
1  

 

Meatfare Sunday: 
Gettting Ready for Lent: Part 1 

 

Lent is almost here.  We have only one more Sunday before the Vespers of 

Forgiveness.  So, I thought  I needed to talk  a little bit about getting ready for the 

Lenten Journey.  I don’t know if any of you remember those little purple bracelets with 

the word, “Sacrificium” written on them.  They are making their rounds again this year 

As I reflected on this Lenten project, which undoubtedly means a great deal to lots of 

people,  I began to ask myself- why the word “sacrifice”? What does that word conjure 

up for people, what does it conjure up for me?  What does it suggest is happening 

during Lent?  Does it mean that I’m “giving up something”, and that that somehow 

makes God happy?  Does it mean earning brownie points with God somehow? There 

are some very different meanings that we attach to that word “sacrifice”, I think.  The 

traditional three big spiritual tools of Lent are 1) fasting and abstinence from food, 2) 

prayer, and 3) almsgiving or forms of concrete charity.  Are these the “sacrifices” of 

Lent?  And if they are, why do we offer them, and why does God want them?  

 

I think that during the 60s and 70s lots of people, in reaction to that understanding of 

Lent which makes God into a kind of grim overlord who takes a certain delight in my 

Lenten discomfort, began to reject lots of Lenten practices and disciplines.  It became 

especially complicated for people when this picture of God as the grim overlord was tied 

up with the threat that if you don’t do certain things, it’s a “mortal” sin, that is, it’s a rule-

breaker that can send you to hell.    Now, all of that produced in people, it seems to me, 
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one of two things- either a real anxiety with regard to ascetical practices of all kinds,  or 

an attitude of “whatever”- this Lenten stuff is just another way the guys up top try to 

control my life.   I understand that reaction entirely.  

 

And so many of us have arrived at this place, I think, where we really don’t know very 

clearly what to do with Lent and its spiritual tools, except for the liturgical and musical 

stuff that we change around.  Either we tend to go backwards to the “bad old days” with 

ideas of “required observances” and at least a minimum of things you have to do or 

else, or we just don’t seem to take the Lenten tools very seriously at all.  And it is this 

either-or situation that we need somehow to push through in order to get to a better 

spiritual and theological place. 

 

So, what is it that God really wants of us during Lent?  What is God looking for in our 

Lenten observance?  Well, I’m pretty sure what God is not looking for.  God is not 

looking for a “deal” or a “transaction” of some kind that we might try to make with our 

fasting, prayer and almsgiving.  God is not looking for us to do something so that He 

can then reward us, at least in the usual way in which we think of “rewards”.  The 

Gospel of Jesus Christ is not “transactional”.  It is transformational.  “Transactional”, or 

“deal-making”, religion is always a serious temptation, but it is not what Gospel is about. 

 

Put quite simple, but quite densely, God is not somehow looking for us to somehow try 

to cut a deal with Him by what we do.  Rather, God is looking for us “to put on the mind 

of Christ”, “to be transformed by the renewal of our minds”, as the apostle puts it.  The 
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meaning of this is what we need to unpack throughout our Lenten journey- what does it 

mean for us to “put on” this mind of Christ?  What does it mean to be “transformed” in 

our own minds.   

 

I would suggest to you that this is what Lent is about and this is what those three tools 

of fasting, prayer and almsgiving are about.- the transformation of our minds, the 

renewal of our hearts and our lives.  For what purpose?  To what end? To please a 

displeased God? To somehow gain this God’s favor?  No! I don’t think so.  The purpose 

and the end of the Lenten journey and effort is so that we can rediscover this God as 

the One who gives us life simply because He created us and loves us, and so  we then 

can then share His life with the world.  The three tools of fasting, prayer and almsgiving 

are the concrete ways through which we learn how to do this, how we learn what being 

transformed in the renewal of our minds and putting on the mind of Christ means.   

 

In the gospel today, Jesus tells the parable of the sheep and the goats at the Last 

Judgment and how what we do with the food we have in relation to those who need it 

will determine how we stand before the Judge on the Last Day.  Food, in this sense, 

plays a huge role in our relationship with God and with other people. The prayer of 

thanksgiving before meals that we used during the parish retreat this past week-end 

reminds us of something very important when we’re about to sit down to eat.  It goes 

like this: 

Bless, O Lord,  
this food we are about to eat,  
and we pray You, O God,  
that it may be good for our body and soul,  
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and if there is any poor creature  
hungry or thirsty walking the road,  
may God send them in to us  
so that we can share the food with them,  
just as Christ shares His gifts with all of us.  
 

As we approach Lent, we need to pause beforehand and really reflect on the fact that 

the whole thing begins with the issue of food.  We sometimes say, “oh, I’m not going to 

fast from food; I’m going to fast from anger or hatred or envy, or something like that.”  

Now that sound pious, and even sounds right, because getting rid of things like hatred 

and envy and anger is certainly a huge part of the goal of Christian transformation and 

putting on the mind of Christ.  But we seriously delude ourselves if we think that getting 

rid of stuff like that is easy or quick.  Removing anger and hatred and envy from my life 

is a life-long struggle, not something I can tick off after the 3rd week of Lent.   

 

That’s why the ascetical disciplines of nearly all religious traditions have us begin with 

fasting from the easier, more concrete, stuff first- like food- so that we can train 

ourselves towards dealing with the more serious things in our lives.  And if we don’t 

think we need that training, we should pause and take a little “arrogance test” about our 

real capabilities. Sometimes I think that we sophisticated, educated westerners don’t 

realize just how far down on the spiritual food chain we really are.  For Lent to have the 

ability to change us, I think that our training really does need begin with the simple, 

concrete stuff first. 

 

While the traditions of Christian East and West vary in terms of what the discipline 

surrounding food includes, they both begin with something very specific- abstinence 
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from meat.  Byzantine Christians already begin with abstinence from meat this week, 

and Roman Christians begin Ash Wednesday with abstinence from meat and insist on 

continuing that abstinence at the very minimum on Fridays.  Why meat?  Why not 

lettuce or cucumbers or nuts?  There is something about this seemingly little, but huge, 

detail that we need to think about. Abstaining from meat has layers of meaning.  I would 

like to suggest just two of them: 

 

First, abstaining from meat recalls us to the story of our spiritual beginnings in the 

Garden of Eden in the book of Genesis when we “walked with God”.  In the Garden, 

according to the story, we did not eat meat; we didn’t kill animals.  Only after the Fall 

into sin did human beings begin to kill and eat and use the body parts of  other sentient 

creatures, creatures which can experience pain and pleasure.  Meat wasn’t even on the 

menu when the Lord gave Adam and Eve the Garden for their use.  Now, this is a story, 

but it is a story that means something.  It gives us an image of human beings somehow 

at peace with God, with their environment and with the animal world of creatures who, 

like us, can feel pain and pleasure.   

 

I think that’s why there are some Christian monastics of both East and West who never 

eat meat.  I think that why on the Eastern Christian calendar more than 200 days of the 

year are fasting days, days when meat is not eaten.  I think that’s why what is called the 

First Precept among Buddhists has to do with this very issue: “I undertake to observe 

the precept to abstain from killing living beings.”- not just human beings, but all living 

beings.  And I think this is part of the reason why we begin the Lenten journey with an 
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certain abstinence from eating meat- because we know at some deep level that even 

though it’s the most “normal” thing in the world, when little Auntie Mabel has a chick-fil-a 

with her fries and coke, she, and we, are part of a web of violence and killing that is 

somehow not quite right. 

 

The second layer of the meat issue has to do with our relationship to God and other 

people- what Jesus speaks about in the gospel.  It’s double-headed: don’t worry about 

food- seek God’s Kingdom first- and share your food with the hungry- because that’s 

like sharing your food with Jesus Himself.  I remember listening to a program on NPR 

about farming in Nebraska.  Famers were talking about how well farming was going 

even despite the recession during the past few years and about the new methods of 

farming that have been developed which are capable of producing much higher yields of 

crops.  And then one farmer said something that struck me like bucket of cold water- he 

said that American farmers have the capability to feed the world- to feed the world.  

Now, isn’t that a good thing?  Yes, of course, it is.  But the fact is- we don’t.  We don’t 

feed the world.  We could, but we don’t.   

 

If you really want to reflect more deeply on this tragic fact of life, just have a glance at 

the book, The Bottom Billion.  Why the Poorest Countries Are Failing and What Can Be 

Done About It.  It’s a chilling book in many ways.  But what it made clear to me is that, in 

addition to being caught up along with Auntie Mabel in a web of violence and killing,  we 

are also all caught up in a social, political and economic web which is capable of 

feeding the nearly billion people on this planet who go hungry every day, but we choose 
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not to for various reasons.  It is not a matter of the lack of capability; it’s a matter of not 

wanting to.  And we are all caught in this web. 

 

Out Lenten abstinence from meat at the get-go should start us thinking about food, 

about its “spiritual” significance.  Lent should begin by making us aware of everything 

that goes in our mouths, its’ cost, the “sacrifice” of animals, and what other people need 

to live.  When our spiritual tradition urges us to fast from meat, it is urging us to 

eliminate that kind of food which is expensive to raise and expensive to buy.  Our 

Christian tradition urges us to live more simply, so that, as the saying goes, others can 

simply live.   

 

The fast and abstinence from meat means first of all  that we learn to trust God that we 

can do this, that we learn to let go of at least some of what we think we need so that 

other people might live.  This is part of what it means to seek first the Kingdom of God  

and God’s justice in our lives.  Cultivating the discipline of fasting and abstinence is not 

about winning brownie points with God; it’s about training ourselves step by step to see 

the world a little more like God sees it, to relate to the world- to other people to animals, 

to the earth itself, a little more like God intends.  It’s about learning to “put on the mind 

of Christ”.  It’s about learning to open our minds and our hearts and our bodies to the 

work of God’s Spirit.  If this is what the Lenten “sacrificium”/”sacrifice” means, then, I’m 

all for it!  


