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Leo the Great on Lent (I) 
  
Saint Benedict’s chapter on Lent begins this way: 
  

The life of a monk ought to be a continuous Lent.  2Since few, however, have the strength 
for this, we urge the entire community during these days of Lent to keep its manner of 
life most pure 3and to wash away in this holy season the negligence of other times.   

  
The thoughts and vocabulary here come directly from Pope Saint Leo, who lived just a century 
before Benedict. Besides influencing the Rule, Leo’s preaching for Lent also left its stamp on the 
prayers we still use at Mass during this season. So, if you are trying to get into the true spirit of 
Lent, you can find no better company than Saint Leo’s. No wonder we hear so many selections 
from him at the night office during Lent. Here are some of the lines from which Benedict drew 
when writing chapter 49 of the Rule: 
  

These great mysteries [i.e., the whole church year] do indeed require from us such 
unflagging devotion and unwearied reverence that we should remain in God’s sight 
always the same, as we ought to be found on the Easter feast itself.  But because few have 
this constancy, and, because so long as the stricter observance is relaxed in consideration 
of the frailty of the flesh . . . Divine Providence has with great beneficence taken care that 
the discipline of the forty days should heal us and restore the purity of our minds, during 
which the faults of other times might be redeemed by pious acts and removed by chaste 
fasting. (Leo, fourth sermon for Lent, NPNF, vol. 12, p. 156) 

  
In some ways, Benedict’s short chapter on Lent in the Rule is a condensed summary of Leo’s 
teaching from his twelve sermons on Lent. What I propose, then, is to fill out the picture in the 
Rule by revisiting some of the key aspects of Lent as Leo understood them. 
  
Simplifying a little, his sermons tend to revolve around a few basic insights, presented in 
contrasting pairs. For instance: 
  

o        Outward, concrete observance is essential, but is only meaningful to the extent that it 
affects our interior attitudes and builds our character. 
o        During Lent we are seeking the Lord’s mercy, but mercy will only be shown to us to 
the extent that we become merciful. Thus, he constantly returns to the need to forgive 
debts and let go of grudges in the spirit of the Our Father. 
o        The more earnest and sincere we are in this spiritual observance of Lent, the more 
aggressively we will be subjected to temptation. 

  
The first of these seems to be the main inspiration behind Benedict’s insistence that Lent 
involves not only practice but also joy and spiritual longing. Here is Leo’s way of putting it: 
  



For our fast does not consist chiefly of mere abstinence from food, nor are dainties 
withdrawn from our bodily appetites with profit, unless the mind is recalled from wrong-
doing and the tongue restrained from slandering.  This is a time of gentleness and long-
suffering, of peace and tranquility,  when all the pollutions of vice are to be eradicated 
and continuance of virtue is to be attained by us. . . . The self-restraint of the religious 
should not be gloomy, but sincere; no murmurs of complaint should be heard from those 
who are never without the consolation of holy joys. (Leo, fourth sermon for Lent, NPNF, 
vol. 12, p. 156) 

  
Since we tend to see Lent as a contraction of our lives, it can be instructive and challenging to 
hear Leo say just the opposite. For him, the goal of the observance of Lent is 
expansion: stretching our patience, stretching our generosity, and enlarging our hearts: 
  

Let works of piety, therefore, be our delight, and let us be filled with those kinds of food 
which feed us for eternity. Let us rejoice in the replenishment of the poor, whom our 
bounty has satisfied.  Let us delight in the clothing of those whose nakedness we have 
covered with needful raiment. Let our humaneness be felt by the sick in their illnesses, by 
the weakly in their infirmities, by the exiles in their hardships, by the orphans in their 
destitution, and by solitary widows in their sadness: in the helping of whom there is no 
one that cannot carry out some amount of benevolence. For no one’s income is small, 
whose heart is big. 
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