Ash Wednesday Sermon

There is something disarming about this evening.
We come forward one by one.

No titles.

No achievements.

No explanations.

And we hear words that cannot be negotiated:
Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.
Ashes do not flatter us.

They do not measure us.

They tell the truth.

And this is not a service of humiliation.

Itis a service of honesty.

Joel speaks into a moment of crisis.

The day feels dark.

There has been loss.

There is fear.

He does not offer a strategy for recovery.

He does not promise visible success.

He says:

“Yet even now, return to me with all your heart.”
Not when the numbers improve.

Not when stability returns.

Not when reputation is restored.

Yet even now.

And then that searching phrase:

“Rend your hearts and not your garments.”

Do not perform repentance.

Do not stage sorrow.

Do not tear cloth while the heart remains carefully intact.
Let whatis real open.

In the Gospel, Jesus is equally clear.

When you give.

When you pray.

When you fast.

Not if — when.

But do notdoitto be seen.

Do not sound a trumpet.

Do not stand where you will be noticed.

Do not cultivate the appearance of seriousness.
There is a way of using religion to impress.

To signal commitment.

To secure approval.

And Jesus quietly dismantles it.

The Father who sees in secret

is not impressed by visibility.

He looks for truth.

Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.



Lentis not about religious success.

It is about the heart.

We live in a culture that measures worth by outcome.
Acheivement

Impact.

Recognition.

Strength.

Even spiritually, we can slip into that logic.

Better habits.

Stronger discipline.

More consistent prayer.

Noticeable improvement.

But ashes interrupt that economy.

They do not congratulate.

They do not compare.

They remind us that before God we are mortal.

Limited.

Fragile.

Capable of grace and capable of failure.

We are called to be conformed to Christ — yes.

But Christ is not a success story we replicate.

Judged by the world's standards Jesus's ministry was not successful at all.
He is the one perfect human life.

The rest of us are not asked to engineer perfection or curate spiritual achievement.
We are asked to return.

To bring our unpolished, unfinished, particular selves into mercy.
God does not create spiritual super-heroes

God forms persons.

Fearfully and wonderfully made —

embodied, distinct, finite.

To become like Christ is not to become impressive.

Itis to allow what is false to fall away,

what is defensive to soften,

what is disordered to be gently re-ordered toward love.
That work happens mostly in secret.

Which is precisely where Jesus tells us to go.

Ashes say:

You are dust.

You are not self-made.

You are not invincible.

You are not the measure of your own worth

And you are not required to perform holiness.

“Return to me with all your heart.”

Even now.

So let us not think of Lent as a season for manufacturing a better version of ourselves.
Itis a season for laying aside the versions we construct —
the successful one,

the competent one,



the spiritually convincing one

and standing, simply, as we are

Limited.

Fallen.

Beloved. | will say that bit again, because itis the most important - beloved.
Ashes are the start of honesty.

And honesty, before the God who sees in secret,

is where real transformation begins.

Amen.



