You’ll Never Walk Alone
UKirk Lenten Resource - Ash Wednesday
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Theme - Humble
Overview: Lent begins on the ground. This season begins in the dust, the soil, the ashes,
that which we walk upon, that from which we were created. So today we’ll reflect on humility.
What does it mean to be humble? How can we stay grounded and humble ourselves in these
40 days?

Scriptures
Psalm 51
Luke 18: 9-14

Background
We are reaching the point in Luke’s narrative when Jesus directly confronts those who
oppose his ministry, when Jesus speaks very frankly about what the kingdom of God
will look like, and who will inhabit this kingdom. This passage is nestled among several
others in which Jesus speaks with candor and stark clarity, complicating the hearers’
understandings of who God values. Jesus is turning the world as they know it on its
head. Jesus is inviting these listeners into a new way of being - a way of being defined
by a posture of humility. And so it is that in this particular passage, we see a dichotomy
between one who assumes this posture of humility and one who doesn’t.
A man who is known by his religious sect, the Pharisees, a group of elite and orthodox
Jews, does not assume a posture of humility. Standing in the temple, this man defines
himself to God, saying,
“God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even
like this tax collector.” This man defines himself to God by what he is not. And what’s
striking in this moment of prayer is that this man never asks for anything from God. He
treats this encounter not as a conversation with God, but as a presentation before God
– to show the divine his success, his self-sufficiency, his lack of need. And in doing so,
he has assumed a posture of arrogance, of having no need for God at all.
In contrast, across the temple, a man who is known by his job title, a tax collector, an
occupation associated with all sorts of greed and corruption, is acting counter to all of
these societal associations. Standing in a corner away from others, with his eyes cast
toward the ground, rhythmically beating his breast, he says, “God, be merciful to me, a
sinner!” He is defining himself in the positive, as someone who has sinned, as one who
has made mistakes, as one who has need for mercy. In doing so, this man is admitting
that he needs help, that he needs God.
He has assumed a posture of humility.
I think that perhaps Jesus presents this dichotomy to his hearers so that we can
recognize that at different times in our lives we have assumed different postures - of
arrogance and self-righteousness, yes, and of humility.
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In this parable, Jesus implies that we have a choice in how we come before God. We
have a choice in the posture we assume. We can change our posture: we can open our
hands and beat our chests, we can confess our mistakes and ask for help. We can let
go of striving to be the best and embrace vulnerability. In other words, we can humble
ourselves.

Explore
On this Ash Wednesday, we remember that we have come from the dust, and to the
dust we shall return. We reflect on our mortality and our deep humility in our connection
to the ground below. This poem reminds us of the interconnectedness of God’s creation.
What would it look like to serve the life of dirt? How can dirt and soil teach us to be
humble?
Ode to Dirt by Sharon Olds
Dear dirt, I am sorry I slighted you,
I thought that you were only the background
for the leading characters—the plants
and animals and human animals.
It’s as if I had loved only the stars
and not the sky which gave them space
in which to shine. Subtle, various,
sensitive, you are the skin of our terrain,
you’re our democracy. When I understood
I had never honored you as a living
equal, I was ashamed of myself,
as if I had not recognized
a character who looked so different from me,
but now I can see us all, made of the
same basic materials—
cousins of that first exploding from nothing—
in our intricate equation together. O dirt,
help us find ways to serve your life,
you who have brought us forth, and fed us,
and who at the end will take us in
and rotate with us, and wobble, and orbit.
“Ode to Dirt” from Odes by Sharon Olds. Copyright © 2016 by Sharon Olds. Originally
published by Alfred A. Knopf
Hear it read by Sharon Olds here .
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Discuss
1. In reading Psalm 51 for the first time this season, what words or phrases
resonate?
2. Take a minute to highlight or name aloud all of the verbs in the Psalm. What do
you notice?
3. David in Psalm 51 prays to God, “Generous in love—God, give grace! Huge in
mercy—wipe out my bad record.” The tax collector in Luke 18 prays, ‘God, give
mercy. Forgive me, a sinner.’” What is your definition of mercy? Why do you think
asking for God’s mercy fosters a sense of humility?
4. In your estimation, why does the Pharisee define himself by what he is not? Have
you ever defined yourself by what you are not?
5. When have you admitted that you needed help? What does it feel like to admit
our need to others or to God?
6. How does collective humility help us create and nurture faithful communities?

Reflect
1. It seems there is a difference between being humbled (by some external force or
circumstance) and humbling yourself. How do you practice humility? In other
words, in what ways do you humble yourself?
2. Have you ever been afraid to ask God for mercy? Why or why not?
3. Is there someone in your life who has modeled humility?
4. On Ash Wednesday we remember that we are mortal, finite, and limited by our
humanity. In what ways have you experienced your own limitations this year?
What have you learned from these experiences?

Engage
Today is Ash Wednesday, and though there are a number of options for recognizing and
worshiping together, you might consider the following with your group:
❖

Host an Ash Wednesday service on Zoom. Create moments for silent confession,
centering, and reflecting on the season ahead. You can find an Ash
Wednesday service starting on page 81 in the UWorship resource.

❖

Invite your group to attend an Ash Wednesday service together virtually. Connect
with a church near you that is live-streaming on Facebook, YouTube or Zoom
and consider opening a Zoom room after the service to allow students to
process or share their reflections.

❖

Provide instructions on how to self-impose ashes. Perhaps invite students to find
some soil and mix it with water to use to mark themselves.
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❖

Spend time working with soil. Plant something together. If you have a community
garden space, invite students to help prepare the soil for planting by turning
and tilling it. Reflect on how putting our hands in soil connects us to God and
reminds us of our beginnings and endings.

Going Forth
❖

The root of humility is grounded-ness. When we ground ourselves in God’s presence,
we find peace. In this first week of Lent, practice grounding yourself each day. This
will look different for each person, so try some different practices this week and see
what feels right for you and your relationship with the Divine. (For more information on
being grounded check out How to Get Spiritually Grounded)
Here are some options that you might try on for size:
-Spending intentional time outside
-Practicing yoga
-Writing in a journal
-Silent meditation
-Baking bread or cooking a meal

❖

Pay attention to what draws you closer to God by scanning your body: do you feel
rooted? Do you feel grounded in something other than yourself? Are you breathing
deeply? Keep practicing.

❖

If you need a soundtrack for the week, check out this song by one of my favorite
Christian collectives, Porter’s Gate. Have Mercy on Me – Porter’s Gate (feat. David
Gungor)

Liturgical Resource
You can find an Ash Wednesday service starting on page 81 in the UWorship resource.

Prayers of the People
God, the ground of our being,
On this day we remember that we come from dust, and to dust we shall return.
In the beginning, you breathed life into the dust.
In the dusty valley you brought dry bones back to life.
And at the end of our days you call us back into the dust.
Like gravity pulls us toward the center of the Earth,
Your Spirit pulls us toward the center of goodness, toward wholeness, toward you.
We give you thanks for this tethering, for the ways you ground us, for the ways you stop
us in our tracks and demand that we pause, pay attention, wonder.

YOU’LL NEVER WALK ALONE - ASH WEDNESDAY

5

For too often we rush through this world, flying through our days breathlessly,
Consumed by striving, achieving, and climbing,
Wrapped up in the myth of self-sufficiency,
Coming before you only to brag that we’ve got it all figured out.
But on this day we remember that we come from dust, and to dust we shall return.
We remember that one day we will reach the end of this life
And regret the times in which we failed to pause, pay attention, wonder.
And even now, we know that we don’t have it all figured out.
Our lives are uncertain and fragile, and we are afraid.
We make mistakes and fall short, and we desperately need one another.
So God, the ground of our being,
Humble us.
Pull us toward you.
Ground us in your presence.
And in doing so,
Allow us to pause, pay attention, wonder.
In humility, allow us to see the needs of the world and take action.
In humility, guide our feet, raise our voices, put a giving spirit within us.
In humility, help us love our neighbors as ourselves.
God, the ground of our being,
From dust to dust, humble us in your presence.
Amen.
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