Visual Arts, Drama and Service Ideas for Lent

Colours

Violet or purple, or unbleached cloth.

Traditionally, violet or purple has been used for the Lent season, since purple is the traditional colour for royalty and reminds worshippers of Christ's kingship (a special emphasis of St John's account of the Passion). The paraments and vestments for Lent have doubled for Advent as well. Unfortunately, this has often meant that the symbols on the paraments have not always been appropriate to Lent (eg mangers and stars). Thought may therefore be given to preparing separate sets of paraments and vestments with Lent and Advent symbols.

Note that for many centuries, the use of unbleached cloth was considered normal during Lent. Some imagination may be used here, if plain undecorated rough cloth such as calico or hessian is used instead of the usual violet or purple.

Flowers

During Lent, it is appropriate to omit the placing of flowers in the sanctuary. Greater contrast will be created if special effort is put into decorating the sanctuary at the Easter Vigil or the first service on Easter Sunday with more flowers than usual. If flowers are used, they could be used sparingly and arrangements could contain mainly violet flowers.

Some suggest that instead of flowers, floral artists could work with greens or sticks and branches, eg palm or olive branches or reeds. This may be an opportunity to explore plant decorations other than flowers.

Decoration for Lent

The austerity of the Lenten liturgy is heightened if the church is stripped of its usual decoration, such as banners and flowers. This enables a contrast to be created with respect to the coming Easter season, when banners, flowers, and other decorations are used to their fullest extent. The removal of all banners can be incorporated into the service on the last Sunday after Epiphany (Transfiguration), by carrying them in procession out of the church during the closing hymn. 

In some places, it has been customary to shroud all remaining representations of Christ or the saints, whether pictures, crucifixes or statues, during Lent. A remnant of this custom remains in some congregations where the crucifix is shrouded in a black cloth on Good Friday. However, while it is perhaps appropriate to extend the shrouding to the whole of Holy Week (including the Sunday of the Passion (Palm Sunday)), it is probably not desirable to do this for the whole of Lent.

If the church has a large empty cross as a central feature, a very striking addition during Lent is to drape a long thin piece of coloured material over the arms of the cross as a symbolic shroud. The colour may match the colour of the paraments on the altar. Thus violet may be used for Lent, and then it could be changed to rose red for Holy Week, white for Maundy Thursday, and black for Good Friday. On Easter Sunday, the cross may be left bare or a white and/or gold cloth may drape the cross for the whole of the Easter season.

Cross and Objects of the Passion

At the beginning of Lent, on Ash Wednesday or the First Sunday in Lent, the congregation may erect a large wooden cross in a prominent place either inside or (as a witness to the local community) in front of the church. Each Sunday, objects of the Passion, such as the following, are added to the cross. This may be done by children. Each addition may be accompanied by brief words of explanation or words of Scripture, or the objects may be added in silence.

· Dice and robe

· Nails and hammer

· Spear

· Crown of thorns

· Notice of sentence

· Whip

Cross / Crown of Thorns and Candles

The following suggestion is based partly on the Advent wreath and partly on the tradition of the Tenebrae service. The extinguishing of candles represents the way in which the disciples abandoned Jesus. 

A wooden cross laid flat, or a crown of thorns, or a combination of the two, are placed in the sanctuary. Six purple or violet candles (one for each Sunday in Lent) or 12 candles (one for each disciple) are placed on the arms of the cross or on the ring of thorns. One white candle, representing Christ, is placed in the centre. (Note: Do not use the paschal candle for this - leave that until Easter.) If a cross is used, holes can be drilled to hold the candles. Alternatively, drive nails into the wood, snip off the heads of the nails and insert the candles on the nails. If a crown of thorns is used, it could be made of blackberry branches or box thorn or some similar local thorny branches or twigs, and the candles arranged around it, as in the Advent wreath. 

Alternatively, a triangular candle stand may be used as for Tenebrae, having a horizontal base and two equal upwardly sloping sides; three (or six) purple/violet candles are mounted on each of the two sloping sides, and the white one at the apex. A cross or crown of thorns may be displayed at the base of the triangle. 

At the First Sunday in Lent all the candles are lit including the white one, and at the end of the service one of the purple candles is extinguished (or two, if using 12 candles). For the Second Sunday in Lent, five (or ten) of the purple candles are lit, and at the end of the service one of those is extinguished (or two); and so on throughout the Sundays in Lent. The last purple candle(s) is/are extinguished at the end of the Passion Sunday service and only the Christ candle remains lit. This remains throughout Holy Week, and at the end of the Good Friday service it is removed, still lit, and carried out of the worship area ready for the full light to reappear at the Easter vigil or the first service on Easter Day in the form of the paschal candle. The removal of the candle may take place during the silence after chapter 19, verse 30, in the reading of St John's Passion.

Lent-Easter Tree

A representation of a trunk of a tree with removable branches may be displayed. The tree initially has six bare branches. One branch is lopped off on each Sunday in Lent, until at the Passion Sunday service only a bare dead stump is left - which remains displayed throughout Holy Week. It then sprouts and grows again throughout Easter.
The representation of a tree could consist of pieces placed on a flannelgraph, or cardboard pinned on a display board, or paper or cloth pinned on a fabric hanging. Alternatively, a craftsperson in the congregation could make a tree with six removable branches.

Congregation Crucifix

Medieval crucifix paintings and carvings often showed the crucified Christ on the cross surrounded by a larger cross-shaped frame, containing depictions of saints, eg the apostles and local saints. The best known of these is the so-called 'Cross of St Francis'. This concept could be adapted by the congregation during Lent as follows.

Draw or copy a large crucifix and surround it with a frame containing photos or drawings of members of the congregation, eg confirmation candidates or children - or a different group could be included each Sunday during Lent (it is best to avoid showing only the 'leaders'). A halo could be drawn or painted around each of the heads. This crucifix could be displayed in the church and briefly explained - that all Christians are saints gathered around the cross of Christ.

Symbols for Lent

The following symbols may be used during Lent. Most of them relate more specifically with Holy Week and the celebration of the Passion, but they may be introduced earlier.

The Cross
There is an almost infinite variety of designs for the cross, among which the following are most popular:

· The Latin cross
This form of the cross has the cross arms and the upper arm at equal length, with the bottom stem twice as long. The Latin cross can be further decorated with a crown of thorns to emphasise the passion of Christ. In the ancient church, a skull was sometimes depicted at the foot of the cross symbolising Christ's victory over death. Other common ways of depicting the cross are: empty, but with the nails in place; and shrouded with the sheet used to wrap the body of Christ.

· The Greek cross
All four arms of equal length. The cross cantonnee is a Greek cross with four smaller crosses of the same design in the blank space in each quarter. This symbolises the five wounds of Christ.

· The Eastern cross
Used by the Orthodox church, this is the same shape as the Latin cross (although a little slimmer) with an extra shorter arm (representing the notice of sentence) above the usual cross arm. A lower arm (representing the place where Christ's feet were supported), the exact length of the upper arm, is also added, but slanting backhand, ie down to the right, at an angle less than 45 degrees. 

· The Celtic cross
Also known as the Irish cross or the cross of Iona, used by the ancient Celtic Christians. A circle, representing eternity, lies over the cross with its centre at the point where the arms cross. The circle is smaller in diameter than the arms of the cross, so that the circle intersects the arms.

· The crucifix
A crucifix is a Latin cross which includes a representation of the Lord's body.

INRI monogram
The familiar INRI stands for the Latin words Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum, that is, Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews. These words were written in Latin, Hebrew, and Greek on the cross above Jesus when he was crucified. Often the monogram is placed on a scroll.

Crown of thorns (and nails)
Sometimes the crown of thorns is shown alone, or with the INRI monogram. Sometimes either three or four nails are thrust into it. Whether three or four nails are used depends on whether or not the tradition is accepted which says that one nail pierced both of Jesus' feet.

Cross rising out from a chalice
The agony in Gethsemane is almost invariably pictured by the use of a jewelled chalice out of which is rising a small cross, with pointed ends. This is called the cross of suffering. The chalice is golden, and the cross is red. The reference is to our Saviour's prayer in Gethsemane concerning the cup of suffering (Luke 22:42).

The passion flower
Although of modern origin, the passion flower has lately been used as a Passion symbol. The flower is said to contain all the symbols of the Passion:

· Central column represents the column to which Christ was tied when he was whipped

· The ovary is shaped like a hammer used to drive the nails

· The three styles, each with a rounded head, are the nails

· The five stamens symbolise the five wounds

· The rays within the flower form a halo, symbolising the Lord's glory

· The leaf is shaped like the spear that pierced his heart

· The ten petals represent the ten apostles who forsook Jesus

· The flower is said to bloom for three days, the time of Christ in the tomb

Heart pierced by a lance
A common symbol relating to the death of Christ when his heart was pierced.

The Lamb of God
This is a symbol for Christ, but care must be taken that the lamb which is depicted is not a victory lamb such as is portrayed in the visions of Revelation and which is more appropriate for Easter. The passion lamb is sometimes shown with its heart pierced and with its blood flowing into a chalice to symbolise the blood of Christ shed for the life of the world.
Offering Basket
Since one of the focuses of Lent is fasting and giving to the needy, Lent can be a good time to introduce a food basket in your congregation, and the children can help the congregation learn about its importance. 

Buy an attractive wicker basket to place at the door of the church. Encourage the congregation during the week to keep those less fortunate in mind when they go shopping, and to buy an article or two of non-perishable food to place in the food basket on Sunday. Ask two children to bring the food basket to the altar with the other offerings during the service. Then the food may be donated to welfare agencies to distribute to those whose need is greatest.

