54 Ashes (Cinis)

Man is compared to ashes because of his final release from life, because all combustible things, however lucid and fervid, finally through fire, however, are released into ashes. Thus man, however strong and splendid he is here, however, he will be released into ashes, Job 34[:15]: “All flesh shall perish together, and man shall return into ashes.” Chiefly, however, a man of sins is compared to ashes, because just as ashes are deformed to look at, bitter to tasting, easily or fragile for sprinkling, difficult for collecting. Thus, the sinner is vile in death, bitter as far as habits, easy for falling, difficult for getting back up.

Wherefore, in antiquity pagan men sorrowing and repenting were accustomed to sprinkle ashes, just as it happened concerning Tamar after the sexual union with her brother, 2 Kings 13[:19]. And Mardochai when he heard the edict about the killing of the Jews, Esth. 4[:1]. And the king of Niniveh hearing about the destruction, Jonah 3[:6]. And Job 42[:6]: “Therefore I reprehend myself and do penance in dust and ashes.” Because Christ approved, Matt. 11[:20-21], when he said to “the cities wherein were done the most of his miracles, for that they had not done penance. Woe to thee, Corozain, woe to thee, Bethsaida,” etc., up to “they had long ago done penance in sackcloth and ashes.” For ashes
 are hidden by water, and thus things dipped in lye have been cleaned. Thus, the memory of the most recent incineration going through the water of tears cleanses the heart, Heb. 9[:13]: “The ashes of a heifer being sprinkled,” namely, in the water of penance, “sanctify such as are defiled.”
¶ A church is not consecrated without ashes. According to the Philosopher, book 8, De animalibus, the last chapter,
 he says that birds which cannot fly well rub themselves in ashes and as if bathe themselves, like the hen and sparrows. Thus, ought sinners who cannot fly to God because of the weight pressing them down.

¶ The figure for this, Lev. 1[:16], when the little bladder and the feathers of a bird were offered, they had to be buried “in the place where the ashes are accustomed to be poured out,” because the vanity of our life, which is designated by the small bladder, and its instability to you, which is figured through the feather, they ought to be concealed with the memory of our incineration and death. And thus, through ashes sweet water becomes bitter, thus the thinking of sinners which formerly had been sweet, this is bitter in penance.
¶ Again, merchants pulverize gold into dust and mix it in ashes when they go through lands lest it fall among thieves. Thus, ought the penitent hide his grace here under the ashes of humility.

¶ Again, note that the weasel
 is best armed against the basilisk if it has eaten rue bitter and sharp. Thus, by the ashes of the dead basilisk, thus by bitter penance and the memory of death are strong against sin. Wherefore, Bernard, the first book, De consideratione,
 it is a salutary joining when you think of the highest pontiff equally and the vilest ashes.
¶ Again, when the temple had to be consecrated, but the pavement sprinkled with ashes, so that thus it would be fit for the cross, thus the heart of man hardened by sins ought to be moved by the memory of death.

¶ Again, ashes are subtle and signify confession.

¶ For a vessel is well washed and purged in ashes, Num. 4[:13]: “They shall cleanse the altar also from the ashes.” 
Again, ashes are moveable and designate the satisfaction of obedience. Wherefore, Elias also ate “a little hearth cake,” [3 Kings 17:13]. “He walked in the strength of that food unto the mount of God,” [3 Kings 19:8]. 

� Cf. Bonaventure, Diaetae salutis 2.4 (8:268a): Tertio requiritur ad satisfactionem cinis humilitatis: cinis enim et aqua calida faciunt bonum lixiviumg sic cinis veræ humilitatis, et aqua calida lacrymarum faciunt pænitentiam purgativam. Et sicut aqua, quantumcumque calida, nisi transeat per cinerem, non bene purgat sordes vestium, sic lacrymae quamvis calidæ, nisi transeant per cinerem humilitatis, non lavant sordes vitiorum. ldeo dicebat Job: Ago pænitentiam in favilla et cinere: in favilla devotionis, et cinere humilitatis.





� Aristotle, History of Animals 9.49B, 633a30-633b4 (Barnes 1:984): Of birds, some take a dust-bath by rolling in dust, some take a water-bath, and some take neither the one bath nor the other. Birds that do not fly but keep on the ground take the dust-bath, as for instance the hen, the partridge, the francolin, the crested lark, the pheasant; some of the straight-taloned birds, and such as live on the banks of a river, in marshes, or by the sea, take a water-bath; some birds take both the dust-bath and the waterbath, as for instance the pigeon


and the sparrow; of the crooked-taloned birds the greater part take neither the one bath nor the other. So much for the ways of the above-mentioned, but some birds have a peculiar habit of making a noise at their hinder quarters, as, for instance, the turtle-dove; and they make a violent movement of their tails at the same time that they produce this peculiar sound..





� Bartolomeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum 18.72 (1505 p. 464-465): Plinius. Rutam comedit et eius suco se prolis nit et tunc basiliscum inuadit intrepida et occidit vt dicit Plinius li. viii. cap. xxii. vbi dicit, Mustelarum virtus basiliscis exitio est, nubil enim deo nature placuit esse sine pari. cauernam basilisci facile cognsoscit, quam subintrans ipsum interimit. ... Mustela compusta et in cinerem redacta adbiberum salubriter medicine; que est conueniens contra lethargicam passionem.





Cf. Medieval Lore from Bartholomew Anglicus, trans Robert Steele (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc. 1966), pp. 144-45: But [the Basilisc] is overcome of the weasel; and men bring the weasel to the cockatrice’s den, where he lurketh and is hid. ... and yet the weasel taketh and overcometh him, for the biting of the weasel is death to the cockatrice. And nevertheless, the biting of the cockatrice is death to the weasel. And that is sooth, but if the weasel eat rue before. And though the cockatrice be venomous without remedy, while he is alive, yet he loseth all the malice when he is burnt to ashes. His ashes be accounted good and profitable in working of Alchemy, and namely in turning and changing of metals.





� Bernard, De consideratione 2.9.18 (PL 182.753): Salubris copula, ut cogitans te summum Pontificem, attendas pariter vilissimum cinerem non fuisse, sed esse.








