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Homily for Ash Wednesday Year A 2020 
The End of the Beginning . . . 

 
 
There are so many paradoxes that  
are part of Ash Wednesday. 
For instance, we pray that we will be washed clean  
while we dirty up our faces with ashes. 
One of the other paradoxes that has always struck me  
about Ash Wednesday is that we begin 
the Season of Lent by remembering the end. 
It’s not, however, just any ending, a generic ending. 
It is your ending 
and my ending 
that mark the beginning of this new season 
and that we call to mind on this day. 
Remember that you are dust 
and to dust you shall return. 
 
Those words are the hinge between—if you will— 
a dusty beginning – 
Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground 
(as we read in Genesis chapter 2), 
and a dusty ending – 
earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust— 
words that are spoken at our graveside 
found on page 284 of our hymnal— 
they are also the words that God speaks to Adam and Eve, 
reminding them of their mortality. 
 
 
 



 2 

We can talk about our beginning— 
where it happened, 
when it happened, 
who was there. 
 
But about our ending— 
When it will happen, 
where it will happen, 
how it will happen, 
who will be there – 
that we don’t know. 
None of us do. 
We can’t know. 
And yet . . . this I know— 
the reality of our ending is always before us. 
Remember that you are dust 
and to dust you shall return. 
 
Today we mark ourselves with a word of truth— 
the ashes of mortality . . . our actual finiteness 
but also confess the sinful limitations we place on our lives 
by storing up treasures for ourselves on earth. 
 
A long time ago, I remember a pastor saying 
that it was a blessing to him when he realized that 
people were not spending nearly the amount of time  
thinking about him  
as he was spending thinking about them thinking about him 
and wondering what they saw when they looked at him, 
what they said about him, 
and what they thought about him. 
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Perhaps, like me, you understand. You get it. 
 
What I understood was that while he was confessing 
a truth about himself . . . he was saying something true about my 
own life . . . about many of us. 
We so often become so invested in being validated, 
approved of, and recognized by others. 
In the language of today’s gospel, 
we are investing in earthly treasures, 
and with every investment we are unmaking ourselves, 
and recreating ourselves in the image and likeness of all those 
others. 
I got what he was saying. 
I think you do too. 
 
Haven’t there been times when you desperately wanted and 
worked hard for the recognition and approval of others? 
When we have lost ourselves to the opinions of others? 
How much time have you and I spent wondering what others are 
saying or thinking about us, 
wondering what they see when they look at us? 
And this self-consciousness is every bit as true of us 
as the church, a congregation, as it is about us individually. 
We invest too much in our “likeability.” 
 
We all come to that place in our lives at one time or another— 
perhaps many times throughout our lives. 
As usual though it’s not really about the other people, 
it’s actually about us. 
We look at our life and ask, “What have I done with my life?” 
We want to know if we are enough. 
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We’ve experienced our own fragility— 
our mortality—our dustiness— 
and we want some security. 
We’re not sure who we are and we want others to tell us. 
We’ve lost the connection to the  
original goodness of our creation,  
the transfiguring presence of God. 
All we can see is the surface—how things “appear” to others. 
 

When that happens, life is diminished for us and even for others. 
We turn to things and others, seeking more than they give us; 
we set ourselves against others with judgment, comparison, 
competition, envy, and jealousy. 
We have, as Jesus says, received our reward . . . 
But it’s not a reward we really want. 
And it’s certainly not the one God wants to give us. 
 
Everything in the gospel for today suggests we too easily and 
quickly seek and settle for less than what God desires for us. 
Over and over again, Jesus tells us not to seek our validation, 
recognition, and identity from others, from the world  
but from God. 
 
I’m not saying that what others think or say doesn’t matter, 
rather, that they are earthly—temporal—treasures  
that cannot last and, in the end, do not change us, 
our mortality, or the fragility of our life. 
Yesterday’s praise can quickly become today’s condemnation. 
Today’s recognition and adulation give way to tomorrow’s 
question, “What have you done for me lately?” 
To be sure, it’s not us who changed, 
but the whim and opinion of the others, of the world. 
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Others—the world—simply cannot give us the life we want. 
It’s not theirs to give. 
 
Our live is not found in or determined  
by their recognition or approval. 
Oddly and ironically enough, 
it is found in recognizing and accepting our own—and the 
others’—mortality, 
the very thing we seek to escape through praise, 
approval, 
and recognition in the world. 
Ash Wednesday holds the truth we need before us. 
 
Today we not only face our mortality, 
we mark ourselves with the ashes of mortality. 
Just stop and think a moment about what we are doing. 
This year’s ashes were last year’s palms. 
We carried them in celebration and triumph last year 
on Palm Sunday. 
They were once green and supple, 
a sign of life and victory. 
Then they became dry, brittle, and brown. 
Today they are the ash, the remnants, the remains  
from the fire of change. 
 
That’s not just about the liturgy for this day— 
it’s about our lives. 
It’s a reminder that our past accomplishments, 
successes, triumphs will fade, grow old, and . . . become ashes. 
The voices of praise will one day grow silent. 
These earthly treasures will, in Jesus’ words, 
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be consumed by rust, eaten by moths, stolen by thieves. 
Yesterday’s palms are today’s ashes. 
 
The ashes of our mortality are not, however, the end. 
They are the beginning of a new story and the way forward. 
They open us to the life of God in Christ, 
a life others cannot give us and we cannot give ourselves. 
Until we know ourselves as mortal,  
we have no need of the Immortal One. 
And until we know our lives and ourselves to be connected 
and linked to the eternal life and presence of God, 
we will always demand that the world give us its recognition 
for what we think we have done or possess. 
 
Marked with the ashes of our mortality, 
we are freed to become more fully alive. 
Because here’s the thing . . . 
the season of Lent is not about escaping our humanity 
but the freedom to become more fully human. 
And begins with facing and claiming our mortality 
and the fragility of our lives. 
What if we claim our mortality more fully so that 
life before death is really what Lent is all about. 
 
What if life before death is really  
what the ashes of mortality are pointing us to? 
 
What does life before death mean for and offer you? 
 
Yes, life is defined, limited, and bounded by death, 
but life is not diminished or negated but death. 
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No, it intensifies the gift and potential and purpose of life. 
Mortality is what gives life it’s vitality. 
 
What if we thought about it like this. 
Death is the frame around the picture of our life. 
It holds before us what is. 
It focuses our attention. 
It intensifies and prioritizes what really matters. 
That this life –because it does not last forever— 
means that every moment is precious and priceless. 
 
The question behind today’s ashes  
is not whether you and I will die, 
or what we will “give up” or “take up” for Lent, 
or how to improve ourselves. 
The question is will we fully live before we die? 
And whether we will help others to fully live before they die. 
 
In just a few moments from now, 
when you hear these words— 
Remember that you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return 
let them be a reminder that the love of God in Christ 
wants you to have life, 
and life abundantly . . .  
not just in eternity, 
but here and now, 
for your sake and for the sake of the world. 
Remember, too, that because of the love of God in Christ, 
you are more than dust. 
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