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Allen Pruitt

Behind me,
up at the altar,

there is a little jar full of black ash.

In a few minutes time,
I’ll offer some words of blessing to those ashes,

and then I’ll invite you up here
for what is perhaps the strangest of our rituals.

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

With those words
I will rub a bit of ash across your forehead,

making the sign of the cross.

The ashes used to be something else.
Ashes always were,

something else.
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Last year,
nearly a year ago,

we held up Palm Branches,
playing at welcoming Jesus into Jerusalem.

We were those people,
shouting Hosanna’s,
giving thanks for a savior

who will liberate us from our foreign enemies.

We were those people
thankful that we finally had someone

powerful enough to make Jerusalem safe for Jews.

We were those people
who expected the overthrow of the empire.

That’s what they were saying,
there on the road to Jerusalem.

That’s what they were claiming about Jesus,
even if he was riding on a donkey

instead of an armored war horse.

It was us last year,
reenacting the story.

But it’s us all the time,
living the story we make.

We are those people,
anxious for a savior to conquer our enemies,
anxious for the one who will bring us national glory,

who will bring us personal prosperity.

That’s us.
That was them too.
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But what happens
when that savior winds up hanging on a cross?

What happens
when he is crying out in thirst?

What happens
when conquering the empire

is not the plan that God had in mind?

We waved those palm branches,
shouting our hosannas,

and then we burned them down to dust.

Through those doors
we enter a world of expectations

not centered on our own desires.
We enter a world of expectations

not centered on safety or security,
on wealth or domination.

Even the repentance to which God calls us,
is not something we can demonstrate on the outside.
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Is this the fast that I choose,
“a day to humble oneself?

To bow down the head,
to lie in sackcloth and ashes?

Will you call this a fast,
a day acceptable to the Lord?

Is not this the fast that I choose:
to loose the bonds of injustice,
to undo the thongs of the yoke,
to let the oppressed go free,

and to break every yoke?

Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,
and bring the homeless poor into your house;

when you see the naked to cover them,
and not to hide yourself from your own kin?

If you remove the yoke from among you,
the pointing of the finger,
the speaking of evil,

if you offer your food to the hungry
and satisfy the needs of the afflicted,

then your light shall rise in the darkness
and your gloom be like the noonday.

You shall be called the repairer of the breach,
the restorer of streets to live in.
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We wave those palm branches,
shouting our hosannas,
saying yes to the reign of God,

and then we burn them down to dust.

Walking up here,
taking on that dust,

right here (point at forehead),
not where we can see,
not where we can know,

but where every person we meet can see,

we say yes,
once again,

to the reign of God.

We say yes,
not to the fast of sackcloth and ashes,

but to loosing the bonds of injustice,
to letting the oppressed go free,
to sharing our bread with the hungry.

We put on these ashes as a reminder,
not of the quality of our fasting,
but of the power of God to make new life from even the dust.
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When we take on the true fast of God,

then everyone will be able to see.

When we give voice to the voiceless
and humble ourselves,
and give up our lives,
and take up the cross,

then it will be as plain
as the ashes on our foreheads.

Our bishop made this point,
but I’m going to say it a little differently:

We will get dusty,
one way or another.

We will either collect dust,
or we will stir up the dust.

One way or another,
we will be marked.

Will we look for the savior to come riding the white horse,
making war on our enemies,
and promising deliverance to the powerful?

Or will we look for the savior who hangs from a cross,
making war on death,
and promising deliverance to the least and the lost?

Which is the fast that we choose?


