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A colleague posted on Facebook yesterday that ‘Ash 

Wednesday’ is their most favourite day in the church 

calendar. Now most posts on Facebook I usually 

acknowledge and pass on. But what caught my attention 

was that someone replied, bemused why it would be his 

favourite service? Surely, this person thought, Christmas or 

Easter would certainly trump Ash Wednesday. Forgive the 

pun. And I possibly agreed. I think what can put people of 

services such as Ash Wednesday is all the focus on sin and 

piety. These two words are rather loaded in our modern 

world. And today I want to talk about one of those words in 

particular Piety.  

 

It is interesting to note that we often translate the Greek 

word here ‘piety’ in the line ‘Beware of practicing 

your piety before others.” But Greek scholars want to say 

that the word should not be piety but perhaps justice. 

Making it read “Beware of practicing your justice before 

others.” 

 
The problem with the word piety they say is it is too narrow 

for what Jesus is wanting to convey here. Piety can often 

suggest only a focus on the personal and spiritual. Whereas 

the term “justice” has a much broader sense of societal 

practices, relationships, and structures. This therefore has 

an implication on the way we read the rest of today’s text. 

The translation of “justice” frames the three actions in 

today’s Gospel reading: almsgiving, prayer and fasting -- as 

further acts of justice that engage and challenge societal 

structures and practices.  

Right Deed, Right Reason 

Matthew tells us how disciples are to live this life of doing 

justice. Doing justice comes from their commitment to God. 

Disciples are not to be motivated by nor oriented toward 

approval from a human audience. In the honour-shame 

society of the first century, a person’s good reputation was 

gained by doing public, honourable actions. These actions 

displayed a person’s wealth, power, and status and were 

visible to and esteemed and honoured by others. They 

created dependence among beneficiaries to reciprocate the 

benefit. Jesus’ warning -- beware -- strikes at a fundamental 

societal practice. Yet it re-inscribes it by replacing the court 

of public opinion with God’s favour. 

It is important to emphasize that there is no debate here 

about whether to do works of justice. The focus is 

on motivation. Jesus expects disciples to do the works of 

justice outlined for example in Matthew 5. To do 



justice/righteousness is to work for a society of restructured 

societal relationships and fair access to resources. It is to do 

mercy, make peace, to be transforming salt and light, to 

seek reconciliation, for men to treat women justly, to honor 

marriage commitments, to practice integrity, to resist evil 

creatively and non-violently, to love enemies. Jesus 

requires such actions and adds three more in todays Gospel, 

but they are not to be performed to gain public esteem. Their 

reward is divine approval. 

These three actions are Mercy-doing, prayer as justice and 

fasting. 

Mercy-Doing     

The first of the acts of justice involves almsgiving (Matthew 

6:2-4). The root of the word and practice is “mercy.” 

Almsgiving performs mercy. That disciples do practical 

mercy is assumed. It was a standard practice in Jewish texts 

after all.   

In the Roman world some charity toward the poor occurred 

but often as only to enhance the reputation and honor of the 

giver. Bit like some modern celebrities who in with their 

private jet to lecture us on Climate Change. These acts of 

charity were not intended to change society. Quite the 

opposite. They maintained a hierarchy.  

Jesus’ instruction therefore has a particular twist in this 

context. For the majority of his listeners were poor. So for 

this audience, shared resources provided a survival strategy, 

assisting one another not out of abundance but out of 

everyday limited resources. Almsgiving is an act of 

community solidarity, performed in secret for divine 

approval. It is not to be performed, for example, out of fear 

or to ensure reciprocal returns.  

Prayer as Justice 

The second act of justice concerns prayer (Matthew 6:5-6). 

Prayer is to be an integral partner in the doing of justice with 

its requests for God’s empire, will, daily bread, forgiveness 

of debts, and divine action in our world. 

 

Fasting 

The third act of justice concerns fasting (Matthew 6:16-21). 

Given that fasting does not seem to be widely practiced in 

many contemporary faith communities, many of us are not 

tempted to parade our fasting in public. Though it has 

become popular for weight loss in recent times. Yet fasting 

is about our relationships with and use of material 

resources, especially but not exclusively food.  



Prophetic traditions of the Old Testament link fasting with 

acts of justice. They protest fasting when it is associated 

with injustice. Isaiah denounces fasting when it is 

accompanied by serving one’s own interest…and 

oppress(ing) all your workers. By contrast, Isaiah redefines 

fasting as: 

“to loose 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?” (Isaiah 58:2-10 selections). 

And so as we begin this Lent, let us not only look to the 

inward life, but also the outward. So that God’s kingdom 

may come here on Earth, that all people would know the 

hope of Easter, that God is a God of the living, a God of 

love, a God of justice.  

May God be with you this Lent.  

 


