Short Reflection on Ash Wednesday March 6th 2019
Dublin City University, Inter Faith Centre: St Matthew 6.1-21
The Most Reverend Dr Michael Jackson archbishop of Dublin 
FREEDOM
As the days lengthen, so we find ourselves once again embarking on the Season of Lent. 
Lent, therefore, is about light, about the lengthening and the presentation and the increase of light – light in the sky, light in the longer evenings and, for those of us who seek always to interpret and to appropriate imagery that is to be found in the world around us, light in the spirit and in the colour and in the step of our faith. This happens the way it does because of the fact that we are of earth and on earth; and because of where we rotate in the cosmos; and because of how we reckon and compute time. We use our environment to discern our God. As we move through the year, we contend with shifting proportions of darkness and light that we call The Seasons. The clearest expression of this is the counterpoint between the commemoration of the birth of Jesus Christ at Christmas (December 25th) and the commemoration of the birth of John the Baptizer at mid-summer (June 24th). This is where the new religion on the block of The Roman Empire - Christianity, living a truly secular life and engaging with the power that light and darkness hold over the lives of everyone, claims the time of greatest darkness and the time of greatest light – for what? for the freedom of all people and for the joy of the whole world and for the relationship of love with God that God wants for all people. 
FREEDOM TO LENGTHEN OUR FAITH IN LENT …

What forms might this freedom to lengthen our faith in the Season of Lent take? Despite the repressive picture of Ash Wednesday and of Lent that we have sold on to ourselves, Lent is about choices and making choices. Nowhere is this clearer than in the account of The Three Temptations that Scripture tells us Jesus underwent in the desert: commanding stones to become loaves of bread; launching himself from the pinnacle of the temple; worshipping one who promises all the kingdoms of the world and their splendour. What the Scriptures tell us, alongside the narratives of the three temptations, is that in each case it is the familial ease that Jesus has with Scripture itself that equips him to refute the temptations from within Scripture; and each of them is a choice for humility first and foremost that Jesus makes. Scripture and humility can be our first freedoms and choices; and we might make both of these to be spiritual resolutions for ourselves for Lent.  
Humility again can and clearly does bring a very special freedom and that is the freedom from pretension. The Gospel for Ash Wednesday from St Matthew 6 in fact has nothing to say about The Temptations of Jesus. It has to do with instruction about how to do good things: giving money, praying, fasting. And it has nothing exclusive to say about Christianity. All of these are in no way confined to Christians or to Christianity but are applicable to people of a wide range of World Faiths. Humility asks of us that we do not let the left hand know what the right hand is doing; humility asks of us that we pray in private and perhaps more importantly that nobody know whether we do this or not – and of course this makes it a lot more challenging; humility asks of us that when we fast we do not draw attention to the difficulty or the worthiness of what we are doing – again we are invited to use The Invisibility Cloak beloved of Harry Potter in Hogwarts. Humility gives us the choice of freedom and the sense of inner fullness with God rather than empty publicity with ourselves. 
A UNIVERSITY CONTEXT 

Student life and academic life don’t easily or naturally take us into the world of St Matthew 6 and its preoccupations with almsgiving, prayer and fasting. Most of us have different and pressing daily demands on our time and energy whatever our place in this sophisticated yet desperately needy community. But the concluding Tweet from St Matthew is universally applicable, whatever your religion, whatever your Faith, whatever your faith in yourself: For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. (St Matthew 6.21) In the context of the lengthening of our choices and our freedoms, in the space we create for our ambitions, time and energy tick on whether we are undergraduates, postgraduates or academic staff. And so: goals matter; purpose matters; treasure matters. We’d do well to have faith in ourselves and faith in others, living in a highly competitive space, and we might even think of using what Christians call The Season of Lent to this purpose. For those of us who are Christians I suggest that we do not shy away from the public expression of Lent. We should not be ashamed of the cross on our forehead; it is not drawing attention to ourselves, it is drawing attention to Christ Jesus as alive in the world and engaged in the world through suffering and through politics and through religion. It is one of the continuing symbols of Christianity as a public religion that remains with us and perhaps today, very poignantly, it connects us through Jesus Christ with all who suffer terrible cruelty and death for their conscience and their belief and for any destructive exclusion from life in its fullness the world over. 

St Matthew 6.1: Jesus said to the crowds, Beware of practising your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.  
