
Ash Wednesday –
February 17, 2010
Why do we bother coming together (this morning) tonight smearing ashes on our foreheads?  Why do we gather and remember what we are on this cold winter (day) night?

Well - the answer is that while we gather to remember who we are, we also gather to remember who God is - and what God has done for us in and through Jesus.  We gather - because - all other factors are not equal.  God has given us a way out of our plight of "ashes to ashes, dust to dust".   It is the way of the Cross.   
The death of Jesus was God's way of placing a sign of infinite value upon that which would otherwise be worthless.  (This morning) Tonight it is for us to know and realize that God has chosen to give us some other life than that which leads to the dust heap and the ash pit.  

And all that God asks of us in this is that we accept his mercy, that we remember we are sinners, and repent and believe in his Son.  And he asks us too that we try to practice a piety that is based on his love - instead of being motivated by thoughts of human praise or reward, that we try to show a righteousness that is based on His goodness  - instead of being motivated by thoughts of demonstrating  our virtue.

God has committed himself to us - and given to us a sign of that commitment - the cross.  Tonight we come to take upon ourselves that sign - we come to commit ourselves to God and the way that his Son has shown us.  

So (this morning) tonight we will hear -
‘Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return’ as our foreheads are marked with the sign of the cross.  What an odd phrase this is but it is the truth.  We are nothing but dust; dust that God gathered together off the ground and formed into a human being.  

Dust is an annoyance – it covers our tabletops and pictures, our lampshades and computer screens.  There is nothing pretty about dust.  

We are dust and to dust we shall return.

The ashes used on Ash Wednesday represent the dust of our lives.

The ashes we use today are the ashes of the palms we burned last night after our Mardi Gras celebration.  These same palms were the ones we blessed and used last Palm/ Passion Sunday as we welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem at the beginning of Holy Week.   
These ashes symbolize our lives shared together over the past year, our moments of joy and are moments of deepest sorrow.  These ashes reflect our lives from beginning to end.  They tie together the ride into Jerusalem and the cross.  These ashes are the connection point, both the beginning and the end.  The beginning of creation, of Lent, of the journey to the cross; and the end in the palms of Passion Sunday, and our final resting point. 

We are created out of the dust of the earth and we will return to the dust of the earth in the end.   

We are mortal.  We are all on the same journey.  

Placing and receiving ashes on foreheads is a very moving experience for me.  The first time I did it was an extremely powerful moment for me, and overwhelming moment in truth, a moment that brought tears to my eyes.   For the first time ever I understood that we are truly formed of the dust of the earth; that ultimately our physical bodies turn back to the dust of the earth.  But our spiritual bodies move on.  This is the hope we receive from Christ; from the Light of the resurrection.  

Ash Wednesday is the connection point between us and God, between life and death, between God and our journey here on earth.  
Ash Wednesday is the beginning of Lent – 40 days, plus Sundays, set aside to stop, step outside of the normal routine and examine our lives and look for ways to change our daily living and deepen our connection with God.  By changing our patterns during these forty days - by fasting, praying and studying - we examine our lives in new ways.  We shed light on those dark places in our lives, places that control us.  Those places maybe where we eat too much chocolate (is that possible), we have unfulfilled dreams, disappointments and failures in our lives, addictions to conquer, etc.  Places that get in the way of our relationship with God and with each other.  We present these places, these things, to God through our prayer, our study and our fasting, asking God to open our hearts to them, asking God to carry them for us and to ultimately change our life patterns so that they no longer control us, no longer are dark places in our lives.      
Ash Wednesday is the beginning of our Lenten journey, the beginning of the recognition of the darkness that surrounds us and the beginning of the movement toward the light, toward the resurrection.

Lent offers us a time of quiet – a time in our busy crazy world to step back          and to reevaluate our priorities.  Lent is the time where we can focus on that fact that we are made of dust and that we will return to dust.  We are nothing … but we are everything.  We are formed out of nothing, dust, but God breathed into our nostrils and we live.  

We live knowing that God loves us for who we are – because we are made in God image.  

Remember that you are dust – God’s precious dust, molded by God, and formed in the womb by a loving God.

Ash Wednesday reminds us that we are precious dust – dust that is beloved by God.

Amen.   
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