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“The Haven of Lent” 

 

At the night office this week we heard a Lenten sermon from Caesarius of 

Arles, a sixth-century bishop who remained in close contact with monastic 

life. He uses a thought-provoking image for Lent that is worth pondering: 

 

Although through the mercy of God you frequently and devoutly hear 

the divine lessons throughout the entire year, still during these days 

we ought to rest from the winds and the sea of this world by taking 

refuge, as it were, in the haven of Lent, and in the quiet silence to 

receive the divine lessons in the receptacle of the heart. Devoting 

ourselves to God out of love for eternal life, during these days let us 

with all solicitude strive to repair and compose in the little ship of our 

soul whatever throughout the year has been broken or destroyed or 

damaged or ruined by many storms, that is, by the waves of sin. 

 

Since we tend to see Lent as a time of effort or perhaps even drudgery, it is 

refreshing to think of it as a safe haven. To imagine the soul as a little ship 

is also evocative of many images from the Bible: the ark, saving what can be 

saved, and waiting for a chance to start over; Jonah’s ship as a place of 

reckoning with God; the many episodes in the gospels, where a boat is the 

place of vocation or a place of teaching or a vessel in which Jesus calms the 



storm, or an occasion for encounter with the risen Lord. There is even the 

image from the Letter of James, where the soul is imagined as a ship with 

the tiny, but powerful tongue as the rudder. 

 

The forty days in the calm waters of Lent are a chance for us to catch up 

with our soul. It is obviously not a matter of taking some R & R, but neither 

is it a kind of spiritual busyness. There are many little ways we can spend 

more time in the harbor, closer to home, so to speak, the community 

Lenten reading being one of them. Each of us can also add some practice 

along the same lines to make room for self-knowledge and be to still 

enough for God to work on us: some time of meditation, the rosary, the 

stations, a walk—moments of respite in the haven of Lent. It is interesting 

to note that Caesarius says in this same sermon: “above all, come to Terce, 

Sext, and None”—again, small practices that keep us anchored and prevent 

us from drifting away as the day goes on. 

 

In order to make the best of this time in the harbor, we need to take stock 

of the storms we’ve been through and assess the damage. Caesarius 

mentions the most dangerous waves, the waves of sin—and here, Lent as a 

special time for confession and penance has its place. But we go through 

winds and storms of all sorts. There are interpersonal storms that can leave 

us bruised or reveal to us that our behavior is bruising others. There are the 

passions, whichever ones tend to afflict us the most or have been disturbing 

us most recently. There is the drivenness that we may blame on others or 

on circumstances, but which is really an ongoing avoidance of the self or an 

escape from an unresolved problem. There is exhaustion, real or perceived, 



which may be the consequence of self-imposed pressures and busyness. 

There is restlessness, the attractive force of unfocused desires pulling us in 

all directions and away from our main purpose. Or there is the build-up of 

disappointment that results from laziness and the avoidance of 

responsibility. Just to acknowledge any of these things in ourselves is a first 

step in repairing or setting in order our little wave-tossed ship.  

 

Caesarius adds to this image of Lent as a time of respite and repair another 

aspect: “For this reason,” he says, “by fasting, reading and prayer in these 

forty days we ought to store up for our souls provisions, as it were, for the 

whole year.” This provisioning is above all a matter of paying more intense 

attention to our reading or to what is read to us. So, not only do we aim to 

“repair and compose” our “little ships” during these forty days, but we also 

seek to fill them with the abundant provisions of the Lenten liturgy. 
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