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PASTOR’S PEN | We’re now well within the season of Lent, and I’ve really been 
missing my sweets. For about the past thirty years, I have given up all sweets during 
the Lenten season (except on Sundays—they don’t count).  Some years, I add other 
problem behaviors to my Lenten sacrifices. One year, I gave up computer games. 
Another year, it was a television show that was taking up too much of my time. 

There was a time when I didn’t get all this “Lenten discipline” stuff. My more observant 
friends would try to explain to me why they didn’t eat chocolate, or maybe skipped 
meat on Fridays, during the forty non-Sabbath days before Easter. “It reminds us of the 
suffering of Jesus,” they would say. And I would cynically think, “Yeah. Like skipping 
dessert can really be compared to the Passion of the Christ.” I was also told, “Jesus 
fasted for forty days in the wilderness, so we should fast, too.” And I would wonder 
how passing up a Big Mac could be compared to completely abstaining from food for 
six weeks.  

It took a while, but my attitude changed. Part of the transformation came from learning 
the history of Lent: Lent began in the early centuries of the Christian era, in an age 
when the church was adding many new converts, but persecution could break out at any 
time. Seeing how many new Christians repudiated their faith when persecution would 
arise, the church leaders felt it was best to give new believers a time of education and 
self-denial before they were allowed to be baptized (traditionally baptisms were 
performed on Holy Saturday). And so, the forty days preceding Easter—excluding 
Sundays—were set aside for prayer, study, and discipline. Eventually, the church 
decided that it would be good for the rest of the church to support these converts by 
joining them in prayer and discipline. And the rest, as they say, is history. Knowing that 
Lent goes back to the early days of the church and has such a practical and 
compassionate origin quelled some of my misgivings. 

Another reason I got on board with Lenten discipline was that I started attending a 
church where Lent was taken seriously. It’s a lot easier to skip sweets when no one is 
bringing cookies to the Bible study. 

In any case, I eventually came to see some value in the practice of Lenten discipline. 
I’ve also come to believe that any time we strive to be more disciplined in our Christian 
life, it’s a good thing. We Americans are, for the most part, very bad at self-denial. We 
have a hard time saying “no” to anything we want. We eat far more than we need, we 
spend lavishly on gas-guzzling vehicles, we own big houses with rooms we seldom use, 
and buy boats we sail three times a year. We take out second mortgages so we can take 
dream vacations to expensive locales. Many Americans are drowning in debt because 
they can’t say “no” to the little child inside them that demands all the latest toys. And 
even if we can afford such luxuries—do we really need them?  

The self-denial principle extends beyond just materialism. I believe that the ability to 
say “no” is like a muscle we can develop, and the strength can be transferred to different 
areas of our life. The same power that allows us to resist the temptation of a piece of 
cake can help us to resist the desire to cheat on our spouse, or to gossip, or to indulge 
our anger. In Lent, we can cultivate a skill that will enhance every area of our spiritual 
life. We can learn to say “no” to flicking on the TV at night, and spend the time in Bible 
study or prayer, instead. We can discipline ourselves to get out of bed on Sunday, instead 
of sleeping in. To give a few extras dollars to the work of God, instead of spending it 
on sweets or drinks or lottery tickets. It all starts with the ability to say “no” to the 
spoiled brat inside us. 

If you haven’t committed to a Lenten discipline, it’s not too late to start. You can start 
with something small: “I’m giving up one of my reality shows this month, and spending 
that hour with the Bible.” (I know, that’s a bigger sacrifice for some than others.) Self-
denial can be habit-forming! You can actually find, in time, a real joy in saying “no.” 
This season may be the beginning of a spiritual adventure unlike any you’ve 
experienced before in your Christian life.   

God bless— Pastor Tony 
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