Ashes to Fire (Revised – First Draft)

The Seasons of Lent and Easter
1. 
At the heart of the Christian faith is our participation in the life, suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ as Lord. We proclaim that ‘the Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14). Jesus Christ was born into human history in the fullness of time for our salvation. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we are delivered from sin and death, and by the Holy Spirit we are born into eternal life with God. This is the faith we are called to live in our lives and to continually renew in our worship.

2. 
A whole range of meaning is associated with the death and resurrection of Jesus. The New Testament made the Passover lamb a central symbol of redemption, especially John’s gospel and the writings of St. Paul. “Our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us celebrate the festival” (1 Corinthians 5:7-8). The Passover recalls the deliverance of the Israelites from the slavery of Egypt into the promised land. In Christ this is given new meaning so that we are liberated from slavery to sin and death and delivered into eternal life. This is often referred to as the Paschal Mystery. In Lent and Easter, the Christian community dramatises the narrative story of the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus and identifies itself in that story. Easter proclaims the reality and power of the risen Christ present in the sacraments and in scripture, so that Jesus’ death and resurrection opens up a continuing experience of a living relationship with the risen Christ.

3. 
The seasons of Lent and Easter are, therefore, laden with a richness and power that leads God’s people to a deeper personal commitment to Christ and to a deeper sense of what it is to be church, the people of God. In these seasons God’s entire story with God’s people is brought into focus. By entering into and proclaiming the redemptive work of God in Christ through the seasons of Lent and Easter, we are formed in the pattern of his death and resurrection and his life-giving Spirit.

Lent

1. 
The origins of Lent lie in this time being a focus for evangelism and true conversion; a time for journeying with Christ to the cross and beyond. Since Easter is the time when the church celebrates God’s most definitive redemptive acts, Lent is a time for intentional growing into God through deep reflection on scripture, fellowship together, prayer, and reflection on our baptismal covenant from which we derive our identity as Christian people. Preparation for sharing in and “doing the story” of Jesus’ death and resurrection is basic, for all this leads to a renewal of our baptismal faith in the season of Easter.

2. 
The observance of Lent was first undertaken by those undergoing their final preparation for initiation into the Christian community through baptism. In preparing to worship in this season, therefore, we do well to explore the meaning of baptism as entry into a lifelong process of being transformed into the life and holiness of Christ. As reflected all through scripture, this is a journey or pilgrimage that is bigger than the private experience of an individual. This journey engages the whole Christian community and it is the heartbeat of the church’s mission and worship.

3. 
The meaning of Lent is made clearest when each mission and ministry unit intends to prepare new Christians and members for initiation, whether that be baptism, confirmation, or renewal of baptismal vows. In doing so the whole community of faith is thereby engaged in a common process of renewal and reliving their experience of coming to faith. The processes of searching the scriptures, engaging in Lent study groups, prayer and fellowship, reflecting on Christian discipleship, of taking seriously the need for reconciliation and repentance, is all seen in the light of true conversion of heart.

4. 
The season of Lent is a time when the church seeks a new pace for itself. We should avoid exhausting ourselves with “busyness”, sprinting through a series of events only to get to Easter Day and collapse with tiredness. Lent should be a time of refreshment so that the season helps the community of faith see more clearly how to live a balanced Christian life, so that they can give authentic witness for the rest of the year.

Notes

1. 
The popular idea of ‘giving things up’ in Lent, however inadequately that is often understood, has its liturgical expression in the stark simplicity of Lenten worship. In part this is to express a spirit of penitence. But it is also to provide a striking contrast with the joyful celebration of Easter. This ‘giving up’ traditionally includes the omission of the ‘Glory to God in the Highest’ in the Eucharist, the absence of flowers from church or perhaps the use of purple flowers, the restrained use of instruments to accompany worship, and the careful selection of texts to avoid the use of the word ‘Alleluia’ and similar expressions of joy which will greet the resurrection on Easter Day. These are examples of how a distinctive atmosphere can be introduced into the worship of the season.

2. 
Veiling of crosses is a custom that has grown up in some churches from Palm Sunday. This has grown from an early custom of covering the splendour of rich and jewelled metalwork. To obscure the cross in Lent or Holy Week is misplaced, though the substitution of a simple wooden cross or crucifix for a more colourful or expensive one might be an impressive symbol, and the removal of banners and pictures could enhance the atmosphere of Lent.

3. 
Local adaptations may be made to reflect the New Zealand context. Care should be taken that the ethos of Lent is not disturbed.
