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Children’s Talk: Look for the Secret Rewards of Fasting 
- What does it mean when someone is fasting? (not eating food) 
- Have any of you ever fasted? 
- We generally don’t eat anything between supper and the next morning. 

- What is the first meal that people eat in the morning called? (breakfast) 
- That’s because you’re breaking the fast from over night—you’re stopping fasting. 

- People sometimes fast for religious reasons—Muslim people fast during Ramadan; Jewish 
people fast on Yom Kippur. 

- Do Christians fast? (One of the ways that some Christians fast is during Lent.) 

- Does anyone know what Lent is? 
- It’s a time of getting ready for Easter. 
- It starts 40 days before Easter, not counting the Sundays. 
- This year it’s going to start the Wednesday after next - the 26th of February. 
- And a lot of people will fast for those 40 days. 

- Some people don’t eat at all during the day time. 
- More people choose a particular thing to not have during that time. 

- Ice cream, sweets, meat, cool drinks, chips. 
- Or sometimes it’s not a food but some other activity. 

- Like giving up watching TV for 40 days or other kinds of screen time. 
- Or working on not gossiping or talking behind other people’s backs. 

- You can think about whether there’s something you’d like to give up for Lent. 

- Why would people do this? What is the point of this kind of fasting? 
- The Lord talked about fasting when He was on earth. 

- Matthew 6:16-18 (NKJV) 
- 16 “Moreover, when you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad 

countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they may appear to men to be 
fasting. Amen, I say to you, they have their reward. 17 But you, when you fast, 
anoint your head and wash your face, 18 so that you do not appear to men to be 
fasting, but to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in 
secret will reward you openly.” 

- Some people would choose to fast so that they can show off—to be able to say, “Look how 
good I am: I haven’t eaten any sweets for 36 days!” or whatever. 

- Or they go around looking sad and spiritual—“I’m so deprived and religious!” 
- But the Lord is saying, “No, don’t fast for those reasons. Fast for the the secret rewards that 

Your Heavenly Father can give you.” 
- What would those be? 

- One of the things that happens when you stop yourself from having something is that 
you suddenly appreciate it a lot more and it breaks you out of your normal routine. 

- And those are times that you can pray to the Lord and feel more connected with him. 
- It’s a chance to learn things about yourself. 
- It’s a chance to have space for other things—like you would suddenly have more time for 

other things if you didn’t watch TV for 40 days. 
- Think about what you might give up for Lent and if you do, remember to focus not on 

showing off but on the secret rewards that the Lord can give you through the process. 
- Amen. 
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Observing Lent 
A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 

16 February 2020 

Intro 
- Today, we’re talking about observing Lent and the first question that might be on your mind is 

why? 
- Why are we talking about this? 
- Is Lent even something that people at New Church Westville do? Isn’t it a Catholic or 

Anglican thing or something? 
- As far as I’m aware, people at New Church Westville have never observed Lent. 

- So why start now? Has anything changed? Did we suddenly find a passage in the teachings 
of the New Church that says we should be observing Lent? 

- No. There are no passages about Lent in the teachings of the New Church. 
- But, for that matter, there also aren’t really any passages about Christmas, Easter, or 

New Church Day. 
- The decorations, the songs, the special services—none of that is spelled out in 

the teachings of the New Church or in the Bible. 
- We’re not even directly taught that we should have holidays at all. 
- The Children of Israel were told exactly what special days they should have, 

on what days, and exactly what they should do to observe each of those 
special times. 

- That’s not the situation that we’re in today. 
- I’m not bringing this up to say that we should get rid of what we currently do but to point out 

that we can evaluate how we celebrate these holidays and evaluate whether changing some 
of the things that we do might better achieve the goals of these holidays. 

- We spend weeks getting ready for and anticipating Christmas but, at the moment we don’t do 
a whole lot to get ready for Easter. 

- It kind of feels like it sneaks up on us. 
- We see the marshmallow eggs in the shops and enjoy eating those and then suddenly 

it’s Palm Sunday and that’s kind of fun. 
- We do have a special service in the week before Easter and people who are able to 

make it have said that that service helps them to feel the significance of Easter. 
- And then there’s Easter Sunday and some people can make it for that and others are 

away because it’s a long weekend and then we’re past Easter and on to the rest of the 
year. 

- Maybe that’s fine; maybe that’s enough. 
- But, just for comparison, the stories that we talk about for Christmas all pretty much 

come from 4 chapters of the Bible. 
- Whereas, if you count the chapters in the Bible that cover what happens after Palm 

Sunday through to the Easter story, you get 26 chapters! 
- 4 vs. 26. 

- So, one of the reasons for observing Lent is to have more of an intentional time set aside for 
anticipating and getting ready for celebrating Easter. 

- The next thing to then figure out is what should we do with the time leading up to 
Easter? 

- What should the focus and tone of that season be? 
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- And that leads us to talking about Lent. 
- For hundreds of years certain Christians have been observing Lent in a whole 

variety of ways as a way of preparing for Easter. 
- So today we’re going to talk about some of the history of that and the pros and 

cons of some of the ways it’s been observed over the years and hopefully end up 
with some useful suggestions for you about how you might use the time leading 
up to Easter to grow in your relationship with the Lord. 

History and Fun Facts About Lent 
- Let’s do some history and fun facts about Lent. 
- First, the name. 

- The word Lent is from an Old English word that means “spring season” and may be 
related to the word for lengthening because, in the Northern Hemisphere, at this time of 
year the days are lengthening. 

- In other languages the word for this time doesn’t have anything to do with spring but 
instead means “fortieth” because of the forty days of Lent and in still other languages it is 
called “the fasting period” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lent#Etymology) 

- Next, let’s talk about how it’s been observed over the years. 
- Historians think that people have been fasting in preparation for celebration of Easter 

since very early on in Christianity (https://www.britannica.com/topic/Lent). 
- Apparently it was common practice to fast during the day for the whole period of 

Lent and only eat one meal in the evening and that evening meal could not 
include meat, fish, eggs, or butter. 

- The practice of Lent changed and morphed over the centuries with different groups 
doing different variations of fasting and other practices. 

- These days most Catholics fast for the whole day on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday; 
they eat fish instead of other meat on a Friday; and then they pick some other thing to 
fast from eating for the rest of the time, except for on Sundays. 

- People often take a break from their fasts on Sundays and that’s actually how you 
get forty days from Ash Wednesday to Easter Sunday; otherwise it’s 46 days. 

- Ash Wednesday is the first day of Lent and it’s called that because a lot of churches have a 
service where ash is put onto people’s foreheads in the shape of a cross.  

- This is similar to the Biblical practice of putting ash one one’s head as a sign of 
mourning. 

- Something that I learned is that some churches make that ash by burning dried out palm 
branches that were saved from the previous year’s Palm Sunday service. 

- The day before Ash Wednesday is sometimes called “Fat Tuesday” or Mardi Gras in French 
because that was the last day before Lent started and it was the last day that people were 
allowed to eat all the perishable fats (like butter, eggs, milk) that would go bad before the forty 
days were up. 

- It also has become a day to indulge in as much as possible before Lent begins. 
- Many people just celebrate Mardi Gras and don’t actually get around to giving anything 

up for Lent. 

- That’s all interesting—at least if you find that sort of thing interesting like I do—and we could 
go on at much more length about all the different ways that Lent has been observed over the 
centuries.  

- But where does all of this leave us? 
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- Apart from the history, the best Biblical basis for Lent comes from the story of Jesus 
being tempted in the wilderness for forty days. 

- So let’s spend some time looking at that story. 

Jesus Being Tempted in the Wilderness 
- Luke 4:1-2 (NKJV) 

- 1 Then Jesus, being filled with the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by 
the Spirit into the wilderness, 2 being tempted for forty days by the devil. And in those 
days He ate nothing, and afterward, when they had ended, He was hungry. 

- There’s more detail to the story about how the devil tempts Jesus—what the devil offers Him 
and how Jesus responds with scripture each time. 

- But we’re going to stick with the basics of the story for today. 
- Jesus fasted for forty days in the wilderness before beginning His public ministry and so 

people fast for forty days leading up to Easter. 
- And we will all have wilderness times in our lives—times when we are tempted, times 

when our values are put to the test, times when we feel like we’re emotionally and 
spiritually in the wilderness with nothing to eat and nothing to help us get through. 

- That’s why there are many stories in the Bible of people being in the wilderness, 
like the Children of Israel wandering in the wilderness for forty years. 

- And these times for us, while very unpleasant, are also crucially important to our spiritual 
development. 

- In Jesus’ case, after He had gone through the time of temptation, it says that he 
“returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee” (Luke 4:14). 

- A similar idea is expressed in more detail in the teachings of the New Church. 
- New Jerusalem §194 

- [Temptations or c]rises of the spirit help goodness in us gain control over 
evil and truth gain control over falsity. They help reinforce truths and join 
them to goodness and at the same time shatter evils and the falsities 
that arise from them. They also serve to open our inner, spiritual self and 
bring our earthly self under its control, break up our love for ourselves 
and for the world, and tame the cravings that arise from them. 

Once this has been done, we come into enlightenment and gain a 
perception of what is true and what is good, and of what is false and 
what is evil. This gives us intelligence and wisdom, which then keep 
growing day by day. 

- If we are going to develop spiritually, we’re going to need to go through temptations. 
- But is it something we can schedule to start a week from Wednesday and finish up on 

Easter? 
- Not exactly. 
- But, we can commit ourselves to try to do a better job of following the Lord, and 

that often leads to times of crisis. 
- In Jesus’ cases He had just been baptised by John in the Jordan river and 

was driven into the wilderness by the Spirit immediately after that. 
- If we work to rise above our selfish desires, if we work to think and act from 

our inner, spiritual self, if we commit to live by the principles that we say we 
believe in, then we will encounter struggle. 
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- And we can see a similar dynamic unfold even when we work on giving 
up something minor like chocolate. 

- Let’s now talk about ways you might observe Lent, starting with this idea 
of giving something physical up. 

Ways to Observe Lent 
- We’ve made a little worksheet to help you figure out something to work on. 

Fasting 
- One of the most common ways to observe Lent is to not allow yourself to have something—

either for the whole period of Lent or for certain hours of each day during Lent. 
- Here are a few suggestions of things you could consider fasting from: 

- sugar, meat, chocolate, caffeine, alcohol, television, social media, watching or reading 
the news 

- What is the point of this? 
- One thing it accomplishes is that it gives you more awareness of that thing in your life. 

- When you try to cut out sugar you will suddenly become much more aware of how 
many things you eat with sugar in it and you will also become aware of your sugar 
cravings. 

- That’s useful information. 
- Another thing that depriving yourself of something does is that it allows you to have a 

real picture of what life without that thing in your life could be like. 
- Anecdotally, some friends of mine found that when they cut out caffeine, they were 

less anxious than when they were consuming caffeine daily. 
- You don’t really know what life without watching TV in the evening could be like, 

without trying it out. 
- You don’t know what life without drinking alcohol could be like until you’ve tried 

doing without it for a while. 
- Another thing that fasting from having something can do is make you appreciate and feel 

grateful for having that thing normally, even something as mundane as chocolate. 
- A final thing fasting does is it can give you little reminders to look at things from a 

different and higher perspective. 
- A perhaps silly example is electricity. 
- You’re probably going to find yourself giving up electricity occasionally during Lent, 

whether you want to or not. 
- When those times come you can curse Eskom and the government and whoever, 

or you could choose that to be a prompt to remember to pray for South Africa. 

Repenting 
- The best use of Lent is if it can be a season of introspection that helps you to identify and 

start working on some spiritual issue that you need to repent from.  
- The teachings of the New Church are emphatic about how important repentance is for 

pretty much every aspect of religion and spiritual life. 
- So don’t use the fasting thing as an excuse to ignore larger and more important issues. 

- We can imagine an absurd case like a businessman carefully not eating any chocolate 
for all 40 days of Lent and feeling pretty good about himself but meanwhile he’s 
constantly bullying and mistreating the people who work under him. 

- This section from the prophet Isaiah seems relevant. 
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- The people are feeling indignant that Jehovah didn’t seem to notice how good 
their fasting was but then listen to the Lord’s response. 

- Isaiah 58:3, 5-6 (NKJV, modified) 
- 3 “Why have we fasted,” they say, “and You have not seen? 

Why have we afflicted our souls, and You take no notice?” 
“In fact, in the day of your fast you find pleasure, 
And exploit all your labourers.” 
…. 
5 “Is it a fast that I have chosen, 
A day for a man to afflict his soul? 
Is it to bow down his head like a bulrush, 
And to spread out sackcloth and ashes? 
Would you call this a fast, 
And an acceptable day to Jehovah?” 

6 “Is this not the fast that I have chosen: 
To loose the bonds of wickedness, 
To undo the heavy burdens, 
To let the oppressed go free, 
And that you break every yoke? 

- What would the Lord like you to work on for Lent? 
- “Loose the bonds of wickedness”, figure out ways that you’re being cruel to people 

around you and stop it, work to repent from lying, gossiping, swearing, pornography. 
- Pick one and commit to stopping doing it. 

- And then you will find yourself in the wilderness without food. 
- It’s no simple thing to give these bigger things up. 

- It might be that you don’t know exactly what you should focus on repenting from. 
- One thing you can do is try to think of the positive qualities that you want more of in your 

life or in yourself and that might help you identify what you want to work on changing. 
- Forgiveness, honesty, trustworthiness, patience, gratefulness, empathy. 
- In order to get more of those things we need to be working to not do the opposite. 

- Or, if you still don’t know, then your project for the season of Lent could be to try to figure that 
out. 

- There are great worksheets that can guide you through a process to figure that out. 
- Or you can spend time daily in prayer or journaling, asking the Lord to help you see what 

to focus on. 
- I’m sure that you’ll have a clearer picture before Lent is over. 
- And this leads to a last, general way to observe Lent or work on getting ready for 

Easter—adding some spiritual practice into your life. 

Adding a Spiritual Practice 
- This might be adding in a time to read the Word at the beginning or end of your day. 

- Read some of those 26 chapters of the Gospels about the week leading up to the Lord’s 
crucifixion and resurrection. 

- Or spending time in prayer at the beginning or ending of your day. 
- Not just praying for yourself but praying for other people—praying for your enemies or 

the people that you are most upset with every day, praying for South Africa. 
- It could be finding a time to meditate or do other mindfulness exercises. 
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- You could work to establish a habit of family worship with your spouse and children during 
Lent. 

- I find that when I think about adding any of these sorts of things in, my natural response is to 
say, “I don’t have the time. When will that fit in?” 

- This is where adding a spiritual practice can work together nicely with fasting from 
something else. 

- If you fast from watching TV in the evening, you’ll suddenly have plenty of time for 
reading the Word. 

- It hasn’t been for Lent but I’ve found that it’s worked well for me to have a rule that I can’t 
look at my phone in the morning until I’ve read the Word.  

- The last spiritual practice that I’d strongly recommend is keeping a daily journal. 
- Find some book or pad of paper that you can write on, or just some notes app on your 

phone and write something each day. 
- It can even just be one or two words but it will help a lot with being able to reflect on the 

experience. 
- One day you might just write, “Failed miserably.” 
- The next day you might write, “Failed again.” 
- But then maybe the next day might be, “Did ok today.” 

- Those three data points are useful and you might find yourself writing a bit 
about why you think you failed on those first two days but did ok on the third 
one. 

- I find that the hard thing is actually forcing myself to start doing the thing but, 
once I’ve started, I find myself writing more than I expected. 

- Keep a Lent journal. 
- Reflect on your experience. 
- Pray to the Lord about your experience. 
- And one other suggestion I have is that you plan to journal more on Good Friday. 

- It’s a public holiday so you should have some more free time. 
- And you’ll be almost done with Lent and it could be really useful to read 

through your previous entries and spend time reflecting on the whole 
experience and figuring out what you want to take forward from it. 

A Few Other Cautions or Recommendations 
- I have a few other cautions and recommendations. 

Don’t Give Up If You Mess Up 
- One is don’t give up if you mess up. 
- “Oh no, I accidentally ate some sugar, now I’m going to stop trying.” 
- Or “It was a terrible day and I had to have some wine so I broke my promise so what’s the 

point carrying on for the rest of the time?” 
- Those times of messing up can be really useful and helpful in figuring out how to work 

on this issue. 
- What happened and why and how can you work to avoid it next time? 

- Also, making certain behaviour changes are just going to take a whole lot of messing up. 
- If you’re focussing on not swearing, you’re going to mess up if swearing is a habit for 

you. 
- Don’t give up if you mess up and accidentally swear. 
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- Take that as a time to pray to the Lord about it. 
- Or, if you were swearing about someone else or at someone else, take some time 

to pray for that person. 
- And do that every time you swear. 
- Even if you end up swearing for every single day of Lent, that will be time well 

spent.  

Beware of Bargaining 
- Another recommendation is to beware of bargaining. 
- If you’re finding yourself doing a lot of figuring out how you can make it ok to still do the thing 

that you’re supposed to be not doing, then that’s time to take a time out. 
- Either do it or don’t—don’t half do it and justify lots of ways to still do it. 
- The point of this is not to score points with the Lord and you can’t fool Him. 

- “Look, Lord, I know I said that I wasn’t going to watch TV in the evening but 
watching YouTube on my phone really isn’t the same thing, so I’m still doing it.” 

- Watch out for that bargaining, finding technicalities kind of mindset and if you find 
yourself in that mode, then stop, and try to reconnect with the point of the exercise. 

Beware of Bingeing  
- In a similar way, another caution is to beware of bingeing. 
- Part of the point of depriving yourself of something during Lent is to examine and maybe 

change your relationship with it. 
- If you binge on that thing before you begin Lent and then can’t wait till Easter Sunday to 

binge on that thing again, then you haven’t changed your relationship with it at all. 
- It still has a hold over you. 
- And that’s really useful information. 
- Journal about that desire to binge. 
- Ask the Lord for help in dealing with that. 

Conclusion 
- The point of all of this and any of this is to be using the time leading up to Easter as a time to 

grow in our relationship with the Lord. 
- And the Lord said to His disciples, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, 

and take up his cross, and follow Me” (Matthew 16:24). 
- If we really want to grow in our relationship with the Lord, then it will involve sacrifice—

giving up things that we don’t want to give up, for the sake of the Lord and for the sake 
of other people. 

- I don’t know what would be the best way for you to use this time to grow with the Lord 
but I want to support you in figuring that out and I want you to consider that it might 
involve being willing to give something up. 

- You might need to let the Lord’s Spirit drive you into the wilderness. 
- But if you do go into the wilderness and do experience the struggle and the lack of that state, 

the one who led you there will also be there with you to help you get through it. 

- Amen.
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