
Chocolate for Lent: 
A Creative Approach to Your Lenten Journey

So, what is Lent?!
The name comes from the Saxon word used for the month of March and signifying springtime and the lengthening of days. The idea of a fast before Easter, however, goes way back to the first centuries of the Church, when Christianity was still struggling to exist under Roman rule. At that time, when new converts to following the Way of Jesus (now known as Christianity) were duly instructed in the teachings and practices of the faith, they were baptized as part of the Easter celebration. The time of instruction and careful examination was important because to commit yourself to this new faith meant that you are vulnerable to being arrested, tortured and or put to death. A time of contemplation and fasting developed prior to the Easter celebration to assist the new converts and remind the current members what it meant to follow Jesus’ way.

The earliest known reference to a forty-day fast was in 325 AD as one of the new church rules.  It became common practice that for the forty days only one meal a day was eaten, with no meat or fish. The forty days is an echo of Christ’s time of fasting in the wilderness after his baptism.  His fast had a purpose—it was a preparation for a major change in his life: the beginning of a ministry that would change the face of history. But Jesus never commanded his followers to fast, and neither did the apostles; instead, it was a call to give up anything that would set them free to follow a new direction. Their change would then change the world.  

So Lent was and is a time of “giving up” as a preparation for a major life change.  

Jesus taught in parables that were illustrated with what his listeners could see, hear, touch, smell, and taste all around them. Today we have a wealth of books and movies that often function in the same way, full of myths and legends that have a great deal to teach us.  

So, what is community?!
The word “community” is often used to describe a group of people who just happen to be thrown together by geography or by a common interest. True community, however, is far deeper and quite rare. M. Scott Peck said, “We define community as a group of people who, regardless of their backgrounds and beliefs, have been able to accept and transcend their differences, enabling them to communicate effectively and openly.” So, here we are—the community of First & St. Stephen’s UCC, thrown together by both geography and common faith and working out what we have been and may become in the near-term future.

Hopefully, you have had the opportunity to watch this movie before working through this study guide. In case your memory needs jogging, here is a list of the main characters:

Vianne: the journeying chocolate maker, daughter of Chitza and George
Anouk: her daughter
Comte de Reynaud: the Mayor of Lasquenet
Roux: the ‘river rat’
Armande Voisin: old lady with diabetes, Caroline’s mother
Caroline Clairmont: daughter of Amande, mother of Luc, secretary to the Comte
Serge Muscat: drunken café owner
Josephine Muscat: Serge’s battered wife
Guillaume Blerot: retired gentleman with dog, Charlie
Madame Audel: widow to whom Guillaume is attracted
Perè Henri: priest
Yvette Marceau: wife starving for physical affection
Alphonse Marceau: weary husband

Chocolate for Lent, Part 1
The Prelude, Power and Possibility of Change

The Prelude to Change: 
Read these Scriptures and think or journal about these questions.

Matthew 4: 1-11, 18-22; Mark 10: 17-27
What would have happened if Jesus had not withdrawn to the desert and been tempted for 40 days before he began his ministry?
What would have happened if Peter and Andrew, James and John had not given up the security of their employment and followed Jesus?
What might have happened if the rich young man had given away everything that he owned and embarked on a new life?

Think about the early scenes: chocolate beans awakening a weary husband’s passion for his toilet-scrubbing wife; Comte in his study, refusing food; Josephine going into the chocolaterie; Guillaume meeting the three widows.  
Many people “give up” aspects of their lives without ever intending to do so. What have the Marceau couple, the Comte, and Josephine “given up” unintentionally?
If outsiders came in through our doors here, what things would they see or hear that might make them think that Christianity is more about what you don’t do than what you do?
For yourself, what are all the things you think might be beneficial for you to give up, whether for a short while, a long while, or for good?

The Power of a Gift: 
Read the Scripture and think or journal about these questions.

Luke 14: 1-24
Think about the scenes where Armande reminisces about her teen years, when Vianne talks to Josephine and later goes to her in the café kitchen, giving her a gift of chocolate.  
What are the different things Vianne does and says that offer people love and acceptance?
Think about ways in which someone’s act of generosity to you—whether of time, respect, listening, a practical gift, showing appreciation for what you had to offer them, etc.—has made a difference to your life.

The Possibility of Change: 
Read the Scripture and think or journal about these questions.

Matthew 12: 1-21
At its heart, this movie is about control. In the little village there is an unspoken pact between those who control and those who assent to be controlled.  It is ruled by habits whose original reasons have been lost in the mists of time.  Vianne’s arrival throws everything into confusion because she questions the “status quo”, just as Jesus did striding across the Judean countryside, ignoring restrictions that had become petty, showing no fear for those who dominated or controlled. Isn’t it strange that the Church that bears his name is so often known as the most hierarchical and authoritarian institution around. Maybe, even the UCC?

Of course, despite our negative evaluations of “authority”, “tradition”, and “hierarchy” we may need to reform them, reclaim for them their rightful place.  A society that totally throws out authority and tradition is a society without order or common values—becoming a society adrift.  An organization with no hierarchy is a confused and inefficient one.  The point is that hierarchy, authority, and tradition should be both flexible and accountable: open to question, evaluation, discussion, and open to change. Remember: the first thing Jesus did was to establish a group of followers and the last thing he did was to ensure it would continue.

The village, like many small communities, was locked into tradition. What was good about the traditional way the village functioned?  
Tranquilitè doesn’t seem such a bad thing—after all, who doesn’t want life to be safe, secure, and calm? But what damage, what unhealthy situations did it lead to?
How would we evaluate our church and community on a “Tranquilitè” scale: too much, not enough, just right?
What might need to change if Jesus Christ turned up here?

Prayer:  
Holy One, help us to open the door—to allow the wind of the Spirit to blow  
    through our stuffy lives.  
Help us to open the door—to welcome strangers and intruders who may just 
    be Christ in disguise.  
Help us to open the door—to changes and disturbances that may just have
    something to teach us.  
Help us, Holy One, to open the door to you. Amen	

