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Ash Wednesday Sermon 

March 6, 2019 

Isaiah 58:1-12; Psalm 51:1-17; 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10; Matthew 

6:1-6, 16-21 

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Loving Parent and from 

Jesus, the Christ. Amen. 

 

“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within 

me.” We begin the season of Lent with a ritual singing of this 

ancient, traditional song of praise and lament. 

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.” We 

begin the season of Lent with a ritual marking of ashes on our 

brow. 

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen 

by them.” We begin this season of Lent with this ritual word 

commending the disciplines of a life of faith: prayer, fasting, extra 

giving to those in need, with a reminder that motivation matters. 

Every faith tradition has ritual practices that serve to ground the 

faithful in the deeper meaning of the tradition, and Christians are 

no different. The season of Lent is a time of particular attention 

and intention around ritual. Without attention and intention, those 

rituals can become rote and meaningless – some might call them 

irrelevant.  

Three times in the last few days I’ve encountered reflections on 

the power of ritual and ritual objects. Three times always tells me 

to pay attention. 
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First was a thread on Twitter by Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg. I’ve 

come to know her through her writings as a young, brilliant, 

insightful rabbi with a passion for drawing people into deep 

understanding of her Judaic faith. And I always find inspiration for 

my own faith understanding when I read her work. 

This week she was writing, as she said, “some stuff on ritual, 

encounters with the divine, and the intersection thereof.” She 

referred to a section of the book of Exodus that includes 

excruciatingly detailed specifics about setting up the Tabernacle – 

the portable place of worship the Israelites took around with them 

in the desert. So. Many. Details. But, she asserts, “all this detail is 

meant to tell you stuff. Important stuff.” And then she takes one 

specific detail: the menorah, a seven-pronged lamp that was lit in 

the Temple. (Not to be confused with the Hanukkah menorah with 

which we might be more familiar.) 

Described in very specific details, the shape of the base, the 

placement of the branches, the shape of the petals like almond-

blossoms…the menorah, the candle stand, is a tree! Specifically 

an almond tree. And then Rabbi Danya begins to explain the 

layers of meaning captured by this ritual object, a menorah in the 

shape of an almond tree.  

Without the time to go into all of the scripture portions she lays 

out, let it suffice to say that in Hebrew tradition the almond tree is 

a symbol of Aaron’s priestly authority. But rituals and ritual objects 

are powerful because they evoke meaning on multiple levels all at 

once. She goes on, “Tree also evokes the Garden of Eden, and 

evidently almonds can be poisonous, so that ‘fruit of life or death’ 

thing is there. We talk about Torah as the Tree of Life, Psalms 

talks about the righteous as a tree, etc.” AND THEN! 



3 
 

This tree is also on fire, right? It’s a lamp – a candle stand, after 

all. A tree on fire…a…burning bush?!  So this ritual object also 

evokes Moses’ encounter with God…and the exodus from Egypt 

where God moved with the people, leading in fire and 

smoke…and…and…and! Is your brain exploding yet? Wow! 

It’s just a candle stand. Right? Rituals and ritual objects carry so 

many layers of meaning, and questions, and history all at the 

same time that we are moved beyond mere meaning, beyond 

language, to holy encounters; experience of the divine. 

Father Richard Rohr did something similar this week when he 

explored the significance and meaning of our ritual practice of 

Holy Communion. Father Rohr asserts that Christ is the eternal 

mixture of matter and spirit as one. He writes, 

“Wherever the human and the divine coexist, we have the Christ. 

Wherever the material and the spiritual coincide, we have the 

Christ.”  

 

In the Incarnation the divine presence in the natural world is 

revealed in the person of Jesus; the material and the spiritual 

coexist and there is the Christ. 

 

In our received ritual of Holy Communion, by the command of 

Christ, ordinary elements of bread and wine (ritual objects) 

become for us the body and blood of Christ, which we take into 

our very own bodies. In ritual action we become what we receive: 

the body of Christ for the world. Ritual objects and ritual actions 

call to mind layers of stories, from scripture and our own lived 

histories, making concrete our belonging in community, and 

transforming us at the cellular level.  Rohr continues, 
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“The Eucharist just offers Christians the message in very 

condensed form…We cannot think about such a universal truth 

logically; we can only slowly digest it! It is the spiritual version of 

healthy eating and nutrition. 

Only gradually does the truth become believable. Finally, the Body 

of Christ is not out there or over there; it’s in you—it’s here and 

now and everywhere. The goal is then to move beyond yourself 

and recognize that what’s true in you is true in all others to” 

It’s another example of “ritual, encounters with the divine, and the 

intersection thereof.” 

Or it’s just a bite of bread and a sip of wine. 

Tonight we participate in another ritual action: the Imposition of 

ashes. With a smudge of ashes on our forehead in the shape of a 

cross we “remember that you are dust and to dust you shall 

return.”  

But just as a menorah carries layers of meaning, and bread and 

wine are more than food, so ashes are not only ashes. They are 

the dust of the earth from which the first human was made. They 

symbolize the repentance of the Hebrew people when they 

lamented their sin and returned to God. They represent the nature 

of our mortality – human life is fleeting. Made from the burned 

palm branches of previous Holy Week observance, the ashes 

whisper of Hosannas called out by expectant followers who would 

soon become an angry and fearful mob.  

But there is even more. 
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The third reflection on the power of ritual that I encountered this 

week was about ashes. It was from a faith renewal organization 

called “Journey of Quadratos.” The author wrote, 

 

“I remember the days immediately after Mount Saint Helen's blew 

in 1980, spewing ash over a wide swath of the green Northwest. 

Scientists feared that it would be a generation or two before the 

forests would be able to regenerate.  What happened next was a 

total surprise. The level and speed of growth over the next few 

years was remarkable. How had this miracle happened?  ASH. 

 

We now know that ash is one of earth's most fertile substances.” 

 

Traditionally understood as a somber reminder of our mortality 

and our sinfulness, ash now takes on new layers of meaning – as 

a substance that nourishes life and growth! Even and always in 

what looks like death, God is at work to bring new life and 

possibilities. This transforms my experience of Lent. And I hope 

yours as well. 

 

Our Gospel text assumes that followers of Jesus will observe the 

faith practices of prayer, and fasting, and generosity to those who 

need it most. But it also cautions us that ritual practice without 

meaning and intention is simply empty.  

 

But there is more. The text hints at the abundant blessings of 

embracing spiritual practices with authenticity. “Abba God, who 

sees in secret will reward you.” Intentional faith practices create 

space within us for a genuine experience of the Divine. Setting 

aside time and space to focus on our relationship with God can 
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move us from empty ritual to profound encounter. It is the “stuff of 

ritual, encounters with the divine, and the intersections thereof.” 

 

In this season of Lent – this Springtime of the Soul – we will 

pray; some of us will fast; some will extend their giving beyond 

their regular contribution. We will also have opportunities to 

experiment with other spiritual practices; rituals that provide 

opportunity and opening for encounter with the divine. With 

intention, this can be a holy adventure. We’ll till the soil of our 

interior life, remove the obstacles and distractions to recognizing 

God’s presence, and prepare the ground of our spirits to receive 

what God will bring forth - that which Luke calls “treasure in 

Heaven.” 

 

This is where we begin the season of Lent.  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


