
   

  

 

Q. Why do we say that there are forty days of 
Lent?  When you count all the days from Ash 
Wednesday through Holy Saturday, there are 46. 

A. It might be more accurate to say that there is the 
"forty day fast within Lent."  Historically, Lent has 
varied from a week to three weeks to the present 
configuration of 46 days. The forty day fast, however, 
has been more stable. The Sundays of Lent are 
certainly part of the Time of Lent, but they are not 
prescribed days of fast and abstinence. 

Q. So does that mean that when we give something 
up for Lent, such as candy, we can have it on 
Sundays? 

A. Apart from the prescribed days of fast and 
abstinence on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, and 
the days of abstinence every Friday of Lent, Catholics 
have traditionally chosen additional penitential 
practices for the whole Time of Lent. These practices 
are disciplinary in nature and often more effective if 
they are continuous, i.e., kept on Sundays as well. 
That being said, such practices are not regulated by 
the Church, but by individual conscience. 

Q. I understand that all the Fridays of Lent are days of 
abstinence from meat, but I'm not sure what is 
classified as meat. Does meat include chicken and 
dairy products? 

A. Abstinence laws consider that meat comes only 
from animals such as chickens, cows, sheep or pigs --
- all of which live on land. Birds are also considered 
meat. Abstinence does not include meat juices and 
liquid foods made from meat. Thus, such foods as 
chicken broth, consomme, soups cooked or flavored 
with meat, meat gravies or sauces, as well as 
seasonings or condiments made from animal fat are 
technically not forbidden. However, moral 
theologians have traditionally taught that we should 
abstain from all animal-derived products (except 
foods such as gelatin, butter, cheese and eggs, which 
do not have any meat taste). Fish are a different 
category of animal. Salt and freshwater species of fish, 
amphibians, reptiles, (cold-blooded animals) and 

shellfish are permitted. 

Q. I've noticed that restaurants and grocery stores 
advertise specials on expensive types of fish and 
seafood on Fridays during Lent.  Some of my Catholic 
friends take advantage of these deals, but somehow I 
don't feel right treating myself to the lobster special 
on Fridays during Lent. 

A. While fish, lobster and other shellfish are not 
considered meat and can be consumed on days of 
abstinence, indulging in the lavish buffet at your 
favorite seafood place sort of misses the 
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point.  Abstaining from meat and other indulgences 
during Lent is a penitential practice.  On the Fridays 
of Lent, we remember the sacrifice of Christ on Good 
Friday and unite ourselves with that sacrifice through 
abstinence and prayer. 

Q. I understand that Catholics ages 18 to 59 should 
fast on Ash Wednesday and on Good Friday, but 
what exactly are the rules for these fasts? 

A.  Fasting on these days means we can have only 
one full, meatless meal.  Some food can be taken at 
the other regular meal times if necessary, but 
combined they should be less than a full meal. 
Liquids are allowed at any time, but no solid food 
should be consumed between meals. (continued pg. 9) 



   

  

In Catholic Tradition, the forty days of Lent are 
observed through three disciplines: prayer, fasting, 
and almsgiving. Each of these is intended to 
strengthen, purify, and reconcile us as we prepare for 
the celebration of Easter.  

The first of these traditions—prayer—is something 
that is supposed to be part of our lives every day. 
Communication is essential to any healthy 
relationship, and one’s relationship with God works 
the same way. We pray communally whenever we 
gather for worship, but private, personal prayer is 
critical for personal spiritual growth. We’re supposed 
to be praying all the time. So why is prayer 
emphasized during Lent? 

In part, I think, it’s because we don’t always do what 
we’re supposed to. For many people, praying is like 
flossing—something you do when an appointment 
with the dentist is coming up, but easy to neglect 
otherwise. Lent calls us back to relationship with God 
and asks us to renew our commitment to 
communication with God. 

Also, praying during Lent reminds us that the purpose 
of prayer isn’t to change God, it’s to change us. Like 
fasting and almsgiving, our prayer during Lent is a 
sign of repentance—of turning away from sin. 

If you’re someone who’s already praying daily, and I 
hope you are, then I have a suggestion for you. 
Instead of your usual prayer, try something different 
for the forty days of Lent. Rather than praying for 
something you need, or to tell God about your day, 
or to thank God for some favor you’ve received, why 
not use your prayer time this Lent to simply listen. 
Rather than reciting prayers, clear your mind, and 
invite God to speak to your heart. And then wait in 
silence. Culturally we’re not very comfortable with 
silence, so this may be difficult at first. But give it 
time, and let hopeful silence become your prayer this 
Lent. You may be surprised by what God has to say.--
-Rev. Larry Rice, CSP Father Rice is Vocations Director for the Paulist 

Fathers 

Keeping a 
Prayer Journal 
During Lent  
The season of Lent can 
be a great time of 
spiritual growth and 
keeping a prayer 
journal can help strengthen our prayer life. Journaling 
can help you listen more intently to God’s voice, 
track your spiritual growth, and deepen your 
relationship with the Lord.  

There are different ways to keep a prayer journal. You 
can simply reflect on a passage from scripture, then 
write down your thoughts and feelings. You can write 
what you feel you hear during prayer. It’s important 
to commit to a specific time and place each day to 
pray and spend time in silence with God. Then, as 
part of your prayer experience, write a few lines. 
Whether you want to express your joys, challenges, 
praises or laments, share them with the Lord in 
writing.  

Valentine’s Day gives us an opportunity to reflect on 
and express ourselves to those we love. Prayer 
journals accomplish the same thing in our 
relationship with the Lord. If you’re not already in the 
habit of keeping a prayer journal, try it. You’ll be 
surprised by the spiritual awareness you cultivate as 
you journey with Christ toward Easter. 

 

Lenten Prayer  

Q.  Are there exemptions other than for age from the 
requirement to fast on Ash Wednesday and Good 
Friday? 

A. Those that are excused from fast and abstinence 
outside the age limits include the physically or 
mentally ill including individuals suffering from 
chronic illnesses such as diabetes.  Also excluded are 
pregnant or nursing women.  In all cases, common 
sense should prevail, and ill persons should not 
further jeopardize their health by fasting. More 
information on fast and abstinence can be found at 
www.usccb.org. 
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In the early Church and, to a lesser extent still today, 
there were two fasts. There was the “total fast” that 
preceded all major feasts or sacramental events. The 
ancient name for this fast was “statio” from the verb 
“sto, stare” to stand watch, on guard or in vigil. The 
second fast was a fast of abstinence from certain 
foods, e.g., meats or fats. This was more an act of self-
discipline and self-control. The statio fast was total 
and a means of watching and waiting . . . i.e., for 
something. The fast of abstinence was more general 
and personal, to help oneself be more disciplined or 
self-controlled. The total fast is still kept today prior to 
reception of Holy Communion. Following Holy Com-
munion, the total fast ceases because Jesus had ex-
plicitly stated that we don’t fast when the bridegroom 
is here, in other words, what we’re keeping vigil for 
has arrived, the wait is over. On the other hand, the 
fast of abstinence was allowed on Sundays because 
the continuity of abstinence can be important for it to 
be effective.  

These initial observations, then, teach us that the 
Eucharist is always the end of a preparation. It is al-
ways the fulfillment of an expectation. In the Ortho-
dox Church during Lent, they have Eucharist only on 
Saturday and Sunday. But because Wednesdays and 
Fridays are total fast days, those two days are also 
days for the Communion service (Liturgy of the Pre-
sanctified Gifts) which are held in the evening, i.e., 
after the day of preparation. Fasting is always prepara-
tory.  

But how did fasting become such an important means 
of preparing for the Eucharist and of learning virtue 
through self-discipline? Christian fasting is revealed in 
an interdependence between two events in the Bible: 
the “breaking of the fast” by Adam and Eve; and the 
“keeping of the fast” by Christ at the beginning of his 
ministry. Humanity’s “Fall” away from God and into 
sin began with eating. God had proclaimed a fast 
from the fruit of only one tree, the tree of knowledge 
of good and evil (See Gen 2:17), and Adam and Eve 

(continued on next page) 

broke it. Fasting is here connected with the very mys-
tery of life and death, of salvation and damnation. 
Food perpetuates life in this physical world, which is 
subject to decay and death. But God “did not make 
death.” (Wis 1:13) Humanity, in Adam and Eve, re-
jected a life dependent on God alone for one that was 
dependent rather on “bread alone.” (Dt 8:3; Mt 4:4; 
Lk 4:4) The whole world was given to man as a kind 
of food, as a means to life, but “life” is meant as com-
munion with God, not as food. (“Their God is their 
stomach.” [Phil 3:19]) The tragedy is not so much that 
Adam ate food, but that he ate the food for its own 
sake, “apart” from God and to be independent of 
him.  

Believing that food had life in itself and thus he could 
be “like God.” And he put his faith in food. This kind 
of existence seems to be built on the principle that 
man does indeed live “by bread alone.”  

Christ, however, is the new Adam. At the beginning 
of his ministry in the Gospel of Matthew, we read, 
“He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and after-
wards he was hungry” (4:2). Hunger is that state in 
which we realize our dependence on something 
else—when we face the ultimate question: “on what 
does my life depend?” Satan tempted both Adam and 
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