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LENTEN PENANCE
Tue EpiTor

Y the time this issue of THE LIEg appears the good Christa®

will bave found himself enclosed within the penitent®

season of Lent. If he is an observant Christian he may W€
have been comparing the present practice of Lenten penance Wit
that of even twenty years ago, when the majority of Catholics for
forty days had to be content with one proper meal a day. NoV
he begins with a flourish on Ash Wednesday and for the rest ©
the season until Good Friday he finds himself still ‘benefiting by
the war-time dispensations. As an observant Christian he may
wonder whether he is not likely to grow lax and flabby 1 %
spiritual life without the authoritative command to do penance
a precise and clearly defined manner. His mind may turn t0
more recent visions of our Lady, who at Lourdes and Fatima, 1
example, seemed to encourage not only a revival in the spifit ©
prayer, but also in the spirit and practice of penance. The Christ
people, he may deliberate within himself, scem ready to respo?
to the appeal to prayer in such movements as the Rosary crus? e;
but lag behind like children on the way to school when it CC_’me’
to the matter of mortification; indced they seem to do cons! erc
ably less mortification since our Lady’s appeal than they did befor
in the stricter, if more puritanical, century preceding our 0¥ ,

Is there any reason in these surmises of the observant Chrlsflaﬁé

On the face of it we must answer Yes. In ‘the good old days :1 s
Church insisted on a strict and easily comprehended set Offt
of fast and abstinence throughout the forty days of Lent a{ld on .
other three sets of ember days as well as on certain vigils SP¥©
out across the year. Besides this common observance for ot
Christians there existed an army of religious men and Wmﬁaps
headed by the Trappists and Carthusians, who were noted pef ot
above everything else for the rigours of their life of mortificat ot
Over and above all this there were the saints whose hvesd‘::]sire
dominated, at least in the eyes of their hagiographers, by the nd
to reduce their flesh to mere skin and bone by constant 133
harsh treatment such as sleeping on a bed of broken pot- . /4
All this clearly defined practice scems to have given Pl%cli the
wider and vaguer view of Christian self-denial in W2

https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300014919 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300014919

LENTEN PENANCE 303

Witiative and the methods are left far more to the responsibility
of the individual Christian. He finds himself with the burden of
choice as to whether he should do penance and how he should do
. The reason for this change of cmphasis appears to be that the
Present century has witnessed a return to hardships and sufferings
Which hitherto had been regarded as proper only to primitive and
. str arous times. Wars a}nd persecutions, a change in the consti~
N 1OIl_of most ‘civilized men, have made it increasingly dlﬁicu!t
0 legislate for the generality in a universal Church. There is
Pef aps less choice in the standard which a man may adopt in his
Ving; he can only live according to the measure into which he is
O?ii% a measure that has little margin beyond the bare essentials
are e. Of course this is by no means a universal state, since there
nunrgany who still live in comfort and even affluence; but the
Subsl‘ ers of those who fec;l thcmsel_ves almost on the edge of the
: tence level has considerably increased so that there would
thaﬁlore people who had to be dispensed from the laws of fasting
FhOSe who could obscrve them.
$ state of affairs then leaves the larger number of Christians
What might be called a penitential situation, a condition of life
of i contains the suffering and hardships that are tl_w materials
. Penance. It may be that our Lady’s call to penance is addressed
3 Special manner to these people that, realizing the true nature
pennﬁzrt{ﬁcatiorl_, t_hey may begin to transform these matf:rials into
ene ntia] Chrlstlar_l living, 50 as to overcome the ev'lls of our
fation by turning them into part of the redemptive act of
tﬁalilzsz t]:l31ut the difficulty for so many Christians is that they do not
g < frue nature of penance. ThCY. st111 con51d‘er' it to be a
'on of ‘giving-up’ certain non-essentials, if not giving up two
or tgloare satisfying .mcalg in the day, then giving up sweets
ort €C0 or sugar in their tea. Beyond this they think of special
herp, ‘€ation in terms of disciplines, hair-shirts and chains or bitter
Penay, d none of these things is essential to true Christian
Ce,
thinh: Word “penance’ has come to stand for quite a number of
SSentig), for that reason it is not always easy to recognize the
beginnin When we have to take the initiative at such times as the
Penance 8 of Lent or when we suddenly hear our Lady’s call to
May o 3 a personal demand upon ourselves. First of all the word
and simply for the raw material already mentioned, the
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actual suffering or hardship which of itself is not constructive of
anything. Sufferings or deprivations are not virtuous and from the
individual’s part may be merely a passive state against which on¢
may rebel. Poverty, for example, is an absence of good thing®
rather than a good thing itself, and there are many who are rest‘lcss
and complaining under its burden. In this sense penance requir®
a positive attitude of mind and act of the will to convert it 1
part of the Christian way of perfection. This is another meanit’g
of the word, an interior virtuous act which may perhaps be calle
‘penitence’ or ‘repentance’, a sorrow for sins committed. St JO
the Baptist’s call to penance was primarily a call to this interi
repentance, demanding of his hearers that they should turn aga™
towards God with a recognition of the error of their Way*
Exteriorly, flowing from this virtuous interior penitence, penanc®
can mean the satisfaction undertaken by the penitent in m fg
amends for his sins, the fasts and abstinences, the prayers and seli-
inflicted hardships which are imposed by divine authority thro¥8
the Church and the confessor or director. Voluntary mortificd”
tions—going without salt at meals, sleeping on the floor, Weaf_mg
hair-shirts—these come under this heading of penitential exerct5®
But enclosing all the meanings of the word is the sa,crament,or
Penance which requires the interior act of repentance, the exteﬂzf
removal of sin through the priestly absolution and the acts
satisfaction which are imposed as an integral part of the sacrame’”
And no study of penance would be more profitable an 0
embracing than that of this sacrament. Indeed, anyone wishi'® o
understand our Lady’s meaning or desiring to keep'the spiri® o
Lent in the way the Church requires should meditate all the €
ments of the sacrament of penance, contrition, confession, 5
faction and absolution.

In every case the word ‘penance’ can only be <tion
relation to sin. It is concerned in various ways with the destru<”, .
of sin. And that is surely at the root of our Lady’s call—that I* 110y
sinful age all Christians should set their minds resolutely to ?fsfofc’
the evil. This destruction of sin implies, of course, first anth ¢ ar€
most the turning away from evil and the cleaving to qu that e,
essential elements in contrition and indeed in a true Chﬂsu;nsical
But it implies, too, the willing acceptance of the fruits of P dZ and
effects of sin. It was through Adam’s and Eve’s first PT! came
disobedicnce that human hardships, sufferings and death

undcrstood. v
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1to the world, and, as St Paul points out, the great act of penance
on the Cross was essentially the willing, obedient acceptance of
these effects by the Son of God, the second Adam. The Christian’s
Penance is primarily that of continuing the work of redemption
Y the willing, obedient acceptance of the suffering and hardships
that come to him in one way or another from the will of God but
:‘ 30 from the results of men’s evil ways. Thus, for example, every
™M eventually has its repercussions on society, so that it is possible
°ra Christian to help to remove sins of injustice by accepting the
Poverty in which he finds himself as a result of this injustice on
; € part of other people. A man may assist in redeeming the sins
) at have led to war by embracing the pain and insecurity of the
HO:CES of war. This is surely the basic element of Christian penance,
ones 115t to look about for ways of, even temporarily, increasing
thee, OVD discomforts and hardships, but first to take hold of

ose discomforts which are one’s inescapable lot and to accept
M voluntarily, thereby converting them from a negative evil
lifteo 2 positive way of establishing the good, virtuous Christian

b .CaFE must, however, be taken to keep true perspective; for the
Crﬁnlel_)a] means of abolishing sin is the act of the love of God,
- \tian charity. Love alone can effectively and finally remove
o and its effects; and no willing acceptance of hardship will
the E"‘f anything without this positive virtue. We all recognize
o sgutﬂlFY of ‘offering up’ the unpleasant things of life in a spirit
tey dur blFterness or merely stoical indifference. Penance is so often
Witherﬁd- Ineffectual through the lack of love. People who put up
broy thel_r poverty while they hate the human society which has
they 81t it about only succeed in drying up their own souls till

- S8 nothing left within them but an acid which corrodes every-
Qhrigs 2bout them. That is not penance. The first call of every
With flan at the beginning of Lent is to an increase of love, and
ingg tl?ve then to transform the hardships and pains of the time
ineq = ork of redemption. Prayer and penance are thus com-

bi
®d and our Lady’s express wish fulfilled.
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