
Fr Callistus Khathali - HOMILY:   
ASH WEDNESDAY 

Joel 2:12-18 
2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2 
Matthew 6:1-6,16-18 

Joel 2:17 
Let the priests, the ministers of Yahweh, stand weeping between portico and altar, 
saying, 'Spare your people, Yahweh! Do not expose your heritage to the contempt, to 
the sarcasm of the nations! Why give the peoples cause to say, "Where is their God?" ' 
 
The first reading and the gospel seem to contradict one another. Prophet Joel in our first 
reading calls on the assembly to gather together, proclaim a fast with the sound of the 
trumpet as the priests cry out to the Lord on behalf of the sinful people. 
 
Jesus in the gospel calls us to do things in secret as he gives instructions on how we 
are to observe the three pillars of lent: almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. 
In fact there is no contradiction between the communal/public convocation of people, 
and praying in secret. 
 
In the liturgy of the holy mass of Ash Wednesday we do not have the normal penitential 
rite as we do all the time. Holy mass itself is very much of a communal and public form of 
worship in the spirit of the call of the first reading. In the penitential rite we are called to 
acknowledge our sins as to prepare ourselves to celebrate the sacred mysteries. This is 
followed by the silence which is the secret Jesus is talking about. It is in the depths of our 
hearts that we are called to acknowledge our sins.  
 
This is confirmed by the gesture of beating our breasts as we say "through my fault, through 
my fault through my most grievous fault: icala lami, icala lami, icala lami elinzima: ke 
molato oa ka, ke molato oa ka, ke molato oa ka o moholo." We do not get to say publicly 
what our sin is! This is what we do in secret to our heavenly Father who sees in secret.  
 
The penitential rite of the mass of Ash Wednesday takes place after the gospel with the 
blessing and distribution of ashes with the words "repent and believe in the gospel" or 
"remember that you are dust and into dust you shall return." Our sin reduces us to 
nothing, but the opportunity given to us by God who calls us to come back mourning and 
weeping (first reading), to be reconciled with God (second reading) is much greater than our 
sin. Our Lenten season is the opportunity for us to be more deliberate in our penitential acts, 
something we do at every celebration of holy mass.  
 
Our merciful God promises us rewards for the penitential acts done in secret. It is the 
same God who turned with pity towards his people as we read in the final part of our reading. 
This God calls us to this day of salvation as we read the end of our second reading. 
 
As we publicly attend Holy Mass today, and as we receive the ashes on our heads to be seen 
publicly with them - others even post their pics with ashes on social media - let us not forget 
that true Lenten observance is an inside job, something done in secret which is 
rewarded by God who sees what is in secret. 
 
May Almighty God bless you the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Be assured of my prayers for you today as I offer masses on this very special day. 

 

 


