
Feasting and Fasting 

We just assume that Ash Wednesday begins the season of fasting and repentance that 

characterizes the Lenten experience, but that hasn’t always been the case.  When it was 

first observed in the Middle Ages, Shrove Tuesday was seen primarily as a day for the 

confession of sins in anticipation of Lent, which began the following day.  “Shrove” comes 

from the Old English verb “shrive,” to confess one’s sins to be given penance and absolu-

tion.  Over time, as the whole season of Lent was given over to the practices of confession 

and repentance, the need to confess before Lent was not stressed.  So Shrove Tuesday, 

and the week before, came to be more focused on feasting and merrymaking, activities 

restricted during Lent. 

What this “feasting and merrymaking” consisted of varied from place to place.   In French 

speaking countries they celebrated Mardi Gras (Fat Tuesday); in Spanish and Portuguese 

countries it was called Carnival (Latin for ‘letting go of the meat’), and Pancake Day in 

England and other European countries.  What these celebrations had in common was the 

eating of cakes, pancakes, and pastries, as a way of using up eggs, butter, milk and sugar; 

foods that were at one time prohibited during Lent.  Besides consuming rich food and 

drink, these celebrations encouraged the bending of the rules and throughout Renais-

sance Europe people would throw mud, flour, eggs and lemons at each other (food fight!).  

It was also a time to wear masks, and in some places the lower classes would dress up a 

members of the ruling class in a temporary funny reversal of roles (a reminder that we 

are all equal before God).  Parades also became very popular.  We see many of these cus-

toms today in play in Carnival in Rio De Janeiro and in Mardi Gras in New Orleans. 

The Roman Catholic Church did not try to stop these celebrations, but curb their excesses.  

At the time of the Reformation, Protestants for the most part banned them, but kept the 

observance of Lent.  But this just shows that the Church has always been better at fasting 

than feasting.  Both have missed a golden opportunity to show that feasting is just as 

much a spiritual activity as fasting.  There are numerous scriptures which speak of the 

consumption of food and drink as a appropriate activity with deep spiritual significance.  

Our play is just as much a spiritual activity  as anything else we do as Christians.  Why not 

appropriate scriptures and a liturgy for Shrovetide? 
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