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Remember that you are dust, and to dust you will return. We will hear that today, either as you 
put the ashes on your own forehead, as we put the ashes on the foreheads of the people who 
are here, or as you drive up and receive the ashes that bring us into the season of Lent with the 
celebration of Ash Wednesday. Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.  
 
I read somewhere recently that Ash Wednesday is the day that Christians attend their own 
funerals. It's the day that we look at our own humanity and that we dare embrace the idea that 
life is short. That we have a certain amount of time on this earth. And God calls us to make the 
most of it. But of all the years I have preached Ash Wednesday sermons, this year the thought 
about being aware of our own death, of our own shortness of life, of the fact that 100% of us are 
going to die at some point, it just feels a little redundant this year. Everywhere we go we face 
that reality. Every time we turn on the news we hear about how many people have died in this 
past year from one little bacteria. We put our lives in our own hands every time we go to the 
grocery store or come to the church. We think about what is worth the risk and what isn't, and 
we have been forced to think very carefully about how our actions affect the lives of people 
around us. So while nearly 500,000 people have died in this country in less than a 12-month 
period of one disease, this idea that we should remember that we are destined to “dust we shall 
return” is probably more real than it's ever been.  
 
So we start this season of Lent remembering that a year ago when we started Lent, we weren't 
talking about COVID yet. In fact, it was the middle of Lent last year when we had to start 
canceling being together. It was the middle of Lent last year when we realized that if we were 
going to protect each other, we couldn't be sitting in this building with each other. And for a year 
we have looked for and found many creative ways to stay connected in the blood of Jesus as 
we go through these very trying times.  
 
The culture has changed tremendously in the last year. Our lives have changed tremendously in 
the last year. And now we have a vaccine, and we're all hoping it's going to get back to normal, 
but we know deep down that it's not. The normal we knew a year ago is never coming back. But 
this year as we have for thousands of years, we began Lent by remembering our own mortality. 
We began Lent by daring to look at sin. And then we have 40 days, not counting Sundays, of 
time to think about our sin, of time to think about our mortality, of time to remember how 
dependent we are on the love of God.  
 
So, let's talk for just a minute about this thing called sin. It’s a pretty big thing that we enter into 
when we dare to look at our sin. I know quite often, we are tempted to think of sin as things that 
we do, the activities that we have. When we flip off another driver. We know that’s sin. When we 
act with unkindness toward people. We know that’s sin. We know that those actions separate us 
from God and each other. So as we enter in the season of Lent, I invite you to think about sin as 
that. Think of that definition. Sin is that which separates us from God and each other. 



And because we believe that God is love, it's even a little easier if you think about sin as the 
thing that separates us from love, from loving God, and loving each other. It makes those things 
easier to see.  
 
But sin is a much bigger concept than that. We need to think about sin in terms of our own 
individual actions. And we need to think about sin in terms of the systematic sin that exists in the 
world that oppresses people, that leaves people hungry and on the street in 10 below weather. 
The sin that causes us not to look and see the best in each other, not to lift up the best in each 
other, but to have to put each other down so that we then think we can feel better about 
ourselves. Yeah, sin as a huge concept. And Lent causes us to look at sin. And I promise you, 
there are a lot of churches that follow Jesus Christ that aren't going to spend a lot of time on at 
least the sin that people bring to those churches. They're going to talk about the glory of the 
resurrection without realizing why we need the resurrection.  
 
And now, again this year more than ever, we can look at the world around us and see the 
effects that sin has. And when we see that affect, that inequity, that injustice that affects our own 
actions toward each other in the world, it's good that we have this place, that we have the foot of 
the cross, that we have this place to kneel in front of the altar of God and say, “Let me be free of 
this sin.” And then we have that 20 to 30 seconds between the time we are pronounced 
forgiveness and we do it again, knowing that God will love us through all of it. But this season of 
Lent, more this year than ever, calls us to realize that when we live a life that reflects the love of 
God, that accepts our own participation in sins of individuals and sins of the systems, then we 
can make a difference in the world. We can change how we act in the world. We can change 
how we view our brothers and sisters around us. And we can say God is going to take us to a 
new place.  
 
So, Ash Wednesday, as always, we have this text from Matthew from the Beatitudes, Jesus's 
Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus goes up and tells people: this is what my ministry is going 
to be about. We've got the “blessed are those” and blessed all of those things. And then we 
have today's readings, which seem a little bit confusing on Ash Wednesday, especially for 
Lutherans who only one day of the year admit that we are followers of Jesus when we put a 
cross on our forehead. And then we hear the words that say don't do these things in public, it's 
hypocrisy. When Jesus preaches a sermon he talks about alms, he talks about stewardship, 
and he says don't do it in public. Do it in private. He talks about prayer. We pray publicly all the 
time. He talks about fasting. And he talks about where we put our treasure and our heart.  
 
What Jesus is talking about here is the motivation behind what we do. He's talking to a people 
for whom religion was the center of their lives. And whoever could do the best prayer, the best 
poem, the best words, they were the ones that were lifted up. And Jesus says that's not what 
prayer is about. Prayer is about having a conversation with God. So what Jesus calls them to do 
is look at their motivation. What is your motivation? Is it to have a conversation with God? Is it to 
support the Ministry of God? Is it to prepare yourself by fasting? To feel God's presence in your 
life? Or is it so you look good? Self aggrandizement. How do I look?  
 



So, on this day when I wear my purple chasuble, and I stand with my robes, and I read these 
texts, and think, “Oh wait, now is this right?” But then I think, what we are called to here is to 
look at how we live in the world. These days there aren't many people wearing crosses around, 
because they don't want to be identified with Christianity. So wearing a cross, if it tells 
somebody, yeah, I'm going to remember to love today because Jesus loved me to go on the 
cross, that's not what Jesus is talking about. He's talking about wearing a cross so you can get 
an account from somebody because you're Christian. Our motivations are called out in Jesus's 
sermon here.  
 
And so, as we enter into the season of Lent, especially this season of Lent, we need to commit 
to a few things for ourselves and to God. We have to commit to not running away from the idea 
of sin and that it exists, from not pointing out everyone else's sin and not looking at our own. We 
need to look at sin and realize that we need God. We need Jesus Christ who lived, God in the 
world for us. We need to commit to not making excuses, but to putting our lives and ourselves 
into communicating with God, letting the spirit move us to make a difference for ourselves, for 
the people around us, and for the world around us. So we may give up something just to remind 
us every day that we need God, or we may take up something to remind us every day through 
Lent that we need God. But there’s nothing wrong with spending this season preparing 
ourselves to understand that we need God and the world needs God.  
 
My mantra through Lent every year comes out of the text we heard from Psalm 51 today. And I 
want to end today's reflection with you by reading it slowly and asking you to take it in and 
asking you to hold on to it. Maybe read it every day through this season of Lent.  
 
Create in me a clean heart O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me 
away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of 
your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.  
 
Remember, from dust you have come and to dust you will return. But also remember that 
through Jesus Christ, through the community of Christ, through what we do in the world, death 
has lost its sting. And we will get through this together. 
 
Amen 


