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Ash Wednesday         2/17/2021 

Isaiah 58:1-12; Psalm 103; 2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

Rev. Mark A. Lafler 

 

 

Ash Wednesday is the day we come together to repent and ask the Lord 

for forgiveness for our sins. 

A day we solemnly start a time of fasting and prayer.   

To reflect on the goodness of God… 

And to gain a greater understanding of our own dependence on God. 

 

In Lent we spend time giving up things… 

We fast from chocolate or alcohol. 

We give up video games or social media. 

 

In Lent we take on more… 

Spending more time in prayer and quiet time with God. 

We take on more reading of scripture and other helpful books. 

 

And in these practices of fasting and spending time in the presence of 

God we discover our own weaknesses… 

Our failures… 

Our vulnerabilities… 

 



2 

 

And we express our grief to God concerning these things… 

We ask for the forgiveness of our sins… 

We ask for God’s strength to do his will and not our own. 

 

Fasting helps set the stage to receive what God wants to give us in this 

time of Lent. 

Fasting helps us take on the right posture before a Holy God. 

As one commentator put it: 

When people do not eat… it can have various significances.   

When people are bereaved, for instance, a natural reaction is to lose 

interest in food.  Fasting sets such an instinct in a religious setting.1 

 

Fasting is a sign of our understanding of the seriousness of the situation. 

And according to Jesus in our Gospel reading… 

It should be a normal part of our year. 

 

As I was meditating on our readings for today what stood out to me was 

our reading from Isaiah 58. 

It is a chapter about fasting… traditionally read on Ash Wednesday. 

However, it speaks not just of the traditional understanding of fasting … 

the sense of giving something up… 

 
1 John Goldingay, Isaiah, NIBC (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001), 326. 
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In that day… the days of Isaiah’s prophecy… 

many were devoted to God in worship…  

through fasting and rituals…  

they expressed their devotion to God. 

 

But something was off… 

And God spoke through his prophet Isaiah to speak to his people. 

 

In fact… he really wanted them to hear what he wanted them to say. 

Which is why the chapter starts with this: 

Shout out, do not hold back! Lift up your voice like a trumpet! 

God was telling Isaiah to make sure they hear it… 

In our common lingua we would say: 

“Say it louder for the people in the back.” 

 

God recognizes their devotion saying: 

…day after day they seek me and delight to know my ways,… 

And then comes the point of discrepancy. 

 

The prophet declares: 

"Why do we fast, but you do not see? 

Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?" 
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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. 

 

You see what God was saying is that you fast and humble yourself…  

but what I see is the way you treat each other. 

God was pointing out that the way his people treated other people 

mattered. 

They fasted and prayed and humbled themselves,  

but they still treated the people around them harshly. 

 

We can certainly be like this too… 

We can know every nuance of worship…  

yet scowl at the people around us. 

We can smile and be gentle to people when we are face to face…  

but bring animosity to the social media feeds. 

We can be generous in ways that bring us recognition… 

but be harsh to those in need that nobody sees. 
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God saw this in his people… 

 

So he spoke through the prophet saying: 

Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: 

to loose the chains of injustice 

    and untie the cords of the yoke, 

to set the oppressed free 

    and break every yoke? 

Is it not to share your food with the hungry 

    and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter— 

when you see the naked, to clothe them, 

    and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood? 

 

You see fasting and such is all good… 

But it must be accompanied with the great commandment: 

To love God with our whole being and to love our neighbor. 

 

Sincerity in devotion is good but without love it is nothing. 

 

True conversion… true repentance… is displayed when we seek the 

welfare of the people around us. 
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True devotion to God transforms our relationship with the people around 

us. 

And not just the people we like or the people that are like us. 

Also, the people that we don’t like or are not like us. 

 

To paraphrase Archbishop Gustavo García-Siller… 

From the Roman Catholic tradition in San Antonio… 

He says concerning Ash Wednesday:  

Conversion of [the]heart [is this]: increase our love of God and 

neighbor, Love! Let’s be mindful of those in greater need. 

 

As we move through our Lenten season this year… 

May we be mindful of our time with God… 

What we give up… 

What we are taking on more … 

 

But even more… may we be mindful of how we show our love for God 

by the way we respond to the needs of others. 

 

Listen once more to the way Isaiah wraps up his prophecy and gives the 

promise of God to those who obey the commands of God. 
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Isaiah wrote: 

“If you do away with the yoke of oppression, 

    with the pointing finger and malicious talk, 

and if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry 

    and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, 

then your light will rise in the darkness, 

    and your night will become like the noonday. 

The Lord will guide you always; 

    he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land 

    and will strengthen your frame. 

You will be like a well-watered garden, 

    like a spring whose waters never fail. 

 

In applying Isaiah 58 to our lives… 

Our fast should be focused on growing closer to God and be an 

encouragement to those around us. 

 

As we seek the forgiveness that is found in Jesus… 

That we receive by faith through God’s grace… 

Because of the work of the cross… 

May that forgiveness we receive be the same way we live out our lives 

with other people. 
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For it is the very words we pray in the prayer we were taught by our 

Lord. 

…forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. 

Forgive our sins [in the same way] we forgive others. 

We must extend that grace we have received. 

 

I want to close this homily today with some helpful words from Pope 

Francis… you may have heard these before… 

But I find them particularly helpful in reflecting on Isaiah 58. 

He writes: 

Do you want to fast this Lent? 
 

Fast from hurting words and say kind words. 

Fast from sadness and be filled with gratitude. 

Fast from anger and be filled with patience. 

Fast from pessimism and be filled with hope. 

Fast from worries and trust in God. 

Fast from complaints and contemplate simplicity. 

Fast from pressures and be prayerful. 

Fast from bitterness and fill your heart with joy. 

Fast from selfishness and be compassionate to others. 

Fast from grudges and be reconciled. 

Fast from words and be silent so you can listen. 

May it be.    Amen. 


