Lenten Penitence

Different seasons of the Church Year have different themes, different aspects or even
emotions of our Christian faith and Lutheran theology that are given a higher pedestal and
spotlight during a specific time period. But of course, these aren’t aspects of the faith limited to a
certain time period. In Advent, for example, we prepare for the return of the Lord Jesus Christ in
all His glory for the final judgment. St. Peter urges us to “Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your
adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (I Pet 5:8), but
we don’t limit that preparedness to the month of December. We give thanks for the incarnation
and birth of our Lord around Christmastime and His coming to us Gentiles and incorporating us
into the annals of salvation and the Book of Life around Epiphany, but we can always be
thankful for these things.

In the same sense, Lent gives us a season to focus on preparation in the form of
repentance. We have these 40 days (excluding Sundays) between Ash Wednesday and Maundy
Thursday, inclusive, that mirror Israel’s 40 years in the wilderness, Noah’s 40 days in the storm
(and much longer on the ark waiting for those waters to subside), and Jesus’ 40 days in the
wilderness of fasting and of being tempted by Satan. This serves as a time of reflection on our
sin, on our mortal nature (especially Ash Wednesday with the proclamation that “You are dust,

and to dust you shall return”), and on the consequence of sin (“The wages of sin is death” [Rom
6:23a]).

As an aid to this, the Church has held since at least around the time of the Council of
Nicaea in 325 AD the tradition of “giving up” something as a reminder to us of our sorrow and
contrition over sin, our need for forgiveness, and the desire to do better. Early on, these were
specific fasting rules that limited to eating one time per day (variously either after 3pm when
Christ died or after sunset) and prohibiting meat and dairy. While the Bible nowhere makes any
such command of us, this became a societal norm, something that marked you as part of
Christian culture and helping to remind you of who you are as a saved child of God.

Now, this tradition evolved pretty quickly even before the Reformation, as by the ninth
century, these fasts were much more limited. However, traditions such as eating pretzels,
especially in Germany, as they matched the no dairy and no meat requirements, still persisted
culturally. The Roman church today most prominently restricts the meat on Fridays rather than
mainstreaming any extended fasts or further limitations.

The concept of giving up something is still very much a part of the Lutheran practice of
Lent, although not mandated in any way. And people use this in a variety of manners, whether it
is like a mini New Year’s resolution where a healthy habit is introduced or a bad habit is
removed, or if certain unnecessary spending habits are mitigated and such resources are
reallocated to the Church or to the poor. Should you choose to give up something or to even start
doing something during this time, let it serve as a penitential reminder of God’s grace upon us
sinners, but also, don’t let a good habit die or a bad habit return just because these 40 days find



their end, but let it springboard and continue and be of great benefit to you and to your life going
forward, because if you can make it 40 days without something, you can continue that way
unendingly.

And if you opt not to engage in the practice of giving something up or taking something
on, that is well within your Christian freedom to make that choice. But you will still notice a few
changes in your church routine of life. Of course, famously, the word “Alleluia” (or “Hallelujah,
both “Praise Yahweh” in Greek and in its original Hebrew, respectively) is omitted, not because
we don’t sing praise to God, but as some of the joyful language and expression is temporarily
restrained in anticipation of Easter and to inculcate greater focus on penitence during this short
season. The Gloria in excelsis is likewise omitted, while the Alleluia Verse is replaced with a
Tract, still serving the same function in setting the tone of focus for the Gospel reading but again
taking on that restrained form.

So, during this penitential season, continue to recognize sin and its effect in your life, but
do so in a way that points you to the cross, to remembering that day your salvation was won
upon that holy wooden cross for “it is finished.” And let the yearning for those songs of a joy and
praise that are just temporarily held back in worship build up and be ready for that full and joyful
acclamation when the Alleluia returns on Easter Sunday and the Resurrection of Our Lord as we
celebrate His valiant victory over death and the grave. And let all introspection and focus serve
you well, whether in health or in deeds or in devotion to our glorious God.

In the name of Jesus, Amen.

-Pastor Scofield



