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St. Aelred on Lent (1) 

For Lenten chapter talks this year I will look into Aelred's preaching for this season. One reason 
for this choice is that we now have all of Aelred’s sermons for Lent available for the first time in 
English translation. 

Since today's chapter is already extra-long with the reading from RB 48 and 49 and the 
distribution of Lenten books, I'll focus briefly on a short statement from Aelred's last discourse 
on Lent, which seems to date from the final years of his life. 

[L]et us consider the fruits of fasting more carefully so that we might embrace 
fasting with a more kindly feeling [affectuosius amplectamur]. Sins are shed 
through fasting, acquaintance with the Scriptures is given lavishly, persecutors 
are overcome, and temptations are conquered. Behold, these are the fruits of 
fasting: forgiveness of sins, acquaintance with the Scriptures, rescue from 
persecutors, liberation from temptations. (S. 105.1; CF 81:108) 

If he begins the sermon this way, it is precisely because our spontaneous feelings about fasting 
are probably not so kindly. As we will see with his other chapters on this topic, Aelred tends to 
use the word fasting as a catch-all term for the whole exercise of Lent. It is interesting to note 
that he immediately addresses the question of our feelings about this exercise. As we will see, a 
big part of the conversion of Lent, in his view, is a realignment of the inner movements of our 
hearts. In a way it is a good lesson about how to approach anything you find extra challenging 
or that causes anxiety: first question your feelings; perhaps a more kindly attitude will be both 
truer to reality and more helpful as an approach. 

Notice too that Aelred invites us to consider fasting only from the point of view of its fruits. He 
does not approach it as a renunciation. The question is not "What am I giving up?" but "What 
good will I obtain?" from this exercise.Moreover, the four fruits he lists are not what we would 
probably expect. Each is based on a biblical example. Regarding forgiveness of sins, the people 
of Nineveh took heed to Jonah's prophecy and immediately began a fast. Their sins were 
forgiven and the threat of destruction was lifted. As for greater knowledge of the Scriptures, 
Aelred has in mind Moses, who spent forty days fasting as a preparation for receiving the Law. 
His point is that we run the risk of falling into spiritual laziness, the attitude that faith is enough 
and that it is not necessary to investigate the depths of the Scriptures. Fasting accompanies and 
facilitates delving into the word of God. As for rescue from persecutors, he has in mind the 



   

prophet Elijah, who had to flee from the wrath of Jezebel. It was during that time of withdrawal 
that he fasted for forty days before encountering God on Mount Horeb. Real freedom is not 
just distance from the threat; it is encounter with God that frees us interiorly. Fasting is a 
preparation for that freeing experience. And, finally, regarding liberation from temptations, the 
example Aelred has in mind is Jesus himself, who overcame the Tempter only after forty days of 
fasting. 

So, to begin Lent well, we can take an inventory of our affectus: what is my attitude towards 
Lent? Is there perhaps a better perspective I can adopt? To begin Lent well, I might consider 
where it can take me: beyond laziness and negligence into greater alertness and freedom from 
whatever has been weighing me down.  

So, "[L]et us consider the fruits of fasting more carefully so that we might embrace fasting with 
a more kindly feeling," as Aelred suggests, welcoming Lent with expectation rather than with 
clenched fists and gritted teeth. 
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