
Lent 
 
February 17 this year is Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent. The Lenten season is one of the 
two major periods of preparation in our calendar (Advent of course being the other). It presents us 
with the chance to examine and strengthen our faith as we prepare for Easter. 
 
A long time before Lent was thought of Christians had introduced Easter Sunday to celebrate 
Christ’s resurrection. It was common for new members of the faith to be baptised at Easter. So, for 
them the period leading up was very much a time of preparation. This idea of getting ready spread 
to their wider faith communities and soon the days leading up to Easter – the “Holy Week” part of 
today’s Lent that commemorates Christ’s passion and death – were adopted as days of 
preparation by various Christian communities.  
 
The earliest actual mention of Lent comes from the council of Nicaea in 325 AD. The council is 
best known for the profession of faith – the ‘Nicene Creed’ – which begins “We believe in one 
God,” and is still recited today during church. However, the council also issued twenty canons 
dealing with various aspects of church life, and the fifth of these canons speaks of Lent. 
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The word used for Lent in the canon is the 
Greek tessarakonta which means ‘forty’. This is the 
first time this period of preparation for Easter is 
referred to as lasting forty days – adopted in 
imitation of the forty days that Jesus spent in the 
desert at the beginning of his public ministry. (The 
number 40 is actually auspiciously connected to 
many biblical stories; Moses spent 40 days 
on Mount Sinai, Elijah spent 40 days and nights 
walking to Mount Horeb, God sent 40 days and 

nights of rain in the great flood of Noah, the Hebrew people wandered 40 years in the desert while 
traveling to the Promised Land and Jonah's prophecy of judgment gave 40 days to the city 
of Nineveh in which to repent or be destroyed. The number often represents a period of testing 
and transformation, and is often connected with the 40 weeks of pregnancy. 
 
The words for Lent in Anglo-Saxon and Germanic languages all refer in some way to “the 
lengthening of the days during springtime”, a time budding with new life and hope, which Lent 
certainly is (down in the Southern hemisphere we just need to focus on the metaphorical budding 
of our faith as our leaves turn orange and our days shorten). 
 
Of course, Lent is very much tied to the seasons, namely the equinox.  Easter is celebrated on the 
first Sunday following the full Moon that occurs on or just after the equinox (spring in the northern 
hemisphere, autumn down here). Hence Easter is a moveable feast, celebrated on a different day 
year to year (little trivia note, during the past 500 years, Easter has most often been celebrated on 
either March 31 or April 16). 
 
Coming back to the number 40, do you realise there are actually 46 days between Ash 
Wednesday and Easter Sunday. The reason for this is because all Sundays –and not simply 
Easter Sunday – are days to celebrate Christ's Resurrection, Christians were historically forbidden 
to fast and do other forms of penance on those days. Therefore, when the Church expanded the 
period of fasting and prayer in preparation for Easter from a few days to 40, Sundays could not be 
included in the count. 
 
Our countdown to Easter Sunday on March 4th begins in less than a fortnight. Regardless of what 
you do to prepare this Lenten season I hope that your 46 days bring you closer to God.  
 


