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Sermon preached by Fr Ryan Austin-Eames 

Ash Wednesday – Holy Eucharist and Liturgy of Repentance 

Anglican Parish of Colac 

 

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be always acceptable in your sight, O Lord, 

our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

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

Thus said God to Adam after humankind’s fall from innocence and immortality into the mire of 

sin and death. And thus says the Church to each of us today. This year, the usual sacramental 

action which usually accompanies these words – marking the forehead with an ashen cross – 

cannot take place due to lockdown, but nevertheless the central message of today’s liturgy 

remains unchanged: Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.  

No equivocation. No ambiguity. None of the usual polite Anglican sugar-coating. Today’s liturgy 

confronts us head on with the certainty of our own death and judgement. Nowhere else in the 

Anglican liturgical tradition are we confronted with a more robust and direct reminder of our 

mortality than in the liturgy of Ash Wednesday. This year, the poignance of this message may 

well be grasped by many more people than it has in several generations. Throughout the world, 

2.4 million people have died prematurely – a statistic which has deeply shocked multitudes who 

belong to a death-denying culture within a narrative of continuous progress where things like 

this don’t happen; at least, not to people like us. In the United States COVID-19 has now claimed 

more than 450,000 deaths; in the United Kingdom more than 115,000; and in Canada more than 

21,000. Even Australia and New Zealand, which have (to this point, at least) managed to avoid 

these sorts of death tolls, have paid an economic price, with lockdowns necessary to control the 

health crisis bringing cities to a standstill and putting many people who have never known 

unemployment out of work.  

Yes, COVID-19 has been an unwelcome reminder to us comfortable, self-satisfied 21st century 

Australians that for all our technological, scientific, and social accomplishments, and despite our 

increased life expectancy, our vastly improved diets and healthcare regimes, that we are every 

bit as damaged, frail, and flawed as every human being who has gone before us. Despite our 

accomplishments, however impressive, we are and will remain merely human. We are, each of 

us, made in the image of God, and made to be in loving relationship with God, but it is a 

relationship with is hampered by sin – and not just “sin” in the abstract; our very real sins which 

inflict pain and injury on other people and which damage our relationship with God. The Good 

news is that, in the words of Thomas Cranmer’s immortal collect for Ash Wednesday, God grants 

to all those who are penitent “perfect remission and forgiveness” for all sins, no matter how great.  
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But, there is a catch. This forgiveness, which is offered as a free gift, is contingent upon being 

truly penitent, and that means, (again) in the words of Cranmer’s collect, “lamenting our sins 

acknowledging our wretchedness”. This is a difficult thing to do, to really look at ourselves and 

to make a frank and honest appraisal of how we are travelling as a person, and in particular as a 

child of God and as a disciple of Christ. It is difficult to name our sins to ourselves, and to be truly 

contrite – our first preference is often to try and excuse our own behaviour, because facing up to 

the reality that what we have done is sin, committed out of selfish motives, is so very painful.  

But that’s what this day is about – acknowledging our sins and not seeking to hide it. Usually, 

we would do this by wearing a cross of ash on our foreheads – a declaration to all the world that 

yes, we are sinners, but repentant sinners wishing to be reconciled to God, our creator and 

redeemer. Even before Victoria’s “snap” 5-day lockdown was announced this past Friday, this 

Ash Wednesday was going to be a different prospect than that to which liturgical Anglicans are 

accustomed.  

Due to the pandemic, clergy have been directed to refrain from imposing ash crosses on the 

forehead, but to instead sprinkle ashes over the head of each penitent. This act of sprinkling ashes 

is actually the usual method of imposing ashes outside of the English-speaking world, which begs 

the question, “why do we make a sign of the cross on the forehead? No-one really knows the 

answer to this question for certain, but I suspect that the custom of imposing ashes in the form of 

a cross in the English-speaking world is a nod to the fact that, as mentioned in the introduction 

to this service, at first the season of Lent was observed by those who were preparing for baptism 

at Easter. An essential component of the Anglican baptismal liturgy has always been that the sign 

of the cross is made on the newly baptised person’s forehead. And so at the beginning of Lent 

one receives the cross of ash, a sign of sin and death; while at Easter one receives (or is reminded 

of) the cross of water, a sign of life and glory. It should be remarked upon, though, that even the 

sign of sin and death contains within it a reflection of the glory which will be – a representation of 

the cross on which Christ accomplished the work of atonement. 

The theological concept of atonement is one is increasingly regarded as “problematic” by voices 

within and without of the Church. Steve Chalke, a British Baptist minister and prominent public 

theologian, has observed that the aversion to atonement theology stems from the perception that 

it is all about “a vengeful Father, punishing his Son for an offence he has not even committed” 

and that, “Understandably, both people inside and outside of the Church have found this twisted 

version of events morally dubious and a huge barrier to faith” because the whole concept 

seemingly stands “in total contradiction to the statement: “God is love”.” But, where some see 

only “Cosmic Child Abuse” others see the love of God poured out for a broken creation; God 

sparing absolutely nothing to be reconciled with his children who had gone astray. At its heart, 

atonement is exactly what the component parts of the word would suggest: “at-one-ment”. 

Atonement is about reconciliation – reconciliation with God and reconciliation with each other; 

all made possible by the cross of Jesus Christ. 
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And so, we come to Ash Wednesday and to the season of Lent – our annual reminder of our 

mortality; our annual call to holiness; and our annual opportunity to truly repent – to 

acknowledge how far we have drifted from God and to return to God as the prodigal sons and 

daughters that we are. God doesn’t need Lent, we do. True enough, there are some who would 

argue that our relationship with God is our own business, and that it is a folly to insist that all 

Christians seek to address their individual relationships with God collectively for 6 weeks 

annually. Such objections fail to recognise, though, that Christianity is an inherently communal 

enterprise – we are together the body of Christ. And who, if left to their own devices would take 

the opportunity to, in the words of the prophet Jonah, return to the Lord our God with fasting, 

with weeping, and with mourning? Lent is the Church’s way of ensuring that we do not drift 

indefinitely. As Saint Paul wrote to the Corinthians – ‘Be reconciled to God…Now is the 

acceptable time’. 

We need to be careful though, not to in the process become the hypocrites whom Jesus chastises 

in today’s Gospel – those who practise their piety in order that it may be seen by others. This 

Lent, whatever we may choose to do to assist us in our being reconciled to the Father, whether 

fasting, almsgiving, increased attention to prayer and devotion, let us each remember what the 

purpose of this season is – to look at our lives critically, in light of the gospel, and seek to grow 

in love of God, and of each other, and to bed down habits of prayer, of generosity, of 

thoughtfulness, and of self-control – habits which will hopefully continue, even after Lent is over. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


