Before we gathered today, something very ordinary happened. 

Palm crosses from last year were gathered and burnt, what remained was crushed and placed into this small tub. Nothing dramatic, no ceremony. This is what was left after the fire had burnt. 

This small tub of ash is at the very heart of today, Ash Wednesday. 

These ashes were once green branches, waved with joy and hope. They were signs of praise and celebration. Now they are dust and soon they will mark our foreheads as we begin our Lenten journey. This simple movement – from celebration, through fire, to ash – tells the truth of the human story. 

Today’s gospel reading tells another story of what remains after everything is stripped away. 

A woman is dragged into the open by religious leaders, caught in adultery, exposed before the crowd. Like ashes, she is what is left after dignity, privacy, and safety have been burned away. She is reduced to her failure. She stands with nothing to defend herself.  And then there is Jesus. 

John tells us that Jesus bends down and writes on the ground. He does not rush to speak. He does not react to the noise of accusation. He lowers himself to the dust. He places his finger in the earth, the same earth from which humanity was formed. 

In that moment there is a striking significance to Ash Wednesday. The religious leaders want judgement. They want certainty. They want to throw stones. Jesus offers something else: truth without cruelty, mercy without denial. 

“Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her”.

The crowd had arrived confident, morally certain, ready to condemn. Jesus speaks those words and one by one the accusers leave. They leave because they recognise their own sinfulness. The scene exposes how easy it is to use someone else’s sin to feel righteous ourselves. 

What is left is Jesus and the woman. No crowd. No weapons. No noise. Just two people standing in the dust. The ashes we receive today, place us in that same space. Standing alone before Christ, not before a judging crowd.

When we hold a small tub of ash, we are holding what remains after fire—after destruction, after things have run their course. Ashes do not pretend. They are honest. They cannot be shaped or polished. They simply are.

That’s why ashes are used today. Not gold. Not oil. Ash.

Ashes say: this is what’s left when we stop pretending.
Ashes say: we are not in control.
Ashes say: we need mercy. 

Jesus does not deny the woman’s sin. But he also refuses to let sin have the final word. He says to her “Neither do I condemn you. Go now and leave your life of sin”.

Forgiveness comes first. Change follows. That order matters. 

Lent doesn’t begin with self-improvement. It begins with truth. And truth, when met by God, becomes mercy. 

As we prepare the ashes today, we mix them with oil. Dust alone would fall away too easily. Oil binds the ash together. It allows it to cling. 

The ash is our fragility. 
The oil is God’s mercy. 

Without mercy, truth crushes us. Without truth, mercy becomes meaningless. Lent holds the two together. 

The woman in the Gospel reading receives no ashes on her forehead, but she experiences what Ash Wednesday offers all of us: the chance to stand before God without stones in our hands and without shame in our hearts. 

Laying down stones. Stones of resentment. Stones of pride. Stones of harsh self-judgement and harsh judgement of others. It is a time to step out of the crowd and stand honestly before Jesus. 

When we come forward today, we come as people who know something about fire – fire that has burned through relationships, choices, regrets, disappointments, and failures. We come knowing that some things in our lives cannot be recovered. They can only be surrendered. And God receives what is left. 

Jesus meets the woman exactly where she is – in the dust – and sends her forward with dignity restored. 

As the ashes are placed on our foreheads today and the sign of the cross is traced, we are reminded that we are dust - but dust loved by God, dust written into the story of mercy.

The cross traced on our foreheads is not a mark of shame – it is a sign of mercy. It tells us that our sin is real, but God’s grace is greater. 

So, as the ashes are placed on us, let us hear Him say:

You are not condemned. 
You are not finished.
Go – and begin again. 

Amen.
