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St. Aelred on Lent (II1) 
     
Last week we saw how Aelred insists on maintaining a close connection between bodily 
practices and spiritual practices. This week I would like to point out another helpful perspective 
Aelred brings to the discipline of Lent, namely, that he sees it as a time for restoring 
relationships. He begins Sermon 53 this way: 
 

As in your charity you know, the Lord recommends three practices in the gospel: 
fasting, prayer, and almsgiving. By fasting, people are given back to themselves: 
by almsgiving, to their neighbor: by prayer, to God. Nothing so takes one away 
from oneself as excess, nothing so estranges one person from another as cruelty, 
and nothing so separates a person from God as ingratitude. But fasting breeds 
self-control so that excess may be overcome, almsgiving fosters mercy so that 
cruelty may be avoided, and prayer bestows devotion so that ingratitude may be 
shunned. (S. 53.1: CF 80:74) 

 
Of these three, the first two are easy to understand: self-control and the avoidance of excess help 
return us to ourselves, and mercy shown to others restores relationships that are strained or 
broken. The bulk of this sermon is on the third: overcoming the tendencies that estrange us from 
God. 
 
Aelred chooses four tendencies or vices from among many potential candidates: pride, envy, 
self-will, and contempt. Each deserves close consideration, because none of us can claim 
exemption from any of them. 
 
Concerning the proud, Aelred says: 
 

These are the ones who esteem themselves great when they are very small, wise 
when they are the utmost fools, good when they are very evil-people who are an 
object of ridicule or horror to others yet, busy with great matters and marvels 
beyond their reach, seem to themselves to be making a fine show. Unhappy the 
soul that is fettered with such a bandage over its eyes and finds delight in the 
darkness of its error. (S. 53.12: CF 80:78) 

 
Envy is an offspring of pride. In some ways it is more perverse. Pride inflates the self: it is an 
oversized self-confidence, if you will. The envious person is less self-confident, and, in fact, 
really wants to be someone else: others who have the qualities the envious person desires must 
be put down. Here is Aelred's description of envy: 
 

Everything it sees as laudable in anyone else, envy either ignores, or pretends it is 
something else, or twists it to another meaning, or despises it. Envy feeds off its 
own suggestions, considering that it is being entertained at the richest of banquets 
when it calumniates good men and women, when it casts a stain on the good name 
of others and ruins their reputations. (S. 53.13: CF 80:78-79) 

 



Another offspring of pride is self-will. It is more interactive than pride in the sense that it gets a 
charge out of being contrarian. Here is Aelred's description: 
 

[O]nce enslaved to self-will, a person will regard all its dictates as easy and 
anything coming from any other source intolerable. It is self-will that makes fasts 
of two or three days at a time seem most welcome and thinks nothing of the 
burden and heat of the whole day. It spends days of hard work and sleepless 
nights. When it orders silence, it is obeyed: when it recommends reading, its 
advice is followed. If it adopts a view opposite to that which it held previously, 
what was considered advantageous before is now considered just that harmful. All 
those, then, who are shackled with these fetters eat an enjoyable meal every time 
that they achieve the accomplishing of their own will. (S. 53.14: CF 80:79) 

 
And, finally, pride's fourth offspring here is the other side of the coin: pride lifts the self to a 
higher level, whereas contempt relegates everything and everybody to a lower level. Contempt, 
Aelred says, 
 

...neither fears God nor respects any person but pleases itself alone and is 
displeasing to others, seems splendid to itself and is a burden to others, feeding 
itself interiorly with a kind of empty joy and paying no heed to what others feel. 
[…] [The contemptuous] so despise everyone else, they take such pride and 
pleasure in themselves, that they scorn the opinion others may have of them, 
whether it be good or bad, and repose in the false renown with which their own 
conscience invests them. There is no food more enjoyable to the soul, but none 
more dangerous. (S. 53.15: CF 80:79-80) 

 
The only disadvantage to these colorful descriptions is that we too easily presume they are about 
someone else. All these vices blind us from seeing ourselves. A sermon like this can be helpful 
only if we admit that even the slightest element of one of the descriptions fits us. From there we 
can start to dig . . . and find all the rest. 
 
In all four of the cases Aelred chose, the key offence is an assault on truth. Pride is an 
overestimation of self and a rejection of one's fundamental status as a creature. Envy is an 
underestimation of others notwithstanding abundant evidence of their worth, as if one's fragile 
self-worth can be maintained only by declaring others worthless. Self-will is the rejection of 
better judgment no matter what the source. And, finally, to harbor an attitude of contempt is to 
situate oneself falsely as above the common lot of everyone else. The purpose of fasting, i.e., of 
the whole discipline of Lent, is to bring us down to earth, back to the truth. In doing so, we are 
restored to right relations with ourselves, others, and God. 
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