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St. Aelred on Lent (IV) 
 

So far, we have heard what Aelred has to say about the main practices of Lent. Today I would like to step 
back and consider his overall view of the season, which he sees as “a great sacrament” (Inst incl 11; CF 
2:58). It is not an abstract or detached view. As he says: 

Let us attempt, therefore, under the guidance of the Spirit, to draw out from what is hidden in our 
faith and in the Scriptures some motivation for this institution that both reason will approve and 
justice dictate, while its usefulness will recommend it to us. (S. 52.3: CF 80;62) 

 
It is somewhat surprising that he seeks the reason for Lent and motivations for engaging in its practices, 
not from the usual perspective of preparation for Easter but from the point of view of sacred history. In his 
instructions for a recluse, a work dating from the final years of his life, he summarizes well this approach: 
 

[T]his Lenten fast of forty days also constitutes a great sacrament: our first dwelling-place was in 
Paradise; our second is in this world and is filled with hardship; our third dwelling will be in 
heaven with the angels. Now these forty days of Lent represent the entire span of time from 
Adam’s expulsion from Paradise until the last day, when we shall be finally liberated from this 
exile of ours. (Inst incl 11; CF 2:85) 

  
We have here an example of one of Aelred’s basic instincts, the same instinct that fueled his passion for 
history, namely, to consider everything in the light of God’s overarching plan for creation and the human 
race. It is not uncommon for the liturgy and traditional commentary on the Church Year to telescope time. 
Advent, for instance, is often seen as a compendium of the time separating the first and second comings of 
Christ. The time-frame of the Lent-Easter cycle, however, is usually circumscribed by the events spanning 
from Jesus’s ministry to the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost. So, Aelred is offering an unusual 
perspective on this season. It is good to keep in mind that his focus is on the moral aspect of Lent. He 
takes for granted the central mysteries commemorated by the Lent-Easter cycle. His focus is on 
motivations for entering into Lent’s program of conversion. His question is more Why the Lenten 
discipline? than What is the meaning of Lent? 
 
Anyone who has attempted to read Aelred’s homilies on the prophecies of Isaiah (De oneribus) can attest 
that he is at his most difficult and most obscure when trying to articulate this salvation-history 
perspective. Some even think this departure from his usual clarity is a deliberate strategy: the complexity 
of the discourse mirrors the complexities of reality. It does not seem realistic to synthesize his thoughts 
here. I will simply mention a few key points. 
 



Lent, then, represents the span of time between Adam’s expulsion from Eden and the end of the ages. 
From a moral point of view this span is bracketed between the perfect good of heaven and the total evil of 
possible judgment leading to damnation/hell. We inhabit the intermediate time. It can be seen as an 
intermediate good, i.e., a happiness or wellbeing that can be increased or lost. Or it can be seen as an 
intermediate evil, i.e., from which we can be freed by God’s grace (see S. 52.5). Having laid out this 
framework, Aelred says: 
 

Our first concern must be to safeguard the memory of supreme good in our hearts, lest we should 
come to think that the good things of this life are the supreme good and, clinging to them for that 
reason, we should not desire the other and therefore not obtain it. Similarly, if supreme evil is not 
kept in mind, the evils of this life could come to be regarded as supreme evils and as a result, our 
anxiety to avoid these would precipitate us into the other. So supreme good must be known in 
order that it may be desired and supreme evil in order that it may be feared. (S. 52.6; CF 80:63). 

 
Aelred is proposing a kind of Lenten meditation, a series of sobering thoughts to accompany the sobering 
behaviors of Lenten discipline. It is a time for reconsidering and readjusting our priorities. Are we 
investing too much in matters that have little eternal significance? Are we investing too little in what leads 
to the supreme good?  
 
Finally, Aelred gives his listeners a simple way of picturing and remembering his message. First, he 
summarizes the points of this meditation: 
 

Four subjects are proposed for our consideration in these most holy days: death, when at the 
departure of the soul the body will dissolve into dust; ignorance, which prevents the eyes it 
darkens from gazing upon the Lord's glory with face unveiled; sorrow and mourning, with which 
we are ceaselessly afflicted; and toil and affliction of the flesh, which wears us down. These are 
certainly things with which we are familiar, these are scourges with which we are daily beaten 
down. (S. 52.11; CF 80:65) 

 
And then he relates these four subjects to concrete Lenten practices, among them one that we no longer 
practice, namely, the custom of veiling the sanctuary, altars, and crosses: 
 

And see how the four things we listed above are brought to our attention by appropriate 
symbolism. We are reminded of bodily death by the reception of ashes; we are reminded of 
ignorance by the curtain that is hung up; we are reminded of mourning by the interruption of those 
things that signify joy [i.e., the singing of alleluia]; we are reminded of the affliction of our flesh 
[e.g., fasting]. (S. 52.12; CF 80:66) 
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