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We are gathered here in the season of Lent. As we worship today, we remember the many centuries 
that our family in Christ has come to this holy season before Easter. For many, this was a season of 
preparation where individuals prayed and sought God. Lent was a season where they were prepared 
for baptism. For others, this was a season of dedication where they took on spiritual practices that 
would help them to gain a better understanding of God not for forty days but for the rest of their lives. 
 
If this does not sound like your experience or understanding of Lent, we should be fair from the start. 
Lent is a season that has been abused and misused as much as any other season. Just as people use 
the coming of Christ to justify excess and gluttony, there have been people who have used Lent as a 
kind of cleanse diet to cut down on their reliance on something physical like chocolate or alcohol. Now, 
there’s nothing wrong with cutting down on such things, but the point of the season is to focus on God. 
If a Lenten practice focuses solely on the presence or lack of something then one might rightly ask 
where God is within that practice. At some point does it stop being a Lenten practice? When does it 
cease being a religious practice?  
 
In a similar vein but differently, there have definitely been circles of Christianity where the severity of a 
person’s Lenten practice becomes a source of bragging rights. Practicing deprivation to look holier has 
always been an issue to the point that Jesus even taught that you shouldn’t disfigure yourself to get 
accolades or respect from others when fasting.1 
 
I want to be clear when I say that I am not trying to tear down Lent. Lent is a season that has a purpose 
and an important one in the life of the church. I would say that the very importance of Lent is why we 
should stop now and again to state the purpose of this holy season so that it can truly shine. 
 
Our reading today from 1 Peter says the following in the New Revised Standard Version. Verses 
thirteen through sixteen state:  
 

“Therefore prepare your minds for action; discipline yourselves; set all your hope on the grace 
that Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed. Like obedient children, do not be 
conformed to the desires that you formerly had in ignorance. Instead, as he who called you is 
holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct; for it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.””  

 
“Prepare yourself, discipline yourself, and set your hope on Christ’s grace…” That’s a pretty good 
description of the purpose of Lent. This is not a season meant for self-glorification or for religious 
weight-loss: this is a season for preparation for the journey ahead. This is not a season for religious 
masochism or self-importance: this is a season to discipline ourselves for the challenges of real life. 
This is not a season to set our hopes on our own efforts: this is a season to focus on Christ’s grace.  
 
As we worship today, as we go through the season of Lent in this very moment, we gather with an 
understanding of the past, but let’s be clear on this: the people who worked through this season in 

1 Matthew 6:16-18 



centuries past did not enter into Lent in order to pressure people in the future to meaninglessly do the 
same thing. The purpose of the church is not to create robots who mindlessly go about lives of faith. 
While there certainly have always been people who do things because they have always been done 
that way, the faithful used this season as an opportunity to grow in their own faith. 
 
When they learned to pray deeply through their struggles, their prayer paid dividends when their lives 
inevitably faced difficulties. When they learned to do without something pleasurable for a season, they 
learned to find their hope in their Savior who was still there when they went through seasons of 
deprivation after a harvest failed or a disaster struck.  
 
Lent has always been a season that has shown itself to be immeasurably practical because life has a 
way of requiring the best of us. Lent helps us by preparing us for challenges, disciplining ourselves to 
go forward despite challenges, and helping us to set our hope firmly on Christ.  
 
There’s no reason to believe that the powerful gift of Lent cannot be as helpful for us today as it has 
been in centuries past. Certainly, Lent can be a blessing in our lives today if we engage in this old 
practice with an understanding of the past, a hope for the future, and our feet firmly planted in this 
moment in our lives. 
 
You may be thinking at this point that you understand me when I say Lent can be beneficial, but you 
might not be sure how that looks in your life. How does one keep from treating Lent like a New Years’ 
Resolution or keep one’s focus on Christ throughout the forty days of this season? Those questions are 
fair: if last year reinforced one lesson for many of us, it is that forty days can seem like an eternity when 
things are challenging. Do you remember the three or four months that pased in the week after the last 
election? Sometimes time just stretches out when things are stressful or life is challenging: time can be 
very relative when life is difficult. 
 
I honestly believe that the best response to “How do we do this?” is to take time to regularly remember 
both the purpose of this season and the reason we are focusing on Christ. Take the letter we are 
reading as a great example: the author lays out that we are called to holiness, but does not leave the 
idea as a mere recommendation along the lines of: “Hey! You! Be holy!”  
 
Yes, we are called to be holy both in Lent as well as throughout our lives just like the community 
addressed by the letter we have read. The author is writing to a community that is living out their life 
together in faith. The people of God addressed by this letter gathered together without first hand 
experience of Christ but with faith in the teaching they have received. Like us, the believers heard about 
who Christ was, what Christ taught, and came to believe. Their faith came with a trust in Jesus, a belief 
in their salvation, and with a sense of belonging that came despite feeling as if they were in exile from 
where they belonged.2 
 
Those believers long ago were called to holiness, to preparation, to discipline, and to hope. Just like us, 
they were reminded of their need for these parts of their faith. How did they keep these things in mind? 
Think about how many times the author comes back again and again to what Christ has done: 
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- Verse three reminds them that they have been given a new birth into a living hope through the 
resurrection of Christ. 

- Verse four reminds them that their inheritance is kept imperishable and safe in heaven for them. 
- Verse five reminds them that they are being protected by the power of God through faith for the 

time of their salvation. 
- Verse six reminds them that there is joy despite trials 
- Verse seven reminds them that their faith is more precious that pure gold 
- Verse eight reminds them that they have love, faith, and immeasurable and indescribable joy. 

Let’s be clear for a moment: those reminders came from only five verses out of the twenty-five verses 
we read this morning. The author writing this letter barely wrote a sentence without reminding the 
people of the reality of their faith, the content of their faith, the future rewards of their faith, and the 
blessings of their faith in their current lives.  
 
If we look at how this community approached the questions of preparation, discipline, and hope, one 
answer to how you keep your focus and faith through a season of growth would be in regular reminders 
of who, what, where, when, why, and how you believe.  
 
I hope you just picked up on the fact that I just referenced a tool used by reporters to dig into the depths 
of a story. Journalists ask “who, what, where, when, why, and how” to make sure they have a grasp on 
what they are reporting and in order to make sure they pass along all of the relevant information.  
 
Another way to look at keeping our eyes on our purpose is to say that if we want to truly grasp the 
reason for our practice, it might help to think of how we can bury ourselves in these questions. If you 
give up chocolate, why are you giving up chocolate? If you are reading a book on your spiritual life, how 
does that book affect your life today, tomorrow, and in three months?  
 
One way to keep these questions at the forefront of your mind is with one of the oldest religious 
practices. The practice was recommended to people by prophets and hyped up by communities and 
individuals who believed that it helped them in their relationship with God. The practice was engaged in 
by kings, priests, apostles, evangelists, church leaders, church members, and by individuals in every 
class and segment of society. The practice was recommended by John Wesley and is still done today. 
On occasion it is overdone, but it can be incredibly helpful at keeping the important questions first and 
foremost in our minds. 
 
What is this practice? Some of you might laugh when you realize what I’m talking about because we 
rarely describe it in such glowing terms, but I’m telling you that it can help our spiritual lives without two 
easy payments of $19.95. In fact, the only thing it costs is time and energy. We have even already 
referenced it several times in passing. 
 
The ancient practice that can help us focus on the deep questions and purposes of this holy season is 
fasting. For some people, the practice of giving up one activity can be enough. The very act of not 
drinking a cup of coffee can be enough to get some of us to focus on the questions that truly matter. 
For others, there’s something to be said for a firmer fast. 
 
John Wesley taught that regularly fasting should be a regular part of our spiritual lives. As early as the 
17th of August in 1739, Wesley proposed (with the blessing of others in his religious society) that 
Christians should seek to fast at least once a week. We know from further studies of his journals, that 



the fast Wesley suggested usually ran from Sundown on what we would call the previous night until 
around 3:00 in the afternoon.3 Wesley wrote in his journal:  
 

“Many of our society met, as we had appointed, at one in the afternoon; and agreed that all the 
members of our society should obey the Church to which we belong, by observing all Fridays in 
the year, as days of fasting or abstinence. We likewise agreed that as many as had opportunity 
should then meet, to spend an hour together in prayer.” 

 
I have to agree with Wesley and say that there is a great power to be found in a period of fasting, 
especially when we commit with another person to both fast and pray together on the same day. Not 
every person can fast for medical reasons, not every person finds focus by abstaining from the same 
thing, but I do believe there’s value to connecting with another person by praying and fasting together. 
There are certainly challenges, like the fact that it can be challenging at times to journey together 
without getting on each other’s nerves, but it can be truly powerful to have someone with you to ask 
questions like: “How is it with your soul this week? How are you growing closer to God? Where do you 
feel spiritually frustrated?” 
 
Now to be clear on two things: fasting is not a divine command and you do not have to do it with 
someone if that’s not where you are spiritually or emotionally. While it can be helpful to do it with 
someone else, you don’t have to do it with another person. Also, while it can be helpful to fast, if you 
have a medical condition that may complicate matters, you should probably talk to your doctor about 
fasting before you being and ask about whether it might have an adverse effect on your health.  
 
Fasting can keep us focused on Christ throughout this season, but again, the fasting is not the point of 
the season. Some people have added something to their schedule to bring them greater focus. If that is 
helpful for you, then I encourage you to add something to your life. If refraining from a certain food for a 
season, or spending a day each week fasting is helpful, then I encourage you to draw closer to God 
through that practice. 
 
Whatever you do, I invite you to take this season seriously. We can grow a great deal during this holy 
season and it can help us to create patterns of holiness and wellness that can bless us throughout the 
rest of our lives. I invite you into the season of Lent and hope that you journey down this road 
surrounded by a family united in faith even if divided into many places. Let us pray... 

 

3 I unfortunately could not find the specific entry in the journals referencing this practice in his journals, but feel 
fairly confident that this was the practice of John Wesley. . I apologize for not having a primary source. 


