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Sermon for Ash Wednesday Year B 2021 
Now is the Day of Salvation 

 
“What’s the difference between a flute and a stick in the mud?” 
the pastor asked her congregation. 
“The stick in the mud is full of itself. 
The flute has been emptied of itself so it can make music.” 
An interesting and good image for Shrove Tuesday and Ash Wednesday. 
 
The origins of Shrove or “Fat” Tuesday have everything to do with what 
happens the day after when Christians around the world celebrate  
Ash Wednesday—the kick-off to the season of Lent, 
the 40 days before Easter. 
Traditionally Lent is a season of fasting— 
giving up food or luxuries or vices—and 
repentance—which begins by “rethinking” things but which really 
means to do life differently. 
And so before the fasting there was feasting. 
Ages ago, people would spend Shrove Tuesday eating up all the food 
and even drink that would go bad during the season of fasting, 
especially in the days before refrigeration. 
 
Really if you stop and think about it, what relevance does any of that 
really have for us—especially in a pandemic when, quite frankly, 
most of us are saying—haven’t we given up a lot already? 
Frankly, in some ways, this has felt like a yearlong Lent. 
Everybody is just so ready for this to be done. 
We may be feeling that right now we need more  
Mardi Gras and Shrove Tuesday reveling and feasting  
than the somber fasting of Ash Wednesday and Lent. 
 
And yet . . . Ash Wednesday and the season of Lent once again are here. 
Perhaps, Ash Wednesday, in particular feels more important and 
meaningful this year . . . as we are once again confronted with ashes 
as a symbol of mortality and the honesty of facing death. 
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A time when our mortality and limits are confronting us. 
 
The preciousness of life is found in its fragility and mortality. 
Life is short and uncertain. 
There are no guarantees. 
The future is unforeseeable. 
As poet Mary Oliver writes in her poem, “The Summer Day,” 
everything die[s] at last, and too soon. 
Most of us know about the “too soon” of death. 
That does not, however, negate the value and beauty of life. 
No . . . it intensifies them. 
It makes life even more precious. 
Everything and everyone matter. 
Nothing and no one are to be taken for granted. 
Not a minute of time is to be wasted or wished away. 
 
This intensification of life and its preciousness get revealed in the things 
we are most passionate about— 
in the people we love and those who love us— 
in the things that give us meaning, offer us hope, and 
bring us the courage to live boldly, freely. 
We could call them sacraments of preciousness. 
They are people, circumstances, and things to which we will give all that 
we are and all that we have. 
We pour ourselves, time, and money into them and there is no buyer’s 
remorse. 
 
The preciousness of life means that each of us is of infinite value. 
Do we see and believe this not just ourselves but about others? 
Or are we devaluing ourselves and others? 
We are the treasure chests that hold God’s heart. 
Perhaps this Lent is a good time to divest yourself of everything that 
diminishes your preciousness and the preciousness of others. 
How would your life be different if you lived from a place of 
preciousness? 
If you saw others as precious? 
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Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. 
 

When we think on these words of Ash Wednesday— 
be mindful that the scientists have learned  
that we are of the same dust as stars— 
remember you are stardust and to stardust you shall return 
 

So here is another way of looking at Lent, that puts forth a way of 
keeping Lent that improves our relationships with others, 
with the earth and all living things, with ourselves and with God 
 

Fast from judgment . . . .  feast on compassion 
Fast from greed . . .       feast on sharing 
Fast from scarcity . . .       feast on abundance 
Fast from fear . . .        feast on peace 
Fast from lies . . .              feast on truth 
Fast from gossip . . .         feast on praise 
Fast from anxiety              feast on patience 
Fast from evil . . .              feast on kindness 
Fast from apathy . . .         feast on gratitude 
Fast from noise . . .           feast on silence 
Fast from discouragement feast on hope 
Fast from hatred           feast on love 
Fast from anger . . .   feast on joy 
Fast from holding grudges feast on forgiveness 
 

What will be your fast? What will be your feast? 
What will you put down? What will you take up? 
 

So, don’t think so much about Lent as the life we have already lived. 
What if Lent is really about the life yet to be lived? 
What if we gave more attention to where we are going  
from this time onward instead of where we have been? 
What if the words remember you are dust and to dust you shall return 
are really about the urgency of reclaiming and treasuring  
the precious gift of our life and the lives of others?   
What if this Lent we repent by “doing life” differently, by cherishing it? 
Because as St. Paul has told us:  
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See, now is the accept able time; see, now is the day of salvation! 


