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Grace and peace to you this Ash Wednesday night.  I once witnessed a soccer 

game of 5 and 6 year olds.  It wasn’t a competitive game by any means.  The 

objective the coach set was to simply get the ball down the field towards the 

goal.  But there were several little players who weren’t focused on where the 

ball was they were focused on their shadows.  In the late afternoon sun they 

ran, and kept looking at the shadows running with them.  They would stop 

and turn or bend or take a few steps to see what their shadow would do.  It 

was amusing for the adults and parents watching.  The players seemed to be 

fascinated they couldn’t rid themselves of their shadows.   

 

Tonight we take a look at our own shadows.  Tonight, the shadow of our very 

mortality will appear upon our heads.  It’s not a shadow we like to reflect 

upon very often.  Perhaps we might when our bodies don’t work like we want 

them too, or if there is a sudden run to the emergency room.  Or as we watch 

our spouse or parents lives come to a close.  Then the shadow of mortality 

takes form and shape and sits quietly nearby, making itself known in results of 

tests, furrowed brows of doctors and our fear of the unknown.   

 

Tonight, the shadow of our very self appears upon our heads.  As earth is 

smeared into our faces, we hear those words so familiar and yet so strange; 

“remember you are dust and to dust you shall return.”   Just as God created 

Adam and Eve out of the dust of the ground, we are reminded that these 



containers of flesh will inevitably decompose.   Tonight is a near death 

experience of sorts; a microscopic view of our physical demise.   

 

And tonight, the shadow of our very sin appears upon our heads.  For as long 

as we inhabit this body, in this creation, the sin that clings so close will remain 

with us.  It’s like a shadow we cannot shake off.   In our Baptisms, we were 

marked with a cross of oil.  Buried with Christ, drowned in sin and death, we 

were ‘sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ forever.’  

But that cross is invisible – invisible to the human eye.  Tonight, its outline 

becomes clear.  Sin and death is real.  We walk in sin’s shadow each day.   

 

Thus we pray in Psalm 51; “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your 

steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions.”  

Ash Wednesday points our eyes towards the shadow of a larger cross under 

which we’ll sit on Good Friday.  We’ll gaze upon Jesus’ body in its demise and 

His flesh taking on our sin.  In the silhouette of those cross beams we’ll 

whisper as we do tonight, ‘Have mercy on us, O God, have mercy.’ 

 

Tonight is about our own individual shadows of mortality, death and sin.  We 

answer the Invitation to Lent calling us to disciplines of prayer, fasting, acts of 

sacrifice, self-examination and repentance.  We keep those disciplines not only 

for our own sake but also for the sake of our neighbors.  Remember the 

Greatest Commandment?  You shall love the Lord your God and you shall love 

your neighbor.  Ash Wednesday calls us to remember all God’s children and 

God’s creation that live in the shadows.  Remember our neighbors who don’t 

have adequate housing?  Those who sleep under the shadow of a highway 



overpass, or hide beneath bushes for safety? What about our neighbors who 

on months when the money is tight, must choose between paying rent and 

buying food.  Or our neighbors who do the jobs that many Americans would 

never do; picking crops in the fields, or garbage in the alleys.  Then they return 

home, fearing the knock of ICE on their door.  Neighbors whose homes are 

dangerous with physical abuse, they live in shadows as well.  

 

We experience a near death tonight with just a mark of ash.  These neighbors 

experience near death regularly with the mark of hunger pangs or 

homelessness or threat of deportation.  God’s children, our neighbors, are 

those who live in the shadows.  

 

The Lord tells the prophet Isaiah to speak plainly to Israel and Judah, God’s 

chosen ones.   

Hear it again from The Message Bible:  

 

Tell my people what’s wrong with their lives, 

    face my family Jacob with their sins! 

They’re busy, busy, busy at worship, 

    and love studying all about me. 

To all appearances they’re a nation of right-living people— 

    law-abiding, God-honoring. 

But they also complain, 

    ‘Why do we fast and you don’t look our way? 

    Why do we humble ourselves and you don’t even notice?’ 

 



(The Lord says,) Do you think this is the kind of fast day I’m after:  

    a day to show off humility? 

To put on a pious long face 

    and parade around solemnly in black? 

Do you call that fasting, 

    a fast day that I, GOD, would like? 

 

“This is the kind of fast day I’m after: 

    to break the chains of injustice, 

    get rid of exploitation in the workplace, 

    free the oppressed, 

    cancel debts. 

What I’m interested in seeing you do is: 

    sharing your food with the hungry, 

    inviting the homeless poor into your homes, 

    being available to your own families.”  (Isaiah 58:1-7. The Message Bible, 

Eugene Petersen, Nav Press.  2002.) 

 

The Lord goes on to say when we do these things God’s light will shine and 

our gloom will be as bright as the sun at noon day.   Shadows be gone!  Our 

relationship with God will be deep and rich and sustaining.  Although still 

marked by sin, our hope will be in the One who forgives and restores.   

 

None of us know that day when the earth smeared into our foreheads will 

become a reality.  None of us know when the shadow of death will surround 

these mortal bodies.  Yet we do know God offers us forgives and grace.  It is 



Jesus’ cross that marks our flesh.  Jesus’ cross that takes on our death.  Jesus’ 

cross that battles our sin.   

 

Likewise we also do not know when the shadow of death will arrive for our 

neighbors.  But through our Lenten disciples, we can delay death’s arrival.  

The shelves at House of Neighborly Service need food.  Children who are 

abused and refugees need our prayers.  God’s creation needs us to recycle and 

quit our wasteful living.   

 

Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.  We have many days 

of living in between the marking of this shadow and the grave our final resting 

place.  During that time, what God calls us to do, is radically important.  As 

Christians we have opportunities each day to eliminate near death and 

shadows for God’s children.   

 

So that we might remember our own sinful shadows and our neighbors’ 

shadows, I’ll invite you to take a strip of gray material as you come up for 

ashes.  Put it where you can see it.  Wear it on your wrist.  Tie it to the steering 

wheel or cabinet knob.  May it be a reminder to pray, fast, repent, and give 

sacrificially.  Enter the disciplines.  

 

Blessed Ash Wednesday to you.  Be marked with earth; the shadows of 

mortality, self and sin.  The shadow of Christ our Savior.  

 

Lord, have mercy on us.  Have mercy.   

Amen. 



 

 

 


