
“Honest Reminder” Ash Wednesday, 18 February 2015 

Sermon by The Rev. Deborah J. Woolsey 

Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, Ohio 

 

 One of the things I take delight in is watching the expressions that 
come over people’s faces when they ask my husband about his work. Up 

until we moved to Athens, my husband worked for a funeral home, and 
when he tells people about it, their expressions often betray more than just 

surprise.  Some become deeply curious, others seem repulsed, and there are 
those who quickly change the topic of conversation. 

 Yet I love to watch my husband talk about the work he did at the 
funeral home because it is obvious he enjoyed it.  He was a funeral director’s 

assistant, and did all kinds of things from running errands to get death 
certificates signed, to opening the door for those attending funerals, to 

driving family members, he even would pick up someone who had just died.  
He was fortunate to work with people who were good to work with, which I 

am sure is part of why he loved it, but I believe he loved the work he did 
other reasons too. The days he seemed to appreciate the most were the 

days he assisted with a funeral service. Many times those were the days he 
would come home tired, but in a good way, perhaps because he felt like he 

had done something meaningful, not just productive. 

 Sometimes he would share what he could about the person who had 

died or the family. He saw a lot in the two years he worked for the funeral 
home; he helped celebrate the lives of people who had lived long, happy, 

productive lives. People who had large families, successful careers, and were 
just generous in how they lived. He also was there for people who had died 

young, leaving behind more that didn’t happen than did. There were also 
people who didn’t have large families, or many friends, whose few family 

members were often surprised at the number of mourners who did show up.  

 Even though he was often tired after being on his feet all day for 

funerals and visitations, my husband often expressed feelings of renewal 
when he returned from a funeral. Michael might have found it renewing work 

because the one thing he saw day in and day out was that no matter who a 
person is, no matter how wealthy they are or aren’t, no matter how hard 

they work, no matter how many friends a person has, no matter their 
career, no matter their age, gender, sexual orientation, race, political 

preference, or religion, everyone has something in common: we are all going 
to die. 

 That reminder of our common mortality is one part of what today, Ash 
Wednesday is about.  In just a few moments that reminder will be spoken to 

each of us with the poetic words: remember you are dust and to dust you 



shall return. Now there may be those who are repulsed or frightened that 

there is a religious day that focuses on this reminder, but I am not sure that 
was ever the intention. When we live in a culture that is increasingly in 

denial about death and aging, which writer and Doctor Atul Gawande, who 
grew up here in Athens, addresses in his book Being Mortal, we will find it 

uncomfortable addressing concerns around the reality that we will all one 
day die.  Dr. Gawande writes in his book that we may be paying a heavy 

price for such denial and for our drive to do anything at all costs to find a 
cure, even if it is a cure for the incurable. That price, he says in his book is 

that we lose part of our humanity, our compassion, and our connectedness 
as human beings. 

 Our Book of Common Prayer would agree whole heartedly with Dr. 
Gawande, and I believe would add that we also pay the price of missing the 

purpose of life, which isn’t just to live, but to live an abundant life. A life that 
is lived not only for ourselves alone, but a life lived for and with God. That is 

why when we hear the words about dust, dust is smudged on our foreheads 
in the shape of a cross. The cross that was once a symbol of a shameful 

death; but for us has been transformed into a symbol of love, and the 
reminder that no matter what we have or haven’t done, thought or didn’t 

think, achieved or fallen short, God loves us, forgives us, accepts us.  

 That reminder can be renewing, it can encourage us to realize that life 

as we know it won’t go on forever; that doesn’t have to be depressing, it can 
be a reminder to make every day count. I saw a pretty cool transformation 

in my husband as he worked with a funeral home; the first change I saw 
was he complained less, and expressed gratitude and appreciation a lot 

more. He became less judgmental, and more compassionate. He had always 
been a generous person, now he is not just generous with money, he 

generously is present with people; listening to them, helping them. For him, 
that reminder of our common mortality didn’t make him fear death, it helped 

deepen his faith and appreciation for life and made him realize that there is 
so much more to life that God has for us. 

 That is what renewal is. In just a few moments, we will receive an 
invitation to observe a Holy Lent; which is the season of the church year we 

are beginning today. Most of us probably assume it is a season to give up 
our favorite foods or TV show, or Facebook; others might take on something 

like volunteer work or reading a spiritual guide. All that is well and good, 
there is nothing wrong with those practices, especially if they help us 

appreciate our lives, including the things we can take for granted like health, 
regular meals, and opportunities to learn and grow, and our connection with 

God.  I think it is also helpful to listen to the words of the invitation we are 
going to receive; because I hope we all hear it is an invitation to renew our 

faith. 



 Today we begin a season of the church year that is set aside for that 

renewal, and it begins with the deep honesty that life as we know it is not 
going to last forever. There can be something freeing about honesty like 

that; because, as Dr. Gawande writes, it opens up the possibility for lots of 
other honest conversations about what is really important in our lives.  

Today we are given that honest reminder not to scare us, but to open up 
such possibilities to examine what is really important in our lives, what 

relationships are going well, what relationships might need some attention, 
especially our relationship with God.  

 As we take our first steps into the season of Lent, perhaps we can 

begin to consider what parts of lives are in need of renewal; which begins 

with that honest assessment and identification. Perhaps that is enough for 
today, just thinking and praying about what part of your life God might 

calling you to pay attention to, so that you might engage in that renewing 
love of God. It is an important first step, one that we don’t have to fear, because 

we can trust God is with us, and will be with us through the whole journey. 


