
Ash l_�ednesday 

Matthew 6:l-61 16-18 
• 

Time and time again1 people ask me 1 ''��hat' s 
the meaning of Ash Wednesday?.· How did it get 
started? And how d i.d the season of Lent J of 
which Ash Wednesday is the first daY 1 come 
to be?'' 

First 1 let ' s  look at the context. We human 

beings are creatures which mark things off 
. . 

I 

into segments of time. \�e think of our lives 

in terms of seconds) minutes) hours) days> 

months.,· seasons of the year., ·such as SP ring ., 

. summer ., fol.I., winter and then years . 

Common to all cultures is the association of 
events to their proper times and places) with 
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fitting-observances. Al.I cultures and religions 
have their calendars; they are not entirely 

invented) but grow out of the common stream 
of life1 revealing the inner soul of each 
separate culture. 

To put it another way., people celebrate what 

they deem to have worth. Our celebrations 

are ways of helpin� us remember. So we 
ce I eb rate birthdays J wedding ann.i versa r i es 
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and national holidays, For example� keeoin9 

the 4th of JulvJ helps us remember when and 

how this nation had its beginning. 

Thus from the very beginning of the Christian 
. . . . 

church> followers of Jesus gathered toqether 
to remember him after the resurrection. First� 
they began to qather each Sunday� the first day 
of the week� to remember•his resurrection� 
which according to the BibleJ occurred on a 

. . . 

Sunday .) Sinc.e a.11 of the earliest Christians 
. 

were Jews� they also remembered thei.r Jewish 
heritage by keer,i.ng the Sabbath J the la5t day 

. ' 

of the week J that which we call Saturday, 
Sunday gradually came to be known as ''The 
Lord's-DayJ n because of Christians meeting 
together and because it was a weekly observance 

. . . 

of the day of resurrection .. 

Throughout �WTestament timesJ the Christian 
celebrations remained on the simple and informal 
level. There areJ for exampleJ no New 
Testament references to any Christian festivals 
other than the worship on the first day of 
the week or the Lord' s D.ay. 

As the ·church grew and years oassedJ other 
observances were gradually added and in the 

early vears. of the church most of the obser-
. . 

vances had some relationship to the Jewish 

religious calendar of festivals. 
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What we now call the Christian liturgical year 

slowly came into practice . . 

Such days as Pentecost J Ascension Day and 

Epiphany were added to the Christian calendar. 

Then came Holy .Week J the period of time from 

Palm Sunday to Easter SundayJ includinq Maundy 
. 

. 

Thursday and Good Friday. 

The celebration of Christmas was not observed 

until several hundred days later and was still 

in dispute in some parts of the chu�ch in the 

16th and 17th centuries. 

. . 

' 

The season of L·en.t was added. Today it comprises 

the 40 day period from Ash Wednesday to EasterJ 
. . . 

Sundays excluded. Its origin goes back to a 
. . . . 

very early date in the history of the church and 
. . . 

by the 7th century the whole wes·tern church was 

united in this six week observance. 

At first it seems to have lasted only 40 hoursJ 

in· commemoration of the time between the 

crucifixion and the resurrectionJ but gradually 

the 40 hours became 40 days J referring to the 

40 day fast of Jesus. The word "Lent'' is 

derived from the Anglo-Saxon "lencten'' meaning 

spring� the season of the year when Lent is 

observed._· 

Ash Wednesday gets is name from the ancient 

custom of placing blessed ashes on the heads 

of the faithful to remind us of our own 

• 

• 
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mortality and of the rapid change of things 
' ' 

in God' s creation. Ashes are also a symbol 
' ' ' 

of repentance and cleansing . 

Thus over a period of many hundreds,_:of ·years., 

a church calendar of one year in length came 
' ' 

into common usa·ge - its purpose being to help 
- -

. . 
. 

us remembe.r the birth., 1 i fe ., teachings., sufferinq 
. . . 

death and resurrection of Jesus . . 

• 

It begins with the season of Advent which is 
, , , 

made up of the 4 Sundays before Christmas., a 
' , 

period of ti.me when Christians nreoare for the 
birth of the Christ child. Then comes the 
season of EP:i.Phany., beginning on January 6 ., 

. ' 

which reminds us that, Jesus came for the whole 
, . ' 

world. This is followed by Lent Which begins 
on Ash \�ednesddy - a period of 40 days., not 
counting. the Sundays., when we recall the 
temptations that came to Jesus., his preparation 
for going to Jerusalem where he knew that he 

. 

would face opposition., arrest., trial, suffering 
and death. 

• 

Lent is followed by Palm Sunday., Maundy Thursday, 
. . . 

Good Friday and Easter. Forty days after Easter 
the re is Ascension Day .,. a way of remember i nq 

· that the disciples no longer·experienced Jesus' 

physical presence. The Gospel stories tell us 

that Jesus ascended to be totally with God. 
Fifty days after Easter there is Pentecost when 
we ·r·emember the disciples of ,Jesus receiving 

, 



the qift of .God's Holy Spirit and they began 
. -
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to spread the good·news of Jesus' birth� life J 

death and re.su r rect ion. 

. 

Pentecost. is fol.lowed by what is comm.only 
. . 

ca 1.1 ed the Trinity Season which continues on 

through the spring� summer and. fol 1. Advent 

begins the church year all over again. 

In the scripture reading for tonightJ Ash 
. . . ' . 

WednesdayJ Jesus reminds us that when we go 
. . 

about deepening our faith } we are.not to do so in 

order to impress others with how reliqious we 
a rel \4e a re not· to be show-offs. ''Be.wa.re of 

. . 

practicing your Piety before·others in order to 
. .  

be seen by them. " 

\1hen I was growing up I can remember individuals 
. . . . 

bragging on·what they had 'given up' for Lent. 
l. 

, • • 

They wanted all to know how religious they were. 

And Jesus went on to say - to be one of my 

followersJ you do not have to look sad } dismal} 

or gloomy, Some people do that to impress others 

that they are truly sorry for their sins. 

So tonight we are here to remember Jesus. H.ope­

fully we are filled with . a. q.,u.iet joy as we begin 

the season of Lent leading up to Easter. We 

gather here also_ to remember Jesus throu0h the 
. . ' . . . 

Sacram.ent of Holy Communion. Come to Christ's 

table with joy and gratitude. 


