SERMON for Ash Wednesday February 18th 2026 AHC Dublin 
Readings: Isaiah 58.1-12; 2 Corinthians 5.20b-6.10; St Matthew 6.1-6, 16-21
St Matthew 6.21: … for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also … 
The archbishop of Dublin 
In earlier times, phrases like this one: For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also …
passed directly into conversational use and became part of the fabric and the cohesion of society. People knew what you were talking about. They then also knew what they were talking about. It came from a worldview where The Bible as a printed book was both a novelty and a magnificent way of disseminating wisdom, knowledge and words. The Reformation began a trend that became unstoppable whereby The Scriptures and books for worship were translated – and still are being translated – into every language. Take for example, today’s The Syrian Orthodox Church, one of the most ancient churches in the world. It now has a seminary in Vienna, Austria where the teaching and the learning are carried through in the media of Syriac, German and English. 
We heard a similar sentiment, though one that has not so readily passed into everyday usage, in 2 Corinthians 6.10: as having nothing, and yet possessing all things …This one is more complicated, more specialized, more niche. Yet, it is worth our while pausing to think about them both today in this majestic All Hallows Chapel on Ash Wednesday. Taken together, they give us what we call a ‘take away’ as we make our way out into the rest of our day with the Cross of Christ on our forehead. It is a public expression of a public statement in a public place – of what? Of our belief that what Jesus Christ did by deliberately retreating into the wilderness and by deliberately returning to serve the world of God’s creation in healing and in teaching any and all who will listen matters now as it mattered then. Everything has changed. We are totally different from others who have sat here before us. The continuity is what we cherish and present to everyone as a constancy and as a treasure – however changed. 

Taken together, these phrases point us in the direction of motivation as being the force that guides our purpose and shapes our priorities. While sparkling spontaneity is to be coveted and to be cherished, most of us survive by boring preparation and sheer slog. When things are going less than well and when we need to ask for help, we at least know that we have done our best. Motivation has to do with being wise enough to be selective, with realizing that we do not in fact need everything, or even the half of it, that emotional belonging and emotional protection are what give us our lasting treasure. Time after time, once we feel that we have been deprived of our securities and have had to move outside of our comfort zones, an unscripted resilience, an unexpected energy comes to the fore and somehow we do great and greater things than we ever expected. Something beyond and behind the bare facts helps us to a satisfaction where less is more and this new more is better. This motivation is what pushes us over the line, what gives to us our self-respect, what makes us better people than we had been in our own eyes.
It is for reasons such as this that people ‘give up’ things for Lent year after year and the world over. So hopeless have we become about Christianity itself that we frequently forget that Christianity is in every part of the world. And Lent starts today. Such ‘giving up’ has more to do with decluttering our motivations than it has to do with being self-righteous for the sake of it or for the sake of ourselves. As we lessen our load, not only can we travel lighter, but we can take on board more of the concerns and the urgencies of others without feeling the same pressures, the same dead weight. We see this in two very striking ways in the broad sweep of Readings for today. Isaiah hammers home that justice has to do with strong actions following on from strong words: we are to loose, to undo, to let go free, to break; and it is in the cause of sharing, inviting, clothing those without clothes, not neglecting members of you kindred whom you have come to despise – they remain your kin as you remain theirs. St. Matthew hammers home what it is to give alms, to pray and to fast. These are indeed personal acts of public significance but they are not opportunities to draw attention to oneself. All of these dig deep into our motivation. 
What might it look like on Wednesday of next week or the week after? ‘Giving up’ things for the sake of giving them up will not take us anywhere we have not been before. None of us is a vacuum, an emptiness. Each, and all of us, is a purposeful individual with an individual energy. It is the redirecting of that energy, that motivation, which will enable us to see The Season of Lent not as a time of punishing but as a time of clarifying, a period of freedom to, of freedom for … as well as a period of freedom from. We together can all reclaim discipleship, following someone, a range of people who know what they are doing and talking with them to enable us to know what we are talking about – and nowhere is this idea more pertinent than in a university, in a place of teaching and learning and learning again by all concerned. But we can also, by our sparking eyes and our glistening faces fast particularly in such a way as to give alms of whatever sort and of whatever amount to others in such a way as to show that the humility of religion is more wholesome than its humiliation. And we can show that such fasting and such almsgiving is itself praying in action.
If we want to speak to others with the conviction shown by that wayward genius, St Paul, someone whom we might consider to be a person who got up early to be insulted, then we might ‘take away’ for the rest of Lent his fascinating phrase: as having nothing, and yet possessing all things (2 Corinthians 6.10). In doing so, we connect ourselves directly with the Jesus Christ not only of Ash Wednesday but with the Jesus Christ of Palm Sunday which from this moment on is our designated direction of travel.     
