The Sacrament of Baptism at the Heart of Lent


Origin of the Word Lent
· Lent is a season of soul-searching and repentance.  It is a season for reflection and taking stock.  It originated in the very earliest days of the Church as a preparatory time for Easter.  By observing Lent, the individual Christian imitates Jesus’ withdrawal into the wilderness for forty days.  All churches that have a continuous history extending before AD 1500 observe Lent.  
· The Teutonic word Lent, which we employ to denote the forty days' fast preceding Easter, originally meant no more than the spring season. Still it has been used from the Anglo-Saxon period to translate the more significant Latin term quadragesima (French carême, Italian quaresima, Spanish cuaresma), meaning the "forty days", or more literally the "fortieth day". This in turn imitated the Greek name for Lent, tessarakoste (fortieth), a word formed on the analogy of Pentecost (pentekoste), which last was in use for the Jewish festival before New Testament times. This etymology, as we shall see, is of some little importance in explaining the early developments of the Easter fast.
The Western Church (Protestants, Catholics and Anglicans) skip over Sundays when they calculate the length of Lent, therefore beginning Lent on Ash Wednesday, the seventh Wednesday before Easter.  The Eastern Church (Eastern Orthodox churches, the Oriental Orthodox churches, and the eastern rite churches affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church) do not skip over Sunday when calculating the length of the Great Lent, therefore beginning on Clean Monday, the seventh Monday before Easter.
The Sacrament of Baptism at the Heart of Lent 

· The Second Vatican Council called for a renewal of Lent and a refocus on its baptismal origins.  It is important to clarify any misconceptions people may have regarding the purpose of Lent. We must remember that Lent has a two-fold purpose.  “The two elements which are especially characteristic of Lent — the recalling of baptism or the preparation for it, and penance — “We embrace the need to die to sin and selfishness at the beginning of Lent so that we can come to fuller life in the Risen One at Easter.”  The Second Vatican Council writes: “This twofold character is to be brought into greater prominence…Hence; more use is to be made of the baptismal features proper to the Lenten liturgy…The same is to apply to the penitential elements. It is important to impress the social consequences of sin, but also that essence of the virtue of penance which leads to the detestation of sin as an offense against God.”
· Why is Baptism so important in our Lenten understanding? Lent as a 40-day season developed in the fourth century from three merging sources. The first was the ancient paschal fast that began as a two-day observance before Easter but was gradually lengthened to 40 days. The second was the catechumenate as a process of preparation for Baptism, including an intense period of preparation for the Sacraments of Initiation to be celebrated at Easter. The third was the Order of Penitents, which was modeled on the catechumenate and sought a second conversion for those who had fallen back into serious sin after Baptism. As the catechumens (candidates for Baptism) entered their final period of preparation for Baptism, the penitents and the rest of the community accompanied them on their journey and prepared to renew their baptismal vows at Easter. 

Purposes of the Ashes: 

Ash Wednesday is the day which marks the beginning of Lent.  The ashes on Ash Wednesday are a sign of the penitential character of Lent. These ashes, which come from the burning of the palm branches used on Passion Sunday of the previous year, are blessed after the homily of the Mass.  
· “The liturgical use of ashes originates in Old Testament times. Ashes symbolized mourning, mortality and penance. For instance, in the Book of Esther, Mordecai put on sackcloth and ashes when he heard of the decree of King Ahasuerus (or Xerxes, 485-464 B.C.) of Persia to kill all of the Jewish people in the Persian Empire (Est 4:1). Job (whose story was written between 7th and 5th centuries B.C.) repented in sackcloth and ashes (Jb 42:6). Prophesying the Babylonian captivity of Jerusalem, Daniel (c. 550 B.C.) wrote, "I turned to the Lord God, pleading in earnest prayer, with fasting, sackcloth and ashes" (Dn 9:3). In the 5th century B.C., after Jonah's preaching of conversion and repentance, the town of Nineveh proclaimed a fast and put on sackcloth, and the king covered himself with sackcloth and sat in the ashes (Jon 3:5-6). These Old Testament examples evidence both a recognized practice of using ashes and a common understanding of their symbolism.” 
· Two different formulas are used at the imprint of the Ashes on the forehead, 
· The first formula offered by the rite declares: "Remember that you are dust and unto dust you shall return" (cf. Gen 3,19). These words taken from the Book of Genesis recall the fragility of our existence. Through these words:

· We remember we are creatures of the earth: “Remember you are dust”

· We remember we are mortal beings: “and unto dust you shall return”

· We remember that we are baptized

· We remember that we are member of the body of Christ. The ashes act as an outward sign of this inward reality. 
· The second formula that the rite provides: "Repent and believe in the Gospel" (Mk 1,15) focuses on the indispensable condition for progress in the Christian life: “Turn away from sin and be faithful to the gospel. 
· We remember that we are a people on a  journey of conversion “Turn away from sin and remain faithful to the gospel”

·  Though it doesn’t explicitly mention Baptism, it recalls our baptismal promises to reject sin and profess our faith. “The real aim of Lent is, above all else, to prepare men for the celebration of the death and Resurrection of Christ.” For, it is through our Baptism that we participate in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Notice during Lent, the readings for each Sunday are chosen by the Church to relate to the journey of Faith each of us undertakes to fulfill our basic baptismal call to be part of Christ.  It is for this reason the Church has restored RCIA (the Rite of Christian Initiation) at the Easter Vigil.
It seems, then, that our use of ashes at the beginning of Lent is an extension of the use of ashes with those entering the Order of Penitents. This discipline was the way the Sacrament of Penance was celebrated through most of the first millennium of Church history. Those who had committed serious sins confessed their sins to the bishop or his representative and were assigned a penance that was to be carried out over a period of time. After completing their penance, they were reconciled by the bishop with a prayer of absolution offered in the midst of the community.

During the time they worked out their penances, the penitents often had special places in church and wore special garments to indicate their status. Like the catechumens who were preparing for Baptism, they were often dismissed from the Sunday assembly after the Liturgy of the Word.

This whole process was modeled on the conversion journey of the catechumens, because the Church saw falling into serious sin after Baptism as an indication that a person had not really been converted. Penance was a second attempt to foster that conversion. Early Church fathers even called Penance a "second Baptism."

Lent developed in the Church as the whole community prayed and fasted for the catechumens who were preparing for Baptism. At the same time, those members of the community who were already baptized prepared to renew their baptismal promises at Easter, thus joining the catechumens in seeking to deepen their own conversion. It was natural, then, that the Order of Penitents also focused on Lent, with reconciliation often being celebrated on Holy Thursday so that the newly reconciled could share in the liturgies of the Triduum. With Lent clearly a season focused on Baptism, Penance found a home there as well.

Works for Preparation

· In order to prepare ourselves to participate in the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ and renew our Baptismal promises we engage in three principle works of Lent. The three principle works of Lent are Prayer, Penance and Almsgiving. All of these works are linked to our baptismal commitments. 

· To become authentic disciples of Christ, it is necessary to deny oneself, take up one's cross and follow him (cf. Lk 9: 23). This is the arduous path to holiness that every baptized person is called to follow. The Church has always pointed out certain useful means for taking this route. They consist above all in humble and docile adherence to God's will accompanied by ceaseless prayer; they are the typical forms of penance of Christian tradition, such as abstinence, fasting, mortification and giving up even good things legitimate in themselves; they are the concrete acts of acceptance of our neighbor that are referred to in today's Gospel with the term "giving alms". All these things are suggested once again but with greater intensity during the season of Lent, which in this regard is a "strong moment" for spiritual training and generous service to our brothers and sisters. 

1. Prayer
· Lent is an opportunity to seek the Lord more greatly through prayer. We should devout more time through Lent for prayer. Lent should draw us closer to our Lord. 
· Frequent Visits to the Blessed Sacrament – many Catholics are not aware of the tremendous amount of grace received from merely visiting the Blessed Sacrament, especially when exposed during adoration. 

· When we pray the Stations of the Cross we can also connect them with the baptismal character of Lent if we place the stations themselves in the context of the whole paschal mystery.  In Baptism we are plunged in to the mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection, and our baptismal commitment includes a willingness to give our life for others as Jesus did.  Recalling his passion and death can remind us that we, too, may be called to suffer in order to be faithful to the call of God.  

· Prayer, Penance and Almsgiving should never be done for its own sake – they should all be done to recall our Baptism and deepen our commitment to Christ.
2. Fasting and Penance
· According to Church teaching, Ash Wednesday and Good Friday are days of fast and abstinence and All Fridays in Lent are days of abstinence only. Fasting is one of the most ancient practices linked to Lent.  Vatican II called us to renew the observance of the ancient paschal fast “…let the paschal fast be kept sacred. Let it be celebrated everywhere on Good Friday and, where possible, be prolonged throughout Holy Saturday, so that the joys of the Sunday of the Resurrection may be attained with uplifted and clear minds” (Liturgy #110).  

· Fasting as explained by the US Bishops means partaking of only one full meal.  Fasting is more than a means of developing self-control.  It is often an aid to prayer, as the pangs of hunger remind us of our hunger for God.  The prophet Isaiah, in the reading on the Friday after Ash Wednesday insists that fasting without changing our behavior is not pleasing to God.  
· Penance is the virtue which enables human beings to acknowledge their sins with true contrition and a firm purpose of amendment. Confidence in God’s mercy and forgiveness are fundamental to the Christian virtue of penance. The days of penance during Lent are Ash Wednesday and all Fridays in Lent. 

· Even non-believers are familiar with the practice of Catholics to give something up for Lent (some are even known to participate in this practice!).

We are encouraged to “give something up” for Lent for two reasons:

I- 
Giving things up, firstly, is an opportunity for self-sacrifice and penance. 
· “As we begin this holy season of Lent in preparation for Easter, we must remember the significance of the ashes we have received: We mourn and do penance for our sins. We again convert our hearts to the Lord, who suffered, died and rose for our salvation. We renew the promises made at our baptism, when we died to an old life and rose to a new life with Christ. Finally, mindful that the kingdom of this world passes away, we strive to live the kingdom of God now and look forward to its fulfillment in Heaven. In essence, we die to ourselves, and rise to a new life in Christ.”
· Penance enables us to make reparation for our sins.  Lent is the primary time for celebrating the Sacrament of Penance, because Lent is the season for baptismal preparation and baptismal renewal.  Those who experience the loving mercy of God in the Sacrament of Reconciliation should find themselves standing alongside the newly baptized at Easter with great joy at the new life God has given all of us. 
II- 
“Giving something up” secondly is an opportunity to reflect honestly on the things which act as obstacles on our journey to Christ.”

· “Give up listening to the radio in the car – use your time of solitude as a time of silence. Use it as an opportunity to let God talk to you. 

· “Give up” going to movies and use it as an opportunity to visit our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament.

· “Give up” watching TV and use that time as an opportunity for spiritual reading.

· In essence, we must transform our view that Lent is a solely a time to give up as many things as possible for its own sake. Instead, view Lent as an opportunity to reflect on your life and make an honest commitment to deepen your relationship with Christ.

3. Almsgiving 

· The third traditional pillar is linked to our baptismal commitment in the same way.  It is a sign of our care for those in need and an expression of our gratitude for all that God has given to us.  Works of charity and the promotion of justice are integral elements of the Christian way of life we began when we were baptized. 

· Lent is a great opportunity to give generously of time, talent and treasure to others. 

· The diocesan annual appeal (The Bishop’s Lenten Appeal), for example, is conducted during Lent because it is a sacrificial time of the year.  
The Eucharist
The liturgy of Lent focuses on the passion and death of the Lord near the end of the season, especially with the proclamation of the Passion on Palm Sunday and again on Good Friday.  

During Lent we are given the priceless and grace-filled opportunity to be drawn closer in love with the Lord Jesus really and truly present in the Eucharist and to be sent forth in His name to make His love known and felt by all in need, especially the elderly. "In this Year of grace," - which includes the Season of Lent, - "sustained by Mary, may the Church discover new enthusiasm for her mission and come to acknowledge ever more fully that the Eucharist is the source and summit of her entire life" ( Mane Nobiscum Domine , 31 ).

As we near the end of Lent, we celebrate the Passion, Palm Sunday.  At the beginning of the liturgy, we receive palms in memory of Christ’s triumphal entry onto Jerusalem.  As a symbol of triumph, the palms point us toward Christ’s resurrection and might remind us of the saints in Heaven “wearing white robes and holding palm branches in their hands” (Rev 7:9).  The white robes remind us of baptismal garments, and the palms suggest their triumph over sin and death through the waters of Baptism.  

Lent comes to an end before the evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday.  This liturgy begins the Triduum rituals, the great Three Days that celebrate the central mystery of our faith.  

The key to understanding the meaning of Lent is simple: Baptism. Preparation for Baptism and for renewing baptismal commitment lies at the heart of the season. Since the Second Vatican Council, the Church has reemphasized the baptismal character of Lent, especially through the restoration of the Catechumenate and its Lenten rituals. Our challenge today is to renew our understanding of this important season of the Church year and to see how we can integrate our personal practices into this renewed perspective. 
May Mary, Mother of Christ, go with us. May her example and intercession help us to proceed joyfully on our way towards Easter.
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