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What Is and Why Ash Wednesday? 

Ash Wednesday is a Christian holiday (holy day) that is not a biblical requirement (just like Christmas and 
Easter, which are not commanded in Scripture). Nevertheless, it has been honored by Christians for well 
over ten centuries, falling at the beginning of Lent, a six-week season of preparation for Easter. In the  
earliest centuries, Christians who had been stuck in persistent sin had ashes sprinkled on their bodies as a 
sign of repentance, even as Job repented “in dust and ashes” (Job 42:6). Around the tenth century, all  
believers began to signify their need for repentance by having ashes placed on their foreheads in the shape 
of a cross. Notice: even this sign of sinfulness hinted at the good news yet to come through its shape. Ash 
Wednesday is not some dour, depressing holy day because it symbolically anticipates Good Friday and 
Easter. 

 
How Do We Observe Ash Wednesday? 
Today, celebrations of Ash Wednesday vary among churches that recognize this holiday. More and more 
Protestant and even evangelical churches hold some sort of Ash Wednesday services. In Presbyterian and 
other Protestant Churches today, the distinctive activity of Ash Wednesday services is the “imposition of 
ashes.” Ashes are placed on the foreheads of worshipers as a reminder of our mortality and sinfulness. The 
person who imposes the ashes quotes something like what God once said to Adam after he had sinned: 
“You are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Gen 3:19). This is the bad news of our sinfulness that prepares 
us to receive the good news of forgiveness in Christ. 

 
Why Should We Observe Ash Wednesday? 
There is no biblical commandment that requires us to observe Ash Wednesday. Thus, I believe this one of 
those practices that Christians are free to observe or not to observe. The theological core of  
Ash Wednesday is, however, shaped by a biblical theology of creation, sin, mortality, death, grace, and 
salvation. It also enacts biblical injunctions to “weep with those who weep” and to “confess your sins to one 
another.” 
 
What I value most about Ash Wednesday worship services is the chance for us all to openly acknowledge 
our frailty and sinfulness. In a world that often expects us to be perfect, Ash Wednesday gives us an  
opportunity to freely confess our imperfections. We can let down our pretenses and be truly honest with 
each other about who we are. We all bear the mark of sin, from the youngest babies to the oldest seniors. 
We all stand guilty before a holy God. We all are mortal and will someday experience bodily death. Thus 
we all need a Savior. 

 
-Dr. Mark D. Roberts is Senior Advisor and Theologian in Residence of Foundations for Laity Renewal 
 
 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/markdroberts/series/ash-wednesday-practice-and-meaning/  
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WELCOME                                          6:30PM. Service 

  TO RIVERSIDE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

TODAY IN WORSHIP  March 1, 2017 

“Even now,” declares the LORD, 
    “return to me with all your heart, 

    with fasting and weeping and mourning.” 
Rend your heart 

    and not your garments. 
Return to the LORD your God, 

    for he is gracious and compassionate, 
slow to anger and abounding in love, 

    and he relents from sending calamity. Who knows?  
He may turn and relent 

    and leave behind a blessing— 
grain offerings and drink offerings 

    for the LORD your God. 
Blow the trumpet in Zion, 

    declare a holy fast, 
    call a sacred assembly. 

Gather the people, 
    consecrate the assembly; 
bring together the elders, 

    gather the children, 
    those nursing at the breast. 

Let the bridegroom leave his room 
    and the bride her chamber. 

 Let the priests, who minister before the Lord, 
    weep between the portico and the altar. 
Let them say, “Spare your people, LORD. 

    Do not make your inheritance an object of scorn, 
    a byword among the nations. 

Why should they say among the peoples, 
    ‘Where is their God?’” 

Joel 2:12-17 

 
As we prepare to worship, we ask that all cell phones be turned off 
and that food and drinks remain outside the Sanctuary. Thank you!  7 
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Dear friends in Christ, I invite you to maintain a spirit of penitence with which we shall keep this 
season of Lent: 

God our Father, 
you create us from the dust of the earth: 

May it be commitment of heart that serves as a sign of our penitence 
and a symbol of our mortality; 

for it is by your grace alone 
that we receive eternal life 
in Jesus Christ our Savior. 

Amen. 
The Lord enrich you with his grace, 
and nourish you with his blessing; 

the Lord defend you in trouble and keep you from all evil; 
the Lord hears your prayers and reconciles you from your offenses, 

for the sake of Jesus Christ, our Savior who taught us to pray saying… 
 

THE LORD’S PRAYER 
 

THE IMPOSTION OF ASHES 
 

THE SUPREMACY & RECONCILIATION OF CHRIST 
Colossians 1:13-23 

He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved 
Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. He is the image of the invisible God, 

the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things 
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been 

created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold 
together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, 

so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was 
pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on 

earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. And you who were once 
estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his fleshly body through 
death, so as to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him— provided that you 
continue securely established and steadfast in the faith, without shifting from the hope promised 

by the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven.  
 

THE BENEDICTION AND DISMISSAL 
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WORSHIP 
CELEBRATION OF 

March 1, 2017 
6:30P.M. 

 
THE WORSHIP OF JESUS CHRIST 

BEGINNING THE PENETENTIAL SEASON OF LENT 
 

PRELUDE 
Cheryl Kaye, Organ 

 
THE GATHERING 

 
*  Pastor: In the name of the Father, 
   and of the Son, 
   and of the Holy Spirit. 
   Amen. 
 

THE GREETING  
  Pastor: Grace, mercy and peace 
   from God our Father 
   And the Lord Jesus Christ 
   And in the Holy Spirit.  
   Amen. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Pastor: Brothers and sisters, since early days followers of Christ have observed 
with great devotion the time of our Lord’s passion and resurrection and 

prepared for this by a season of penitence and fasting. By carefully 
keeping these days, Christians take to heart the call to repentance and the 

assurance of forgiveness proclaimed in the gospel, and so grow in faith 
and in devotion to our Lord. I invite you, therefore, to the observance of 
a holy Lent, by self-examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and 

self-denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s holy word. 
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THE COLLECT 

Let us pray for grace to keep Lent faithfully. 
Silence is kept. 

Almighty and everlasting God, 
you hate nothing that you have made 

and forgive the sins of all those who are penitent: 
create and make in us new and contrite hearts 

that we, worthily lamenting our sins 
and acknowledging our wretchedness, 

may receive from you, the God of all mercy, 
perfect remission and forgiveness; 

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, 
who is alive and reigns with you, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

ONE God, now and forever. Amen. 
 

CHOIR 
"Wondrous Love"                           Darlene Pals, soprano                     arr. Paul Christiansen 

 
THE LITURGY OF THE WORD 

 
First Reading: Isaiah 58: 1-12 

 
Gospel Reading: John 8: 1-11 

 
Meditation: Rev. Michael Hafele 

 
THE LITURGY OF PENITENCE 

All sit or kneel for a corporate examination of conscience. 
 

Let us now call to mind our sin and the infinite mercy of God. 
God the Father, 

have mercy on us. 
God the Son, 

have mercy on us. 
God the Holy Spirit, 
have mercy on us. 

Trinity of love, 
have mercy on us. 
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Most merciful God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
we confess that we have sinned in thought, word and deed. 

We have not loved you with our whole heart, and mind, and strength. We have not loved our 
neighbors as ourselves. We have not forgiven others, as we have been forgiven. 

Lord, have mercy. 
We have been deaf to your call to serve, as Christ served us. We have not been true to the mind of 

Christ. We have grieved your Holy Spirit. 
Lord, have mercy. 

We confess to you, Lord all our past unfaithfulness: the pride, hypocrisy and impatience of our lives. 
Lord, have mercy. 

Our self-indulgent appetites and ways, and our exploitation of other people. 
Lord, have mercy. 

Our anger at our own frustration and our envy of those more fortunate than ourselves. Lord, have 
mercy. Our intemperate love of worldly goods and comforts and our dishonesty in daily life and 

work. 
Lord, have mercy. 

Our negligence in prayer and worship and our failure to commend the faith that is in us. 
Lord, have mercy. 

Accept our repentance, Lord … for the wrongs we have done, for our blindness to human need and 
suffering, and our indifference to injustice and cruelty. 

Accept our repentance, Lord. 
For all false judgments, for uncharitable thoughts towards our neighbors and for our prejudice and 

contempt towards those who differ from us. 
Accept our repentance, Lord. 

For our waste and pollution of your creation and our lack of concern for those who come after us. 
Accept our repentance, Lord. 

Restore us, good Lord, and let your anger depart from us. 
Favorably hear us, for your mercy is great. 

Accomplish in us the work of your salvation, 
that we may show your glory in the world. 

By the cross and passion of your Son our Lord, 
bring us with all your saints to the joy of his resurrection. 

Silence is kept. 
We have not loved you with our whole heart. 
We have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. 

In your mercy forgive what we have been, 
help us to amend what we are, 

and direct what we shall be; 
that we may do justly, love mercy, 

and walk humbly with you, our God. Amen. 


