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WHY HAVE ASH
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COLLECT FOR ASH WEDNESDAY
Almighty and everlasting God,
who hatest nothing that thou hast made
and dost forgive the sins of all those that are penitent:
create and make in us new and contrite hearts
that we, worthily lamenting our sins
and acknowledging our wretchedness,
may obtain of thee, the God of all mercy,
perfect remission and forgiveness;
through Jesus Christ thy Son our Lord,
who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit,
one God,
for ever and ever.
Amen.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE ASH WEDNESDAY COLLECT?
This collect, which appeared in the First Book of Common Prayer
(1549), was taken from one of the Sarum prayers for the blessing
of ashes. It in turn was obviously inspired by Psalm 51, long used
in Ash Wednesday services. It seems to ignore the Creator’s
disappointment with what He had made before the Great Flood.

WHAT IS ASH WEDNESDAY?
Ash Wednesday is a Christian
Holy Day of prayer and fasting.
Ash Wednesday derives its
name from the placing of
ashes for repentance on the
foreheads of participants,
usually as a visible cross, to
“Remember that you are dust,
and to dust you shall return.”
The ashes are prepared by
burning palm leaves from the
previous
year's
Palm
Sunday celebration.

WHAT IS ASH WEDNESDAY?
The words used traditionally to accompany this gesture are,
"Memento, homo, quia pulvis es, et in pulverem reverteris."
("Remember, O man, that thou art dust, and to dust thou shalt
return.") This old formula, now often translated as “Remember that
you are dust, and to dust you shall return,” is based on the words
spoken (in Genesis 3:19) to Adam and Eve after their sin. It reminds
worshippers of their sinfulness and mortality and thus, implicitly, of
their need to repent.

WHAT DOES FASTING MEAN?
Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of the season of Lent: a
time of penitence, fasting, and prayer, in preparation for the
great feast of the resurrection. The forty days refer to Jesus’
time of fasting in the wilderness; and since Sundays are never
fast days, Ash Wednesday is the beginning of the Lenten Fast.
The 1979 Book of Common Prayer lists Ash Wednesday and
Good Friday as Fasts.
Saint Augustine's Prayer Book, a resource for AngloCatholics, defines fasting as "usually meaning not more than
a light breakfast, one full meal, and one half meal, on the
forty days of Lent” and defines abstinence as refraining from
meat on most Fridays.
In the Middle Ages ordering fasts might have helped increase
the power of clergy, who could issue dispensations
permitting the eating of meat on fast days for a money
payment. They could also asked payments from those who
broke Church law by eating meat on such days without a
dispensation.

WHEN IS ASH WEDNESDAY?
Ash Wednesday falls on the first day of Lent, the six weeks of
penitence before Easter. It is a time when Christians remember
their mortality and mourn for their sins exactly 46 days before
Easter Sunday, a moveable feast based on the moon’s cycles.
The earliest date it can occur is 4 February (when Easter Day falls
on 22 March). The latest date it can occur is 10 March (when Easter
Day falls on 25 April). In 2022 it occurs on 2 March because Easter
Day falls on 17 April.

WHAT IS THE BIBLICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
Sackcloth and ashes were used in Old Testament times as an
outward sign of people’s inward condition, making their change of
heart visible for all and demonstrating the sincerity of their grief for
their sins. They were used as a symbol of debasement, mourning,
and repentance. People wanting to show their repentant heart
would often wear sackcloth, sit in ashes, and put ashes on top of
their heads.
Sackcloth, a coarse, burlap-like material, usually made of black
goat’s hair, made wearing it extremely uncomfortable, while ashes
signified desolation and sadness.
When someone died, the act of putting on sackcloth but not ashes
showed heartfelt sorrow for the loss of that person. An example of
this is when David mourned the death of Abner, the commander of
Saul’s army (2 Samuel 3:31). Jacob also demonstrated his grief by
wearing sackcloth when he thought his son Joseph had been killed
(Genesis 37:34).

WHAT DOES THE HOLY BIBLE SAY ABOUT
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
Ashes expressed grief and was a sign of humility, mortality, and
sorrow for sins and faults requiring repentance.

In Numbers 19:9:
Then someone who is clean shall gather up the ashes of the heifer, and
deposit them outside the camp in a clean place; and they shall be kept
for the congregation of the Israelites for the water for cleansing. It is a
purification offering.

In Numbers 19:17-18:
For the unclean they shall take some ashes of the burnt purification
offering, and running water shall be added in a vessel; then a clean
person shall take hyssop, dip it in the water, and sprinkle it on the tent,
on all the furnishings, on the persons who were there, and on whoever
touched the bone, the slain, the corpse, or the grave.

In 2 Samuel 13:19, after Tamar was raped by her half-brother,
she sprinkled ashes on her head, tore her robe, and with her face buried
in her hands went away crying.

WHAT DOES THE HOLY BIBLE SAY ABOUT
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
In Job 42:5-6, Job says to God:
I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth
thee. Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes.

Job,
1880,
by Léon Bonnat

WHAT DOES THE HOLY BIBLE SAY ABOUT
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
In Jeremiah 6:26, the prophet calls for
repentance by saying:
O daughter of my people, gird on sackcloth,
roll in the ashes.

In Daniel 9:3, the prophet recounts
pleading to God:
I turned to the Lord God, pleading in
earnest prayer, with fasting, sackcloth and
ashes.

In Esther 4, Mordecai tore his clothes and
put on sackcloth and ashes when he heard
of King Ahasuerus’ decree to kill all the
Jews in his empire. After that he walked out
into the city wailing loudly in reaction to
the king giving the wicked Haman such
authority. Many Jews in every province also
lay in sackcloth and ashes.

WHAT DOES THE HOLY BIBLE SAY ABOUT
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
Sackcloth and ashes were not only used to show intense grief and
distress during a national disaster but also they were used as a
public sign of repentance and humility before God. When
Jonah declared to the people of Nineveh that God was going to
destroy them for their wickedness, everyone from the king on
down responded with repentance, fasting, and sackcloth and ashes
and even put sackcloth on their animals and thus received God’s
mercy.

WHAT DOES THE HOLY BIBLE SAY ABOUT
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
The Holy Bible mentions other people
wearing sackcloth including King Hezekiah
(Isaiah 37:1), who then sent Eliakim and
other officials to Isaiah wearing sackcloth (2
Kings 19:2).
In 1 Kings 21:27, King Ahab
tore his clothes and put sackcloth over his
bare flesh; he fasted, lay in the sackcloth,
and went about dejectedly.

In Lamentations 2:10,
The elders of daughter Zion sit on the ground
in silence; they have thrown dust on their
heads and put on sackcloth. . . .

In Revelation 11:3, two witnesses were
granted authority to prophesy for 1,260 days,
wearing sackcloth.

WHAT DOES THE HOLY BIBLE SAY ABOUT
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
In 1 Maccabees 3:47, the rebels fighting for Jewish independence,
prepared for battle by using ashes:
They fasted that day, put on sackcloth and sprinkled ashes on their
heads, and tore their clothes.

In 1 Maccabees 4:39-40, when Judas and his brothers saw the
desolate Temple:
They tore their clothes and mourned with great lamentation; they
sprinkled themselves with ashes and fell face down on the ground.

In Matthew 11:21b and also in Luke 10:13b, Jesus is quoted as
speaking of the practice:
If the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they
would have repented long ago [sitting] in sackcloth and ashes.

In Hebrews 9:13-14, the author says:
For if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling of the ashes of a
heifer, sanctifies those who have been defiled so that their flesh is
purified, how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the
eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify
our conscience from dead works to worship the living God!

WHAT IS THE BIBLICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF
SACKCLOTH AND ASHES?
Very simply, sackcloth and ashes were used as an outward sign of
one’s inward condition. Such a symbol made visible one’s change of
heart and demonstrated the sincerity of one’s grief and repentance.
It was not the act of putting on sackcloth and ashes itself that
moved God to intervene, but the humility that such an action
demonstrated. For God (see 1 Samuel 16:7b)
does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but
the LORD looks on the heart.

God’s forgiveness in response to genuine repentance is celebrated by
David’s words in Psalm 30:11:
You have turned my mourning into dancing;
you have taken off my sackcloth and clothed me with joy.

HOW DID EARLY CHRISTIANS USE ASHES?
Christians have traditionally used ashes to
indicate sorrow for our own sin, and as a
reminder that the wages of sin is death
(Romans 6:23).
The early Christian author Tertullian (c.160c.225) said that confession of sin should be
accompanied by living
without joy in the roughness of sackcloth and
the squalor of ashes.

The historian Eusebius (c.260/265339/340) recounts how a repentant
apostate covered himself with ashes
when begging Pope Zephyrinus to
readmit him to communion.

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
In Ezekiel 9:4-6, the prophet saw a sealing of the
servants of God for their protection:
And the LORD said to him [one of the four cherubim],
'Go through the city, through Jerusalem, and put a
mark [literally, "a tav"] upon the foreheads of the
men who sigh and groan over all the abominations
that are committed in it.' And to the others he said in
my hearing, 'Pass through the city after him, and
smite; your eye shall not spare, and you shall show
no pity; slay old men outright, young men and
maidens, little children and women, but touch no
one upon whom is the mark. And begin at my
sanctuary.' So they began with the elders who were
before the house.

Tav, a letter of the Hebrew alphabet, in ancient
script looked like the Greek letter chi, the cross-like
first letter in the word "Christ," in Greek Christos).

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
The early Church Fathers seized on this tav-chi-cross-christos
connection and expounded it in their homilies, seeing in Ezekiel a
prophetic foreshadowing of the sealing of Christians as Christ’s
servants. It is also part of the background to the practice of making
the sign of the cross, which, as can be documented from the 2nd
century on, was practiced by using one's thumb to furrow one's brow
with a small sign of the cross.

The Chi-Rho symbol is perhaps the most famous Christogram. It combines
chi and rho, the first two letters in the Greek spelling of Christos.

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
The custom of marking the head with ashes on Ash Wednesday is said to
have originated during the papacy of Gregory the Great (c. 540–604). The
“Day of Ashes,” or “Dies Cinerum” is found in the earliest existing copies
of the 6th-century Gregorian Sacramentary.
In the early Christian church, the length of the Lenten celebration varied,
but eventually it began 6 weeks (42 days) before Easter. This provided only
36 days of fasting (excluding Sundays).

In the 7th century, 4 days were added before the First Sunday in Lent in
order to establish precisely 40 fasting days, in imitation of Jesus’ fast in the
desert. From then on Lent began on a Wednesday.
By the 8th century, those who were about to die were laid on the ground
on top of sackcloth sprinkled with ashes. The priest would bless the dying
person with holy water, saying, "Remember that thou art dust and to dust
thou shalt return." After the sprinkling, the priest asked, "Art thou content
with sackcloth and ashes in testimony of thy penance before the Lord in
the day of judgment?" To which the dying person replied, "I am content."
The symbolism of mourning, mortality, and penance is clear.

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
There are 8th-century records of the pope and a small congregation
processing through Rome’s streets and up a hill to the Church of
St.Sabina (originally built between 422-32) on the Aventine, where they
celebrated the Ash Wednesday liturgy. (This is the same place where the
pope still celebrates Ash Wednesday today.) During the procession the
people sang, “Let us put on sackcloth and ashes.”

Pope Francis places ashes on a cardinal’s head
during a recent Ash Wednesday Mass in the Basilica of Santa Sabina

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
One of the earliest description of the rite
of scattering ashes on the forehead at
the start of Lent is found in the writings
of the Anglo-Saxon abbot Aelfric of
Eynsham (955-1020). In his book, Lives of
the Saints, he wrote,
We read in the books both in the Old Law
and in the New that the men who
repented of their sins bestrewed
themselves with ashes and clothed their
bodies with sackcloth. Now let us do this
little at the beginning of our Lent that we
strew ashes upon our heads to signify
that we ought to repent of our sins
during the Lenten fast.

As an aside, Aelfric reinforced his point
by then telling of a man who refused to
go to church on Ash Wednesday to
receive ashes and was killed a few days
later in a boar hunt.

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
By the end of the 10th century, it
was customary in Western
Europe (but not yet in Rome) for
the faithful to receive ashes on
the first day of the Lenten fast.
In 1091 Pope Urban II at the
Council of Benevento then
ordered this custom to be
extended to the church in Rome.
(This is the pope who proclaimed
the First Crusade.)
Not long after that, the name of
the day was commonly referred
to in the liturgical books as "Feria
Quarta Cinerum" (i.e., Ash
Wednesday).

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
Many scholars believe that the Christian use of ashes for repentance
originated when public penance was practiced. Those who had been
excommunicated for serious sins would stand at the church doors
dressed in sackcloth and be sprinkled with ashes as penitential
psalms were sung. The doors were then shut and the penitents were
not received back into the church until Maundy Thursday.
This practice, which may have begun in Gaul in the 6th century and
later spread to other parts of the West, was by the 10th century
extended to include all Christians as they were called to an intense
time of repentance in Lent.

HOW DID CHRISTIANS BEGIN USING ASHES?
This development, in effect, combined
penitence with the preparation of
catechumens for baptism in the
Paschal Vigil. It may have been the
result of the large numbers of converts
after the barbarian invasions and the
fall of Rome.
Toward the end of the 1st millennium,
the discipline of public penance was
dropped and was replaced by Lent,
seen as a general penitential season.
Sprinkling ashes on the heads of all
marked Lent’s beginning.

Initial M beginning the Introit of Mass for
Ash Wednesday (Perugia?, c.1260-70).

Originally, the ashes were strewn over
men's heads but, probably because
women had their heads covered in
church, were placed on the foreheads
of women, and then on all.

Missal of Eberhard von Greiffenklau,
initial D at beginning of prayer during
the blessing of ashes on Ash Wednesday,
“Deus qui non mortem sed penitenciam
desideras peccatorum….” (O God, who
desirest not the death of sinners, but
their penance…)

Leaf of a Gradual; initial M beginning the musical introit of
a Mass for Ash Wednesday (Italian, late 15c.).

WHAT MAY BE PAGAN INFLUENCES ON ASH WEDNESDAY?
Ash Wednesday is not mentioned in the Holy Bible. No Apostles
observed it. Christ commanded His followers to abstain from the
practice of disfiguring their faces during fasting and to wash their
faces during a fast. It was not officially observed until nearly 1000
years after Christ’s resurrection. Some Protestants, therefore, claim
that the practice has pagan roots.
The practice of putting ashes on one’s forehead has been known from
ancient times. In the Nordic pagan religion, placing ashes above one’s
brow was believed to ensure the protection of the Norse god, Odin.
This practice spread during the Vikings conquests.
It may be the case that this northern European practices of using
ashes influenced or interacted with emergent traditions within
Christianity, but the symbolism of ashes in the Biblical literature as a
sign of repentance and mourning is well-attested, and this is the
important meaning in Ash Wednesday rituals both in the 8th-century
Gregorian Sacramentary and in Aelfric’s 10th-century comments.

WHAT MAY BE PAGAN INFLUENCES ON ASH WEDNESDAY?
The name Wednesday is derived from Old English Wōdnesdæg, meaning "day
of Woden,” the Anglo-Saxons’ equivalent to the Norse god Odin, and on this
day the laying on of ashes was done. (In Romance languages the day’s name
is derived from the Roman god Mercury, who has been associated with
Woden (or Odin) since Scandinavian and Roman cultures crossed paths.)
When the Vikings raided coastal towns in western and Mediterranean
Europe, they brought their beliefs and practices with them, including the
laying of ashes on a Wednesday–Odin‘s Day–which the Christian Church may
have imitated.

Welsh actor Anthony Hopkins is seen as Odin, Thor's father,
and Australian actor Chris Hemsworth is seen as Thor.

WHAT MAY BE PAGAN INFLUENCES ON ASH WEDNESDAY?
Going back several hundred years before the European Christian practice, the
Norse Ash Wednesday practice also celebrated the deeds of Sigurd, the hero
of the Saga of the Völsungs, a character perhaps better known as Siegfried
from Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen. Sigurd’s father reigned for many
years and then fell in battle, his sword shattered. Years later Sigurd slayed a
dragon with his father’s broken sword, now reforged.
The pre-Christian Norse used ashes meant to represent Sigurd. Sigurd’s ashes
contained the dragon’s blood and would protect a Viking warrior in battle.
The laying of such ashes was meant to grant the Norse God Odin’s protection.

WHAT MAY BE PAGAN INFLUENCES ON ASH WEDNESDAY?
Another of Odin’s names is Ygg, found in the word
Yggdrasil, Norse for the sacred World Ash Tree, but
literally Ygg’s Horse. This name Ygg, closely resembles the
Vedic name Agni, a Sanskrit word meaning fire that
connotes the Hindu fire god.
Latin ignis (fire) is related etymologicaly to Sanskrit agni,
because both are Indo-European languages. It is from the
Latin root that English got the words ignite, igneous, and
ignition. This root appears in many other Indo-European
languages, and so it does not suggest any cultural
intermingling of Latin and Sanskrit peoples. Nor does it
suggest that the Vedic fire deity has anything to do with
the Norse use of ashes as a sign of protection from Odin.

Agni was said to have the authority to forgive sins. Ashes
were believed to be his seed. Ashes were also believed to
be symbolic for the purifying blood of the Vedic god
Shiva, who it was said had the power to cleanse sins.

HOW DID THE REFORMERS CHANGE
THE ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
The ceremony of the distribution of
ashes was not retained by the
Reformers, whether Lutheran, Anglican
or
Reformed,
although
these
denominations still called the first day
of Lent “Ash Wednesday.” The
mediaeval practice was too closely tied
to the doctrines of attrition, auricular
confession,
contrition,
priestly
absolution, and penance.
In England after the Reformation the
use of ashes was officially discontinued
as a 'vain show' and Ash Wednesday
became only a day of marked
solemnity, with a memorial of its
original character in a reading of the
curses denounced against impenitent
sinners.

HOW DID THE REFORMERS CHANGE
THE ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
After the Protestant Reformation, the ashes ceremony was not
forbidden in the Church of England and its observance did not
lapse. It was even prescribed under Henry VIII in 1538 and under
Edward VI in 1550. It fell out of use in many areas, however, after
1600.
In 1536 the Ten Articles issued by authority of Henry VIII
commended
the observance of various rites and ceremonies as good and laudable,
such as clerical vestments, sprinkling of holy water, bearing of candles
on Candlemas-day, giving of ashes on Ash-Wednesday.

After Henry's death in January 1547, Thomas Cranmer, within the
same year, procured an order from the Council to forbid the
carrying of candles at Candlemas and the use of ashes on Ash
Wednesday and palms on Palm Sunday as superstitious
ceremonies. This order was issued only for the ecclesiastical
province of Canterbury, of which Cranmer was archbishop, but that
is a large part of the English kingdom.

HOW DID THE REFORMERS CHANGE
THE ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
Cranmer’s 1549 First Book of Common Prayer removed the blessing
and distributing of ashes from the official liturgy of the Church of
England because the Reformers had a strong distaste for blessing
material objects, especially when many people saw that blessing as
automatically conveying grace.
The distribution ceremony also contradicted the plain teaching of the
Gospel long appointed for Ash Wednesday. In the Gospel taken from
Matthew 6, Jesus warns His disciples not to be like those who when
they fast “disfigure their faces.” To the contrary, Jesus says, “when
thou fastest, anoint thine head, and wash thy face, that thou appear
not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father.”

Similarly, the reading from Joel 2 appointed for the Epistle says,
“Rend your heart, and not your garments.”

HOW DID THE REFORMERS CHANGE
THE ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
Most Episcopalians probably assume that ashes on
Ash Wednesday have always been part of our
tradition. But that assumption would be wrong. For
hundreds of years after the Reformation the
imposition of ashes was unheard of in any service
of the Church of England or her daughter churches,
and none of the Prayer Books through these
centuries made any room for the practice,
although Anglo-Catholic Ritualists began to
reintroduce the imposition of ashes unofficially in
the 19th century.
In the 1549 BCP, the rite was headed: “The First
Day of Lent: Commonly Called Ash-Wednesday.”
But the ashes were replaced with what would later
be called the Commination Office—derived from a
Latin word for “threatening.” The establishment
of this service was due to the Reformers’ desire to
restore the primitive practice of public penance in
church.

WHAT WAS THE REFORMED ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
The Reformed Ash Wednesday service featured the reading of
Biblical curses of God against sinners, to each of which the people
were directed to respond with Amen. The text of the “Commination
or Denouncing of God's Anger and Judgments against Sinners”
begins:
In the primitive Church there was a godly discipline, that, at the
beginning of Lent, such persons as stood convicted of notorious sin were
put to open penance, and punished in this world, that their souls might
be saved in the day of the Lord; and that others, admonished by their
example, might be the more afraid to offend. Instead whereof, until the
said discipline may be restored again, (which is much to be wished,) it is
thought good that at this time (in the presence of you all) should be
read the general sentences of God's cursing against impenitent sinners
gathered out of the seven and twentieth chapter of Deuteronomy, and
other places of Scripture; and that ye should answer to every
sentence, Amen.

WHAT WAS THE REFORMED ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
After this introduction came a two-page list of curses by the priest
that reads like a “greatest hits” compilation of fire-and-brimstone
passages from the Old and New Testaments. He warned the
congregation that sinners who fail to repent before the “day of
vengeance” will beg for God’s mercy, but “[t]hen shall it be too late,”
and they will be cast “into the fire everlasting.”

WHAT WAS THE REFORMED ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
After this series of curses, to which the people respond “Amen” the
Commination service continued with
• a pre-written homily
• Psalm 51
• the Kyrie
• the Lord’s Prayer
• versicles and responses
• two prayers
• an anthem
• the peace

The last element was added in the standard 1662 BCP, but almost
every other word of this still official Anglican service comes from
Archbishop Cranmer’s First Book of Common Prayer (1549).
He took some parts directly from the Sarum Rite used before the
Reformation. Other parts were new compositions. Others were free
adaptations.

WHAT WAS THE REFORMED ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
Ashes symbolize mortality and death, but that was not a theme of
the Commination service. That service presented sin, not death,
as the central issue.

Ashes also symbolize penitence, which most certainly was a theme
of the Commination (and of Lent as a whole), but their imposition
did not fit with the movement of the Commination service.
For mediaeval worshippers, the imposition of ashes was the
affective and visceral center of the service. The ashes were what
they took with them.
But in the Commination, though the curses hit like blows, one
after another, they were not ringing in the people’s ears as they
left.
There is a time to weep and a time to mourn. But by the end of
the Commination, that time was gone.

WHAT WAS THE REFORMED ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
The Commination service ended with the promise of forgiveness
through Jesus Christ, but this forgiveness was not some modest
offer to be weighed dispassionately and then maybe accepted. In
light of the horror show of wrath that preceded it, Christ’s
forgiveness would sound to the person in the pew like “an offer he
can’t refuse.”
Once we stand face to face with our own depravity, then can we all
the more rejoice in God’s grace. This is the end goal of healthy
mediaeval and Reformed piety.

Christians after the Reformation were not to spend their lives in
sackcloth and ashes, rubbing excrement on their faces like King
Priam upon the death of Hector. Rather, they were to acknowledge
their own brokenness and to turn to the Redeemer for the grace He
gives and to be transformed into His likeness.

WHAT WAS THE REFORMED ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
John Bunyan, who knew the rhythms of the Book of Common Prayer
(even while opposing its imposition), would write his most famous
allegory with a similar structure: we end in heaven, but first we must
start in the city of destruction.
If conflict and turmoil, sin and war, and loneliness and despair seem all
too familiar in this time of Covid-19, then the Commination service
begins exactly where we are. But it carries us away—if we are
penitent—to a peace that passes understanding. By the end, but not
at the beginning, we are ready to say with George Herbert, “Welcome
dear feast of Lent.”
This uncomfortable service was actually full of Good News. It was
designed to bring people to their knees at the start of Lent,
acknowledge their sinfulness, fall on God’s mercy, see the judgment
against sin, and so be encouraged to fight against it, knowing the
assurance of forgiveness through Christ. Its point was to bring the
worshipper to earnest repentance.

HOW DID THE AMERICANS CHANGE
THE REFORMERS’ ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
The American Prayer Books never included the Commination
service. Psalm 51 is the only feature of the service that was retained
in the Prayer Book service for Ash Wednesday.
In the 19th century the Episcopal Church observed Ash Wednesday
as a day of fasting and humiliation, wherein we are publicly to confess
our sins, meekly to implore God's mercy and forgiveness, and humbly to
intercede for the continuance of his favour.

The 1892 American BCP introduced A PENITENTIAL OFFICE FOR ASH
WEDNESDAY using a portion of the English Commination service
begun in 1549, which in turn was based on the Sarum rite for Ash
Wednesday. (A major difference of the English Prayer Book rite from
the Sarum rite was the absence of an Absolution.)
In the 1928 BCP the Episcopal Church introduced three prayers from
the Sarum Rite and omitted the Commination Office from its liturgy.

HOW DID THE AMERICANS CHANGE
THE REFORMERS’ ASH WEDNESDAY LITURGY?
After a four-hundred-year absence
from official Anglican rites, the first
Anglican BCP to authorize imposition
of ashes on Ash Wednesday was the
Episcopal Church’s 1979 Book of
Common Prayer.
Restoring
the
blessing
and
distribution of ashes matched up
with a trend in American religion to
search for ways to connect the
physical body to spiritual life. Ash
Wednesday was an opportunity for a
multi-sensory way of connecting
faith to the body, so many American
Christians at the time decided to
begin wearing that outward physical
mark of their spiritual lives.

WHAT IS A RECENT INNOVATION FOR ASH WEDNESDAY?
Since 2007 some members of major
Christian Churches in the United States,
including Episcopalians, Lutherans, and
Methodists, have participated in Ashes to
Go activities, in which clergy go to public
places, such as city centers, sidewalks, and
railroad stations, to distribute ashes to
passers-by, even to people waiting in their
cars for a stoplight to change. This
movement has also become an act of
evangelism. By 2012 more than 80
churches in 21 states headed out to meet
the world with ashes and prayer.
In 2013 Ashes to Go went international, spreading to Canada, the
United Kingdom, and South Africa. Anglicans and Roman Catholics in
parts of the UK are now offering Ashes to Go together to start the
season of Lent, perhaps reminding those who have fallen away from
the Church, or have never been before, that the Christian faith is
alive and active.

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
Shrove Tuesday is the Tuesday before Ash Wednesday and thus
exactly 47 days before Easter Sunday. “Shrove” is the past tense of
the verb “shrive”–“to obtain absolution for oneself by confessing and
doing penance.”
In French this is Mardi Gras–“fat Tuesday”–the feasting before
Lenten fasting.
Shrove Tuesday was a time to consider amendments of life or areas
of spiritual growth Christians especially needed to be concerned with
as well as a time to indulge in food that one might give up during the
upcoming forty days of the Lenten season.
Shrove Tuesday was a time to engage in a last round of merriment
before the start of the somber Lenten season. It is a time of carnival.
The word “carnival” possibly originates in the Latin carne vale,
meaning “to farewell meat” or even “to say goodbye to the flesh.”
Or it is derived from the Latin carnem laxare (leaving the meat) or
the Italian carne levare, meaning “to remove meat.”

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
The origins of Fat Tuesday/Mardi Gras first began thousands of years
ago as part of uninhibited pagan festivals for fertility and spring,
filled with indulgences in everything.

Rex, King of Carnival, waves to crowds during a Mardi Gras celebration in New Orleans.

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
Shrove Tuesday was a time to indulge in eating what would be given up
during Lent when people refrained from easting food that would give undue
pleasure: In many cultures, this means no meat, dairy products, or eggs.

It was traditional in many societies to eat pancakes or other foods made with
the butter, eggs and fat that would be given up during the Lenten season. In
the quaint manner of liturgical developments, not eating eggs during Lent
meant getting rid of all the eggs before Lent! Hence, the development of
using up all the eggs by eating pancakes on Shrove Tuesday.
As it became a traditional custom to eat pancakes as a last meal before Lent
began, in many English-speaking countries, Shrove Tuesday became known
as Pancake Day or Pancake Tuesday.

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
In Northern springtime, in order to have chicks, one must leave the
eggs with the hen to hatch. When one stops eating the eggs during
Lent, one can start eating them again at Easter time–hence the origin
of Easter eggs.
The pancake has a very long history and featured in cookery books as
far back as 1439. The tradition of tossing or flipping them is almost
as old:
And every man and maide doe take their turne,
And tosse their Pancakes up for feare they burne.
(Pasquil’s Palin, 1619).

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
A Devon custom on the Monday evening before Shrove Tuesday was
for children to go around the houses in twos and threes hoping to be
given eggs, flour and butter, money or pancakes as a contribution to
a pre-Lenten feast on Shrove Tuesday.
The children sang:
Lent crock, give a pancake,
Or a fritter for my labor,
Or a dish of flour, or a piece of bread,
Or what you please to render.
I see by the latch,
There's something to catch;
I see by the string,
There's a good dame within,
Trap, trapping throw,
Give me my mumps [what I beg for] and I'll be go.

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?

Ladies pancake race on a Olney town sign

The world’s most famous Shrove Tuesday pancake race, for women
only, takes place at Olney in Buckinghamshire. It is said to have
originated in 1445 when a woman heard the shriving bell while she
was making her pancakes and ran to the church to confess her sins
still wearing her apron and clutching her frying pan.

The women who race today still wear aprons and scarves on their
heads and must toss the pancake three times during the race.
The winner is the first to complete the course and arrive at the
church to serve her pancake and be kissed by the bell-ringer.

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
Before the Christian era, the
Slavs believed that the
change of seasons was a
struggle between Jarilo (the
god of vegetation, fertility,
spring, and sex), and the evil
spirits of cold and darkness,
and that they had to help
Jarilo in his worthy efforts.
The whole celebration of the
arrival of spring lasted a week
and a large part of this was
making and eating pancakes.
The hot, round pancakes
symbolized the sun and the
Slavs believed that by eating
pancakes, they got the sun’s
power, light, and warmth.

WHAT ABOUT THE DAY BEFORE ASH WEDNESDAY?
Shrove Tuesday is the last day of the “Alleluias” until Easter. Some
Episcopal parishes “bury” or hide away an Alleluia banner on the
Sunday before Ash Wednesday and then bring it out on Easter.

On Shrove Tuesday some churches, such as GSP, burn the palms
distributed during the previous year's Palm Sunday liturgies to make
the ashes used during the services held on the next day, Ash
Wednesday.

