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“I know this might sound weird,” someone recently told me, “but Ash Wednesday and 
Good Friday are my favorite services of the year. I know they are, like, the sad ones,” 
they went on, “but for some reason, they are just my favorite.” 

“For some reason, they are just my favorite.” For some reason, there is something 
deep and meaningful about these solemn observances. For some reason, you are here 
tonight, despite the temptation and pressure to be...anywhere else. For some reason, the 
faithful gather together, one night a year, to be smeared with the remains of last year’s 
festivals and to be reminded that, despite our constant desire to make something of 
ourselves, in the end, we are dust, and to dust we shall return. 

Ash Wednesday is the day we stop our rhythms of life, and gather in, to let 
ourselves be reminded of death. Tonight is the night we willingly enter into the discipline 
of Lent, we embrace the tradition of turning away from our selves, and turning back to 
God, who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. 

On Ash Wednesday we undertake on a threefold journey of Repentance, Returning 
to the Lord and Remembering our Mortality. Through the words of Psalm 51, we declare 
our need for repentance. We come humbly before the throne of God, seeking mercy for 
our transgressions. We defy our deep desire to protect our egos, in order to admit our 
sinful ways, and our utter and complete reliance on God.  

Psalm 51 doesn’t dance around the uncomfortable topic of sin, it comes back to it, 
over and over again, naming it from all possible angles. The Psalmist calls it: sin - 
wickedness - offenses - evil - brokenness… Those of us who may have entered this space 
with trepidation, may begin to feel overwhelmed by that kind of harping repetition: Psalm 
51 makes no bones about it. However you want to phrase it: we are here tonight to talk 
about sin - to recognize it, to confess it, and to answer the invitation to turn away from 
sin, and to return to right relationship with God. 

That’s the refrain from our reading from the prophet Joel tonight, “Return to the 
Lord, your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love.” Return to the Lord - Confess your sin - turn aside from a life entangled in 
the empty promises of the world, and return once again to the arms of a gracious and 
loving God. 

I think the prophet Joel would remind us, that as much as Psalm 51 harps on sin, 
as many different ways it employs to describe our sin, it goes on even more profusely 



about God’s grace. It practically gushes about grace, using words like Mercy - steadfast 
love - compassion Cleanse - delight - rejoice - renew - joy - salvation Restore - Rescue - 
righteousness… Psalm 51, as much as we think about it each Ash Wednesday as a psalm 
about sin, is filled much more by a vocabulary of grace. 

We come here this strange dark night to get real with the truth of our sinfulness, 
because the One to whom we confess is a God whose mercy is deeper, wider, farther, 
than any grave secret sin we might be harboring in our hearts. And so we gather on Ash 
Wednesday to be reminded of our mortality, to be smeared with ashes, to be told that we. 
are. nothing. but. dust... Because we believe that the God who loves us - the God who 
listens to our plea for forgiveness - the God who formed us from the dust of the earth, is 
able, out of the ashes of our sinful lives, to raise up for himself a redeemed resurrection 
people.  

This Ash Wednesday, as we gather to repent, return and remember our mortality, 
it occurs to me that there is another who needs this time of confession. there is another 
who needs to repent, to return, to receive God’s mercy, and the one so in need of 
repentance is the Church. While Ash Wednesday serves to remind us each of our 
mortality, our own complete and utter individual reliance on God, it needs to be more 
than that. 

It also needs to be the night that we as the Church - and not just us as one 
congregation of the Lutheran Church - but we as the Church universal - enter into this 
night to confront our corporate sin, to admit that we are a body Which is broken, flawed, 
and in desperate need of repentance. 

This year, the sins of the church have comprised more than their fair share of news 
headlines: Abuse, neglect, protection of predators - Sexism, harassment, harboring 
perpetrators - Prejudice, discrimination, and exclusion of those among us who are 
already-marginalized… ...Not to mention the regular, ordinary, every-day sins of the 
church: judgment, classism, and our propensity to forget the plight of the poor, the widow 
and the orphan. 

When I re-read Psalm 51 this week, thinking about not just us as individuals but 
the corporate sin of the church, I noticed, perhaps for the first time, the preface to the 
Psalm which reads, “A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he 
had gone in to Bathsheba.” Many psalms are attributed to David, during one period of his 
life or another, but the fact that this psalm is attributed to David at the moment he 
recognizes his sin against Bathsheba and Uriah speaks even more pointedly to the sins of 
the Church today. God entrusted David with the care of his people, and instead of caring 



for them, he abused them and took advantage of them for his own self-gratification, to no 
regard for those he was harming. 

We, the Church have been entrusted with the care of God’s people and like David, 
in case after case, some splashed across headlines, and heartbreakingly, many more 
which will likely never be reported, the Church has broken that trust. The Church (capital 
C) has been responsible for harming children, for abusing adolescents, for silencing 
women, for empowering predators, for marginalizing LGBTQ sisters and brothers - and 
those are just the things That made the news this year! 

Where God expects to see care, instead, the voices of the wounded cry out abuse 
and neglect. As the Church, we must face up to the reality of our sin, recognize it, accept 
it, and humbly heed Joel’s call to return to the Lord our God, for he alone is gracious & 
merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. 

We as Lutherans, just because we haven’t been the ones in the news, can’t wash 
our hands of the transgressions of the Church - we must accept our place as one piece of 
the puzzle of Church universal. What we can do is stand up for the legacy we bring to the 
table, and that’s a legacy is one of listening out for the call to return to the Lord. We call 
it Reformation. Our legacy is to be a church of constant reformation, reevaluating our 
faithfulness to the true Gospel, asking ourselves, whether we as the church are truly being 
the church. 

Being the church means not just saying we’re the church - not just posting our sign 
in the yard and making sure we show up in the top ten Google search results - being the 
church, as Martin Luther defines it, means being the place where the Gospel is rightly 
preached and the sacraments rightly administered. Luther says: The True Church is where 
the Gospel is rightly preached and the sacraments rightly administered. A lot of ink has 
been spilled over what that looks like. There has been no shortage of debate over what it 
looks like to rightly preach the Gospel and participate in God’s Mysteries. 

If we ask ourselves the question: How will we know if the Gospel is being rightly 
preached? How will we know if the Sacraments are being rightly administered? This 
must be our answer: If when we step back, and look at our church, it takes the shape of 
the cross, then we’re doing it right. 

That is, if the focus, the action, the preaching, the teaching, and the heart of all that 
we do here, points to the self-sacrificial love shown by Jesus Christ on the cross, then 
we’re doing it right. If what we do, and what we say, and what All Saints disciples do 
once they’ve exited these doors looks like laying down our lives, and taking up the cross, 
and following in the way of Christ, by lifting up the lowly, and turning away from the 
treasures of earth then - and only then - can we call ourselves the Church.  



If Ash Wednesday is a reminder of our mortality it also must be a reminder of the 
mortality of the Church, that while we are fully and utterly reliant on God - that the 
salvation God has prepared for his people is NOT reliant on us - that the advancement 
God’s kingdom is not reliant on All Saints, or on the Lutheran Church, or on American 
Christianity, or on Evangelicalism or Catholicism or the Southern Baptist Convention, 
especially if we become so focused on the structures of our own making that we lose 
sight of the cross. Remembering the mortality of the church means breaking ourselves of 
the Messiah complex; it means reminding ourselves that God’s kingdom is not dependent 
upon us; it means that if we veer off course, and decide instead to worship the false gods 
of self-preservation, self-importance, or self-glorification, He can and will do just fine 
without us. 

If it be in the best interest for this church or that denomination to die, for dust to 
return to dust, then that’s OK...because we believe in a God of Resurrection. We believe 
in a God who can bring life out of death, who can raise faithfulness from sinfulness who 
can fashion out of dust a people who will be faithful to the cross of Christ, who can and 
will rise up as a testament to new life out of the ashes.  
 
I’ll close with a poem for the day by Jan Richardson. 
 
“Blessing the Dust” 
 
All those days 
you felt like dust, 
like dirt, 
as if all you had to do 
was turn your face 
toward the wind 
and be scattered 
to the four corners 
 
or swept away 
by the smallest breath 
as insubstantial— 
 
did you not know 
what the Holy One 



can do with dust? 
 
This is the day 
we freely say 
we are scorched. 
 
This is the hour 
we are marked 
by what has made it 
through the burning. 
 
This is the moment 
we ask for the blessing 
that lives within 
the ancient ashes, 
that makes its home 
inside the soil of 
this sacred earth. 
 
So let us be marked 
not for sorrow. 
And let us be marked 
not for shame. 
Let us be marked 
not for false humility 
or for thinking 
we are less 
than we are 
 
but for claiming 
what God can do 
within the dust, 
within the dirt, 
within the stuff 
of which the world 
is made 



and the stars that blaze 
in our bones 
and the galaxies that spiral 
inside the smudge 
we bear. 
 
 


