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Ashing in COVID
Ash Wednesday 2021

Introduction

The BAGL was asked to consider how ashes might be administered under lockdown conditions.   


Current guidance

Current guidance in fact permits Ashing to be done largely as normal, where the congregation is physically present, with precautions similar to those employed in administering Communion.  The key difference is that the sign of the cross is not made, and there is no contact with the recipient’s head.

The guidance (https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/COVID-19%20Lent%20Holy%20Week%20Easter%20v1.0_1.pdf) says:

If words are customarily said at the imposition, these words are spoken to the whole congregation before the imposition begins. The minister imposing the ashes should sanitize hands immediately before the imposition of ashes begins. Standing at arm’s length from the recipient and wearing a face mask, the minister sprinkles the ashes on each recipient’s head without touching them or speaking any words. If the minister accidentally touches the recipient, they must sanitize hands again. The temptation should be resisted to use a singleuse implement to apply ash to the forehead. 

If ash is being produced locally, this should be done in a hygienic manner. Consideration should be given that, on this occasion, the ash will be sprinkled and not daubed: the addition of oil may not be necessary. 

The imposition of ash in places other than the church or churchyard is not recommended. 

Ministers may wish to encourage the imposition of ash within households, especially if public worship is not taking place. Instructions for making ash (whether from palm crosses or something else) can be shared with congregations.


Other considerations

Two questions then remain.   First, is there any way to make this more like traditional Ashing without transgressing the necessary restrictions.  Second, what can be done with online congregations.   

The BAGL was unable to reach a consensus on this.  The key issue is whether it is possible to “impose” ashes on oneself.  The symbolism of Ashing involves a strong element of submission, so that self-imposition may be thought unsatisfactory.  On the other hand the submission is to God rather than to the Priest, so that which of human hand, whether one’s own, or a Priest’s, may be thought immaterial.  Different congregations will have different views on the matter, and some latitude is not unreasonable.   

A number of alternative possibilities are set out below.


Vicarious imposition

Particularly suitable for an entirely online congregation.  Adopt the Roman practice of sprinkling, and use the following between Confession and Absolution:

President	Dear friends in Christ, though in this time of pandemic, the ashes cannot be received physically, I invite you to receive the ashes spiritually by joining with us in making the sign of the cross on your foreheads. May this be for us all a sign of the spirit of penitence with which we shall keep this season of Lent.

Let us pray.

God our Father,
you create us from the dust of the earth: 
grant that these ashes that we bless
and the sign of the cross that we make
may be for us
a token 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 Saviour. 
Amen.			
				
The President invites the people to make the sign of the cross on their foreheads as the ministers impose ashes on their own foreheads. The ministers and people say together

All		May we remember that we are dust, and to dust we shall return. 
Let us turn away from sin and be faithful to Christ.


Self-imposition

Invite those participating at home to prepare ash in advance by burning their palm crosses and mixing them with a little olive oil.  Prepare individual bowls of ash in hygienic circumstances, carefully sanitising before going to work, and keep these covered for use by members of the congregation physically present.  Then use the following between Confession and Absolution:

President	Dear friends in Christ, though in this time of pandemic we cannot submit to the discipline of having ashes imposed on us, may we now, each of us giving our own hands into the service of Christ, both impose and receive the ashes we have prepared as a sign of the spirit of penitence with which we shall keep this season of Lent.

Let us pray.

God our Father,
you create us from the dust of the earth: 
grant that these ashes that we bless
and the sign of the cross that we make
may be for us
a token 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 Saviour. 
Amen.			
				
The President and people each make the sign of the cross with ash on their own foreheads.

All		May we remember that we are dust, and to dust we shall return. 
Let us turn away from sin and be faithful to Christ.
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