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THE  OBSERVATION  AND PRACTICE  OF  LENT

Lent is a season in what is called the Liturgical Year celebrated as part of the worship life in the Christian religion.  The season of Lent consists of “the forty weekdays from Ash Wednesday until Easter, observed as a season of fasting and penitence in preparation for Easter.”  The word “Lent” itself means spring.  The dates of Lent change each year reflecting the varying date for Easter, which is determined by the moon.  Easter is celebrated on the Sunday following the first full moon after the vernal equinox, which places it somewhere between March 22nd and April 25th.


Lent was originally only two days long.  Over time those two days lengthened into a week, and then several weeks, until eventually the period of forty weekdays was adopted.  Lent began as a time to consider the death and resurrection of Christ in preparation for the celebration of Christ’s resurrection at Easter.  As Holy Week formed, and consideration of Christ’s passion was focused in that single week, the preceding weeks were put to a different use, that of giving instruction to candidates for baptism and church membership, events which took place on Easter Sunday.  The practices we associate with Lent--fasting, prayer, study, humility, ashes, penitence, and the giving of alms--these are related to this use of Lent as a time of preparation for church membership.  In our time people are baptized and received into church membership many times during the year, and this use of Lent has lost its focus and its cultural support.  We will approach Lent through the framework of the Church’s Liturgical Year, and take the meaning of Lent and its observation from that context.

The Liturgical Year is a way of talking about the work God does as Christ to “save” us, to better balance our lives.  The Greek word translated into English as “save” is the verb “to save, i.e. deliver or protect”, and comes from a word meaning “safe”.  The Liturgical Year describes the work God does as Christ to keep us safe from being worn out by the constant effort to not be who we are and to be someone we are not.  The work of Christ is to keep us from being worn down by the stress of making ourselves feel differently than we actually feel and act in ways that do not match our experience.  The first cycle of the Liturgical Year consists of the Seasons of Advent and Christmas and the Day of Epiphany.  Lent is the season which begins the second cycle of the Liturgical Year, which is comprised of the Seasons of Lent and Easter and the Day of Pentecost.  

To make this context more concrete—in those times when the heart falls out of the familiar life we live and we find ourselves unable to maintain our life as we have lived it, the part of God we call Christ gets inside our being this way to unpack it in our awareness.  This begins with our being accepted and welcomed by God as someone whose life is in this condition.  Christ’s acceptance allows the loss of heart to be explored resulting in our gaining a better understanding of how we try to not be who we are and try to be someone we are not, which are the general reasons the heart has fallen out of our familiar life.  This acceptance of us in this state and the resultant unpacking and exploring of what that is about is the content of the first cycle of the Church Year and the Ordinary Time which follows it.


We live in this loss of our heart for a period of time, and eventually come to a place where we realize that knowing about our loss of heart, and knowing something about why we have it, are not sufficient to bring relief to the situation.  Being accepted as someone who has lost heart makes it manageable, but that is not the place in which one wants to end up.  We begin to realize that something has us in its grip and we do not know what that is, and knowing what that is becomes important so we begin to look for it.  This shift from looking for acceptance to looking for relief, this shift is what allows us to experientially enter the Season of Lent.  Speaking in a general sense, we can say we are held in the grip of something internal, like an image or idea of who we should be that is unknown to us, or a feeling we need to be having for some reason we can’t remember, or a concept of living which no longer fits but which is difficult to change because it is not in our awareness.  Using a computer metaphor, we come to understand that we wear down because there is a program operating in our shadow and out of our awareness which influences us all the time to act in ways that were helpful in the past but no longer work well or fit easily into the life that is ours in the present.  If God wishes to save us from being worn out by being held in the grip of this program, then somehow God needs to do whatever it takes to make visible what is hidden.  The second cycle of the Liturgical Year involves the work God does as Christ to make visible what is hidden, to make us conscious of whatever lies in unconsciousness that has us in its grip.  Lent is concerned with this disclosing which Christ works in us and our response to it.


In the first cycle of the Liturgical Year the experience of Christ was as acceptance and welcome of us as we are, and as the one who unpacked for us and explored with us what was troubling us.  The acceptance allowed us to come to a better understanding of being troubled.  The same is true in the second cycle of the Liturgical Year, only this takes place at a deeper level.  In the first cycle we were looking for acceptance of us given what we were discovering to be true of us.  In the second cycle we still look for acceptance; but beyond that we look for an understanding of what troubles us, one that will release us from being troubled and will bring us relief.  We look for and look at the insights that Christ sends us, following where they lead us.  Most of us learned that we should give something up in Lent.  A more helpful way to think of Lent is to consider it as a time to take something on.  What we take on is the art of paying attention to internal experiences, and then assembling them like puzzle pieces into a design that helps us sympathetically understand and explain ourselves.  Christ will connect us to thoughts and feelings which slowly form a more accurate picture of who we are and what is true of us.  We take on paying attention to these thoughts and feelings.  We will react to what comes to us, and our reactions will add to this emerging picture of ourselves.  Christ gives us thoughts and perceptions to consider, and we reject them, and then Christ brings them up again, and we reject them again, and so on until finally what there is to be grasped remains in awareness.  Lent is about watching this interaction unfold and learning from it and through it.  We are asked to pay attention as we are able.  This is the heart of the discipline of Lent.  This is not a work placed on our shoulders.  This is work done for us by God as Christ, and we are simply asked to pay attention and play with the insights that come to us, looking for patterns that bring us relief.

We tend to think of Lent in chronological time, as being forty days in our chronological calendar.  However, the way we are describing Lent encourages us to think of Lent as any time the work we are describing comes to us.  As such, Lent will come when the time is right, and stay until the work of the season comes to fruition.

Lent is a penitential season.  The word penitent means—feeling or expressing remorse for one’s misdeeds or sins.  If we can take the heavy connotations off of the word, penitent is the right word.  Lent is about specific discoveries of the ways we live that do not reflect who we are, the ways we live and try to be someone we are not.  It is about missing the mark.  The feeling that comes with this is remorse—deeply felt regret.  There is no fault or blame; there is just the sobering awareness that we are not who we thought we were and have acted in ways that were not necessarily us at our finest.  We have done and been the best we could; and, we have also missed the mark, and we regret that.  I offer that this is a healthy way to be related to oneself, and a helpful way to be related to others.

During Lent the sanctuary reflects and validates the different elements of this penitential experience.

The sanctuary is bare--the experiences in Lent draw a person into a quieter, more reflective frame of mind than normal.  Outward busyness is distracting when we have a need to be inward and reflective.


Purple is traditionally the penitential color, and is a visual way of expressing the mood of the season, which is very full and rich.


There are candles—light always represents the presence of God.  God’s presence is like light which shines into us to illumine what lies within.  When the candles are purple, the symbolism is that God’s presence comes to us through the fullness we experience.


Fabrics used in Lent will be course or rough to the touch reminding us that the experiences in this season sometimes have a harsh or rough texture to them.

We are invited to pay attention to the movement of Christ within us by immersing ourselves in the symbolism, the worship and the practices of this Lenten season.
[Jim Robie, 2/16/10]
