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The Good News in the Ashes 

Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. (BCP, 265) 

I was walking around the sanctuary yesterday now that the scaffolding is down. It is 
a magnificent church, isn’t it? 

On a Sunday morning, immersed in the brightness and grandeur of this hymn of 
praise to the Almighty, it’s easy to avoid the shadow places where sin hides. 

I also noticed all the many names set in wood and brass and stone and glass. Dead 
people all. Yet, with such touching memorials, it’s easy to soft-shoe the painful 
inevitability of our mortality. 

On Ash Wednesday, it’s hard to avoid the shadow places and ignore the inevitability 
of death. 

Today, we “lament our sins and acknowledge our wretchedness.” (Collect) We hear Jesus 
warn against perhaps the most damaging of sins, prideful false piety. And we will 
have the opportunity to take a detailed inventory of all our sins in the Litany of 
Penitence. No escaping the shadow places of sin today. 

With the imposition of ashes, we act out God’s admonition of mortality to Adam and 
Eve at the Fall. 

By the sweat of your face 
    you shall eat bread 
until you return to the ground, 
    for out of it you were taken; 
you are dust, 
    and to dust you shall return. (Gen 3:19) 

No escaping death today. 

But even on Ash Wednesday, especially on Ash Wednesday, we remain a Gospel 
people. And there is Good News in the ashes. 

When we acknowledge we are “formed from the dust of the ground” (Gen 2:7), we are 
acknowledging that we are, as the psalmist says, “fearfully and wonderfully 
made.” (Psalm 139:14) Imagine…molded from dirt into the image of the God of love! 
Our grandeur far outshines any church built by human hands. 

Yet we often fail to recognize our contingent nature. We seem to think that somehow 
we made our magnificent selves, when in fact, we are creatures, utterly dependent on 
the Creator. Moment by moment, God breathes life into us. Not the other way round. 

And yes, we will return to dust. This knowledge of our mortality is really a gift. 

The sure knowledge we will die frees us from the slavery of laboring after the 
illusions of this world. Power, wealth, making sure our names get carved in marble. 
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For even the marble will one day crumble into dust. We are able to die to all this 
when we realize that death itself will not be cheated. 

The sure knowledge we will die liberates us to be who we were wonderfully made to 
be. God is love. As God’s children, we are made by and for love. This is our true life, 
our eternal life as God’s children of love. 

I once heard a priest send her congregation forth with the exhortation “Life is short. 
Be swift to love!” 

The love of God working in and through us transforms our mortal lives into new, 
eternal lives in Christ. Just before the passage we heard today, Paul says, “So if anyone 
is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17) 

The cross redeems the ashes of our wretchedness. 

The cross of ashes on our forehead is a sign that we have been claimed by Love for 
Love for ever. 

By grace, let us come forward with penitent hearts to be marked with God’s mercy 
and forgiveness. To be called into God’s eternal love. And by grace may we enter into 
Lent seeking to be new creation for a world that is passing away.
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