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In spite of the fact that today’s gospel reading ‘s admonition is to practice private prayer and piety, Ash Wednesday is, COVID notwithstanding, in effect, usually one of the most public days of the Christian year. At what other time do Christians have a visible mark on their skin? And ashes at that!


“You have created us out of the dust of the earth…” we pray as we impose ashes. Ashes seem such a sign of death, and so they are. But this is a death that is a promise as well, a dying to certain things so that there can be a rising, a resurrection to new life. So, what if we thought of our ashes more as earth than as ashes, reminding us of our createdness, and of the planet and the soil on which we live – earth which sustains us? From earth we come and to earth we shall return. Through earth, we are connected to all that lives! 


That sounds good. But alas, as we hear the news each day and look around us, we experience the ashes of COVID 19, of city streets, filled with homeless and hungry people, with rural wastelands where once were prosperous farms, with danger even in schools for innocent children, with rampant racism and sexism and classism - killing and maiming millions in our world. In other words, we experience ashes as ashes, and not as earth and connectedness. 
On this Ash Wednesday, how can we not lament? What other faithful way is there? Where do we find God in all of this? I believe it is safe to say that God weeps. God, the Lover of all, longs for us to return, to find our way. It is hard because the sheer enormity of the problems causes us to become numb to suffering; we fall into an attitude of resignation. Then, on this day of ashes, the trumpet blows and we leave numbness behind. It is not something we do alone. Part of the power of the day is the witness of its collective, public lament. It is surely not easy to specifically name the causes of our lament – whether intimate and personal or social, economic and political. We are not just numb to others’ grief, but also often to our own. We can fall prey to the privatizing of religion. But Christian faith is not only trust in Christ to cherish and make whole our individual lives; it is proclamation of Christ as “savior of the world.” 

To this savior of the world we turn our hearts and our actions together. Today is in a sense the feast of our own Christian family attending to the state of its own house. Ashes (or in our case this year, perhaps soil) on our foreheads or our hands, we lament the state of earth and its inhabitants, its wounds and cries, and the silence and dust of death. In repentance, we lament our own complicity in the inflicting of earth’s wounds, our standing by when earth and its creatures were wounded, all the times we have distanced ourselves from others who, like us, are made of earth, and with whom we share on this earth the same dusty end. 


Ash Wednesday begins the church’s long retreat in preparation for the celebration of the central Christian mysteries: the gathering at the table, the washing of the feet, the cross, the death, the silence of the tomb, the resurrection. This Lenten retreat is a journey for the sake of life. It begins with the acknowledgment of what deadens and kills. Lament is truth-telling. Lament is witness. Lament denounces, and in this, somehow hopes. Justice, healing, repentance, they all begin in tears. They will not end there, but there is no detour on the journey to Holy Week. Amen.
