
Ash Wednesday, March 6, 2019 
 

Speaking Upon the Ashes 
 
Isabella Baumfree was born into the holocaust of slavery in 1797.  Tragically, her slave owner had sold away, 
one after another, each of her 12 sisters.  As a result, Isabella and her younger brother Peter knew of their 
siblings only from the stories told them by their mother.  In 1831, after being sold herself and later escaping, 
Isabella was emancipated and moved to New York City. 
 
Having lived there for more than a decade, when Isabella was in her 40’s she experienced a call from God to 
travel and lecture.  She longed for a new name that would reflect her new vocation.  Explaining the reasons for 
the name given to her, she said, “The Lord gave me the name ‘Sojourner,’ because I was to travel up and down 
the land, showing people their sins and being a sign to them.  Afterward, I told the Lord I wanted another 
name, because everybody else had two names.  The Lord gave me ‘Truth,’ because I was to declare truth to 
the people.” 
 
Sojourner Truth became a fiery preacher, a noted speaker and a passionate abolitionist.  Today, as citizens, we 
benefit from the foundation she laid toward repairing the breach that the institution of slavery made in our 
American history. 
 
Now as people of faith, we know that truth is not always welcomed.  One day, while preparing for a speech at 
a town meeting house in Indiana, she was told that someone had threatened to burn down the building if she 
spoke there.  With conviction and calm courage she replied simply, “Then I will speak upon the ashes.” 
 
Ashes can evoke within us – a powerful reaction.  The sight of ashes can speak to us of a history of either fire – 
or earth.  Ashes can remind us of something terrible – or of something remarkable… 
 
Ashes can confront us with the ways that we in our human history have treated one another in holocausts of 
horror – ways in which we have reduced to ashes one another’s homes, villages, histories, even the bodies of 
our brothers and sisters, in genocide and war. 
 
But ashes can also be a thing of wonder.  On this day of ashes, the Christian calendar tells us that ashes – dust, 
dirt, earth – are the stuff from which we as God’s creatures are made, and to which we will return.  I can still 
remember the sense of holy wonder that overtook me one morning in a 10th grade chemistry classroom – 
learning that the elements making up the earth’s crust are the very same elements found in our human 
bodies.  So it is that Ash Wednesday seeks to ground us… 
 
Our journey together into the wilderness of Lent makes us mindful of the humus – the humility, the earthiness 
of which our bones and flesh are made.  Ashes remind us that we, first of all, are dust, and to the same dust 
we will return one day.  The journey of Lent that stretches before us now tonight, is a call to turn in prayer to 
the God who has made us. 
 
Who is the God of these ashes? 
 
This is the God who brings life, even beauty, from ashes; who works wonders out of destruction.  This is the 
God who weeps with us when grief and loss wreck destruction in our lives.  This is the same God who breathes 
the life of God’s own Spirit into the rubble left behind.  This is the God who marks us with ashes and breathes 
into us, calling when our fists are curled, standing in the ruins of alienation - to speak instead - words of 



forgiveness and life to one another.  This is the God who urges us from the wreckage of violence and pain, to 
speak words of freedom and healing.  Like Sojourner.  Like Jesus. 
 
The prophetic voice from the book of Isaiah, calls out to us to speak of a new reality upon the ashes of our 
lives.  The prophet calls us to the kind of fasting that looses the bonds of injustice, shares with the hungry, that 
provides for the homeless.  And as we do these things that reflects God’s passion for the world, we receive the 
promise that both our lives and our communities will be rebuilt. 
 
Our time in prayer, grounds us in God’s love.  Sometimes we wrestle in our prayers to forgive and extend 
charity to those who have hurt us.  Or in our prayers we join ourselves to the will of God, speaking upon the 
ashes of addictions and brokenness, words of hope, planting seeds of new possibilities. 
 
I’m convinced that prayer, like conversation has two parts.  Sometimes my prayers sound like shouting, 
protesting, complaining, lamenting the pain I’ve experienced or witnessed in other’s lives.  Other times, prayer 
for me is being quiet, listening, crawling into the lap of God, to simply be held like a child who is loved.  Held 
until I am changed, transformed into the likeness of that Love.  
 
Our lives of faith are lived in an eternal cycle of prayerful contemplation, then action.  Both are needed.  
Restful connection with our God in prayer, gives us the fuel we need to go out into the world to serve.  Our 
prayers together with our actions will speak to the ashes from which comes new life.  In our scriptures we 
hear powerful words of promise that God will guide us, satisfy our needs and make us strong; that ancient 
ruins will be rebuilt and we will be newly named as ‘repairers of the broken places.’   
 
On this day of ashes, we humbly remember that we who are made of dust and earth, are capable in our 
brokenness of inflicting pain and destruction upon ourselves and our relationships.  Yet this day reminds us 
also, that God knows what to do with ashes.  God knows what can come from ashes.  We may be dust, but 
dust that we are, we are loved.  And hidden in the dust upon your forehead is the oil of blessing that anoints 
you as God’s chosen child. 
 
As we cross into the season of Lent, we can give ourselves to the God who longs to breathe new life into us 
and into our world.  So, here are two questions for you to take in prayer for your journey.  In what 
circumstances is God calling you to be a presence of healing amid destruction?  Where in your life, is God 
equipping you to repair and restore, to speak upon the ashes?  Brothers and sisters, together may we trust in 
the God who seeks to work wonders amid our ashes, in these coming Lenten days.  Amen. 

 


