Sermon for Ash Wednesday St John and St Stephen’s, Reading. 03.03.25.

“Yes, it's a mess” (Living as Lenten people in a messed-up world).

Psalm 51:1-17.

Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your steadfast love;

according to your abundant mercy
blot out my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
and cleanse me from my sin.

For | know my transgressions,
and my sin is ever before me.
Against you, you alone, have | sinned,
and done what is evil in your sight,
so that you are justified in your sentence
and blameless when you pass judgement.
Indeed, | was born guilty,
a sinner when my mother conceived me.

You desire truth in the inward being;

therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.
Purge me with hyssop, and | shall be clean;

wash me, and | shall be whiter than snow.
Let me hear joy and gladness;

let the bones that you have crushed rejoice.
Hide your face from my sins,

and blot out all my iniquities.

Create in me a clean heart, O God,
and put a new and right spirit within me.
Do not cast me away from your presence,
and do not take your holy spirit from me.
Restore to me the joy of your salvation,
and sustain in me a willing spirit.

Matthew 6:1-6; 16-21

Concerning Almsgiving

‘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.

‘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 | tell you, they have received their reward. But when you give



Sermon for Ash Wednesday St John and St Stephen’s, Reading. 03.03.25.

“Yes, it’s a mess” (Living as Lenten people in a messed-up world).

alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be done in secret; and
your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

Concerning Prayer

‘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 | tell you, they have received their reward.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.

Concerning Fasting

‘And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show others
that they are fasting. Truly | tell you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, put oil on your head and
wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father
who sees in secret will reward you.

Concerning Treasures

‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and
steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do
not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

SERMON

The theme of this talk for Ash Wednesday is “Yes, it's a mess” (Living as Lenten people in a
messed- up world).

| think you’d probably agree with me that we are living in challenging times, globally. Politics in
Germany has recently shifted to the Right; politics in the US has landed with a thud to the Right,
there’s general instability in Europe and our government has short-sightedly cut foreign aid. The
number of universities, councils and Dioceses going bankrupt is increasing. 20 percent of 8-16s in
this country has a mental health problem and 70% of these are not receiving the intervention
needed.

And here we are at the start of Lent, about to receive a cross of ash on our forehead. During Lent
we attempt to fashion ourselves on Christ, who for forty days withdrew to a deserted place to face
his temptations. How can we, as Lenten people, respond to the crises all around us? How can we
live as followers of Jesus, in the messed-up world of our newspapers and social media feeds?

I’'m going to suggest two responses that we can make to our complex world: one that we might
want to avoid, and one we might want to embrace.

A response to avoid is despair and/or judgment.
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In view of all the messed-up things happening, we might want to despair. A journalist writing
about Trump’s election recognised in herself this very temptation, yet she found a way through.
She wrote this in the Washington Post ‘Watching the inaugural events, listening to his divisive
rhetoric and watching him sign executive orders did not break me. Taking in the day’s events had
the opposite effect, renewing my commitment to stay engaged and to demand better from our
elected representatives. Rather than experiencing a decline in my overall wellness, the day’s
proceedings helped to rekindle my sense of purpose and passion for politics’ (Caroline Faggioni,
February 7t edition).

We cannot afford to despair. But nor can we judge. It’s another temptation, the temptation to
judge. When we judge, we feel ourselves to be implicitly better than the person we look down on.
Judgmentalism is not the same as discernment. We can look at a situation, such as the cutting of
the UK budget for foreign aid, and we can discern that this was ungenerous, unwise and short-
sighted, as did the International Development minister, Anneliese Dodds, who promptly resigned
over the decision. And we might admire her for doing so: | certainly do.

But then it’s a short and regrettable step to belittling the government and its leader, a short step
to bad mouthing them, complaining about them, becoming cynical and thinking we could do
better. When this temptation arises, | try and think for a moment: when did | last scrutinise my
own level of charitable giving? When did | last put significant effort into finding out about the
charities that it’s easier to set up a standing order for, than to seriously engage with when they
send me their annual report. | tell myself | don’t have the time to read it and it goes into the
recycling. | remind myself that if | was giving away a really significant proportion of my income to
the charity, instead of a tiny percentage, | probably would read that annual report. ‘For where your
treasure is, there will be your heart also’. Perhaps I’'m not a million miles away from those people
who are trying to run the country in straightened circumstances?

So we don’t despair, and we don’t judge.
What is the response then, as we live as Christians in this messed-up world?

A response to embrace is to face reality and wait for resurrection.

Ash Wednesday is the beginning of Lent. In days gone by Christians would have cleared the
cupboards of all their rich food the day before, in preparation for the Lenten fast. Lent would be
kept as a season of penitence, self-reflection and fasting from food on a regular basis. Fasting, at
least from food, has gone out of fashion, though it was obviously a regular discipline in Jesus’ day
and assumed by him in his teaching from Matthew 6: “‘Whenever you fast...” Fasting from sweet
things, chocolate or alcohol is still something that people embrace, even non-Christians, and this



Sermon for Ash Wednesday St John and St Stephen’s, Reading. 03.03.25.

“Yes, it's a mess” (Living as Lenten people in a messed-up world).

can be beneficial. But a regular fast from all food is more severe; it doesn’t appeal to our
comfortable Western mind.

But fasting as a general idea, giving up something to make room for something else, is the only
way to real life in God. We have to make room for God. A life full of everything good except God is
no life at all, though it certainly seems like a great goal at the time. Erling Kagge, Norwegian arctic
explorer who found the ultimate exploration was inward, said ‘to find silence, one only need
subtract’. We could put the word God in there: to find God, one only need to subtract.

When we come to receive an ash cross on our forehead, we are facing the ultimate reality of God,
and of our own mortality. “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return”: rather
morbid words, perhaps. But better than denial. It is natural for humans to fear death. Like all
things unpleasant or difficult we prefer not to think about it. This is relatively easy when you are
young (although plenty of young people find themselves face to face with death, and it’s certainly
a life-changing experience).

As one ages, it becomes more important to come to terms with our mortality. We will eventually
let go of life, and in doing so will be taken hold of fully by God in Christ. ‘Death is swallowed up in
victory’, as St Paul wrote. Fasting provides the template for letting go. When | let go of whatever |
am addicted to (whether that’s approval, reputation or Instagram) | practice the way of the cross,
until, by grace, | can let go of life itself and be fully born into the resurrection of Jesus.

All suffering is the same; we cannot sidestep it; we have to go through it. But we go through it with
our wonderful guide and saviour who met his own temptations head on, and went right through
them to the other side, to obedience, death and resurrection.

Yes, it’s a mess. But if by God’s grace we can avoid despair and judgment and instead embrace
reality and resurrection, we will know the peace of God which passes all understanding. May this
be so for all of us this Lent.

Amen.



