Lenten Observances

I went on-line looking for anything new about Lenten requirements.  I know that every year people wonder because they say they are always changing.  Actually, they are exactly the same as they have been for many years.  Certainly going back into the 1970’s they are unchanged and they are listed below.  I found something that I thought was interesting, I do not remember where I found it and I lost the page so I can not give a concrete footnote. It was from some Diocese’ web page – not the Diocese of Rochester.  I went looking to see how others were writing about it and found this.  I thought it was interesting.  When you want to complain about the regulations think about what the rules used to be.
Relaxations of the Lenten Fast 

From early Middle Ages Lent consisted of forty weekdays, which were all fast days, and six Sundays. From the beginning to the end of that time all flesh meat was forbidden even on Sundays, while on all the fasting days only one meal was taken which single meal was not permitted before evening. The hour for breaking the fast during Lent was after the evening service, Vespers. Franciscan Richard Middleton pronounced that a man who took his dinner at midday did not break the Lenten fast. More relaxation was afforded in the ninth century, when the Council of Aix la Chapelle sanctioned the concession that a draught of water or other beverage in the evening to quench the thirst of those who were exhausted by the manual labor of the day. A small quantity of nourishment which was not taken directly as a meal did not break the fast was adopted by St. Thomas Aquinas and other theologians. In the course of centuries a recognized quantity of solid food which according to received authorities must not exceed eight ounces has come to be permitted after the midday repast. As this evening drink was taken at the hour at which the Conferences of Abbot Cassian were being read aloud to the brethren, this slight indulgence came to be known as a "collation", and the name has continued since. Other mitigations of an even more substantial character have been introduced into Lenten observance in the course of the last few centuries. The custom has been tolerated of taking a cup of liquid with a fragment of bread or toast in the early morning. The Holy See allowed meat at the principal meal, first on Sundays, and then on two, three, four, and five weekdays, throughout nearly the whole of Lent. Quite recently, Maundy Thursday, upon which meat was always forbidden, has come to share in the same indulgence. In the United States, the Holy See grants faculties whereby working men and their families may use flesh meat once a day throughout the year, except Fridays, Ash Wednesday, Holy Saturday, and the vigil of Christmas. 

Current Lenten Regulations 

Ash Wednesday and Good Friday are days of abstinence from meat and also days of fast, that is, limited to a single full meal. 

With regard to the obligations of Lent, however, there are frequent questions about the degree of seriousness of the matter.  The teaching of the Holy Father may be simply paraphrased: the obligation to do penance is a serious one; the obligation to observe, as a whole or "substantially", the penitential days specified by the Church is also serious. No one should be scrupulous in this regard; failure to observe individual days of penance is not considered serious; rather it is the failure to observe a substantial number of penitential days which must be considered serious. People should seek to do more rather than less. 

Fast and abstinence on the days prescribed should be considered a minimal response to the Lord's call to penance and conversion. 

The law of abstinence binds all Catholics 14 years of age and older. The law of fasting binds all Catholics from their 18th birthday until their 59th birthday. 

Catholics fast on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. The Paschal fast is observed on both Good Friday and Holy Saturday. The Paschal Fast has less the character of penance than of holding back in view of the great anticipation felt awaiting the Paschal Feast at the Night Vigil.

The current Lenten Regulations are correct and I would add only a few small thoughts.  Every year it seems that someone faints or gets sick during Lent because of their desire to fast or abstain.  I can not say strongly enough that this is not the desire of the church.  The requirement is for those that are not yet 60.  This is to allow for the needs of the health of the individual.  Also, those that are nursing mothers or those that do physical labor or have some kind of hardship may eat more than prescribed.  If you have to eat food with your medicine then any requirement for fasting is lifted.  It is never the desire that any medical advice be ignored or avoided to fulfill these regulations.  
On the other hand, I would also underline the paragraph above that speaks about following these rules and looking for exemptions.  There should be a balance between being overly scrupulous – which is following the letter of the law absolutely with no regard for common sense and looking for any excuse to find a reason to overlook the regulations.  There are so many options available to us that saying I can not find something good to eat is just not the case.  I do not like fish and hardly ever eat it and yet Lent is not difficult.  Try the rigatonis at the Sunset – I did on Wednesday night and they were really good!  

The point is that rather than turn ourselves inside out over the rules I would encourage everyone to look beyond them to what the church is trying to ask of us.  This is a season of special prayer and our hearts should turn to God.  Rather than seeing rules and looking for ways around them we should look at the effort to focus on God and see ways to live our faith more fully.  Rather seeing as giving things up and looking for difficulties we can rather see opportunities for growth and ways to live our faith in everything we do.  

Lenten Activities within Our Lady of the Valley Parish
Pasta with the Pastor – begins Friday February 15th until March 14th at 6:00pm in St. Ann School.  Please call the office – 324-5811 to sign up.  We are looking for people to come a little early to help set-up and stay after to clean –up.  We are also hoping that people might like to bring a salad and a simple desert.  Information is at the office. We will have 5 Fridays to share a meal.  
Lenten Mission – Many will remember the excellent days of prayer from two years back.  The Liturgy Committee working with the GIFT committee will be sponsoring another three day mission March – look to the bulletin for more information and final dates.

Lenten Reconciliation Services – Dates will be listed here in the weeks to come.  The schedule will be similar to past years.
