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St. Aelred on Lent (I1) 
  
At first sight, Lent does not seem to have been a priority for Aelred. Not counting a sermon for 
Holy Thursday and another for Holy Saturday, there are only six sermons for Lent. Moreover, 
two of those six are not by Aelred: they are among the handful of texts he copied directly from 
Geoffrey Babion. These borrowed sermons are nonetheless significant in the sense that they 
convey teaching that Aelred appreciated. They also provide constructive contrast with Aelred's 
own work: the tone of Babion's sermons is a little drier and more severe than what comes 
directly from Aelred's pen. In any case, how do we account for so small an output for Lent on 
Aelred's part? 
 
He provides a hint in one of the Lenten sermons (S. 53.20) when he refers to his comments 
elsewhere on Isaiah's prophecy (Is 58) on the so-called “burdens” (i.e., S. 47), which Aelred 
interprets as things that burden the soul. Apparently, he considered certain teachings from other 
occasions as applicable to Lent. There are, in particular, many parallels between the themes of 
his few Lenten sermons and his exceptionally numerous sermons for the feast of Saint Benedict, 
of which there are a total of eleven. In his day, that feast was celebrated on March 21, a date that 
usually falls in Lent, which strengthens the connection. Also, looking further afield, it is good to 
recall that a section in Aelred's little work On the Formation of a Recluse deals specifically with 
the practice of Lent. So, any consideration of Aelred's teaching on Lent should take into account 
possible parallels with these other writings. 
 
One of the most outstanding characteristics of Aelred's approach to Lent is his insistence that all 
bodily practices must extend into spiritual practices. For instance, he recommends to the recluse: 
"At this time then every Christian should add something to his customary service and be more 
diligent, more fervent in guarding his heart and his lips" (Inst. Rec. 11). This approach is 
especially at work when it comes to fasting. In Sermon 52, he says: 
 

As for fasting, which is spoken of with greater solemnity and frequency at this 
season and seems to me to involve the other practices, I feel that I must treat of it 
at greater length. There is bodily fasting, a fasting of the senses, a fasting from 
activity, and a spiritual fasting. Bodily fasting is restricting the amount of food 
allowed to the stomach. Fasting of the senses is the withdrawal from our senses of 
their accustomed pleasures. Fasting from activity is to impose the curb of repose 
on our restlessness and our absorption in business. Spiritual fasting is to rid the 
heart of wandering and harmful thoughts. (S. 52.19; CF 80:69) 

 
Each of these four kinds of fasting deserves close attention. Regarding fasting of the senses, 
Aelred stresses hearing and speaking, noting that many people find just as much pleasure in 
exchanging gossip as they do in eating. To fast from food benefits mostly the one fasting. To fast 
from gossip benefits the neighbor and the community as well.  
 



As for fasting from activity, here Aelred strikes a note that resonates for us who live in a culture 
that values constant activity, progress, and results, where workaholism is too easily seen as a 
virtue. His choice of words is striking: "Fasting from activity is to impose the curb of repose on 
our restlessness and our absorption in business," 'curb of repose' here translating frenum quietis, 
literally the bridle or the brake of quiet. In other words, Aelred is proposing to us the ascetical 
practice of slowing down or putting on the brakes when our activist tendencies get out of hand. 
Note also that quies is often used as a synonym for contemplation. The more we are driven or 
given to restlessness, the more relevant is this practice of imposed rest or quiet. Try it: it can be 
more difficult to hold back from the impulse to do something than from the urge to eat. 
 
The fourth kind of fasting Aelred proposes involves the inner world unique to each of us. He 
says: 

As for the mind, I leave it to your own experience to judge how pleasurably it 
feeds on forbidden or idle thoughts, how it relishes criticism of someone else's 
life, how it grows fat on its own praises and the censure of others. (S. 52.21; CF 
80:70) 

 
The first step is to notice and own these self-centered movements of the heart. Only then can we 
work at catching and rejecting such thoughts as they emerge. 
 
Perhaps the practice of resisting the power of appetite and taking less food is best seen as an 
outward emblem of resisting the pull of self-love and selfishness within.  Aelred considers the 
mere fact of abstaining from food as stuck in the Old Testament. Abstinence for him only has 
spiritual impact — only moves into the New Testament, so to speak — if it reaches more vital 
parts of our being than just our stomachs. The heart of the matter for Aelred is the will. As he 
says: 

Indeed, brothers, no fasting is more acceptable to God, or more fruitful, than 
refraining from one's own will. For no food tastes better to the mind, none is 
relished more, none so rouses and cheers the spirit as accomplishing one's own 
will. (S. 52.22; CF 80:70) 

 
Finally, Aelred ends this Sermon 52 with a wish and a prayer that perfectly captures this stage of 
our Lenten exercise: 
 

May these thoughts, brothers, remain firmly fixed in your hearts, so that you may 
continue the fast you have begun in such a way as to reap a generous harvest of 
divine grace, through Christ our Lord. (S. 52.28; CF 80;73) 
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