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Lent and Easter: Pagan, Christian and Modern Cultures
The evening first Sunday of Lent found me at an ecumenical service hosted by an Evangelical Church.  Needless to say there was no mention of Lent and several of the songs featured that glorious Hebrew song of praise ‘Alleluia!’ which Christians who keep Lent omit from worship for a season.  Reflecting on this I of course realised that for those Christians because Lent is not specifically mentioned in the Bible they do not keep it; even though Our Lord’s forty days in the wilderness is straight from the Gospel and prayer and penitence, fasting and almsgiving are all deeply biblical. Moreover they may well further criticise liturgical Christians (Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, Lutherans and many others) for using Pagan festivals, noting that the words ‘Easter’ and ‘Lent’ have pagan Anglo-Saxon and Teutonic roots.
Can I first observe that this is Anglo-Saxon cultural imperialism of the highest order? It is a peculiar criticism based on seeing the world through the lens of the English language that simply wouldn’t be if one were to use most other languages.  The Church existed before it had to translate its teaching and practice into the languages and cultures of the tribes of Northern Europe and Scandinavia.  In Asia, in Africa and much else of Europe, the Church had learned to express herself in Semitic Languages, in Greek and in Latin, before she articulated her Good News to the Saxons, Teutons, Goths and the rest.  In addressing such pagan tribes she had to learn their language and understand their cultural meaning systems so that she could communicate.  But it was pre-existing truths and practices that she communicated. 
The Christian Easter developed out of understanding the work of Christ within the frame of the Jewish Passover.  It is from the Hebrew Pesach that we derive Pasch ‘paschal’ and the French ‘Pâques’.  The earliest Christian liturgical keeping of Easter took the form of a strict fast (of one, two or more days) which closed with a celebration of the Eucharist.  With time this developed into the Lent, Holy Week and Easter which liturgical Christians continue to honour.
When it came to teach such practices to the pagans it was natural that they should use words and ideas from their cultures.  There was already a pagan understanding that the time of the lengthening spring days (lenctentid)  should be marked by spiritual disciplines.  It was an easy connection to make to link this with the Christian time of preparation for the annual feast of the resurrection and to adapt the existing name for the season to be used for the Christian fast.  Equally well the pagans kept a festival to the fertility Goddess Eastre (or Oestre, Eoster, Ostara, Ostern – the spellings vary across the sources in Northern Europe and Scandanavia).  This was a time of celebrating new life after winter.  Christian missionaries were able to use this framework to help the pagans understand the new life of the Risen Lord Jesus. 
This speaks to me of good practice in the past and a challenge for the future.  The pioneers of the evangelisation of Northern Europe and indeed of these islands had a faith strong enough to risk expressing itself in the strange and new frontier of the tribes on the edge of Christendom.  As we find ourselves in a new and strange post-Christendom culture, we need a new evangelisation which can express the unchanging truths of the Gospel in the languages and cultures of our time.
