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Sermon for March 10 

What do I do with Lent? 

Luke 4:1-12 

The Reverend Roger Pancost 

 As many of you know, I am the co-advisor of our church’s Youth Group. 

Throughout the year, Jenn Ringgold, and I meet with our youth to engage in 

service projects and engage in thoughtful discussions. During these discussions we 

never know what topics might arise. I can assure you that over the years I have 

heard a lot about Harry Potter, Star Wars, and video games. 

 A couple of weeks ago, one of the teens, who was raised in the Catholic 

faith, began asking questions about Lent. Specifically, she wanted to know how the 

United Church of Christ observes this season. In order to understand our practices 

more fully, she asked us questions such as “Do we give up meat on Fridays?” and 

“Do we receive ashes on Ash Wednesday?” In case you don’t know, the answer to 

the first question is “no,” we don’t encourage people to abstain from eating meat 

on Fridays. The answer to the second question is “yes” we do offer ashes on Ash 

Wednesday. 

 These questions asked by a member of the Youth Group made me realize 

that there may be other people in this church who have questions about Lent. If 

you grew up in a Protestant church, you may not have heard anyone talking about 

Lent. Or, the observance of Lent was very minimal. If you haven’t been affiliated 

with a church, Lent may be a foreign concept to you. According to current culture, 

Lent is presented simply as the weeks following the true holiday of Fat Tuesday. 

Paczkis anyone?  

 For those of you who are knowledgeable about Lent please excuse me while 

I offer a very brief history. The origins of Lent are found in the third century of the 

Common Era. The season began as a 40 hour fast for those preparing to be 

baptized on Easter. To fast, as you may know, means abstaining from eating. The 

time of forty hours was chosen because it was believed that Jesus spent 40 hours in 

the tomb. 

Over the years, this time of fasting was expanded to include all of the people 

in the Church. Eventually the Church settled on a 40-day Lenten fast, which begins 

on Ash Wednesday and concludes the Saturday before Easter. Sundays are not 

included in the forty days because they are considered a “little Easter” and serve as 

a weekly reminder of the resurrection.  
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The forty days of Lent coincide with the biblical story of Jesus spending 

forty days in the wilderness fasting and praying. Today, there are very few 

Christians who observe a fast of 40 days, although this is where the tradition of 

giving up meat on Fridays comes from. 

 In this church there is no mandate regarding how an individual should 

observe Lent. That leaves each one of us to answer the question, “What will I do 

with Lent?” 

You might decide that Lent is outdated, too somber, or irrelevant to your 

life. In which case, you might choose to ignore this season altogether.  

You might choose to follow the ancient tradition of fasting for forty days. 

Although for health and safety reasons I don’t recommend that option. 

Or, you might decide to see Lent as a wonderful opportunity for spiritual 

growth and discovery.   

 One of the great preachers of our time, The Reverend Barbara Brown 

Taylor, offers a compelling approach to Lent in a post on the Day 1 website that is 

titled, “The Wilderness Exam.” She writes,  

"Lent," it is called, from an English word meaning "spring"--not just a 

reference to the crocuses pushing their ways out of the ground in the season before 

Easter, but also to the greening of the human soul--pruned with repentance, 

fertilized with fasting, spritzed with self-appraisal, mulched with prayer.  I was at 

least twenty-five years old before I learned that Lent wasn't about punishing myself 

for being human--and it took me five more years to figure out that it wasn't about 

giving up Hershey's or taking on Pilates--so I don't blame anyone who has decided 

to give Lent a pass.  

But if you have spent a lot of time and/or money trying to acquire whatever 

it takes to grow your soul without seeing any new buds, then maybe a little spell in 

the wilderness is worth a try--a few weeks of choosing to live on less, not more--of 

practicing subtraction instead addition--not because your regular life is bad but 

because you want to make sure it is your real life--the one you long to be living--

which can be hard to do when you're living on fast food and busyness.  Remember 

when red lights gave you a minute just to sit and think?  Not any more--not with 

your cell phone right there in your lap begging you to reach out and touch 

someone.” (Day 1, The Wilderness Exam, the Reverend Barbara Brown Taylor, February 21, 2010) 
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Barbara Brown Taylor goes on to say that everyone uses something as 

pacifier. By that she means that every one of us has distractions that we reach for 

when we are tired, or sad, or too afraid to face the wilderness of the present 

moment. 

She encourages us to see the forty days of Lent as an opportunity to find out 

what life is like without our usual pacifiers.  When we turn off the noises that 

distract us, and turn away from the things that give us a false sense of comfort, we 

open ourselves more fully to God. She compares this to Jesus in the wilderness 

saying no to the bread, no to the kingdoms of the world, and no to the angelic 

bodyguards. 

Barbara Brown Taylor says, “The problem for most of us is that we cannot 

go straight from setting down the cell phone to hearing the still, small voice of God 

in the wilderness. If it worked like that, churches would be full and Verizon would 

be out of business. If it worked like that, Lent would only be about twenty minutes 

long.” 

The forty days of Lent offer an opportunity to discover what life is like 

without reaching for the usual pacifiers. This, in turn, can help us connect with 

God more deeply. Knowing that this can be a difficult experience; Barbara Brown 

Taylor offers these words of encouragement, 

“…if you remember to breathe – and say your prayers -- then nine times out 

of ten you can make it through your first night with no bread, power, or protection. 

You can get used to the sound of your own heart beating and whatever it is that is 

yipping out there. You may even be able to sleep a little while and wake up gladder 

to be alive than you can ever remember being. So there are thirty-nine days to go. 

So don’t count. Take it one day at a time.” 

It is during this time in the wilderness of Lent that we discover that just as 

the Spirit of God was with Jesus, so the Spirit of God is with us. We also discover 

that we do not need to be dependent on the things we turn to do deaden our 

emotions and pacify our fears. These discoveries help us to come out of the 

wilderness ready to worship and serve God more fully.   

I love that Barbara Brown Taylor reminds us that Lent doesn’t have to be a 

somber time of self-punishment. In the same way that spring is coming to the 

world around us, Lent can be a time of greening in our lives. The United Church of 

Christ doesn’t have any mandates about how you should observe Lent. It is up to 
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you to decide what you will do with this season. Will you choose to ignore it? Or, 

will you embrace it as an opportunity for spiritual growth and discovery? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


