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Ash Wednesday, February 14th 2018 
St. John’s Lutheran Church: Summit, New Jersey 

“Returning to God” (Joel 2:1-2; 11-17) 

 

 I hate death.  And I hate dying too.  I hate the way bodies, all kinds of bodies --- human and 

animal, rich and poor, young and old --- get sick, or frail, or inevitably show signs of age that cannot 

be reversed no matter how much botox, anti-wrinkle cream or liposuction we get!  

 I hate turning on the news and finding out that there has been yet another mass shooting at 

a school, this time in Florida.  How many people will have to die of gun violence before we as a 

nation figure out to quell this epidemic?  I hate death.   

I hated getting that dreaded phone call in which I learned that Donnie, the last of my 

immediate family members had died and entered the Church Triumphant.  I get a phone call from 

Philadelphia and wonder if everything is alright with Lillian, my 87-year old cousin who’s like a 

sister to me.  Or I look into the face of a friend or companion and know that the Grim Reaper has 

struck once again.   

 I grieve with my friends and colleagues who have lost animal companions like cats and 

dogs; for each new death reminds us of another, a death that we ourselves have experienced. 

Hearing about Noel, the Rothman’s cat, reminds me of my beloved dogs Nikki and Tucker. My little 

dachshund, Tucker, drowned when he was just five years old and I’ve never been able to get 

another dog again.  But their ashes move around with me, and they will probably be buried with me 

out in the Memorial Garden, so, as I sometimes laughingly say, “In the resurrection on the last day, 

I’ll be easily recognized. I’ll have one long ear, a wet nose, and finally, a long, slim body!”   

 Seriously though, death is no laughing matter.  Yesterday the Palliative Care Chaplain from 

Overlook Hospital came to our Summit Interfaith Council meeting, and she talked about the 
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importance of Advance Directives and of having the ‘dreaded conversation”. That’s the talk with our 

loved ones about what each of us want to do about what matters to us when we’re dying, because 

for many, if not most of us, it’s not death that so hard; it’s the dying.  

 We say the words with our mouths, and acknowledge them in our heads, and every so 

often, we may actually believe what we say, “We are going to die.” I will die, you will die, all living 

things will die.  Yet no matter how many times I say the words, and how may funerals I’ve presided 

over throughout my 34 years of ordained ministry, from the tiny week-old baby to the nearly 100-

year old mother, it still hasn’t sunk in the way it should --- All of us will go down to the dust.  

Perhaps turning to dust will take longer for those who choose to be embalmed and buried than for 

those who are cremated, but there’s no way of getting out of this life alive.  All of us go down to the 

dust.   

 We don’t know when or where. Could even happen later today. Or tomorrow. Or maybe not 

for many years. But it will indeed happen.  It’s like the song the earlier Sweet Honey in the Rock 

group used to sing: “Can’t no one know at sunrise how this day is going to end; can’t no-one know 

at sunset if the next day will begin.”  

 Death is a certainty. Someone once said that Ash Wednesday is the most honest service of 

the whole church year.  And it’s because it brings us face to face with our mortality. That’s part of 

what Lent is all about.   

 When the prophet Joel says, “Return to the Lord your God for God is gracious and merciful”, 

he’s not just talking to a people who lived thousands of years ago.  His words are also important for 

those who so easily take our lives for granted.  His words speak powerfully to a world filled with 

clutter and noise; to people who are endlessly hurried and harried; to those who need some grace 

and mercy so they can reflect on who they are and whose they are. His words remind us to repent; 
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not to give up drinking and smoking or TV’s and computers (although those are not bad things to 

do.)  No, to repent means to stop running away from God, and instead, to return to God --- to the 

One in whom we live and move and have our being.  

 Lent is about getting down and dirty with our worst selves so we can become, with God’s 

help, our best selves. It’s about examining those parts of ourselves that we just don’t want to look 

at: our attitudes and actions that need to be changed so they reflect more of God with us than God 

without us. 

 Lent is about remembering that God loved us so much and wanted to be with us so fiercely 

that God personalized this message for us in Jesus.  How ironic that Ash Wednesday this year 

should fall on Valentine’s Day.  For what better gift of love could we receive than the gift of God’s 

love given to us in Jesus. By his willingness to live among us, to suffer death on a cross and to 

take our deaths to the grave with him, Jesus showed us that God’s desire for us is not death, but 

life.  In his death and resurrection, we are given a preview of new and resurrected life – life lived in, 

with, and for the God of all creation.  

 The good news of this night is that God doesn’t desire our death; even now God wants us to 

return to God and live!  For God is indeed gracious and merciful and abounding in steadfast love. 

Tonight, and throughout this Lenten journey, we are invited to return to the Lord our God.  May we 

do this on a daily basis, knowing that as we turn and return to God, our death sentences will be 

lifted and our lives will be made new, not just for our own sake, but the sake of the world whom 

God loves.  Amen. 

Rev. Gladys G. Moore 

 


