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“Remember That You Are Dust”
In the name of our crucified Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

The inspiration of Ashes, as part of the Ash Wednesday liturgy, is in my mind one of the most deeply
moving parts of parish ministry for a pastor and congregation, particularly the solemn words,
“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”

The words cannot help but send chills down your spine. They announce the reality that one day we
will die. The time is coming and may not be far off when we will breathe our last breath. That is not
the sort of message we like to hear. Yet the fact is that there is no other way out of this life than dying.
No matter how many years we may add onto our life expectancy, those years will run out one day and
we will return to the dust from which we came.

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.” 

It is difficult to say those words to an elderly member who stands in front of me, their pastor. I am
aware that this veteran Christian is living in the final chapters of their life. I know that were they a
person of lesser faith, these words would strike terror in their heart, bu they stand before me to hear
those words and be smeared with ashes, knowing that each year they are one year closer to the time
when their journey will be over.

Next in line is a young child holding their parent’s hand. To presume that this life seems at risk seems
unlikely, but life can be fragile. I know that the odds are good that this freshly minted Christian, not that
far removed from being bathed in the waters of Holy Baptism, will live many decades. How do you
keep faith alive for that long a time? That will be their challenge – and the Spirit’s. As I sign the young
child with a cross, I whisper a prayer and say out loud, “Remember that you are dust and to dust you
shall return.” 

When I say those words to the child’s parents, I shudder silently. They remind me how utterly
dependent this child is on their parents. What would happen to them if they were wrenched away?

Then there stands before me a member who has just licked cancer. She returned to health after a
struggle that left her on the precipice between life and death. Having come so close to dying, the
words strike with a particular poignancy, “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”

And before me now stands someone caught in the gears of corporate downsizing. This next person
recently retired. He is struggling to find meaning and purpose. And here stands a couple whose oldest
child serves in the armed forces. Next, there is a person struggling with the nightmare of addiction.
Next, a couple whose marriage is falling apart at the seams. And so it goes. People of dust coming
to be reminded of their common humanity, coming to be marked with ashes, coming to hear the
words.

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”

Each time I speak the words, I trace a cross of ashes on the person’s forehead. This is a way of
saying, “Though you are human, you belong to God. You are God’s own child. At your baptism, when
the pastor first marked you with a cross, at that moment, God made a claim upon you. The cross says
that you are owned much like – if you will please pardon the analogy – a rancher brands cattle to



make clear to whom they belong. You and I wear the cross as a sign that we belong to Jesus Christ
forever.

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”

Centuries ago the prophet Joel proclaimed the words of tonight’s first reading. He did not know about
a cross but he saw signs of God’s grace all around him, enough signs that he could say with
confidence, “Return to the Lord your God for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding
in steadfast love.” Because we believe that God will not turn away from us, we dare to be marked
tonight with a cross of ashes.

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”

A young woman’s bitterness toward the church ran deep. As a child she frequently witnessed her
father getting drunk and beating her mother. Sometimes he would come to her room and have his way 
with her or her sister. Her mother went and talked to their pastor about getting a divorce. He sternly
reminded her that it was her duty to stay and help her husband with his problems. Needless to say,
the abuse continued unabated. At age 16, this young woman ran away from home, vowing never to
set foot in a church again.  
 
Now she was grown, married, and had a baby of her own. She wanted to have her infant baptized.
A friend recommended that she talk with her pastor. The pastor listened intently to her story. And
when she finished the pastor gently took both her hands and looking into her eyes, expressed deep
regret over the harm that Pastor’s very bad advice had caused her and her family. Then the pastor
talked about baptism. He compared it to a river of rapidly flowing water that washes away all that is
bad in our lives and replaces it with new life. 

“Do you want that for your baby?” the pastor gently asked. “Yes,” the young woman answered, “and
for me too.”

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”

My brothers and sisters in Christ. In the ancient church the 40 days of Lent were devoted to preparing
baptismal candidates for their reception into the church through the Sacrament of Baptism at the
Easter Vigil. In a few minutes, we will have the Imposition of Ashes. I invite you to come forward and
be marked with ashes. Come, return to our God, who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love. AMEN.


