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Lent and the Acceptable Time 
  
One thing that stands out during the early part of Lent is the simplicity of the liturgy: one 
Lenten weekday after another; no memorials or feast days to interrupt the flow; the omission of 
the Te Deum and the Gloria on Sundays; violet vestments day after day—the list could go on. 
  
So the two solemnities—St. Joseph and the Annunciation—that often occur during Lent stand 
out all the more. It would be unfortunate to regard them as interruptions in the observance of 
Lent or as a mere break from the monotony. It is worth noticing that both celebrations are a little 
like echoes from the Advent-Christmas seasons, since Mary and Joseph are key figures in all the 
events surrounding the Incarnation. The occurrence of these solemnities in Lent is a good 
reminder of the unity of the Christian mysteries: we never really isolate, for instance, the 
mystery of the Cross from the mystery of the Nativity; the Epiphany and Easter are not distant 
cousins. And, in any case, the liturgical year was never meant to guide us through the mysteries 
in an imposed chronological order. Each of the Christian mysteries is a facet of the overall 
mystery of Christ. And our lives too are mystically part of the whole Christ through our 
membership in the Church as baptized Christians. 
  
It is actually instructive to ponder on Saint Joseph’s role in the history of salvation and on 
Mary’s fiat in the midst of these otherwise nondescript Lenten days. Saint Joseph seems always 
to have remained a discreet, supportive figure in the background. As for the moment of the 
Annunciation, in spite of Saint Luke’s beautiful description, it was Mary’s secret, a deep and 
hidden mystery. The feast days stand out, but at the time, in the moment, Mary’s and Joseph’s 
experiences attracted no attention. God’s saving action broke through to humanity at unexpected 
times and in hidden ways. 
  
It is worth considering where you fit in the overall picture of the Christian mystery and the 
history of salvation. How often do you find yourself wishing you had lived at another time, in 
order actually to have experienced, say, what the apostles, martyrs, or great saints experienced in 
times that seem more significant than your own. Or, conversely, how often do you find yourself 
regretting that your experience of the Church has to be now, in the midst of scandal, polarization, 
or decline? Or worse yet, perhaps such thoughts have you feeling sorry for yourself: the Church, 
the Order, the community, knew better days, didn’t they? Look where things are going now. 
What’s to become of me? 
  
As natural as it is for our minds to drift into such thoughts, it is important to notice how out of 
sync they are with the actual unfolding of the history of salvation and with the all-encompassing 
mystery of Christ. The decisive moment for Joseph came in the midst of betrothal plans gone 
awry. The decisive moment for Mary came unrelated to any events in her own life or in the 
world around her. Joseph and Mary were given no special preparation, were provided with no 
hints, and received no briefings on the future consequences of their responses and actions. Their 



consent was crucial to the unfolding of God’s plan, but it had to be given without any previews 
of what that plan involved for them. 
  
It cannot be any different for us. If we matter in the history of salvation—and we do, as has the 
life of every Christian before us—then our role is meant for now. The refrain from Saint Paul we 
hear so often in Lent puts it well: “Behold, now is the acceptable time; behold, now is the day of 
salvation” (2 Cor 6:2). This day, this moment in the history of salvation is all we have. Our 
consent to God’s plan and our response to God’s call matter now, as much as they ever have in 
the lives of saints and ordinary Christians alike. The time given to us is never free from trial or 
disappointment, but it is still the only God-given time we have. Saint Bernard reminds us of this 
truth toward the end of his Lenten homilies on Psalm 90, commenting on the verse “I will save 
him in distress”: 
  

How do we know that [the Lord] is with us in distress? Well, because we are in that 
distress. Who could exist, who could stand firm and persevere without him? Let us 
consider it all joy, my brothers, when we fall into various kinds of distress, not only 
because “we must enter the Kingdom of God through many tribulations,” but also 
because “the Lord is close to the brokenhearted.” Or, as someone has said, “If I walk in 
the shadow of death, no evil will I fear, because you are with me.” (QH 16.3) 
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