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A mediation by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski for the Ash Wednesday Liturgy --- February 21, 2007

Year C:  Joel 2:1-2, 12-17; Psalm 51; 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21

The season of Lent is a serious and sober time; a time for introspection, reflection, repentance, and reparation.  And we begin Lent, as we always do, with the imposition of ashes and the Ash Wednesday reminder: 
Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.

Those are the familiar and sometimes uncomfortable words of Ash Wednesday (from Genesis 3:19).  AS we hear those words, we might think of funeral services when we’ve heard similar words:  Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  We don’t talk about ashes often but when we do so in church, it is always bears some reminder of our mortality.  
The season of Lent is a time when we especially remember that we are mortal and that we need to repent but this is not a time to obsess on memories of past sins – be they big or small.  This is a time for us as individuals, as all-too-human individuals who do make mistakes, to remember our transgressions and to repent; to spend time reflecting on the wrongs we have done and looking for ways to make changes in our behavior and finding ways to make amends for any hurt or harm we have done to anyone.  And as we reflect on the past and look at our past mistakes, we are simply called to be honest with ourselves – no more, no less – and definitely not called to beat ourselves up!
So we don’t get caught up in just the self-examination part of the Lenten discipline and to help us find was to repent, Jesus stands before us today reminding us to give alms, pray, and fast – and to do so with humility.  When Jesus calls us to be humble, it’s not a call to be self-effacing but a call to recognize that we are all equals who share a common origin.  Humility is about acting without consideration of praise or thanks.  The root of the word humility is humus, from the Latin word meaning earth, dirt.  Being humble implies our acceptance that all of us are equal which is the real core message of the Ash Wednesday liturgy:  
Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.  

Those words remind us that we are all equally human, we have been given life from the same God, and we are all equally prone to failings and as we remember our shortcomings, our sins we must atone and find ways to change.  We should be giving alms, praying, and fasting not just because we remember that we are finite and our time on earth is limited or because we are bad people but because we remember that each and every one of us is made in the image and likeness of God.  Each and every one of us is a loved, forgiven, and redeemed child of God.
During Lent we are especially reminded of the need to pray because that prayer is our primary means of relationship with God.  We are called to give alms (perform acts of mercy) because giving and doing for others forms the core of a compassionate relationship with others and these acts are visible sign of hope in a broken world.  We are called to fast as a means of introspection through self-denial – not for self-abasement.  Fasting is meant to heighten our self-awareness and focus on what we need not on what we want so that we can avoid falling prey to the call to be greedy.
(
Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return.

Lent is an intensely personal time to remember our own failings; it’s a time to remember, to repent, to change, to make amends – it is also a time to remember the Good News of salvation.
Soon after we have been marked with ashes we will gather around the table and we will celebrate the Liturgy of the Eucharist when we remember what God, in the person of Jesus, has done for us.  And we are reminded that each of us are forgiven and redeemed children of the living and eternal God.  And we remember the good things that were done for us and good things we have done for others and we give thanks.
We come here today as a community to remember and to be part of a service of worship and thanksgiving where we do more than piously sit back in admiration and awe at the wonder of God.  We come together as a community of the faithful, to be reminded that we are the body of Christ who can leave here restored and renewed; we can leave here strengthened and able to repent and atone for our wrongdoings; we can leave here able to go out and be different so that we can make a difference in the world around us.

(
The season of Lent is a serious and sober time; it is a time for introspection, a time for reflection, for repentance, and reparation – a time to remember.   

I invite you to remember and rejoice because the Ash Wednesday words do not call us to remember that we are dust out of some misguided thinking that we are worthless because to do that would demean the redemptive work of Jesus on the cross.  We are called to remember that we are dust so that we can be humble, understanding that all of us are equal in God’s eyes and therefore we must seen and treat everyone we meet as an equal. 
The act of remembering that we are dust and to dust we shall return should make us stop, sit up, and remember that we are mortal.  And as the body of Christ on earth, when we hear the Ash Wednesday words and remember that we are dust and our mortal remains will return to the dust – we must also remember and rejoice because we know that Jesus provided for us a share in his resurrection.
(
On Yom Kippur, our Jewish kindred spend the 24 hours fasting and focusing on atoning for sins committed during the previous year.  Part of the Yom Kippur tradition is to make personal contact with anyone you may have hurt or harmed during the previous year, and ask forgiveness.  I commend the practice to you as you work your way through Lent this year.  If you do find it in you to appolgise for some harm done, please do it in person or, if that is not practical because of distance, do so by telephone.  
However, you approach and observe the Season of Lent, remember that you are dust and that you will return to dust.  And remember to maintain balance in your Lenten discipline --- you are a forgiven and redeemed child of God – remember, repent, atone, believe the Gospel, and rejoice!
