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"Ashes to ashes. Dust to Dust."

One of the most pervasive images in theScripture is ashes. We read of those
seeking repentance or mourning aloss dressing in sackcloth and covering themselves
with ashes. Why would anyone want to do this? What possible good can come from
ashes?

After all, ashes are the charred remnants ofsomething else. They've been
through the fire and arereduced to almost the lowest level. Yet it is when we realize
that, their significance becomes obvious. They are reminders ofhuman frailty, ofour
mortality, ofour dependence upon theCreator who can make us out of those ashes, the
dust ofthe ground. The early Church picked up on this powerful image and the
penitent continued to wear ashes as asign oftheir contrition. But, this was aprivate
observance. How did weget "Ash Wednesday" as the beginning of the Lenten season?

Theseason of Lent onlybegan to take shape in the latter halfof the fourth
century. It began as anintensive period of preparation for thosewho would be
baptized atEaster. When itbegan tobeextended to all Christians it lasted sixweeks,
beginning on the first Sunday - exactly forty days before the 'Triduum' or 'three days'
leading up to Easter - as it continues inthe Orthodox East tothis day. In theWest,
however, Sundays were not kept as fast days, so they were four short ofimitating Jesus'
fast of forty days inthe wilderness. Thus, to have forty days of fast the observance of
the Wednesday before the first Sunday as the beginning ofLent commenced in the sixth
century. The useof ashes on that Wednesday began somewhere in the Rhineland in the
tenth century and only became customary throughout theWestern Church in the
thirteenth century.

The stress on the day - as on the whole season ofLent ~ was and is penitence.
Throughout the Western Christian world today, where the season is observed, people
will pause to meditate on their need for repentance. This need not be anegative thing, a
'downer' if you will. The image ofan ash-strewn, gaunt ascetic living in the wilderness
isverydifficult to identify with; especially for people at the end of the twentieth
century. Yet, when weread what these ascetics have written wediscover that they were
hardly filled with doom and gloom. Rather, they radiated joy and peace. Why?

Perhapsbecause the y had discovered the truth of Paul's invitation to
reconciliation withGod inJesus Christ? In doing so thebeliever enters into the 'eternal






