
Ash Wednesday – The Rev. Canon Joan Anthony – 3.2.22 

Isahiah 58:1-12, 12-17, Psalm 103: 8-14, 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10, Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

Today is Ash Wednesday, not news to you who are gathered here. You have elected to take time 

to come and mark this day with prayer, with the Eucharist and with the imposition of ashes. 

What does it all mean? Is it simply something that is “traditional” and that makes us feel good or 

does it have real meaning to our spiritual lives? 

We have heard the words that we hear each Ash Wednesday, in our collect, in the words of the 

prophet Isaiah and in the invitation to a holy Lent which will be pronounced in a moment. These 

are traditional words, using traditional language but what do they mean? 

The Collect for this day speaks of us “lamenting our sins and acknowledging our 

wretchedness…”. Are these simply words we hear or do we truly acknowledge sin and really 

lament its existence in our lives and in our world? To be honest when I think about those things 

that I have done that have come between me and God, I am sorry, I repent, but I’m not sure 

“wretched” describes how I feel. 

Isaiah speaks of fasting. The Jews at least a small number had come back from their exile in 

Babylon. They came back to a ruined city, a shattered economy and a temple that had been 

destroyed. The temple was the place where God came, each year to the Holy of Holies and now 

it seemed as if there was no place and God had departed. Those who returned tried to return to 

the practices of faith that they had known before the defeat and disaster, but the practices were 

hollow, without meaning. Isaiah, speaking the words of God defined the problem. “Look, you 

serve your own interest on your fast day, and oppress all your workers. Look, you fast only to 

quarrel and to fight 

and to strike with a wicked fist. Such fasting as you do today 

will not make your voice heard on high.” The fasting and repentance did not result in a changed 

life. Instead, the purpose of the fasting was to feel virtuous, in some way to coax God into 

restoring the relationship that had been lost. It was as if they believed that if they said the right 

prayers, practiced the right regulations, did everything according to the law that God would favor 

them. 

But that was not the fast that God wanted. God had a very different form of fast in mind. “Is not 

this the fast that I choose: 

to loosen the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, 

to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 

Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 

and bring the homeless poor into your house; 

when you see the naked, to cover them, 

and not to hide yourself from your own kin?” 

God’s fast was not about “giving something up” or feeling virtuous, God’s fast was about 

looking at one’s life and actions and making the needed changes to return to a right relationship, 

a righteous relationship with God. God’s fast was about no longer engaging in those actions 

which caused injustice and oppression, which made some people hungry and naked in a land of 

abundance. God’s fast was about repairing the relationships with those who are “kin”. God’s 

definition of “kin” includes all human beings, and in truth it includes all creation. 

God is calling us to fast and abstinence, prayer and change this Lent. If we do such things each 

of us, the results will be seen throughout the community in which we live and will begin to be 

seen in the world beyond. How you might ask? How can my small fast or action of abstinence 



make a difference, a dent in the poverty, homelessness, hunger and oppression that is in the 

world? That is not for us to say. God does not call us to judge whether our actions are successful 

or significant. God calls us to live the fast that God desires. God calls us to do what we can 

wherever we can to bring about the world as God would have it be. 

As a practical matter, the tradition of abstinence and fasting, is one of purpose rather than 

function. Small changes can matter. When you decide that you will forgo chocolate or wine for 

Lent, the giving up is only half the action. Why are you giving up anything at all? But, if you 

take the money you would have spent on that which you have given up and give it to the food 

bank to assuage someone else’s hunger, then you have joined in the fast that God has chosen. 

You have in small part been the way in which hunger for someone else has been eased. If you 

spend the time you would have used to prepare a luscious chocolate dessert, protesting against 

injustice, you will have been a witness against oppression. The purpose for which you fast, the 

outcome of your action matters. 

As we come to receive ashes as a reminder of our need to look at our lives and fast as God has 

chosen, we need not feel wretched, we need not lament or mourn. As we come to receive ashes 

on our foreheads, we need only to examine carefully the purpose of our action. As we come 

forward to receive the symbol of ashes, we need only resolve to fast in the manner that God 

chooses for us. In my reading I came across this statement well worth remembering. “Every 

human interaction gives us the opportunity to make things better or to make things worse.” The 

fast that God chooses is for us to take the opportunity to make things better, one interaction at a 

time. 

Fasting and abstinence together with repentance are activities associated with Ash Wednesday 

and Lent. If we have grown up in the sacramental churches we have grown up with these words 

as things we do because they are prescribed by our tradition. 

 


