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Social media, smartphones give young people a new look at Lent
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This is not your parents' Lent.
That's pretty clear when smartphone alarms -- sounding like police whistles -- ring at mealtimes on Fridays
along with text messages from the "meat police" offering reminders such as: "Hey, it's Friday, drop the
cheeseburger!"
The Friday no-meat reminder comes through the Lentsanity app produced by the Fellowship of Catholic
University Students. Jonathan Teixeira and Kevin Cotter, the brains behind the program, work at the group's
headquarters just outside Denver. They told Catholic News Service March 7 that they began working on the
project a few months ago.
"Lent is a great opportunity for people to get into their faith, to try something for 40 days, and we wanted to
provide something for people and how to do it," Teixeira said.
He said the app has "taken on life of its own from (promotion) online and word of mouth."
Cotter likened the app's appeal to the popularity of the pope alarm app they developed last year that sent more
than 135,000 notifications after the Sistine Chapel released white smoke indicating that the cardinals had elected
a new pope.
"People are proud to be Catholic," Cotter said, and if technology can bring people together around their faith,
"it's even better" because people love to show their friends what's on their phones, he added.
He said the app shows how the church is relevant in the modern world and has something to say, especially
during Lent. As he points out, the whole idea of giving something up for Lent is hard in a culture that bingewatches television shows and where people eat whatever they want.
"Part of our culture realizes we do too much," he said, adding that "a physical fast helps people reflect on their
spiritual interior. We can empty ourselves physically to spiritually prepare the way for Christ."
Teixeira said even a simple reminder not to eat meat on Fridays is helpful. "We've all been there, where we're
halfway through a cheeseburger and think, 'Oh no, it's a Friday in Lent!' "
The idea of online spiritual support is something Christina Mead, web content editor with LifeTeen, also has
witnessed.

Mead posted a list of creative things to give up during Lent on the LifeTeen blog, which was liked more than
50,000 times on Facebook a week after Lent began. The list includes suggestions such as cutting out screen
time, baby-sitting for free on weekends, wearing the same four outfits during Lent and doing ab crunches while
praying the Hail Mary.
Mead, who spoke to CNS on Wednesday from LifeTeen offices in Mesa, Ariz., said the whole concept of
working together on Lenten sacrifice resonates with teens.
She said the modern world "celebrates mediocrity and self-centeredness," so to ask teenagers to step outside that
and do something in bold ways -- such as giving something up for 40 days -- is very countercultural yet also
appealing. "They just really come alive with that idea and latch onto it."
And for teens who don't have a strong parish group they can turn to, she said they can get spiritual support
through the online community formed by LifeTeen's social media outreach.
Only one week into the 40 days, Mead said it's been an exciting time. "I get to see the young church really come
alive," she said.
Young adult Catholics also are in the Lent social media mix. The Paulists' Busted Halo website features a fast,
pray, give daily Lenten calendar. The calendar's introduction urges those following it -- about 30,000 according
to Facebook likes Wednesday -- to think about Lenten practices in a broader context.
It suggests fasting from dependence on electronic devices, praying for the 1.6 billion people in the world who
have no access to electricity and spending the extra time saved in giving some time to others.
But really, you don't have to be young to have fun with Lent or to use one's phone or computer for spiritual help
or direction in the 40 days. Online Lenten tools include virtual Stations of the Cross, apps that track spiritual
activities, and tools to help one prepare for confession, pray the rosary or read the Bible.
The tools are really just that, though, as the long-standing practice of Lenten fasts is so that we can "hunger for
God without being overstuffed with food and drink," according to Msgr. Kevin Irwin, a professor of liturgical
studies at The Catholic University of America in Washington.
In an email to CNS, he said "sobriety and eating less are meant to make us realize in our physical bodies that we
are always meant to be empty and poor to allow Christ to fill us with his riches."
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