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Ash Wednesday, February 28, 2001 
The best cartoon I have looked at lately does not involve anyone named Bush or Clinton or Gore, and has nobody in it who is a caricatured person of color or a rich person or a cuddly little beaver writing an indignant letter to the Secretary of the Interior. 
The cartoon depicts a person who is doing something I do every morning, and which I suspect many of you do too. The person is scanning the obituary pages of the newspaper. Instead of specific names and ages and mini-biographies, the headlines of the articles in this newspaper are such things as "Twenty years older than you," "Just your age," "A bit younger than you," "Way older than you," and "Lots younger than you." 
The implication of the cartoon is obvious. One set of things we get from reading the obituaries is relief that lot of the people who are dying are way older than we are, nervousness that people around our own age are dying, and horror that some of the people who are dying are much younger than we are. I am a few years older than Dale Earnhardt -- uh-oh. 
One of the main points of Ash Wednesday is that we are all going to die. The Bible tells us we die because of sin. "The wages of sin is death," as St. Paul reminds us. Death entered the world because Adam and Eve disobeyed God. God did not want human beings to live forever in a state of separation from him, so he put death into the world as a possible way toward reconciliation and new life. 
The ashes on your forehead remind you that you cannot avoid death. The Epistle to the Hebrews reminds you that there is going to be an accounting after we die. We are going to be held responsible for everything we have done. "It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment." 
The judgment on each one of us is going to be the same -- guilty; guilty of the crime of sin, guilty of persisting in rebellion against God and disobeying his laws. What we deserve after that verdict is rendered is condemnation to hell to suffer there for eternity. 
The only way out is to claim what the shape of the ashes offers us. The shape is the cross of Christ which forgives us for our sins and frees us from condemnation to hell. 
Lent is the time to face up to all of this, take stock of the ways in which we are most obviously disobeying God, say we are sorry, and ask for the help we need to change. God wants you to admit your sin not so he can condemn you to hell, but so he can forgive you and give you the strength and the inclination to do better. 
"Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return." "Rend your heart and not your garments." "The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." 
The Collect: Almighty and everlasting God, who hatest nothing that thou hast made, and dost forgive the sins of all those who are penitent; Create and make in us new and contrite hearts, that we, worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our wretchedness, may obtain of thee, the God of all mercy, perfect remission and forgiveness; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
This Collect is to be said every day in Lent, after the Collect appointed for the day, until Palm Sunday. 
The Epistle: Joel 2:12-17 
The Gospel: St. Matthew 6:16-21 
