What does Lent mean to us at WRPC?

Brainstorm in preparation for planning our Lenten Worship.

1. What is Lent?

· Became official Roman Catholic tradition when Constantine recognized the church as the official Roman Empire religion.
Coming from the Anglo-Saxon Lencten, meaning “spring,” Lent originated in the ancient Babylonian mystery religion. “The forty days’ abstinence of Lent was directly borrowed from the worshippers of the Babylonian goddess…Among the Pagans this Lent seems to have been an indispensable preliminary to the great
annual festival in commemoration of the death and resurrection of Tammuz” (The Two Babylons). Tammuz was the false Messiah of the Babylonians—a satanic counterfeit of Jesus Christ! The Feast of Tammuz was usually celebrated in June (also called the “month of Tammuz”). Lent was held 40 days before the feast, “celebrated by alternate weeping and rejoicing.” This is why Lent means “spring”; it took place from spring to early summer. The Bible records ancient Judah worshipping this false Messiah: “Then He brought me to the door of the gate of the Lord’s house which was toward the north; and, behold, there sat women weeping for Tammuz” (Ezek. 8:14-15). This was a great abomination in God’s eyes!
Ezekiel 8:14-15
New International Version (NIV)
14 Then he brought me to the entrance of the north gate of the house of the LORD, and I saw women sitting there, mourning the god Tammuz.(A) 15 He said to me, “Do you see this, son of man? You will see things that are even more detestable than this.”


· Gradually expanded from a few hours of fasting to 40 days in imitation of Jesus’ 40 day fast in the wilderness.
Fasting became very strictly enforced during the 5th – 9th centuries, but while more relaxed today, is still prescribed:  Greater emphasis was given to performing “penitential works” than to fasting and abstinence. According to the apostolic constitution Poenitemini of Pope Paul IV (Feb. 17, 1966), “abstinence is to be observed on Ash Wednesday and on all Fridays of the year that do not fall on holy days of obligation, and fasting as well as abstinence is to be observed on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday”

What does the Catholic Encyclopedia say about the purpose of Lent?
According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, “the real aim of Lent is, above all else, to prepare men for the celebration of the death and Resurrection of Christ…the better the preparation the more effective the celebration will be. One can effectively relive the mystery only with purified mind and heart. The purpose of Lent is to provide that purification by weaning men from sin and selfishness through self-denial and prayer, by creating in them the desire to do God’s will and to make His kingdom come by making it come first of all in their hearts.” 

2.  Criticisms of Lent (by the Church of Christ)

· It is a pagan holiday that was taken over b y the Roman Church after Constantine made it the official church of the Roman Empire in 325 A.D.
· It is a counterfeit replacement to Passover.
1 Corinthians 5:7-8
New International Version (NIV)
7 Get rid of the old yeast, so that you may be a new unleavened batch—as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.(A) 8 Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old bread leavened with malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread(B) of sincerity and truth.
· We are set apart and made pure by the shed blood of Jesus Christ, which by faith, submission to God, and prayer makes of clean.  We are not made clean through fasting or self-denial.
Hebrews 9:11-14
New International Version (NIV)
The Blood of Christ
11 But when Christ came as high priest(A) of the good things that are now already here,[a](B) he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle(C) that is not made with human hands,(D) that is to say, is not a part of this creation. 12 He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves;(E) but he entered the Most Holy Place(F) once for all(G) by his own blood,(H) thus obtaining[b] eternal redemption. 13 The blood of goats and bulls(I) and the ashes of a heifer(J) sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. 14 How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit(K) offered himself(L) unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences(M) from acts that lead to death,[c](N) so that we may serve the living God!(O)
· We cannot, by ourselves through our own devices, overcome sin and do God’s will.


Romans 8:5-7
New International Version (NIV)
5 Those who live according to the flesh have their minds set on what the flesh desires;(A) but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.(B) 6 The mind governed by the flesh is death,(C) but the mind governed by the Spirit is life(D) and peace. 7 The mind governed by the flesh is hostile to God;(E) it does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.
· And fourth, “to make His kingdom come by making it come first of all in their hearts” is a false tradition taught by this world’s brand of Christianity. It is not taught in the Bible. God is not setting up His kingdom in the hearts of men.

3.  A Modern View of Lent (Charlotte Flowers)
Charlotte Flowers read Theology at the University of Oxford. Whilst at university, Charlotte was Vice President of Oxford RAG (Raise and Give) and volunteered on various social action programmes. Until June 2012, she was a Faiths Act Fellow with the Tony Blair Faith Foundation working with the Jewish NGO Tzedek. Charlotte currently works with a Christian Fair Trade initiative in Birmingham.
· Lent is used today by people in a self-centered way—make myself better, lose weight
A better view of Lent is that it is a time to renew and refresh our understanding of our identity as neighbours and as brothers and sisters, and learn to serve others selflessly in compassion.
“I believe the meaning of Lent is about identity: who you are and who you want to be. There is a well known story where Jesus is tempted by the devil. My interpretation is that he was being lured to being something he wasn’t. I believe that Jesus was the Son of God, however he came to earth to be fully human. That Jesus could be tempted depicts his humanity. Jesus himself struggled to fulfil God’s plan to provide a perfect example for humans to follow. He did not rely on calling angels to turn stones into bread. He endured and showed he could resist, despite hunger. If he had called on angels, like Satan tells him to, then he would not be a fully human example to follow.”
Isaiah 58-5-7
· “Is it such a fast that I have chosen? A day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? Will you call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the Lord? Is not this the fast that I have chosen? To loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke? Is it not to deal your bread to the hungry, and that you bring the poor that are cast out to your house? When you see the naked, that you cover him; and that you hide not yourself from your own flesh?” (Isaiah. 58:5-7).
4.  Conclusion
Lent is not a time for misery, but is a time to cast off the things that stand between us and God.  It is not a matter of self-improvement, but of self-identity as a disciple of Christ, with all the faith, love, hope, and dedication to God’s will that results from being close to God.

· 

Whilst in modern times, the fast of Lent may be perceived as an excuse to lose weight, the true meaning of Lent lies in identity and discovering who we are
Charlotte Flowers


Traditionally, the Christian season of Lent is the period of 40 days before Easter Sunday when Jesus is said to have risen from the dead. The idea is to prepare for Easter and usually involves giving up something. The notion is to replicate Jesus’ 40 days in the desert, where he fasted and overcame the temptation from the devil, before the start of his public ministry. Christians fast, pray, reflect and repent sins to replicate Jesus’ temptation, turn away from sin and renew their commitment to following Christ through self discipline and following His example.
Today, Christians will attempt to “fast,” often giving up a particular vice or an addiction to some un-wholesome but not necessarily awful hobby. I am sure everyone knows someone who has committed to some sort of Lent test of will power. I have known people to give up make-up for the period. Some may give up TV or Facebook, or even using their phone. At the moment the Christian Charity, Tearfund, are promoting a Carbon Fast for Lent, to give up or reduce carbon emissions for the 40 days – giving people a fact per day to help them.
This year I have joined many who are giving up the luxury of sweet food. No cakes, chocolates or biscuits for me. To some, this may not sound very sacrificial, but I have an extreme addiction to sweet things. I would live on cake if I could. To be honest, my decision to avoid sweet luxuries was not entirely due to spiritual reasons. It is my best friend’s wedding in June, and I want to make sure I fit nicely into my bridesmaid dress.
A constant criticism of Lent is that it lends itself to the culture of dieting and being skinny. For many it is a time where you have a structure, a reason to diet. Some would argue that I have also succumbed to this celebrity culture. So does my denial of sweet goodies get to the heart of what Lent is?
Having pondered on this, I believe the meaning of Lent is about identity: who you are and who you want to be. There is a well known story where Jesus is tempted by the devil. My interpretation is that he was being lured to being something he wasn’t. I believe that Jesus was the Son of God, however he came to earth to be fully human. That Jesus could be tempted depicts his humanity. Jesus himself struggled to fulfil God’s plan to provide a perfect example for humans to follow. He did not rely on calling angels to turn stones into bread. He endured and showed he could resist, despite hunger. If he had called on angels, like Satan tells him to, then he would not be a fully human example to follow.
So right at the start of Jesus’ ministry he was choosing to be a true Son of God. We see in the story that Jesus struggled, but stood by who he wanted to be and was meant to be. Jesus’ identity and in particular his humanity, is integral to the Christian view of salvation.
Traditionally Lent was about sacrifice, penitence, even suffering. The desert monks would fast, and put themselves in discomfort to be truly close to the crucified Christ by suffering with Him. A type of mysticism also grew along these lines. The evil albino monk in Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code may be the best-known example of self-flagellation now but in the time of the desert monks, it was common. Those who self-flagellated did so seeing themselves as sinners beyond mercy.
Some connect this idea to the passage where Jesus tells his followers to take up their cross. Lent is a time when people renew this commitment and “take up their cross”, by putting others before themselves. I believe empathising with Jesus’ suffering is not to suffer for suffering’s sake. It is not to diet to the extreme because you feel worthless for not looking a certain way. I feel that it is important to maintain the mindset of healthy dieting to look after your body and feel your self- worth through other qualities besides looks.
Instead, Lent should be about renewing your identity and your belief in that identity. Identity is linked to partnerships, connection and relationships. It is impossible to understand Jesus overcoming temptation in the desert without reflecting on the rest of his ministry where he gave up self-interest and healed the sick and liberated the oppressed. He was compassionate and loved the world such that he ultimately sacrificed his life. At the start of his ministry, in the wilderness, he gave up food and rejected the devil because he knew his true purpose was to serve humanity and so serve God.
Therefore sacrifice isn’t just for Lent. Jesus overcoming temptation encapsulates his identity but the rest of his life portrays who he was. To be a follower of Jesus, I must also take up my cross; the burdens of people around the world who need help, support and love. Not just at Lent but throughout my life. Resisting cake makes me feel physically healthier and even gives me a sense of achievement, but the thing I value most about Lent is the reminder of how God intended me to live.
Lent is a time to renew and refresh our understanding of our identity as neighbours and as brothers and sisters, and learn to serve others selflessly in compassion.
“Is it such a fast that I have chosen? A day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? Will you call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the Lord? Is not this the fast that I have chosen? To loose the bands of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke? Is it not to deal your bread to the hungry, and that you bring the poor that are cast out to your house? When you see the naked, that you cover him; and that you hide not yourself from your own flesh?” (Isaiah. 58:5-7).


