
ABBOT ELIAS DIETZ, O.C.S.O. 
Chapter Talk, March 22, 2020 

  
  
  

Leo the Great on Lent (II) 
  
Following up on last Sunday, this morning I will simply present two of the themes that recur 
most often in Pope Saint Leo's sermons for Lent. 
  
Although his tone in these sermons is usually cheerful, he does not hide the fact that any Lenten 
practice worth the name will involve struggle. In contrast to our usual individualistic concept of 
spiritual struggle, he sees it as a small-scale experience of a much greater spiritual adversity: 
  

The Apostle teaches us [saying], "All those who wish to live devoutly in Christ 
will suffer persecution," for the pressure of persecution is never lacking if the 
practice of religion is not lacking. (S. 47.1; FC, p. 202) 

  
Leo is at pains to avoid any kind of spiritual dualism, as if we were caught between impersonal 
forces of good and evil. The heart of the matter is that, because of original sin, we become used 
to compromise. We usually profess that we want the good, but we are at the same time skimpy 
when it comes to carrying it out. We renounce evil, but too easily let evil slip back into our lives. 
Whenever we get a hold of ourselves, as Lent invites us to do, and whenever we try to firm up 
our commitment to the good and our resistance to evil, we enter upon a time of tension: 
  

We are, as it were, entering on a kind of contest in good works, let us prepare our 
souls for fighting with temptations, and understand that the more zealous we are 
for our salvation, the more determined must be the assaults of our opponents. (S. 
39.3; NPNF, p. 152) 

  
The persecutions, the ambushes, and the attacks can seem quite personal, as he says: 
  

Let us not forget that these our enemies feel that all we strive to do for our 
salvation is against them, and that by the very fact of our seeking after some good 
thing we are challenging our foes.  (S. 39.4; NPNF, p. 153) 

  
The other constantly recurring theme has to do with releasing others from debt and letting go of 
all resentment. At bottom, it has to do with accepting the consequences of what we pray each day 
in the Lord's prayer. It is perhaps here that Saint Benedict found his inspiration to give so much 
importance to the frequent recitation of the Our Father throughout the monastic day: 
  

Indeed, as it has been written, "We all offend in many things," so the first feeling 
should be of mercy, and the faults of others toward us should be forgotten, so that 
no love of revenge can make us violate that holy contract by which we have 
bound ourselves in the Lord's prayer, saying, "Forgive us our debts as we have 
forgiven those who are in debt to us." Let us not then be surly in forgiveness, for 



either the desire of vengeance or the kindness of mercy will come back on us. (S. 
49.5; FC, p. 213) 

  
The stakes are high when it comes to forgiving and letting go of debts. It may seem a private and 
personal matter, but the fact is, no matter how apparently secret, the refusal to forgive damages 
both our individual wholeness and the unity of the community. Here again, Leo's words most 
likely echo in the Rule of Benedict in chapter 72 on good zeal: 
  

Quench your anger, wipe out enmities, cherish unity, and vie with one another in 
the offices of true humility.  […]  Forego vengeance, forgive offences:  exchange 
severity for gentleness, indignation for meekness, discord for peace. (S. 
42.6; NPNF, p. 158) 
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