Give Alms! Ash Wednesday – 2026

Joel 2: 12-17
Matthew 6: 1-4 KJV
Matthew 6: 16-21

As we gather tonight, may we consider just what kind of gift we should ask for when we pray for new and contrite hearts. What kind of heart does God want us to have? The poet Robert Bridges was experiencing difficulties in matters of faith. He read many books of theology. He spent hours in reflection. Yet he found himself unable to believe in God. Bridges wrote to another poet, his friend Gerald Manley Hopkins, asking for advice. Hopkins wrote back this terse reply: “Give alms.” In other words, Robert Bridges, don’t sit there alone with your doubts and your theology books. Reach into your pocket, pull out your wallet, and give away your money, your precious money, so that the hungry can be fed and the homeless housed, so that the ignorant can learn and the sick be helped back to health. If you have trouble believing in God, then don’t stew in your own thoughts, but act as though you already believe. Give alms, and the little you lose will be far exceeded by what you gain. Gerald Manley Hopkins’ advice to his friend must have done some good. Bridges became passionate in his faith.
The advice was on target, not only for Robert Bridges, but also for us on this Ash Wednesday. The call to give alms is rooted in the Gospel, in the gospel for Ash Wednesday that we heard moments ago. There Jesus speaks about three of the central religious practices familiar to those around him: prayer, fasting, and the giving of alms. He wants these practices to be done in the right spirit, but there is never any question whether they should be done. Jesus does not say: “If you give alms.” What he does say is: “When you give alms.”
So, tonight gathered here in worship on the opening day of Lent, may we wonder about prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, as well as other practices appropriate to this season. What good are they? They point to the insistent need we have to put our faith to work, and not let it be a boasting moment or an emotional indulgence. Almsgiving is of undeniable importance in this regard. Which do we love more: God or money? Are we making our own the priorities of the kingdom, or are we bending to some other standard? Through the alms we give, we pay homage to Christ present where he told us he would be: in the person of the poor, the hungry, and the sick.
Yet something else also happens. No matter how generous our giving, we soon recognize that the need far outreaches our resources. Our giving does not make wants disappear. Instead, as we give, we recognize how serious and indeed inexhaustible are the needs that our alms address. I believe that giving of alms, allows us to release that poison bottled up inside of us. It allows us to recognize the needs of our sisters and brothers in Christ. We are able to see the  people made in God’s image, people for whom Christ died for. At the same time, we are humbled because we realize that what we can do is but little.
So, when we give alms, we give them in the right spirit. We should not believe we gain any merit with God, instead we recognize how, in the face of human need, we are poor yet privileged. Poor, because we are equipped to do only a little. Privileged, because though it is little, we can do something.
So, as we walk this journey together towards the cross, let us remember, our Lord Jesus himself call us to the practice of giving alms. In this we demonstrate our family resemblance to God our father and Jesus our brother, for what is revealed in Lent and Holy Week and Easter, but the self-emptying of God so that we may have life? The cross is the divine almsgiving so that we, poor in our sins and our mortality, may enjoy abundant life. We, in our turn, can also give generously. This year, during this opportunity that will never return, may we all live a holy Lent marked by generous almsgiving. The point is not to gain God’s favor. Instead, we are to act on our faith, or even act on our desire to have faith. We are to give generously so that others may live. We are to give freely so that, through our poor efforts, they may experience something of God’s immense love. A-Men
