THOUGHTS ON ASH WEDNESDAY AND LENT

Written by Mike Potter

The Western liturgical calendar was largely abandoned in the Protestant Reformation to the point that Christmas and
Easter were the only holy days left on our church calendar. Here at Foothills Fellowship, we've not gone that far, but,
in my opinion, | feel it's necessary to recover and observe more of the church calendar than we have. We do make a
point to observe Advent — which is the period of time that leads up to Christmas where we remember the wait for
Jesus' first coming and renew our awareness that we are waiting for His Second Coming. However, we've neglected
the time set aside long ago as a period of preparation for the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ — which is
called Lent.

Lent is a time on the church calendar when Christians prepare spiritually for Easter. Without Easter, there is no need
for Lent because Lent is all about preparing spiritually for Easter. What do most Protestant do to prepare themselves
for Easter? Buy a new dress? Color the eggs? Buy candy? Most of us do little to nothing to prepare. And that’s

why there is the season of Lent, which begins on Ash Wednesday.

History of Lent
Since the earliest times of the church, there is evidence of some kind of Lenten preparation for Easter. For instance,
St. Irenaeus wrote this around 200AD:

"The dispute is not only about the day, but also about the actual character of the fast. Some think that they
ought to fast for one day, some for two, others for still more; some make their ‘day’ last 40 hours on end.
Such variation in the observance did not originate in our own day, but very much earlier, in the time of our
forefathers" (Eusebius, History of the Church, V, 24).

The importance of the passage is in the phrase “in the time of our forefathers" — which is always an expression for
the Apostles. So, the practice of preparing oneself spiritually for Easter is something that even the Apostles were
doing, but the practice was not unified until some 250 years later.

Lent became more unified and more widely practiced after the legalization of Christianity in A.D. 313. The Council of
Nicea (325 A.D.), in its disciplinary canons, noted that two synods (meetings) should be held each year, "one before
the 40 days of Lent." St. Athanasius in his "Festal Letters" dated 373 A.D. implored his congregation to make a 40-
day fast prior to the more intense fasting of Holy Week. Pope St. Leo in 461 A.D. preached that the faithful must
"fulfill with their fasts the Apostolic institution of the 40 days," again noting the apostolic origins of Lent. One can
safely conclude that by the end of the fourth century, the 40-day period of Easter preparation known as Lent existed,
and that prayer and fasting constituted its primary spiritual exercises.

Lent Defined

The word “Lent” initially simply meant spring. It's derived from the German word for spring (lenz) and the Dutch word
for spring (lente). In those languages, it literally means “long” because in the spring the days visibly lengthen. Before
the English word “Lent” was used, the word used for it in Latin and Greek literally meant the "fortieth day" before
Easter.

Whether Lent is observed for a day, for 40 hours (like it was when it was first observed), or whether it is observed for
40 days like it is now, Lent is all about preparing spiritually for Easter, and this preparation is marked by a call to
repentance and renewal. It's a time that Christians set aside to establish, maintain, repair, and transform their
relationship with God, and this is done through fasting (giving up something)1, praying (more deliberately and
consistently than usual), and by the giving of alms (which is to sacrificially give of one’s time or possessions to help
those in need).
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The discipline of Lent originated with those preparing for baptism in the early church. A period of instruction and
fasting was called for by those leading new believers into the baptismal waters. When a person in the early church
was to be baptized, he or she first had to go through a time of repentance and renewal (a Lent-like discipline) before
being baptized - sometimes for a period of up to 3 years.

It's interesting to note that the baptismal candidate was not the only one instructed to go through this period of
repentance and renewal. The entire church congregation was called upon to do the same with them. Read the
following words of the Didache, which was a gathering of early Christian teachings and practices:

“Before the baptism, the one who baptizes and the one being baptized must fast, and any others who can.
And you must tell the one being baptized to fast for one or two days beforehand.”

So, this practice of repentance and renewal as a form of preparation has been around since the beginning of the
church, and from this preparation for baptism comes what we now call “Lent” — the preparation for Easter. Professor
and author Robert Webber says this about Lent:

‘Lent is the time to will Christ's presence in our lives, to choose him as the model for our living, and to call
upon Him through the name of Jesus to be present at every temptation, to dispel the power of the evil one,
and to set us free from the destructive power of evil.”

Lent is the time where we practice in its truest form Paul’s instruction to put off the old self and its sinful deeds and
put on the new self that has been made new in Christ (Ephesians 4:22-24). It's a time leading up to Easter when we
“‘will” this putting off and putting on to happen. It's a time when we deliberately choose to model our living off of
Christ’s life - not because we want to earn something or prove to ourselves and others that we can do it - but we do it
as an act of worship and an act of preparation for celebrating the resurrection of Christ on Resurrection Sunday.

Ash Wednesday

Lent begins on Ash Wednesday - which is exactly 40 days (not counting Sundays) before Easter. Sundays are
considered special during Lent. They are to be seen as days of resurrection and celebration, and the fast is to be
broken on those days. Mourning over our sin is to turn to joy over the resurrection of Jesus on Sundays.

Ash Wednesday comes the day after Mardi Gras ends. When we think of Mardi Gras, we think of New Orleans and
all of the debauchery that accompanies Mardi Gras during that time of celebration, but the Mardi Gras celebration in
New Orleans is a perversion of what Mardi Gras should be to the Christian. To the believer, Mardi Gras should serve
as the least feast before the solemn season of Lent arrives, which is marked by fasting.

For centuries, it was customary to fast by abstaining from meat during Lent, which is why some people call the Mardi
Gras festival Carnival, which is Latin for farewell to meat. So, on Ash Wednesday, believers around the world gather
together to be reminded of what the Lent season is all about (preparing for Easter through repentance and renewal).
Believers gather to be reminded of their sin and to be called upon to repent. They sing together, recite Scripture
together, pray together, and to receive a cross of ashes on their foreheads. The ash serves as a reminder for the rest
of the day of the biblical principle from Genesis 3:19 which states, “for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”

This practice has its roots in the Old Testament (book of Ezekiel) when an angel of the Lord was told to "pass through
the city, through Jerusalem, and put a mark on the foreheads of the men who sigh and groan over all the

abominations that are committed in it." Ash Wednesday is a day when Christians are to be reminded of their sin (to sigh
and groan over it) and to begin a time of remembrance and thanksgiving for the work of Christ on the cross where He —
once and for all - forgave us of our sins and cleansed us from all our unrighteousness.



