
 

Originally called dies cinerum (day of ashes), Ash 
Wednesday dates back from at least the 8th century. 
Ashes historically symbolize an outer manifestation of 
inner repentance AND HUMILITY. THIS PRACTICE IS NOT 
PRESCRIBED biblically but is deeply rooted in Christian 
antiquity, bringing followers of Christ together each 
year to begin the season of Lent. Just as Daniel comes 
“pleading in earnest prayer, with fasting, sackcloth 
and ashes” (Dn 9:3) as a sign of Israel’s repentance, we 
too come together as an acknowledgement of our own 
frailty and need for RENEWAL. In the service, reminded 
that we are dust and that it is to dust that we shall 
return (Gn 3:19), ashes are placed on the penitent’s 
forehead (if so desired) in the shape of a cross to 
signify the sacrifice of Christ, which HAS BROUGHT 
RECONCILIATION WITH GOD. These ashes are ideally made 
from burning palm branches from the previous Palm 
Sunday, remembering Jesus approaching Jerusalem and 
his imminent death. Although the EMPHASIS UPON FRAILTY 
and repentance is CENTRAL ON ASH WEDNESDAY, the 
anticipation and hope of Easter Sunday 
remains present AND CENTRAL.

Blessing the Dust
For Ash Wednesday
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-—
dO 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.

——Jan Richardson
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A memento mori (Latin for 'remember that 
you must die') is an artistic AND symbolic 
reminder of the inevitability of death. The 
expression 'memento mori' SERVES AS A 
REMINDER THAT OUR TIME IS LIMITED, THAT WE,
LIKE JESUS, MUST PASS THROUGH DEATH IN ORDER 
TO EXPERIENCE RESURRECTION. 
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