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Ash Wednesday • March 6, 2019 
Isaiah 58:1-12  •  Psalm 51:1-17  •  2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10  •  Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 
  
As we begin the forty days of Lent, there’s a very simple question we need to ask: Why? Why 

do Lent?  
Lent is so engrained in our patterns of worship that it feels like it’s always been there. In the 

beginning, God created night and day. And then said forty of the days are going to be called Lent. 
It’s easy for us to forget that Lent was invented. It was made up. It doesn’t have to be there. We 
could just stretch the Season after Epiphany out for five more weeks until we get to Holy Week. 
That would work well enough. Why do Lent? 

We have an easier time answering the What? question. If someone asks us that perennial 
question, “What are you doing for Lent?,” we could probably come up with an answer. Maybe you 
give something up. Chocolate or alcohol or swearing. Or maybe you try to do something positive 
instead. Spending more time praying or volunteering or reaching out to loved ones. But if someone 
asks us the Why? question, “Why do you observe the season of Lent? Why do you set aside this 
time?,” we would likely be hard pressed to come up with a succinct answer.  

The season of Lent grew out of the baptismal practices of the early church. Unlike today 
when we baptize people at almost any mass, that’s over one hundred possibilities a year for us, the 
early church celebrated baptisms on one night at the great Easter vigil mass. And because their 
baptisms required some preparation, time set aside for instruction in the faith and prayer and 
spiritual guidance, the season of Lent began as a time when people who were going to be baptized 
undertook their most intense preparations. Prayer, fasting, self-denial, and catechesis (the Greek 
word for education). So at its essence, Lent is a season that creates space for preparation for and 
remembrance of baptism. That is why Lent. 
 Over time, the ways the church observed Lent, the answer to “What are you doing for 
Lent?” started to change. It became forty days long to echo Christ’s time in the wilderness. It took 
on more elements of repentance and self-examination. Sanctuaries became starker, liturgies more 
somber. And so the way it was understood, the Why? of Lent, began to change, too. Instead of a 
season focused on baptism, preparing to be joined to the death and resurrection of Christ, it became 
a season pre-occupied with Christ’s suffering. To put it another way, instead of being a season that 
anticipates Easter, it became a countdown to Good Friday. Instead of creating a liturgical space 
where you could ponder the mystery of your inclusion in Christ’s death and resurrection, it became a 
time where you should pretend to be really sad. And if you don’t feel quite sad enough, maybe give 
up chocolate. 

There is one relic of that earlier meaning of Lent in tonight’s liturgy. In a few minutes, I’ll 
read what is called the “Invitation to Lent.” And you will notice that it includes a list of disciplines: 
“self-examination and repentance, prayer and fasting, sacrificial giving and works of love.” These are 
the disciplines that were used by people preparing for their baptisms in the early church. 
 One of those disciplines in particular is worth thinking about in greater depth: fasting. Why 
is fasting a part of the Lenten disciplines? If we think about fasting during Lent, we probably think 
of it as a kind of sacrifice. As “giving something up.” You give up some meals or some kinds of 
food to help you appreciate the sacrifice of Christ and to become more Christ-like. In practice, this 
often doesn’t work. We all know people who have tried fasting for Lent and become so miserable 
that by Palm Sunday they are completely insufferable to be around. Ironically, it is the friends and 
family of those who fast who truly suffer like Christ. 
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 So once again, let’s get back to basics. In the Hebrew Bible, fasting shows up again and again 
as a practice that is connected to prayer, repentance, and preparation for new journeys. It was a way 
people mourned the dead. It was a way people showed remorse. It was a way people drew deeper 
into prayer. And even though people fasted for many different reasons, they had at least one major 
reason in common. They believed that fasting was a way of appreciating your dependence on God. 
So fasting was not about trying to make yourself suffer. It was about becoming more aware of your 
complete dependence on God’s provision.  

For us twenty-first century Christians, this still seems somewhat arbitrary and self-enforced. 
How does changing the way you eat make you more aware of your dependence on God? Well, it 
helps to remember that fasting during Lent as we know it today did not develop for purely spiritual 
reasons. It developed for practical ones as well. Before the word “Lent” referred to the forty days 
before Easter, it was simply a Germanic word that referred to the time between winter and summer, 
what we would call spring. In fact, the root of “Lent” comes from the same root as “lengthen,” as in 
Lent is the time of year when the days begin to lengthen.  

So what does this have to do with fasting as we practice it today? In many agricultural 
communities with close ties to the land, this season of Lent was when your food that you had stored 
over the winter started to run out. Having a day or two in the week when you didn’t eat meat or you 
skipped meals was not just a spiritual practice. It was a practical necessity.   
 Usually, drawing attention to those practical origins of spiritual disciplines is frowned on. No 
one likes being told that their grandparents’ tradition of not eating meat on Fridays has more to do 
with pre-industrial agricultural practices than with the passion of our Lord. But at least in this one 
case, that practice of farmers fasting as their supplies dwindle in the winter thaw actually captures 
the reason why fasting is considered a spiritual discipline and not just a practical inconvenience. It 
has nothing to do with being hungry. It really isn’t even about the food itself. It is, as the authors of 
the Hebrew Bible told us, about recognizing your dependence on God.  
 When their supplies of food started to run out, those farmers became distinctly aware that 
they were dependent on the earth. Everything that came from the land was a gift. This is one reason 
why discussing the weather in agricultural communities is not considered small talk. Because when 
you live so close to the land, you know that the weather is not an inconvenience that gets in the way 
of your life, it’s the very thing that makes your life possible. Your very livelihood has to be received 
as a gift, as something that came from outside of you. 
 It’s something of a cliché to say that life is a gift. It’s also somewhat true. But when we say 
that life is a gift, we’re getting at something slightly beyond that ordinary meaning. We mean to say 
that our lives, our livelihood, our sense of selves are given to us by something outside of us. And 
that, moreover, they are given to us anew each day by God. To be alive is to be dependent on 
something outside of yourself. To be dependent on the land. To be dependent on your neighbors. 
To be dependent on God.  
 “You are dust and to dust you shall return” is not simply trying to tell us something about 
being mortal. It is trying to tell us that our lives are always something that we receive from outside 
of us. We wear these crosses on our foreheads tonight not as a sign that we don’t live forever (our 
gray hairs and wrinkles do that well enough) but as a sign that we are dependent.   
 In our culture that values independence above all else, that mythologizes self-made men and 
women, that says that what makes you a person worthy of respect is your ability to be self-
sustaining, this is a rather unusual claim to make about ourselves, let alone put on our flesh. That in 
a world so obsessed with getting what’s yours and constructing a life and getting ahead, we know 
that life is something that always has to be received. 
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 To put it in even simpler terms, life is not simply a gift. Living is receiving. 
 Hopefully you can see the connection with baptism here that brings us back full circle. What 
does it mean to be baptized? It means that you receive a new identity by being joined to the death 
and resurrection of Christ. It means that the only death you have to fear is in your past. And the 
only life you have to attain is the one you have already been given. 

That’s why Lent. To remind us that even though we enter the world empty-handed and leave 
it empty-handed, we never enter the world or leave the world alone. 

  
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


