
Ask the Pastor: Ash Wednesday 

 

 

Question 

In some churches, ashes are placed on the forehead on Ash Wednesday?  Why is this 

done and why do some churches not practice this? 

 

 

Answer 

During Ash Wednesday services, some churches use burnt palm leaves from the previous 

year’s Palm Sunday.  Pastors will use these ashes to make a cross on the forehead of the 

individuals who come forward.  The ‘imposition of ashes’ is “a gesture of repentance and 

a powerful reminder about the meaning of the day”.  Also, “ashes can symbolize ‘dust-to-

dustness’ and remind worshipers of the need for cleansing, scrubbing, and purifying” 

(Lutheran Worship: History and Practice, 1993, Concordia Publishing House: St. Louis, 

MO, p166-167).  This ‘dust-to-dustness’ is derived from man’s frailty and his limited life, 

for as the prophet Isaiah says, “All flesh is grass, And all its loveliness is like the flower 

of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades, Because the breath of the LORD blows 

upon it; Surely the people are grass. The grass withers, the flower fades, But the word of 

our God stands forever” (Isaiah 40:6-8).  More closely tied to dust and ashes are the 

words of the Lord to Adam after He transgressed the very Word of the Lord, “dust you 

are, And to dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19). 

 

The imposition of ashes in Christendom is of historical nature.  Certainly here there is 

freedom to practice or not to practice the placing of ashes on the forehead on Ash 

Wednesday.  The practice is neither nor forbidden in Holy Scripture. 

 

One concern might be the ‘Catholicness’ of the practice.  Not that the ‘Catholicness’ is 

wrong, but in the minds of many, there is a dissuasion from practices received from the 

Roman Catholic Church.  It’s not necessarily Catholic practices that are in error, but how 

the practice is perceived that causes difficulty.  As one looks at a the Lutheran Church 

today (i.e.  the LMCS), the similarities between the Roman Catholics and the Lutherans 

in practice are present because what was good practice in the Roman Catholic Church 

according to God’s Word and the Gospel was kept in our churches.  The practice contrary 

to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and the Bible was not. 

 

The use of ashes can be a helpful instrument and tool for reminding us of our sin and 

God’s ‘mark’ of forgiveness placed upon us in our Baptism and by Christ’s death on the 

cross.  However, this practice is not necessary to indicate a greater sorrow for sin or 

repentance of the heart. 

 

 


