
 

 

THE SHAPE OF ASHES 
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 It was three months ago tomorrow that she sat in the room to argue her position for the child of 
her divorce.  Attractive, with a winsome smile, she waxed eloquently to plead her case.  The sign 
of ashes on her forehead told me that she had already stopped by her church in the tradition of 
Ash Wednesday.  The sign was not in the form  of a cross . . . rather it appeared as a dirty 
smudge, as if a child with melted chocolate on sticky fingers smeared it there.  Irrespective of 
their shape, a sign of ashes is a sign of ashes.	  
 
Upon hearing what the recommendation would be, she swore profusely, her smile disappeared 
and her face was red with rage.  She quickly became like a snarling pit bull eying raw meat.	  
 
I suspect she forgot the meaning of the mark on her forehead . . . or her frustration overpowered 
her sensibilities as she stormed out of the room, her high heels stoccatoing across the floor like a 
snare drum on steroids.	  
 
On that Wednesday millions of persons throughout the world received the mark of ashes.   These 
varied from person to person . . . from church to church . . . from tradition to tradition.  The ashes 
would be in the shape of a smudge, like an amoeba had been plastered on one's forehead . . . or 
they might be a finely-executed cross, almost perfect in every dimension . . . or they might be a 
heavy, dark, unimaginative  cross like you’d find stuck on the wall of a fundamentalist church.	  
 
No matter their shape, the meaning was the same:  a sign of penitence, a sign of mourning for 
one's sins, a sign of repentance with the hope that God would hear and forgive.	  
	  
Or, if not forgive, then, with some luck, at least forget.	  
 
And with the imposition, however different their shape, would likely have been pronounced the 
same words:  “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”	  
	  
These words, spoken to Adam and Eve on their way out of the Garden (Gen 3:18), have been 
passed down through generations of Christians.  When we repeat them, we remember that we 
continue that journey into the vast unknown, and yet-to-be-known, fallen world (Eph 6:10-12).  
A world of sin . . . a world of sinners.  With our foreheads smeared we are reminded of our 
mortality.  Successes, while present, are not celebrated on Ash Wednesday.  They remain to be 
remembered for another day 	  
 
One thing at a time. 
 
While we receive the ashes together, we get them one person at a time, each forehead 
individually marked.   We sit alone in silent reflection and together we intone the words of the 
Psalmist:    “I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.”  (Ps 51).  We remember 
what we have done, and what we remember what we have left undone.  We remember that we 	  
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are made from the mud of the earth, and we remember that we will return to the mud of the earth 
to make more mud for those who follow us after.  	  
	  
And we ponder the mystery of the Incarnation . . . and that, too is for an other day.  	  
     (Stephanie Paulsell, Christian Century 2/18/15, page 31.)	  
	  
One thing at a time.	  
	  
The tradition emerges from the depths of the earth, as old as fire, as bitter as shame, as 
fundamental as death.  From Scripture we get dozens of examples of persons, or whole 
communities, putting on sackcloth and ashes in the face of calamity or anxiety.   Abraham, after 
haggling with God over Sodom and Gomorrah:  “Who am I to bargain with you?  I am nothing 
but dust and ashes” (Gen 18:27).   When Jacob thought his youngest son, Joseph, had been killed 
(Gen 37:34), he put on sackcloth and ashes to symbolize, and to make visible, his grief.  When 
Mordecai heard that King Xerxes had given authority to Haman to destroy the Jews ((Esther 3:8-
15) he put on sackcloth and ashes.  Not only Mordecai, the whole people of every province lay  
clothed in such.  (Esther 4:3).  After King David's daughter, Tamar, is raped by her own brother, 
she covered herself with ashes (II Sam 13:19).  Sackcloth, a coarse garment made of goat hair, 
was as comfortable to wear as if it had been made from rose bushes.	  
	  
Penitence, grief, repentance, self-abasing, mourning . . . all become covered by the symbol of 
ashes, with sackcloth added as a sharp exclamation point to stab the soul more deeply and to 
proclaim one's pain and grief even more loudly.	  
	  
So, about now, we ought to ask, with the dark of Ash Wednesday three months back, and with 
the light of Easter having burst the bonds of the tomb six weeks ago, why are we still talking 
about the shape of ashes?	  
	  
The case can be made that every day ought to be designated as Ash Wednesday.  Ashes and 
sackcloth ought to be our companions each day of the year.  There's enough personal and 
corporate sin being committed moment by moment and day by day to give us all a grief 
headache which will never go away.  The storehouse of sin is forever filled and  constipated with 
a reservoir of deeds and guilt to last until the end of the age, even if we could pull off the miracle 
that Jesus spoke to the woman: “Go, and sin no more” (Jn 8:11).  The absolute impossibility of 
fulfilling this command is ever before us.  I personally have so many sins left in my bucket list 
that I'm afraid I'll die before I use them all up.  As sin is ever before us, so also the need for Ash 
Wednesday to be our daily tour guide.	  
	  
Near the close of  Holden Evening Prayer the leader sings:	  
 Help us, comfort us, all of our days. . . . 	  
and the congregation responds:	  
 Keep us, hold us, gracious God.	  
	  
While I trust implicitly the theology behind these words, I nevertheless also suffer  pangs of guilt 	  
and sadness, aware that as I sing these words, there's millions of people who have no public 	  
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voice and whose lives are being raped and ripped to shreds by those who hold both wealth and 
power.	  
	  
Sackcloth and ashes ought to be given at the door, along with the Holden Liturgy.	  
	  
. . . 	  
 
Dona Diodora stands shivering on the side of a mountain.  She is tending her skinny cows, and a 
simple adobe hut stands on the edge of her land in the Guatemalan highlands.  She's there, she 
says, “so  I can stay and look after the animals.  But I don’t know what I am going to do about 
water.  They have taken away the water.”	  
	  
Tears stream out of her good eye, and she dries them on her thin sleeve.  The other eye socket, 
shattered where an assassin's bullet went through, seeps with yellow pus.  “Me siento un poco 
triste – a little sad” she explains in her halting, quiet, Spanish.  It is achingly cold on the 
mountain.  And, mysteriously, the water is gone: Old streams and wells are dusty.  The cows 
look ill.	  
	  
Just down the crumbling mountain the tailings pond from the Marlin mine glows an ominous  
shade of neon green.	  
	  
The Marlin mine, operated by a Canadian Group, Goldcorp, is tragic testimony to the fact that 
money, greed and power trump concerns for the environment and the people whose lives depend 
upon it.  Canada has few laws or functioning regulations to control investments or to protect 
human rights and the environment far from Canada’s shores.  Thus it ought to come as no 
surprise to recognize that 75% of international mining companies are registered in Canada.  In 
Latin America there are 1,500 mining projects involving 230 Canadian companies . . . operating 
with no concern for the human and ecological impact of their exploitive practices.  Dona 
Diodora is but one of the millions of persons whose lives, and livelihood, are being destroyed.   
        (Sojourners, 5/15, page 13).	  
	  
Are there enough ashes to go around?	  
	  
Right after World War II, the heyday of the growth of mainline churches, the church began, 
unknowingly and uncritically, to align itself with corporate acceptance and with economic 
success.  The movement really began when industrialists aligned with churches to rally against 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal.  The National Association of Manufacturers invested 
heavily in spreading what they called “The Gospel of Free Enterprise.”  The NAM aligned itself 
with an organization called “Spiritual Mobilization” which carried the message of  NAM to 
mainline churches across the United States.  The message: libertarian politics and free enterprise.   
The synergy between big business and the Christian faith picked up steam in the 1940s and 50s, 
and found a true ally in President Dwight Eisenhower.  The success of the movement is indicated 
by the fact that, during Eisenhower's presidency, the lie was given stature by the inclusion, in 
1954, of “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance.  This, together with the adoption of one more 	  
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lie:  “In God We Trust,” became the official motto of the United States in 1956.  Since that time 
this falsehood has been imprinted at taxpayers' expense upon the coin and paper currency of the 	  
realm.  Thus did the church sell its soul for a mess of pottage, in succumbing to, and promoting, 
the temptation to rise to power and respectability.  Neither Jesus nor his disciples worried about 
respectability . . . in fact they were not respected.	  
 
Billy Graham, who rose to world-wide recognition and fame, began his ministry during this era 
of our nation's, and our church’s, joint history.    I attended Graham's first rally.  Graham is 
quoted in a U.S. Chamber of Commerce publication:  “Faith and business, properly blended, can 
be a happy, wholesome, and even profitable mixture.”  (Sojourners, 5/15, page 47).  Contrary to 
the words of Jesus:  When you go in my name, take no money and don't worry about lodging.           
         (Mt 6:34; Lk 9:3; Lk 10:4).	  
	  
At this same time also began the rapid growth of mainline churches, rising to their zenith in the 
1950s and 60s.  So also at this same time were sown the seeds of the sin of the church, which 
quickly bore their fruit, and just as rapidly.  This was the era of my personal wrestling with God 
regarding my vocation . . . and I too was blinded, by the popularity of the church, and to the 
reality of how this popularity was nurtured and sustained.	  
	  
To be sure, there were voices in the wilderness challenging the merger of the church with 
business . . . and they were just that, voices crying in the wilderness.  I did not hear them . . . and  
few people listened.	  
	  
The words, “Be in the world, but not of the world,” were pretty much ignored during this era.	  
     (I Jn 2:15; Jn 15:19; Jn 18:36; Rom 12:2; Jn 17:14-16).	  
 
Are there enough ashes to go around?	  
 	  
 We meet in the midst of a nation brought to the verge of moral, political and material 
 ruin . . . our homes are covered with mortgages; labor impoverished; and the land 
 concentrating in the hands of capitalists . . . The fruits of the toil of millions are boldly 
 stolen to build up colossal fortunes for the few, unprecedented in the history of  
 mankind; and the possessors of these, in turn, despise the republic and endanger liberty.	  
	  
Sounds like yesterday's commentary.  However these words were spoken by The People's Party 
120 years ago, about 1895.      (Christian Century 4/29/15, page 53).	  
	  
Vaclav Havel, President of Czechoslovakia in the late 1990s, after his release from prison in 
1984, wrote:	  
 The worst thing is that we live in a contaminated moral environment.  We fell morally  
 ill because we became used to saying something different from what we thought.  We 
 learned not to believe in anything, to ignore each other, to care only about  ourselves.   
       (The Atlantic 3/15, page 104)	  
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Pope Francis, recently addressing the first genocide of the 20th century, the slaughter of 
Armenians, said, “Concealing or denying evil is like allowing a wound to bleed without 
bandaging it.”        (Christian Century 5/13, page 9).	  
	  
If this sounds depressing . . . it's because it really is.  And if this pushes us to begin to doubt our 
faith, that's good.  For, at the least, doubt is essential to faith.  Without doubt, it's not faith; it's a 	  
dogmatic belief that becomes extremism.  The essence of faith – indeed, the very definition of 
faith -  rests on a foundation of doubt, and if it rests on a foundation of doubt and questioning, 
then that demands of us humility . . . humility defines the shape of the ashes.	  
	  
Each of us can cry out with the father of the epileptic child:  “Lord I believe.  Help thou mine 
unbelief”           (Mk 9:24).	  
	  
That is the Good news in the midst of all the Bad News.	  
 
For in Christ, even the chaos of ashes finds a form . . . whether it be a cross, a smudge, or merely 
the 5x5x5 box in which our own ashes will ultimately come to rest.  We don't receive the ashes 
on one Wednesday only . . . we bring them to the altar every day, together with our confession 
of complicity in the evils of the world . . . time and time and time again we bring them to the 
altar 	  
. . . simply because time and time and time again we don't match our deeds with our words . . . 
“Go and sin no more?”  We might just as well try to fly to the sun on wax wings.	  
	  
It is in Christ that the ashes take the shape of the cross . . . for it is after Easter that we are 
already in that other day . . . in spite of all evidence to the contrary, the testimony of John 
becomes the testimony of each of us . . .	  
 That God gave us eternal life and this life is in God's Son.  The one who has the Son 
 has life; the one who has not the Son has not life.     (I Jn 5:11f).	  
	  
In humility we can with confidence echo the words of the Psalmist	  
	   The Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.  	  
           (Ps 1:6).	  
	  
Sin carries within itself the seeds of its own destruction.  	  
 
Just before the beginning of our Gospel text for today we have this promise:	  
 In the world you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.	  
           (Jn 16:33).	  
	  
During the Renaissance Fra Giovanni Giocondo wrote:	  
 No heaven can come to us unless our hearts find rest in it today.  Take heaven.	  
 No peace lies in the future which is not hidden in this present little instant.  Take peace.	  
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Out of the ashes left by a forest fire begin to sprout green shoots of new life.  In fact, there are a 
few species that cannot reproduce without being burned by fire.  These ashes are in free-form . . 
. scattered where the will and the winds of the fire left them.  Neither smudged nor  	  
cruciformed are they . . . nevertheless they provide us with the promise of renewal in the midst of 
the worst circumstances.  Which brings us to where we began . . . in the midst of anger and 
despair, there always comes another day . .  . in the midst of doubt there remains hope . . . and in 	  
that hope, new faith springs like a tree planted by streams of water, yielding its fruit in due 
season.	  
	  
And not before . . . 	  
	  
Thus it is, if our faith is in the system, we will be forever disappointed.   If our faith is in the 
goodness of human kind, much as that indeed exists, we will eventually be betrayed.  	  
	  
Nevertheless, no matter their shape . . . no matter their quantity . . . for the humble, ashes daily 
mark our lives.  For the faithful, ashes daily mark our lives.  For the doubting faithful, ashes 
daily mark our lives.  Ashes of failure . . . ashes of victory . . . ashes from which is born new life.	  
	  
Take heaven.  Take peace. 
 
In the late 1970s a retired couple from the University of California at Davis . . . world-known 
agricultural experts, volunteered with the Peace Corps to go to Africa to see what they might 
accomplish in The Sahel . . . the region of that continent afflicted with a terrifying and killing 
famine.  After 18 months of their two-year enlistment, they returned early to Davis, physically 
and emotionally exhausted, unable to continue under the conditions which they experienced 
every day.  	  
	  
Asked “What then is the solution?”, they responded, “There is none.”  “What then shall we do?”  
“We shall keep trying.”	  
 
No matter how many times we dust, the dust returns.  No matter how many weeds we pull, the 
weeds grow back.  Nevertheless we dust and we weed.  
 
In the ultimate, and in spite of all evidence to the contrary, we keep trying, and we dare to sing:	  
 Come O God of all the earth; / Come to us O Righteous One;	  
 Come and bring our love to birth; / In the glory of your Son.	  
  Come O God of wind and flame: / Fill the earth with righteousness;	  
  Teach us all to sing your name: / may our lives your love confess.	  
 Come O justice, come O Peace:  /  come and shape our hearts anew;	  
 Come and make oppression cease; / bring us all to life in you.	  
   (Marty Haugen:  “Sing Out Earth and Skies” 1985 GIA Publications)	  
	  
We keep trying against all odds, because we're on this side of Easter.  We keep trying and 
serving in faith because that other day is already here.	  	  Amen . . . 	  


