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LENTEN SEASON:

A TIME TO RECHARGE OUR BATTERIES

‘Lent is your faith in all that is good in the world.

Lent is the selfless spirit of doing for others.

Lent is laughter and friendship and the spreading of cheer,

And it is the gentlest wonder of childhood.

Lent is the sweet Joy of families and communities united.

It is the tender knowledge that you are Loved by someone,

And that you have someone to love.

Lent is believing in Prayer and the Power that answers it.

If your life is empty, why not put Christ into it?

Christ still speaks to those who take time to listen!’

Introduction

Let’s just remind ourselves of what Lent means and look at its historical-biblical background. This, I suppose will help us to enter into the mood of our recollection in its holistic approach!

Lent comes from a German word lente, meaning springtime – though now ‘fastenzeit’ is more used than lente. This was adopted in the old English as Lencten. Or lenct in Anglo-Saxon, a name for March as a main part for Lent. In Latin, Lent is called quadragesima and in Spanish, Cuaresma
 which is also adapted in Swahili as Kwaresma!

Lent, therefore, is the name for the season before Easter derived from the Latin word for "40," a clue that something important is happening, something that our Scripture talks about. The 40 days of Lent recall the 40 days of Jesus' being tempted in the wilderness (Mt 4:1-11; Mk 1:12-13; Lk 4:1-13). But when we look at the Gospel accounts of Jesus' temptations, always read on the first Sunday of Lent, we see that they in turn direct us further. Jesus' temptations recall the 40 years of Israel's temptation in the wilderness on their journey to the Promised Land. 

The number 40 is a very familiar one in the Bible. In the story of Noah and the flood, it rains 40 days and 40 nights (Gn 7:4,12,17; 8:6). After the sealing of the covenant at Mt. Sinai, Moses is with God on the mountain for 40 days and 40 nights (Ex 24:18). When the prophet Elijah is being pursued by Queen Jezebel, he flees for his life and travels 40 days and nights until he comes to the mountain of God at Horeb (Sinai) (1 Kgs 19:8). The number appears also in the New Testament. Jesus is tempted in the desert for 40 days and nights; his ascension to heaven occurs 40 days after the Resurrection (Acts 1:3).

What would be the symbolic meaning of the number 40?

1. It represents a longer period of time.

2. There is more to time. The longer time has content: It is a time of need, of struggle, of testing. 

3. There is in fact extra-biblical evidence for this usage as well. Forty denotes a period of preparation for some special action of the Lord; it a time of grace.

After Jesus' temptation, he begins his public ministry; after the Ascension, we enter the age of the Church. At the end of the season of Lent, we celebrate Holy Week and the great feast of Easter; a feast that we cannot take it for granted for us Christians since that is the genesis of our Christianity.

Lent, therefore, is the Church’s annual “wilderness experience!” It is a retreat to ponder ourselves on basic questions concerning our spiritual life and try to respond to them.

The Essence of Lent Itself

We are just at the beginning of this important period of Lent which is the preparation of Easter. Now, Lent is not a time for us Christians to live miserably and put long faces. This is not a period for us to impose suffering for the sake of suffering. Or make self-imposed penitential punishment. Nor is Christian fasting a matter of postponing a meal or drink. Not at all! On the contrary, Lenten period is a joyful safari or journey which leads us to a happy end, Holy Easter. It is a time to rejoice, not disregarding what’s happening in the country now, but rejoice because of our Christian background! It is for this reason that the entrance antiphon of the Fourth Sunday of Lent states:

“Rejoice, Jerusalem! Be glad for her, you who love her; rejoice with her, you who mourned for her, and you will find contentment at her consoling breasts.”

But we can still ask or could easily be asked, ‘Why should we rejoice in the middle of Lent? Isn’t Lent supposed to be a period for being sad over our sins which caused Jesus’ suffering? 

That’s how people commonly feel about Lent: that it is a joyless season, a time for being morose and melancholy.
 Unfortunately, that does not square with the way the Church sees Lent. In fact, the Church’s attitude towards Lent is expressed in the following text from Morning Prayer of the First Sunday of Lent:

“This day (of Lent) is holy to the Lord your God; do not mourn or weep. For this day is holy to our Lord; and not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:9, 10). 

We rejoice because Lent reminds us of the fact that we have been saved; the fact that the Lord Jesus has redeemed us; the fact that sin is not the last word in our lives; but rather salvation. In other words, redemption is the last word! 

Surely, during Lent, a number of penitential exercises are demanded of us, like Prayer (justice towards God), Fasting (justice towards self), and Almsgiving (justice towards neighbour). Today, some people give up a vice of theirs, add something that will bring them closer to God, and often give the time or money spent doing that to charitable purposes or organizations.

These things are not intended to punish us for our sins. We do not have a vindictive God, who is out to exact vengeance for our shortcomings. Our God is not the God of punishment! We know very well that He “is a Loving Father, who is only interested in giving us the redemption, which is our due as his sons. Consequently, the exercises that are enjoined on us during Lent are intended to open us up to be receptive to the in-pouring of the grace of redemption.”

More often than not, we are too preoccupied with our normal everyday cares and concerns: our studies, our work, our community activities. With our hearts full of such thoughts we have little or no thought at all about letting the grace of redemption into our lives. Lenten exercises are meant to give us the opportunity to bring the issue of our redemption to the foreground of our thoughts and dispose ourselves to receive that redemption. 

In this way, therefore, we can be a people of good news. A people who bring joy to the world; to those who lack that joy, who have no hope of salvation; who have no hope in their lives; the broken-hearted! Those who suffer in different ways. 

Conclusion

This rejoicing and bringing that good news of joy to the world does not come automatically. We cannot give what we don’t have. We have to play our part in order to have something that we can also give out. On this point Ty Boyd writes:

“You can polish up the outside of an engine, make it look like a million dollars, but unless you do something from inside, to keep those rings and seals properly cared for … unless you keep the pistons in great operating condition, unless you oil the inside of that finely tuned mechanism and furnish it with the proper fuel, the engine will look great when you polish it on the outside, but it won’t perform when it’s asked to.”

Therefore, God during this time of Lent, genuinely calls us, both individual believers and the Church at large, to make a new beginning or a revolution. A revolution not in a sense of overthrowing Kibaki’s government (if it exists at all!). No. Rather it is a revolution which is a constant disarmament of our human heart, and the conversion of our human spirit to God himself. It is an invitation to get closer to God himself. It is a time to turn our hearts inside-out, and up-side down in order to allow Christ himself penetrate all the areas of our lives which have not been evangelised by God. In Gerard Hughes’ words we would say that this is a call to:

“A radical conversion and a depth of trust in God which will allow his power to be released in our weakness, his wisdom to be revealed in our bewilderment, his truth to break through our disillusion.”

If all Christians were able to genuinely go through this process of Lent, then we would not have all that Kenya is experiencing now. Each would have thought twice before he/she takes the initiative of harming the other; or making the ‘other’ ‘totally other!’

All in all, the readings given to us during this period of Lent, will help us to deeply go into all this so that we may be true good news; bringers of joy and peace! 

Food for Thought – Scripture Texts

1st Sunday: Mt. 4:1-11 
The temptations of Jesus or rather the three Ps namely, 

Pleasure, Pride, and Power. 

Are they a reality to me? How do I face them?

2nd Sunday: Mt. 17:1-9
Transfiguration; trans means passing from one place to another, or crossing from one side to the other. While figuration means to give a figure, shape or appearance. Transfiguration means to go through a change. To leave behind us the look or feature we have which is not God-like. It is to let go of those things in us that are not Christ’s ways. Can we identify them? How do we live them?
3rd Sunday: Jn. 4:5-42
Jesus and the Samaritan Woman at the well. Jesus breaks all the unnecessary boundaries, discriminations and prejudices that hinder positive relationships. Who are the people wounded in our society today? What would Jesus do with them? Is it not a reality in Kenya, and many of the broken African countries today? Are we bringing that joy, the good news to them?

4th Sunday: Jn. 9:1-4
Restoration of blind man’s sight at the Pool of Siloam. Who are the blind today? Who are the labelled, the boxed, the outcast today? How do we restore their sight? How do we bring hope to them? Refer to the Entrance antiphon too.

5th Sunday: Jn. 11:1-45
“I am the Resurrection. If anyone believes in me, even though he dies he will live, and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” How can we be signs of life and resurrection amidst all that we are experiencing today? Amidst violence that brings death? Amidst hatred? Amidst displaced people, the homeless? How can Lent be good news to these people through us?

� Cf.J. Maurus, A Source-Book of Inspiration, Mumbai: St. Paul Press Training School, 1987, p. 173-177.
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