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“Dust thou art and unto dust thou shalt return.” These words, marked on our foreheads with 
ashes in the shape of the cross echo language from the funeral liturgy, “Ashes to ashes and dust 
to dust.” This holy season of Lent begins with a vivid reminder of death. 
 
Death is one of the primary themes of Lent. Each of us will die. None of us gets out of here alive. 
A friend told me that he thinks Ash Wednesday is the most honest service of the church year. It 
is fitting that Ash Wednesday is preceded by the wild celebration of Mardi Gras. During Mardi 
Gras, we indulge, party, cavort and sometimes even wear masks. And, today, we take our masks 
off as we are reminded of – indeed confronted with – the fact that we are dust. 
 
A second primary theme of Lent is repentance, commonly understood to mean repenting of our 
sins. The reality of death and the need for repentance go hand-in-hand for us. 
 
The themes of death and repentance are powerful forces in the collective Christian psyche. They 
have been for a long time. Death and repentance as themes of Ash Wednesday and Lent are 
central to our faith because they are about how we will live our lives here and now. We begin the 
journey of this holy season in ashes; a journey that will lead us through death to the new fires of 
resurrection. It is a season about dying and rising with Christ. That is what the journey of Lent is 
all about. 
 
That journey intrinsically involves repentance. But repentance is not primarily about feeling 
guilty about our sins, or about doing penance (think of the common practice of “giving up” 
something during Lent – whether meat or chocolate or alcohol or shopping, and so forth). The 
biblical meanings of repenting are primarily twofold. On the one hand, it means to “return” to 
God, to “reconnect” with God. On the other hand, it means “to go beyond the mind that we 
have” – to push beyond our limited perspectives, our biases and attitudes in order to grow and 
deepen our faith; to realize the persons that God created us to be.  
 
The result: dying to an old way of seeing and being and living and identity, and being born, 
raised, into a new way of seeing and being and living and identity. Ash Wednesday, as we are 
marked for death, is the annual ritual enactment of the beginning of that journey which will 
ultimately lead us to the warm of the Easter fire; of our return to God. Amen. 
 


