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Grace and peace are yours from God our Father and our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, amen. 
 

How do you remove the ashes from Ash Wednesday?  Some may say; you don’t and they are 
correct because sin is always present in our lives and as I shared on Ash Wednesday, the ashes are a symbol 
of our mortal death and a sign of our immortal life.  So, was it easy to remove the ashes from your 
forehead?   

 
You may also ask, where do the ashes really come from; and the answer really is: palm branches 

(specifically, the palms you held in your very hands on Palm Sunday).  To prepare the ashes, the palms are 
kept all year long to become as dry as possible.  Then before Ash Wednesday they are burned.  I place the 
palms in a disposable aluminum tray and apply only a flame.  The palms are so dry there is no need for any 
lighter fluid or accelerant.  When the fire has consumed the leaves and branches, I then carefully place 
some of the ashes in a mortar and pestle and pulverize any solid remains until all is a very fine black ash.  
Nothing is added to the ash before it is again returned to you on Ash Wednesday. 

 
Where did I learn this? YouTube!  I did not learn this in seminary, internship, or even a mentor 

pastor.  Instead, once I was already here and Lent was approaching, I made several mistakes to where I 
almost had no ashes left, then I simple asked Google. 

 
So again, how do you remove the ashes from Ash Wednesday?  Forever!?  The answer my friends is 

contained in all the texts of Holy Scripture today, with the exception of the Psalm.  Water and nothing else.  
The water of our baptism removes any and all flaws, faults, and impurities that our human existence may 
appear to have.  If we look at one another as mere humans, we will see our failures, our misery, our defeat 
and even death.  However, when we accept each other as the children of God who serve in a Kingdom that 
will not end, we then see the holy and pure people of God. 

 
The waters of baptism wash away sin.  The texts of Holy scripture today begin with the closing 

verses of the flood narrative that we know so very well.  This is one of the first stories in the bible that we 
teach our children and is a represented in over 270 different cultures and contexts.  The story of the great 
flood is rooted in every culture and becomes a universal story about God sparing a few humans from total 
annihilation.   

  
And here again, it is no coincidence that the flood narrative is so common across the different 

cultures.  Only two generations (or 100 years) after the flood, God confuses the speech of people in the 
narrative of the Tower of Babel.  Clearly this is a story that would be passed down to children and 
grandchildren and shared with future generation. 

 
My friends, what was the purpose of the flood?  What really happened in the flood according to the 

truth of Holy Scripture as our faith reveals to us today?  God has opened our eyes to see His acts of 
righteousness, love, and compassion in the world, and yet the horrific event of the flood seems impossible 
to understand.  This tension is not our burden to bear, but an opportunity to hear what God can provide as 
comfort, peace, and understanding. 
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To answer the question of the flood brings us back to the question of how you removed the ashes 
from your forehead on Ash Wednesday: the waters of baptism.  In Peter’s epistle, whom we hear very little 
from, he shares the waters of the flood ‘prefigured’ our baptism in Christ, which removes our sin from the 
sight of God.  To interpret this in understanding of the flood, God did not remove life from the face of the 
earth; He did indeed wash away the sin of the world. 

 
Before the cultures of the world are created and the peoples are dispersed after God confuses their 

speech; the rainbow it given as a sign that God will never again cut-off the life of humankind with a flood.  
The rainbow is a sign of God’s promise to all people; the hope that water will not take our life, but indeed 
preserve our life by washing away our sin.  When we see a rainbow today, remember that sin has been 
washed away and life remains! 

 
My friends, God created the world all things in His glory and without sin.  To humankind alone He 

gives free will and allows us to choose life or to choose sin and death.  Sin came into the world through 
humankind and God continues to remove sin in visible and memorable ways so that we might choose life.  
History reveals every time God removes sin, it quickly returns as we are easily tempted,  quick to doubt, 
and soon to forget.  For that matter, sin seems to come back in ways worse that before; and still God 
remains faithful to preserve our life, provide for our well-being, and grant us peace. 

 
Our gospel text begins with Christ coming up from the waters of Baptism even though Christ has no 

sins to be washed away.  The image of Word and Water and Spirit are all given to us to reflect upon the 
very first words of creation in Genesis; In the beginning the earth was a formless void, darkness covered the 
face of the deep, and the Spirit of God swept over the waters.  Creation is spared in the flood as it remains 
in the light and glory of God.  And so, God creates a new heaven and new earth by again moving over the 
waters.  His Word in human form, our Lord Jesus Christ, is given to the world to proclaim the Kingdom of 
God, where sin is not merely removed again but defeated and rendered powerless. 

 
The new heaven and new earth still encounter temptation, which is the first events and elements 

that Christ will encounter at the advent of His ministry.  Christ is triumphant over Satan and the earthy 
rewards that are offered as Christ has no desire for earthly elements.  Christ does have a desire for a holy 
and eternal relationship with the one element in all creation He loves most: you and me and all humanity. 

 
The Spirit moved over the waters, the Spirit descends from heaven to Christ and creation to guide 

and direct our paths in service to God and in love towards one another.  The first recorded event of our 
Lord’s ministry is to comes up from the waters of this Jordan as He is baptized by John.  Of the final 
recorded details of our Lord’s life among us include the words from John’s Gospel, “But when they came to 
Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. But one of the soldiers pierced his side 
with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water.”  God declares “Life is in the blood” and our 
Lord’s blood is poured out as the complete and final sacrifice for all our sins.  Along with the blood is water, 
that forever washes away our sin from the sight of God. 

 
Sin may still exist as does temptation, doubt, fear, and a host of elements that attempt to separate 

us from God.  But the story is not about sin, rather the love of God.  The promise, protection, and 
purification that come with the Word of God and His everlasting love are above all these things to reveal to 
us, the peace that passes all understanding to keep our hearts and minds through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 


