’s time. 
  
Jesus’ prayer in the garden of Gethsemane the night before his death reveals a deep trust in 
God. Anticipating “the cup of suffering,” Jesus asks God to remove it but adds what might be 
one of the most challenging prayers we must learn: yet, not what I want, but what you want. 
  
Take the challenge today to wander into the unknown, the great mystery of God.  
  
PRAYER 
  
Dear God, 
Help me learn from Jesus to pray for your will in my life and the world. Amen. 
  
  
Day 8 
WINNERS AND LOSERS 
  
Scripture 
Matthew 16:25 
  
For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will 
find it. 
  
Thought of the Day 
  
In his book Your Living Compass, Scott Stoner shares an experience he had in New York City. He 
walked over to observe some games played by the locals at Washington Square Park. A 
homeless man there invited him to play a game with him. Being an avid chess player, Stoner 
was delighted at this invitation and thought he could easily win the game. As the game went 
back and forth for a long time, however, he realized that he was in the presence of a brilliant 
chess player! 
  
Losing this game taught him essential lessons on making good chess moves and living more fully 
and gracefully, Stoner says. 
  



None of us would like to be a loser in life. I don’t like competitions, and I want to think it’s 
because I am too humble to enjoy winning over others. But the truth is – 
I avoid competitions because I don’t like facing the possibility of losing. 
  
Our culture often says, as recognized in a popular song, that “the winner takes it all.” We are 
sometimes compelled to strive to win in many aspects of life – finance, occupation, education, 
or even love. But is life really like a game in which we either win or lose? 
  
Jesus teaches that losing and winning - or losing and finding - are not necessarily dichotomous 
when it comes to life. We find life by losing it. We may learn something new through our 
failures. We may gain deeper perspectives of life through our mistakes. We may win and lose at 
the same time. It’s different from our popular win/win approach, in which everybody wins. 
Losses, failures, and mistakes do happen, and Jesus invites us to find life in the midst of them. 
  
Through his experience of losing a chess game, Stoner found a teacher in life. What have you 
found in your losses? 
  
Prayer 
 
Dear God, guide me to learn something new from all I experience today. Amen. 
  
 


