LENT

A lengthening of days, springtime  --  anticipation of growth.  Lent means that, you say? 

For many of us longtime Episcopalians (and Roman Catholics and Lutherans, for that matter), the liturgical season of Lent usually is associated with “giving up” something, with fasts, with dreary winters, especially if we are from up North.  But this originally Middle English word does mean springtime  --  Even the Latin based languages point to something hopeful:  !Feliz Pascua!, Happy Easter (Passover) is the culmination of this liturgical season.

Lent is the forty days beginning with Ash Wednesday and ending with Holy Saturday,  with Sundays being technically excluded as mini celebrations of Easter.

Early Christians observed “a season of penitence and fasting” (BCP 264-265) in preparation for Easter or Pascha.  This fast was especially important to converts to the faith, who were prepared for baptism and confirmation, and for those guilty of notorious sins hoping to be restored to the Christian assembly.  New converts were allowed in the Christian service up to the Kiss of Peace, then ushered off to “classes” in the meaning of their new life in Christ. It was a strenuous period for them, often taking three years before admission.  This conversion was a serious matter in the early church, because it could mean death if you were acknowledged publicly as a Christian.  

These forty days have added significance:  Christ’s 40 days in the wilderness, tempted as we are;  Noah’s 40 days, the Israelite’s 40 years in the wilderness, all symbolic of the community’s need for preparation before God.  Today Lent has reacquired it significance as the final preparation of adult candidates for baptism.  Joining with them, all Christians are invited ”to the observance of a holy Lent, by self-examination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s holy  Word” (BCP p. 265)

The liturgical color for Lent is purple:  it is dark, somber, reflective of the nature of penitence, and yet a royal color too.  Purple used to be the most expensive dye, affordable only by royalty.  And aren’t we following the example of our own High Priest?  We bury the Aleluias until Easter, the bells until Easter, often eliminate flowers on the altar until 

Easter  --  all the seeming starkness pointing to the anticipation of Easter.

