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The twelfth-century Jewish teacher and writer 
Abraham Ibn Ezra is credited with being the first 
scholar to suggest that the book of Isaiah, from which 
our first lesson is taken today, was written in two 
different periods of time—before and after the exile of 
the Hebrew people to Babylon.1 Modern scholars now 
divide the book into three sections—the first before 
the exile, the second after the return, and a third and 
final period when the restored Jewish community was 
learning again how to be faithful to God in their 
homeland. And it is from this third period that we 
hear Third Isaiah—as the one or more writers of this 
final section are known—write about the kind of 
fasting God desires his people to perform.  
 
It was fragile time for those who have returned. The 
walls of the city have not been reconstructed, and the 
temple has probably not yet been rebuilt.2 This is the 
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fast that God, “the high and lofty One who inhabits 
eternity, whose name is Holy”—as Third Isaiah names 
God—is asking: “Is not this the fast that I choose: to 
loose the bonds of wickedness . . . to let the oppressed 
go free . . . Is it not to share your bread with the 
hungry . . . and not to hide yourself from your own 
flesh?”3 In time to come, in Mark, Matthew, and John, 
Jesus will say, “For you always have the poor with you, 
and whenever you will, you can do good to them.”4  
 
The reality of our own day is that, for many reasons, 
too many people are still hungry, not to mention 
homeless people and many other problems that a 
generation ago many of us thought our government 
institutions could successfully address. There remains 
a significant need for our personal, private generosity 
to help others. Again, words from Isaiah, “Is not this 
the fast that I”—the Lord—“choose?” 
 
My favorite description of Lent is heard in these 
words, addressed to God in the Eucharistic Prayer 
over the bread and wine today: “You bid your faithful 
people cleanse their hearts, and prepare with joy for 

                            
3 Isaiah 58:6–7. 
4 Mark 14:7; Matthew 26:11; John 12:8. 
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the Paschal feast; that, fervent in prayer and in works 
of mercy, and renewed by your Word and Sacraments, 
they may come to the fullness of grace which you have 
prepared for those who love you.”5  
 
This Lent I hope you and I, each of us in our own 
way, will know the fast of forgiveness, of the humbling 
grace of helping another in real need, and as we 
journey in this life with one another that it is God’s 
will for us to know God and come to enjoy our 
relationship with God more and more in this life and 
in the life of the world to come. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
Copyright © 2019 The Society of the Free Church of St. Mary the Virgin, New York, New York. 
 
All rights reserved. 
 

                            
5 The Book of Common Prayer (1979), 379. 


