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THE MEANING OF LENT 
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Mark 1: 9-13 

9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of 

Galilee and was baptized by John in the 
Jordan. 10 And just as he was coming up out of the 

water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove 
on him. 11 And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 

Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

12 And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 13 He was in 
the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild 

beasts; and the angels waited on him. 

The Psalmist reminds us of the ways we are known by God: 

Psalm 139 

1 O LORD, you have searched me and known me. 
2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 

    you discern my thoughts from far away. 
3 You search out my path and my lying down, 

    and are acquainted with all my ways. 
4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 

    O LORD, you know it completely. 
5 You hem me in, behind and before, 

    and lay your hand upon me. 
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 

    it is so high that I cannot attain it. 

The word of the Lord, thanks be to God. 

Lent has become an important season of the liturgical year for me.  I grew 

up in a non-denominational church and never knew about the season of Lent 
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until much later when I was a graduate student at Loyola University, a Jesuit 

institution, and began learning about the liturgical year. 

Joan Chittister is a Benedictine Sister.  She is known for her work as a peace 

builder particularly in Israeli/Palestinian relationships and writer concerning 

ancient practices.  She wrote a book entitled, The Liturgical Year, where she 

does a wonderful job helping Christians understand the depth and fulness of 

each liturgical season, the history behind them and why these seasons 

continue to be relevant even in the 21st century.   

In understanding the season of Lent, Joan speaks about her heritage of 

growing up in an Irish-American family, granddaughter of immigrants who 

held strongly to being Irish with all their customs, teaching the dances and 

singing the songs that came over with their ancestors.  She speaks about 

having ‘living roots’ that connects one to where they came from.  Many of 

you have your traditions, customs and family ties that are an important part 

of who you are. 

Joan contrasts this with our faith lives.  Joan says that, “faith is meant to 

give us roots, to connect us with where we came from, tying us to the past 

that enables us to know who we are in the present”. 

Joan says that this is the essence of Lent.  It is about reaching back to 

remember who we are even while we keep on becoming more than we were. 

Understanding the beginning of Lent 

From early in church history, perhaps even when the Apostle Paul was doing 

his own teaching on baptism in Romans 6, a season of preparation for 

people entering the faith was occurring.  By 200 A.D. Irenaeus had sent a 

letter to the Pope concerning the need for a time to prepare new converts to 

the faith for Easter.  It started at a few days which evolved at the Nicaea 

Council into 40 days; 40 days spent instructing new converts to the faith, 40 

days spent teaching these converts scripture and the creeds, all in 

preparation for their baptism on Easter Sunday.  By 330, a Lenten season of 

40 days was common in the early church. 
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The season of Lent begins with Ash Wednesday.  A day when many of us 

wear the ashes of our mortality and our sin that leads to death and 

continues for 40 days (not counting Sundays) until we arrive at Easter. 

How to use these 40 days 

Chittister writes that these 40 days are a time for us to “reflect on abstaining 

from our own sinfulness, from adoring at the shrine of the self so that we 

come to see beyond the divinity we have made of ourselves to the divine will 

of God for all the world”.  Chittister continues to write, “Lent, if given to God 

as a time of preparation in our hearts, enables us to face ourselves, to see 

the weak places, to touch the wounds in our own souls and to determine to 

try once more to live beyond our lowest expectations”.   

As we allow God to do God’s work in us, it strengthens our resolve to face 

our own struggles and temptations of life. 

Today, as we stand at the beginning of the season of Lent, it likely is a time 

when many of us might have the practice of giving up something for Lent.   

The asceticism of fasting is common to every major religious tradition.  What 
fasting is meant to do is to expose the distance between self-control and the 
compulsion to self-satisfaction.   

Having conquered our impulses for the immediate, having tamed our desires 
for the physical, perhaps we will be able to bring ourselves to rise above the 

greed that consumes us.  Maybe we will be able to control the anger that is 
a veil between us and our neighbor.  Perhaps we will have reason to disavow 

the pride we carry that is a barrier to growth.  Maybe we will even find the 
energy to fight the sloth that deters us from making spiritual progress, or 

the gluttony that ties us to our bodies, and the envy that makes it 
impossible for us to be joyful givers of the gifts we have been given. 

As a pastor, every year I typically hear people say what they have given up 
for Lent as if it is a personal contest such as:  I can prove that I can go 40 

days without eating French fries or sweets.  But to do that is to miss the 
point of fasting. 

If you are going to give something up, replace it.  If you are going to give up 

your sweets or French fries find a way to give a little something to someone 
every day of Lent.  Practice giving someone a positive affirmation.  Practice 
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being generous to those who work in restaurants and who have struggled 

during this pandemic.   

If your struggling in any way, let this be the time that you seek counseling 

or spiritual direction, replace a time of sloth sitting in front of the TV with 
time spent with a walk in God’s creation, try a new practice in prayer such 

as the prayer of Examen, contemplative prayer, or find a labyrinth or walk 
one in your mind; most of all be open to allowing God to work on those 

broken places inside of you.  As Joan Chittister reminds us, “Lent is not a 
ritual, it is a time given to think seriously about who Jesus is for us, to renew 

our faith from the inside out.” 

Whatever you do, remember that the season of Lent is a time of 

preparation.  A time that we give to God to do work in our hearts.  As we 

allow God to do His work in us, we come to Easter when we celebrate the 

new life we have in Christ but we know that as a result of this time spent in 

Lent we find new life in God welling up inside of us. 

Let’s make the words of the psalmist our prayer for today: 

Search me, O God, and know my heart; 

    test me and know my thoughts. 
24 See if there is any wicked way in me, 

    and lead me in the way everlasting. Amen 

 

 

 


