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Lent and Lenten Reading 
 
Lent has arrived. Like it or not, time keeps moving, but we don’t necessarily move with it. There can be a tendency 
within us to stop the flow of life. That is the root problem when we find that we have stagnated or gotten caught in a 
habit of some sort. A key symptom of this kind of sluggishness is lack of focus and attention. It is a state of affairs 
opposite from what we aspire to when we take the vow of conversatio morum. Ultimately that vow is about paying 
attention and keeping on the move with the flow of life. 
 
When faced with the demands of Lent, we can be more willing than able to take up the challenges of the season 
and invest ourselves in this time of renewal. It is a state of affairs that Bernard of Clairvaux describes well in Sermon 
21 on the Canticle, where he is commenting on the bride’s words, “Draw me after you.” He writes: 
 
It is indeed necessary that we be drawn, because the fire of your love has quickly cooled within us. Because of this 
cold, we cannot run now, as we did in former days. But we shall run again when you restore to us the joy of knowing 
you are our Savior. . . . The lethargy that now numbs us will vanish with the return of fervor, and we shall no longer 
need to be drawn. (SC 21:4; CF 7:6). 
 
In the background is the Rule of Benedict, where the whole of monastic life is described as a narrow road, on which 
the plodding is hard at first. Only with perseverance does the road open up, and only with progress do we begin to 
run on this path. Bernard imagines the bride in the Canticle making a plea that may serve us well at the beginning of 
Lent: 
 
“I am tired,” she says, “I grow weak; do not desert me, draw me after you or I shall begin to stray after strange 
lovers, I shall be running aimlessly. Draw me after you, for it is better that I be drawn by you, that you use any force 
you please against me, terrifying me with threats or harassing me with scourges, rather than spare my 
lukewarmness and abandon me to false security. Draw me even against my will, and make me docile; draw me 
despite my indolence and make me run. (SC 21.9;CF 7:10-11)  
 
The timing of the liturgical year—and the various hours of the day, for that matter—is beyond our control. The hours 
and seasons come around with unsparing regularity. When all is well, the rhythm suits us, but at times the liturgy 
and the monastic day are there to force us forward, perhaps even against our will, as Bernard puts it. To mature in 
the monastic life is to learn to accept this gentle, salutary, and yet unrelenting force moving us on. It takes us where 
we never would have gotten on our own. 
 
These same thoughts apply particularly well to the discipline of reading, a key practice in Lent for monastics. 
Whenever you read anything, in a sense you are saying to the author, “Draw me after you.” To read is to let 
someone else guide your thoughts, at least temporarily. To read is to allow yourself to be taken by another into new 
territory. 
 
And here we have the main reason for giving Scripture pride of place in our lectio divina. When we read the inspired 
Word, we can say with all confidence, “Draw me after you.” We can abandon ourselves to it completely. With any 
other kind of reading there is always need for some reserve. At some point you have to evaluate where the author is 
taking you. That is why the best non-scriptural material for lectio is reading that brings us back to the inspired Word.  
 
So, may this practice draw us on during this Lent, and may Easter find us a little more fervent and a little lighter on 
our feet. 
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