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Today is the Fourth Sunday of Lent. We are midway through the forty days of Lent that started 

on Ash Wednesday and lasts until Easter Week. Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and some 

Protestant churches observe this time as a period of prayer, fasting, and self-denial. 

 

On Ash Wednesday, the ash on the forehead traditionally comes from the burning of the dried 

palms the congregation used the year before on Palm Sunday. A cleric mixes the ash with water, 

making it into a paste.  A clergywoman once confessed to me that on Ash Wednesday right 

before the service she could not find the palm ash. “What did you do?” I asked.  

 

She confessed, “I went into the church office and looked around. I thought, I could burn some 

paper in a trashcan to make ash, but that would take time and likely set off the fire alarm. Then I 

saw the toner for the photocopier. I put the black toner power in the bowl, sprinkled it with holy 

water and used the black paste for liturgical purposes.”  

 

I thought to myself, at least I do not need to worry about this! 

 

The word “Lent” originally was the Germanic word for the spring season. Lent and length have 

the same root, as in “the lengthening days” this time of year.  

 

The forty days come from passages in both the Old and New Testament. In the Hebrew scripture, 

Moses and Elijah both fasted for forty days. In the New Testament, the author of the Gospel of 

Mark wrote that after John the Baptist baptized Jesus, “A spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness, 

where he remained for forty days.” Matthew and Luke developed the story. They say that Jesus 

fasted for forty days and forty nights and was subject to three specific temptations each of which 

Jesus answered by quoting passages from Deuteronomy.  

 

The tradition of fasting for forty days before Easter week first appears in written records 331 

years after the birth of Jesus. According to one account from the fifth century, people practiced 

Lent in various ways.  

 

“Some abstain from every sort of creature that has life; while others of all the living 

creatures, eat of fish only. Others eat birds as well as fish; others abstain from fruit 

covered by a hard shell and from eggs. Some eat dry bread only, others not even that; 

others again when they have fasted to three o’clock partake of various kinds of food.” 

 

In Europe in the medieval period, laws forbade the eating of meat, eggs and milk during Lent. 

People were encouraged to eat fish every day for forty days. 

 

All this changed during the Protestant Reformation. In the 16th century, Calvinists and 

Anabaptists rejected Christian holy days. Regarding Lent the English Puritans argued that the 

Bible does not command any slavish obedience to a 40-day period of self-denial. They rejected 



practices not explicitly commanded in the Bible. Lent detracted from the importance of leading a 

moral and upright life all year round. Protestants, to show they were no longer Roman Catholics, 

refused to eat fish. 

 

The rejection of Roman Catholic traditions became so pervasive in England, the fishing industry 

went into a depression. To help the fishing economy, in 1563, Parliament passed an act making it 

unlawful for anyone to eat meat during Lent. Parliament leaders attempted to calm the 

Protestants, who hated the Catholic traditions, by explaining that this act was only to support the 

fishing industry.   

 

Most American Unitarian churches grew out of the Puritan protestant culture that rejected 

Roman Catholic traditions. Indeed, the original Puritan church founded in 1620 in Plymouth, 

Massachusetts, is now a Unitarian Church. Because of our Puritan roots, most of our 

congregations ignore the practice of Lent.  

 

The Unitarian Universalist Church I grew up in had no use for Lent. As a child, I felt strange and 

awkward around my Roman Catholic friends who appeared with ash on their foreheads on a day 

in February. I thought to myself, what a strange practice–to have a big party called Mardi Gras, 

then the next day go to church and have someone put ash on your forehead. The party sounded 

like fun, but I was glad Unitarians did not put ash on our foreheads.  

 

However, as I grew older and learned more about Lent, I started to wonder whether this artificial 

structure, this institutional ritual, might have value for religious liberals.  

 

I learned that other religions also have these artificial structures of self-improvement through 

self-denial. 

 

The Jewish tradition has three fasts days each year, two fast days in August to recall the 

destruction of the Temple at Jerusalem and Yom Kipper in autumn. On these days, healthy adults 

abstain from eating or drinking between dawn and nightfall. Yom Kippur is a time for serious 

introspection, a time to consider the sins of the previous year and to repent. It is a unique time for 

worship, prayer, and good deeds. Seeking reconciliation with people wronged during the past 

year is common.  

 

In the Islamic tradition, fasting means to abstain completely from foods, drinks, sexual 

intercourse and smoking from sunrise until sunset, during Ramadan. Ramadan is the ninth month 

of the Islamic lunar calendar. The daily fasting lasts for twenty-nine to thirty days. During 

Ramadan, Muslims ask forgiveness for past sins, pray for guidance and help in refraining from 

everyday evils. They seek to purify themselves through fasting and good deeds, including giving 

to charity. 

 

Within the Buddhist tradition, Buddhists have many different attitudes and practices toward 

fasting. Removing the meat from one's diet is one kind of fasting. Another Buddhist approach is 

to eat only once a day. Individuals adopt this practice voluntarily; it is not required in the normal 

course of a Buddhist monastic's life. Fasting in the Buddhist community is a voluntary way for a 

person to shake up or invigorate him or herself.   



 

According to one Hindu tradition, a person might fast in moderation one day a week, drinking 

only water until afternoon, when a person breaks the fast by drinking fruit juice or eating fruit. 

After sunset, a person eats rice and then vegetarian food. Prolonged fasting is not encouraged. In 

Hinduism, people fast for their own good, their own spiritual progress.  Sincerity and purity of 

intention are important.  

 

I have learned that the spiritual discipline of giving something up for a set time is common to 

many religions. When it comes to Lent, it is not always about giving up a type of food. Examples 

of things people give up for Lent include Facebook, swearing, Netflix, shopping, cell phones, 

procrastination, complaining, negativity, sarcasm, and online shopping. 

  

Most of us have activities that we would be better off without, things we should give up. The list 

of possibilities is long. Excessive drinking of alcoholic beverages. Excessive playing of video 

games. Smoking of tobacco. Gambling. Pornography. Sweets. An unhealthy dating relationship. 

What part of your life needs remedial work? Once a man told me that for Lent, he was giving up 

his habit of blaming others. Half way through Lent, I asked him how it was going. He said it was 

one of the most difficult challenges of his life. 

 

Giving up deeply ingrained behaviors is hard. It causes suffering and pain. It helps when it is 

only temporary. The structure of Lent says, “Give up the behavior for forty days.” Do it in the 

spring when things are looking up, when the sun is returning.  

 

Giving up one bad habit for forty days can be a spiritual discipline. If you have an affinity for 

Jesus, see him as your model. According to the story, he went into the wilderness for forty days, 

fasted and resisted the temptations. When we give up something for Lent, we also are resisting 

temptations.  

 

Then Easter comes. Perhaps we think to ourselves “I have given up this thing, this behavior for 

forty days. Although I miss it, although giving it up has been difficult, over all, I feel better. I 

feel better emotionally, physically and spiritually. So I choose not to go back to the way I was.” 

In other words, Lent can be a spiritual discipline that leads to a healthier life.  

 

Now you may argue that we should not depart from our Puritan roots and return to a Roman 

Catholic practice rejected by our spiritual ancestors four hundred years ago.  For your own 

independent identity it may be important not to engage in any practice or ritual you associate 

with traditional Christianity. That, of course, is your right.  

 

Our Puritan ancestors felt this way. They not only rejected Lent, in Massachusetts they made it 

against the law to celebrate Christmas. 

 

In recent years, most of us have mellowed. Even in former Puritan, now Unitarian, churches in 

New England, Christmas is celebrated. The December season is the time when we ask the 

question “What am I going to get?” In contrast, Lent is the time that invites us to ask, “What am 

I going to give up?” perhaps this is why modern Unitarian Universalists enjoy Christmas and 

ignore Lent.  



Perhaps the support and encouragement to give up bad habits may be just what we need in 2016. 

Life is not all getting—it is also giving and letting go, sacrificing and sharing, changing and 

growing, beginning again in a new cycle of love and hope, of sadness and joy. 

 

In my own life, a giving-up experience occurred when I was eighteen and I moved away from 

home to go to college. When I greet visitors, I occasionally mention that we welcome introverts 

as well as extroverts, and that I myself am an introvert. All my life I have struggled with the 

temptation of extreme introversion, a temptation to run away and to live a life of isolation from 

others. When I was a teenager, I gave into that temptation by coming home from high school and 

watching television for hours at a time, avoiding social contact with others. When I went away to 

college, I decided this was unhealthy. For years, I lived in dorms and later apartments without a 

television. It was a way of pushing myself to overcome temptation to live in isolation. I gave up 

devices that encouraged my shyness and this helped me socialize with other people. Eventually, 

after I got married, I became more outgoing and I found I could have a television in the house 

without using it to avoid human contact.  

 

Each of us has our own stories of struggling with unhealthy temptations. The struggles are not 

easy. One child said he had given up arguing with his brothers and sister during Lent. A friend 

asked, “How is it going?”  

 

The boy answered. “It is hard. I am really looking forward to Easter.”  

 

It can be hard, but still I invite you to try it. Pick one thing in your life that has been troubling 

you. Ask yourself, “Can I let go of it? Can I put it behind me?  

 

Lent begins in the cool days of February and ends in the warm spring of Easter.  By giving up 

something for Lent, something is dying.  However, after a time of denial there is rebirth, there 

was spring with its new life. Spring is a wonderful time to let an unhealthy habit die. It can be a 

time of hope, a time to celebrate rebirth.  

 

Lent asks where are we in our life? Where are we in our religious journey? Now is an 

opportunity to focus on our lives, to let go of what is not working. Spring is a season that invites 

us to grow physically, emotionally and spiritually. 

 

Of course, it does not have to be in spring. For Jews Yom Kippur is the time of fasting, self-

examination, making amends, and resolving to do better. In the Islamic tradition, the time of 

Ramadan changes from year to year.  However, whatever the season, at Ramadan Muslims ask 

forgiveness for past sins, pray for guidance, and try to purify themselves through daily fasting.  

 

Whether it is Lent, Yom Kipper, Ramadan, or another religious practice, each faith tradition 

invites us to ask the same questions: What are the areas of my life that need work? What do I 

need to let go of, what do I need to give up to renew myself? While it is good to ask these 

questions all year round, it may be that in the northern hemisphere spring is the best time.  Spring 

encourages feelings of hope and renewal. 

 

I want to close with these words, by Howard Thurman:  



 

Listen to the long stillness: 

New life is stirring 

New dreams are on the wing 

New hopes are being readied: 

Humankind is fashioning a new heart 

Humankind is forging a new mind 

This is the season of Promise. 

Amen 

  

 


