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Matthew 6:1-6,16-21 
 
Almighty and everliving God, ruler of all things in heaven and earth, hear our prayers for this parish 
family. Strengthen the faithful, arouse the careless, and restore the penitent. Grant us all things 
necessary for our common life, and bring us all to be of one heart and mind within your holy Church; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen [BCP, 817]. 
 

 Preaching on Ash Wednesday has always been a challenge trying to reconcile the Gospel 

reading from Matthew 6 where Jesus tells us to beware of practicing our piety before others and then 

we go head and impose ashes on our foreheads for all the world to know that we are fasting today. 

I’ve never understood why this Gospel was chosen for today. In an article entitled Imposition of Ashes 

in a Time of Pandemic, Bishop J. Neil Alexander, who teaches liturgics at the seminary at Sewanee, 

explains how Matthew 6 ended up being the Gospel for today: Matthew 6 becomes the gospel for 

the first day of Lent only after the fast was extended to forty days not counting Sundays. 

Matthew 6 was the gospel for the Wednesday before the first Sunday in Lent before the day 

came to be considered the first day of Lent [https://buildfaith.org/covid-imposition-of-ashes/]. 

It’s the conservative nature of the liturgy itself that leads to this confusion. But even if it is an accident 

of history that we have this Gospel today, it seems to be the perfect Gospel for beginning the season 

of Lent with its quiet emphasis on humility.  

 “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.” With these words the ashes 

are imposed echoing the words of God to Adam at his expulsion from Eden: “By the sweat of your 

face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are 

dust, and to dust you shall return” [Genesis 3:19, NRSV]. Adam’s very name, which means 

humanity comes from the Hebrew ‘adamah’ which means “the ground” or “earth.” Today we are 

reminded of our creaturely status and how we all share in the fallen nature of our world. We are sinners 

in solidarity with Adam, Eve and all of humanity. “Remember that you are dust and to dust you 

shall return,” these words remind us of our creaturely status and also the fact that one day we like 

Adam will die. We have no power to extend our lives. Our salvation belongs to God alone. We literally 

have nothing to boast about. Our pride, our desire to usurp God’s reign in our lives, is our downfall. 

Like Adam, like Eve, we are painfully aware of the suffering that sin brings into the world. 



 And so today, we chose to start over, to begin anew. We have nothing to boast about, our 

spiritual practices are for God alone. We publicly accept the ashes as a sign of our solidarity with all 

people. We aren’t boasting, rather we are humbly acknowledging to God and to each other our fallen 

status and our desire to begin again, to grow in our relationship with God. The ashes are a reminder 

of our creaturely status and an invitation to become truly human. In Jesus we see our humanity, we 

see ourselves as God intends for us to be. And so, we practice the humility of Christ, we seek to serve 

others rather than serving ourselves. And so, we enter this season of fasting and prayer and alms-

giving, doing it to the glory of God and not for ourselves. “Remember that you are dust and to 

dust you shall return” may these words serve as a mantra, a reminder during this Season of Lent of 

who we are and to whom we belong. In Christ’s Holy Name, amen. 

      The Rev. Scott Hennessy 

 

 
 


