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Lent is among the most ancient of Christian communal prac-
tices. We do not know precisely how it began, but the Didache 
(a fi rst century church treatise which may be older than some 
portions of the New Testament itself) mentions a period of fast-
ing and contemplation which ought to precede baptism. Eas-
ter was the early church’s favorite time to perform baptisms, 
and so the practice of Lent likely arose as a way to communally 
prepare for these important Easter rites. By 339, Athanasius of 
Alexandria wrote of Lent as a 40-day period observed by the 
whole church.

It is this period of 40 days which connects Lent to the image of 
the wilderness. The Gospels tell us Jesus went into the wilder-
ness to fast and pray for 40 days at the beginning of his min-
istry. Jesus’ time in the wilderness in turn evoked the image of 
the ancient Israelites wandering in the wilderness for 40 years 
on their way to the promised land. In that time Israel endured 
terrible trials and hardships, yet the prophets of later centuries 
would refer to the wilderness as the place where Israel was 
closest to their God—the place where they formed the cove-
nant which bound them together forever.

Christians journey through the Church Year as a way of expe-
riencing our sacred story; of living within the story rather than 
simply thinking about it. In Lent, we are particularly trying to 
live within the stories of the wilderness. We are journeying with 
Jesus and Israel into the unknown.

The WILDERNESS is a recurring image in the Bible because it 
speaks so powerfully to our experience as humans. We all know 
this journey on some level—sooner or later, it shows up in every 
life. There is for each of us a lonely place fi lled with uncertainty 
and fear, a place we do not want to go. 



 

At some point we realize there’s no way to go around this 
place—we must cross it. That lonely terrain is the wilderness 
into which God calls us. The wilderness may be a period of life 
when cherished beliefs change or dissolve. It may be a place 
where critical relationships are transformed forever. It may 
manifest as the lonely encounter with death, either our own 
or that of someone we love. In the Bible, those who enter the 
wilderness always emerge changed in some way, transformed 
by the God they encounter in the unknown spaces. Abraham, 
Hagar, Moses, Elijah, Jesus—the list goes on and on. We can’t 
know what our wilderness encounter will look like: when Eli-
jah went into the wild, he could not have anticipated that God 
would send ravens to bring him food (1 Kings 17:6). Whatever 
form our encounter takes, it is likely to change the trajectory of 
everything which comes after. That’s the biblical pattern.

In one sense, the entire Christian life is lived in the wilderness. 
Our baptism is meant to evoke the parting of the seas when 
the Israelites left Egypt and entered the wild. Our Eucharistic 
liturgy refers to Christ as ‘our Passover’—the meal the Israelites 
ate as they set out into the unknown. Once you begin looking 
for the wilderness, it’s everywhere in our tradition. 

What will we fi nd out there?

For these 40 days of Lent, we commit 
to a more intensive form of entering 

that Wilderness. We attempt to travel it 
with our eyes and ears wide open, ready to

 receive whatever lessons it holds.



 

“Remember that you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return.”

BCP 265



 

Our Lenten journey begins with Ash Wednesday’s jarring 
reminder: we are all going to die. Comfortable lives in the in-
dustrialized world can easily become fi lled with distractions 
which make this simple truth easy to forget. During Lent, we 
commit to setting aside a few of these distractions so that we 
can get a better look at our mortality and begin to understand 
its implications. On the other side of Lent, Easter awaits with 
the hope of the Resurrection, but we are in no position to un-
derstand eternal life until we grasp the terrible power of death. 
And so for 40 days we cross the wilderness. We remember that 
we are mortal. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

The Prayer Book bids us to observe “a holy Lent, by self-ex-
amination and repentance; by prayer, fasting, and self-denial; 
and by reading and meditating on God’s holy Word” (BCP 265). 
These elements are all connected: we repent (change our heart 
and mind), pray, and give up distracting pleasures during Lent 
so we might better hear what God is calling us to do with our 
limited span of years on this planet. In the Christian tradition, 
the primary means by which God speaks are the words of scrip-
ture. This does not mean that scripture is simple, straightfor-
ward, or meant to be read through a lens of brittle literalism. 
It does mean that there is something about wrestling with this 
particular set of ancient stories and poetry which uniquely 
leads us towards a greater awareness of the God of Israel and 
Jesus. This is why Christians have insisted for millennia that 
these texts are not just interesting or helpful, but rather that 
they are inspired by God.

This zine is intended as a tool to help you engage with the words 
of Scripture during this Lenten season. It will be your guide to 
the fi ve Sundays leading up to Holy Week. The zine is divided 
into readings drawn from the Sunday lectionary (two Gospel 
lessons, the rest from the Old Testament) along with short re-
fl ections and contemplative questions to help you begin your 
journey into the text.


