
Order of Service for Ash Wednesday 
Visual Introduction (VIDEO) 

ASH WEDNESDAY 
 GATHERING PRAYER  

God who made us from the dust and ashes,  
 breathe into us your breath of life. 
God who is kind and compassionate,  
 welcome us with your forgiveness.  
 God who knows our frailty first-hand,  
 lead us through the wilderness 
of transformation, 
for your glory, Amen. 


Hymn: STF 170 Darkness like a shroud 

Verse 1
Darkness like a shroud covers the earth. 
Evil like a cloud covers the people. 
But the Lord will rise upon you 
and his glory will appear on you, 
nations will come to your light. 

Chorus 1
Arise, shine, your light has come, 
the glory of the Lord has risen on you! 
Arise, shine, your light has come, 
Jesus the Light of the world has come. 

Verse 2
Children of the light, be clean and pure. 
Rise, you sleepers, Christ will shine on you. 
Take the Spirit's flashing two-edged sword 
and with faith declare God's mighty word; 
stand up and in his strength be strong. 

Verse 3

Here among us now, Christ the Light 
kindles brighter flames in our trembling hearts. 
Living Word, our lamp, come guide our feet 
as we walk as one in light and peace 
till justice and truth shine like the sun. 

Verse 4
Like a city bright so let us blaze; 
lights in every street turning night to day. 
And the darkness shall not overcome 
till the fullness of Christ's kingdom comes, 
dawning to God's eternal day.

Chorus 2 
Arise, shine, your light has come, 
the glory of the Lord has risen on you! 
Arise, shine, your light has come, 
Jesus the Light of the world, 
Jesus the Light of the world, 
Jesus the Light of the world has come.

Graham Kendrick (b. 1950)  

POEM/PRAYER  
In what we have done 
 and neglected to do, 
in the good we intended  
 but not followed through: 

[All]: Lord, we have fallen. 
[Pause in silence] 
For our wandering off 
 and forgetting your ways;  
 for leaving you out 
of our moments, our days: 


[All]: Lord, we are sorrowful. 
[Pause in silence] 
[All]: Lord, in dust and in ashes  
we turn our hearts back to you  
and seek your forgiveness.  
Lord, have mercy, 
Christ, have mercy,  
Lord have mercy. 
[Pause in silence] 
From the ashes you lift us, 
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erasing our shame.  
You grant fresh beginnings 
 and restore us again.  
 [All]: Lord, you have raised us. 
[Pause in silence] 

Lord you draw us back to you 

and forgive us our wrongs. 

You replace our lamenting 

with worshipful songs. 
[All]: Lord, we are grateful.  
[Pause in silence]  

Bible readings:  

Joel 2:1-2, 12-16.  (NRSV anglicised) 

2 

Blow the trumpet in Zion;

    sound the alarm on my holy mountain!

Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble,

    for the day of the Lord is coming, it is near
—

2 

a day of darkness and gloom,

    a day of clouds and thick darkness!

Like blackness spread upon the mountains

    a great and powerful army comes;

their like has never been from of old,

    nor will be again after them

    in ages to come.

12 

Yet even now, says the Lord,

    return to me with all your heart,

with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;

13 

    rend your hearts and not your clothing.

Return to the Lord, your God,

    for he is gracious and merciful,

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast 
love,

    and relents from punishing.

14 


Who knows whether he will not turn and 
relent,

    and leave a blessing behind him,

a grain-offering and a drink-offering

    for the Lord, your God?

15 

Blow the trumpet in Zion;

    sanctify a fast;

call a solemn assembly;

16 

    gather the people.

Sanctify the congregation;

    assemble the aged;

gather the children,

    even infants at the breast.

Let the bridegroom leave his room,

    and the bride her canopy.

17 

Between the vestibule and the altar

    let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, 
weep.

Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O Lord,

    and do not make your heritage a mockery,

    a byword among the nations.

Why should it be said among the peoples,

    “Where is their God?”’ 

Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18. (NRSV Anglicised) 

6 ‘Beware of practising your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have no 
reward from your Father in heaven.

2 ‘So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have 
received their reward. 3 But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right 
hand is doing, 4 so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will 
reward you.

5 ‘And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the 
synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they 
have received their reward. 6 But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and 
pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.
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Hymn: Forty Days and Forty Nights 

1 Forty days and forty nights

you were fasting in the wild;

forty days and forty nights

tempted and yet undefiled.


2 Burning heat throughout the day,

bitter cold when light had fled;

prowling beasts around your way,

stones your pillow, earth your bed.


3 Shall not we your trials share,

learn your discipline of will;

and with you by fast and prayer


wrestle with the powers of hell?


4 So if Satan, pressing hard,

soul and body would destroy:

Christ who conquered, be our guard;

give to us the victor's joy.


5 Saviour, may we hear your voice

keep us constant at your side;

and with you we shall rejoice

at the eternal Eastertide.


Jubilate Hymns version of Forty days and forty 
nights George H Smyttan (1822 - 1870) © Jubilate 
Hymns Ltd 

Sermon 
Ash Wednesday - A Secret Journey  

Today marks the beginning of Lent. In our worship, we will be following Jesus into the desert, 
engaging in a series called Worship in the Wilderness. We’ll be exploring the idea that wilderness 
worship can look quite different to other forms of worship we might be familiar with - it can involve 
things like fasting, solitude, simplicity and sacrifice.  

These forms of worship are given to us by God in the Bible. In both New and Old Testaments the 
people of God were called to come to him in times of repentance, simplicity and sorrow. But God 
has some words of caution before we embark on this wilderness journey. 

1) A time to rend our hearts 
The prophet Joel warns the people of God’s coming judgement. He calls them to a period of 
repentance, of fasting, weeping and mourning. Part of our Lent journey will involve us 
acknowledging the broken world that we live in, and the mistakes that we all make which contribute 
to that brokenness. Like the people in Joel’s time, we may need to turn to God to confess the sin in 
the world and the sin in our own lives. We may find it appropriate to fast, weep or mourn. As we do 
so, we will find that God continues to be gracious, compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in 
love. 

In the midst of this message Joel has an important warning. He says “rend your hearts, not your 
garments”. Or in the New Living Translation: 

“Don’t tear your clothing in your grief, but tear your hearts instead”. (Joel 2:13) 

As with any act of worship, it is always possible to put on an “outward show” of engagement with 
God, while our hearts are somewhere else. We can sing the right songs, pretend to be spiritual, or 
talk loudly about how much fasting we’re doing. But all this means very little if it is motivated by 
selfish desires, rather than a broken and contrite heart before God. 

2) A time in the secret place 
Jesus takes this warning a stage further.  He challenges his hearers not to engage in spiritual 
practices “to be seen by others” or “to be honoured by others”. He too is concerned that practices 
like giving to the needy, prayer and fasting can become ways of showing off. So he encourages us 
instead to do these things “in secret”. He repeats three times that if we do these things in secret: 
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“Your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” (Matthew 6:18) 

Now, to be practical for a moment, it is unlikely that any of us can really grow in these spiritual 
disciplines if we keep them completely secret. Husbands and wives will probably need to talk about 
things like giving money out of the family budget. If a child wants to fast a meal they will need to tell 
their parents. And even times of prayer will probably involve letting people in your house know you 
are not to be disturbed.  

Beyond this, it can be encouraging to discuss with friends, a small group or other Christian 
believers our experiences of these kinds of Lent disciplines.  I don’t think Jesus’ point was that we 
keep elaborate secrets from each other. In fact at another time he says that there is nothing hidden 
that will not be made known. No, His point is to check our hearts, our motives. We need to come 
into this season of Lent asking God to work in us from the inside-out. 

3) A time to take something up 
If you ask the average person on the street what Lent is about, they will probably talk about giving 
up chocolate, or alcohol, or some other unhealthy food or habit. And if you know anyone who has 
done that for Lent, you will probably remember them talking endlessly about how difficult it was and 
how they suffered for the forty days (or gave up after a week)! But giving up something for Lent is 
not about us - not about improving our health or diet. It is about focussing on God and giving up 
something that makes us uncomfortable is a way of giving ourselves a reminder to refocus on God. 
For example, I remember when I was teaching in Primary School, one of the children who was 
fasting for Ramadan told me that the rumbling of his tummy reminded him to pray. 

But this year Lent might not be out giving something up. After all, over the last year so many of us 
have given up so much cease of the Covid pandemic. Many of have given up dearly loved and 
cherished parts of our lives, our work and our leisure. Many have lost loved ones without being ale 
to properly say goodbye and many have voluntarily given up their safety and their health for the 
sake of others. Now might not be a time to be saying that we should give up more. 

However, Jesus and Joel set us a different kind of challenge for Lent. Rather than loudly giving 
things up for Lent, how about we quietly take something up for Lent? Perhaps now is a time to take 
up something that will give us hope and comfort, something that helps our mental or bodily health, 
or that just helps us to get through this difficult time.  

At such a time as this we can take the hand of Jesus and be led by the Spirit as we wander in the 
wilderness, as he teaches us the way of simplicity, sorrow, sacrifice and truth-speaking. Let’s make 
this a journey which starts in our hearts, in our deepest desires to follow Jesus, to learn from him 
and be surprised by where he takes us but always knowing that he loves us, that our hope is in him 
and that he is always there with us and will never leave us. Amen.


Hymn: STF 504 May the mind of Christ my saviour 

Verse 1
May the mind of Christ my Saviour 
live in me from day to day, 
by his love and power controlling  
all I do or say.
Verse 2
May the word of God dwell richly 
in my heart from hour to hour, 

so that all may see I triumph  
only through his power.
Verse 3
May the peace of God my Father 
rule my life in everything, 
that I may be calm to comfort 
sick and sorrowing.
Verse 4
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May the love of Jesus fill me, 
as the waters fill the sea ;  
him exalting, self forgetting — 
this is victory.
Verse 5

May I run the race before me, 
strong and brave to face the foe, 
looking only unto Jesus 
as I onward go.
Katie Barclay Wilkinson (1859–1928) 

ASHES OF LAMENT CONFESSION 
[Leader:]  
Father God, your knowledge of us is perfect - the situations we face, the decisions we make, our 
motives, our passions, our desires. 
We long to act justly, but so often sin stains our deeds, just as dust and ashes smear and 
discolour that which was clean. 
So we pour out these ashes, watching them cover the bright clean surface beneath, and we 
remember the ways in which we have failed to live by your standards. 

[All:] 
Your plan, obscured by our selfish motives.  
 Your light, smothered by things we wish to hide.  
 Your love, made fruitless by our inaction.  
Your world, tainted by our sin. 

[Leader:]  
We acknowledge, and cry out in shame for our part in the wider issues that affect our world. With 
these ashes of lament, we remember:  
 
[All:] 
The world’s poor, kept poor by our wasteful lifestyles.  
 Creation’s beauty, marred by our selfish carelessness. 
 The innocent, caught in the middle of unjust conflicts. 

[Leader:]  
In all these things, our personal, national and global failings, we call out to you to act, to renew, to 
forgive. To restore the brightness of your love, and the radiance of your glory. We receive your 
forgiveness that pours from the cross. We receive your empowering to act justly, love mercy, and 
walk humbly with you. 

[All:] Amen. 

Hymn 728 O God you search me and you know me 

Verse 1

O God, you search me and you know me. 
All my thoughts lie open to your gaze. 
When I walk or lie down you are before me: 
ever the maker and keeper of my days.

Verse 2

You know my resting and my rising. 
You discern my purpose from afar, 
and with love everlasting you besiege me: 
in every moment of life or death, you are.

Verse 3

Before a word is on my tongue, Lord, 
you have known its meaning through and 

through. 
You are with me beyond my understanding: 
God of my present, my past and future, too.

Verse 4

Although your Spirit is upon me, 
still I search for shelter from your light. 
There is nowhere on earth I can escape you: 
even the darkness is radiant in your sight.

Verse 5

For you created me and shaped me, 
gave me life within my mother’s womb. 
For the wonder of who I am, I praise you: 
safe in your hands, all creation is made new.
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Bernadette Farrell (b. 1957) 
based on psalm 139 

ASH WEDNESDAY 
 SENDING PRAYER  

Father God, 
 
you see our secret acts of worship, 
 
you know our hidden sacrifices, 
 
you reward our quiet obedience. 
 
Send us out to live for you, 
 
in the power of your Spirit 
 
and in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ,  
 Amen. 
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