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WHAT IS ASH WEDNESDAY? 

February 26, 2020 

Joel 2:12-16, 18-19 

 Ash Wednesday begins a period of forty days before Easter.  Actually, it is 47 

days before Easter because the 7 Sundays before Easter are not counted due to the 

fact that each Sunday is a celebration of the Resurrection and is therefore a feast day.  

The other forty days of Lent are days of fasting, abstinence from meat, repentance, 

contemplation of one’s transgressions, and of one’s mortality.  It was created to make 

people realize that we are mortal and we are not God.  We are also sinful and have to 

rely on God’s grace for eternal life.   

 This was first established in 325 AD at the council of Nicaea and then became a 

church tradition celebrated by most historical denominations.  On Ash Wednesday the 

ashes from the palm leaves from the previous year’s Palm Sunday are burned and the 

ashes used to make the sign of the cross on the foreheads of the believers with the 

words, “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  These words were 

proclaimed by Pope Gregory I in 540 AD.  Since then it was changed with the addition 

of the words, “Repent and believe the Gospel.”  These words were not added by the 

Catholic Church until 1969.  That was a time of great change in the Catholic Church.  It 

was around this time that the abstaining from meat on Fridays was rescinded.  There 

was a pragmatic reason for this.   

 Before refrigeration it was a sacrifice to eliminate meat from the diet.  People 

could eat fish on Friday but most people could not get fish delivered to them in time 

before it went bad.  So, by not eating meat most people went without and had to fast.  
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But with the advent of modern refrigeration and freezing, fish products were easy to 

come by and Fridays in Lent were not sacrificial at all.  There was fresh and frozen fish 

everywhere along with shrimp, lobster, and anything else that came from the sea.  So, 

other ways and means were substituted for the sacrifices of meatless Fridays. 

 Why forty days?  Well, Moses fasted forty days and nights for the sins of Israel 

(Exodus 34:27-28).  Jesus also fasted forty days and nights in the wilderness (Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke).  For centuries now the Christian Church has honored Ash Wednesday 

as the first day of Lent.   

 Scripture tells us that God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.  It 

also tells us that everyone who exalts themselves will be humbled and everyone who 

humbles themselves will be exalted.  Today is the day to put aside all pride, to empty 

ourselves of everything that we think we are and focus on God.  The Bible is very clear: 

we are finite beings that have a beginning and an end; who will one day answer to God 

and God alone.  Therefore, we must align ourselves with God’s reality, with God’s way, 

and with God’s requirements.  Today is a day we actively remind ourselves of that.  We 

do not hide from the truth of death and of the consequences of sin.  Instead we remind 

ourselves and others that the only way to deal with sin and the only way to overcome 

our own mortality and death is by humbling ourselves before the mighty hand of God, 

confessing our trespasses; repenting from our offensive ways to God and simply 

receive God’s mercy, grace, and forgiveness.  

 What does Ash Wednesday mean for us today?  It is a day to do some “Spring 

Cleaning” for the soul.  The ashes remind us to look deep within ourselves and realize 

that we are mortal   The cross reminds us to look to Christ, who won the battle for you 
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and you receive his forgiveness. It is a day to appreciate all that God did for us by 

sending us God’s son.  For as one becomes more aware of their own transgressions we 

become aware of just how much God loved us and what God would do to show that 

love.  Those are the eternal truths about Ash Wednesday and its meaning. 

 What about the trend to give up something for Lent or the commitment you make 

for the season of Lent on Ash Wednesday?  I want to end by expressing my opinion that 

- the idea of giving something up for Lent trivializes Lent.  I don’t think it is about giving 

something up, I think it is about letting go.  Lent and Ash Wednesday is about a spiritual 

cleansing, not a physical one.  So make a commitment to let go.  Let go of a grudge.  

Let go of a hurt.  Let go of a jealousy.  Let go of a desire.  Let go of the obsession in 

your heart that is doing your spirit harm.  Let go of whatever you are holding in your 

heart that is preventing you from having complete love for God and others.  That would 

be what Ash Wednesday is all about.  And that can last a life-time, not just 40 days. 

 So, when you come to the altar to receive the ashes on your forehead, make 

your commitment to let something go.  Amen. 


