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I 
 Ash Wednesday is one of the most meaningful days of the Christian Year.  It marks the 
beginning of forty days of preparing for God’s great gift in Christ, his dying on the cross, and his 
rising from the tomb.  
 

 It is a day that is hard and bitter, honest and healing, telling us inconvenient truths.    We 
have ashes placed on our forehead and are told by someone, “Remember that you are dust, and to 
dust you shall return.” Even as that verse in Genesis tells us, God speaking to Adam and Eve 
after they have violated God’s command, eaten of forbidden fruit and been banished from the 
Garden, now to live a life of toil and trouble for a limited time span on earth before they return to 
what they were- dust.  “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”   
 
 Ash Wednesday is an invitation to us to get off the merry-go-round of our frantic search 
for significance, our rushing to do and accomplish, take care of the kids, work diligently hard at 
our jobs, study hard at school, keep up with what’s going on in the world and in our 
neighborhood.  Get off our modern “denial of death” fantasies and face our mortality.  We are 
human, we have these limited lives in these limited places for limited time.  We are all going to 
die.   However much we grow and progress in education and careers and family life, all of us one 
day will face our final day on earth alone. And we will die.  As the funeral liturgy reminds us,  
 

“You only (O Lord) are immortal, the creator and maker of all.  We are mortal, formed of 
the earth, and to earth shall we return.  This you ordained when you created us, saying, 
‘You are dust, and to dust you shall return.’  All of us go down to the dust;”i 

 
 Dante Alighieri expressed our human predicament and our need in his Divine Comedy.  
 

 “Midway along the journey of our life, I woke to find myself in a dark wood,  
for I had wandered off the straight path.”ii 

 
 On Ash Wednesday we confront how we have wandered, we face the core of our sin as 

we pray this massive most comprehensive of all the year confession, the Litany of Penitence.  
“We confess our past unfaithfulness, the pride, hypocrisy, and impatience of our lives. Our self-
indulgent appetites and ways and our exploitation of other people, Our anger and our envy, our 
intemperate love of worldly goods and comforts,” and on and on and on.   
 

II 
 Friends, this is who we are, sinners, in need of grace. Sinners who come here and 
acknowledge our sinfulness and our need for God’s forgiveness.  It was John Calvin who said, 
“Man’s nature is a perpetual factory of idols.”  The Israelites in the wilderness said, while Moses 
was on the mountaintop receiving the Ten Commandments, “We do not know what has become 
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of this Moses; make us gods who may go before us.”iii  Give us idols. As T.S. Eliot writes of our 
modern world, “The Church disowned, the tower overthrown, the bells up turned. But stand with 
empty hands and palms turned upward in an age which advances progressively backwards? 
 
 In the Wilderness the Israelites, in our text from Numbers, are growing restless at the 
hardships they are facing.   Lacking water, they stir up a rebellion against Moses and his brother 
Aaron, with their selective memory of the glories of slavery!   
 

“Why have you brought us up out of Egypt, to bring us to this wretched place? It is no 
place for grain, or figs, or vines, or pomegranates; and there is no water to drink”iv 

 
 Isn’t that the way we sometimes approach God and our Christian leaders, why have you 
called us to step out of what is familiar, the way we’ve always done it, calling us to take new 
steps of faith, to go beyond the Sunday School lessons we remember from way back when?   
 

Why are you showing us the face of suffering in Ukraine and the Mexico- U.S. border, 
and gun violence in North Birmingham, why bring up the bitter lives so many endure, in Turkey 
and Syria and Pakistan and Haiti?  Leave us in our comfortable Western Culture middle class 
slavery.   
 
 But Ash Wednesday, with its call to “repent, sound the alarm, tremble, sanctify a fast,” 
says, no, we must come get off the merry-go-round, face the facts of our mortality, and confess 
our sins.  As Craig Barnes writes 
 

“To confess is to admit the hopelessness of our situation.  Hell is where we have 
descended when we realize we will never manage our way out of the dark wood, for the 
only way we have been able to manage sin is with more sin.” 

 
 Sin is not something we can manage but only something, part of our nature we can 
confess, repent of, and turn to God for mercy, trusting the power of a grace that precedes our sin.  
 We do not confess in order to receive forgiveness.  We confess our sin because God in Christ 
has already forgiven us and now we can receive his grace and enjoy it.   

 
Our chief end is remembering to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. “Glory be to the 

Father, and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit,” we sing.    Repentance means to make a change 
and turn in a new direction. 

 
Yes, the funeral commendation does call to mind dust, “You are dust and to dust you 

shall return.”  But it continues,  
 
“All of us go down to the dust; yet even at the grave we make our song:  in the sure hope 
of resurrection through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
 
Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.   Give rest, O Christ to your servant with all your saints, where 
there is neither pain nor sorrow nor sighing, but life everlasting.”v 
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III 
 Lent invites us, come spend the next forty days living in a different way.    It took the 

Israelites 40 years in the wilderness to learn what God needed them to do to trust and believe in 
him and rely solely on him.  It took Jesus 40 days in the wilderness to ward off the temptations 
of the devil.  Won’t you take 40 days to move in God’s direction for your life?   

 
Lent invites us to enter the great drama of God’s purpose for our lives.    These immense 

events that lie before us in Passion Week when Jesus enters Jerusalem to do the things God sent 
him to earth to do.  To acknowledge, (John Calvin again), that  

 
“Our hope is in no other save in Thee;  
Our faith is built upon Thy promise free;  

 Lord, give us peace, and make us calm and sure,  
That in Thy strength we evermore endure.” 
 
When Israel rose up against Moses and Aaron, the two of them turned to God in 

desperation, 
 

“They fell on their faces, and the glory of the Lord appeared to them.”  God met them at their 
point of need and told Moses to take his staff before the whole congregation, and command the 
rock before their eyes to gush forth with water.   “Thus, you shall bring water out of the rock for 
them; thus, you shall provide drink for the congregation and their livestock.”  Moses did this, 
striking the rock twice with his staff and water flowed out abundantly, and the congregation and 
their livestock drank.   
 
 During Lent, we are invited to undertake a series of disciplines, and, as Jesus says in his 
Sermon on the Mount, to undertake these without show but in secret.   

 
-Pray, enter more deeply into the presence of the Father.   
-Give alms, offer assistance to those in need,  
it may be to earthquake victims in Turkey or in Syria,  
-it may be to those suffering in lands like Haiti or South Sudan or Kenya through our 
Witness Season currently underway.  
-Fast, give up something.  Fasting is a classic pattern of depriving ourselves of                                                                              
food, a little pleasure, alcohol, dessert, whatever, but something you enjoy that you may 
fill that void with God, and then take on something for God.  

 
 Lent offers us 40 days to get into better shape spiritually. Think of it as baseball spring 
training.  The way bases ball players are at their best in the actual season is to use these weeks of 
spring to work out diligently.  Do your life differently for this 40-day season.  Turn meaningless 
wandering into a purposeful pilgrimage. 
 
  Tonight, Ash Wednesday- begin the journey.  Undertake the training.  Practice the 
Disciplines.  Tonight, receive the sign of both our mortality, Ashes, “Remember that you are 
dust, and to dust you shall return.  And receive the sign of your deliverance from your mortality, 
your salvation. “This is my Body, broken for you.  This is my Blood shed for you.” 
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“See the streams of living waters, springing from eternal love, Well supply thy sons and 
vidaughters and all fear of want remove.  Who can faint while such a river Ever flows 
their thirst to assuage?  Grace, which like the Lord the giver, never fails from age to age.” 
 
Amen. 

 

i Book of Common Worship, PCUSA, p. 925 
ii M. Craig Barnes, Searching for Home, p.19 
iii Ex. 32:1 
iv Num. 20:5 
v Book of Common Worship, PCUSA, p. 925 
vi “Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken,” The Presbyterian Hymnal,  p 446 

                                                      


