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REFLECTIONS ON LIFE: DOING LENTEN PENANCE CAN BE VERY RELATIVE 

 

            There was a time from my late teens on that I dreaded lent and all it entailed. A strong, 
active young person who burned calories at a furious rate, especially from outside work, sports 
and other rough activities, the last thing on my mind was small portions of foods and drinks that 
supplied little fire to my body engine and barely any staying power to one who would walk away 
from a 2-hour baseball workout still hungering for more swings at the ball, and saddened to be 
leaving the field. 
 
            Thus, Mardi Gras, and later Lundi Gras as well, were not happy times for me, despite the 
outrageously joyous music of musicians like Henry Roeland “Roy” Byrd, better known as 
Professor Longhair. Whistling, freewheeling his way up and down the ivory with a primal rhythm 
and beat, the Professor belted out his 1959 rendition of “Go To the Mardi Gras” with the joy, 
passion and the very soul of the New Orleans Mardi Gras. They were ambiguous times for me, 
because Lent was sure to follow. 
 
            Ever-hungry, voracious youngster that I was, the old Lenten rules for fast and abstinence 
were complicated and burdensome. Imagine nowadays, except Sundays, having to fast every day 
of Lent plus the Ember Days (onetime 3 days of fast and abstinence at the beginning of the four 
seasons). A distant memory today, Ember Days are now completely optional. After Paenitemini, 
Pope Paul VI’s February 17, 1966 Apostolic Constitution, the fast consisted of one main meatless 
meal and two smaller meals whose quantity did not equal that of the main meal.       
 
            However, the fast before Paenitemini was much more severe, according to the 1945 
edition of the Father Lasance Missal: 

The Law of Abstinence forbids the use of flesh meat and the juice thereof (soup, etc.). Eggs, 
cheese, butter and seasonings of food are permitted. 
The Law of Fasting forbids more than one full meal a day, but does not forbid a small 
amount of food in the morning and in the evening. (estimated by ounces) 
All Catholics seven years old and over are obliged to abstain. All Catholics from the 
completion of their twenty-first to the beginning of their sixtieth year, unless lawfully 
excused, are bound to fast. 
 

            According to this formulation, I have exceeded the severity of the Lenten fast for 21 years 
and 9 months nonstop, since I became a total vegan on April 30, 1996. I have eaten no animal 
products at all since that date; that is, nothing that had a mother. Thus, no meats, no seafoods, 
no dairy. I have also stopped using the 5 bad whites: white flour, white rice, plus the worst three: 
salt, sugar and all animal fats. Forgoing those contrabands became less and less a burden as the 
decades passed.  



            Notwithstanding, I do not like the season of Lent at all, even though its strict fast and 
abstinence do not impact me at all. That attitude does not appear to be the logical outcome one 
would anticipate, since it makes no practical difference to a total vegan who has no skin in the 
game. Evidently, it is the atmosphere that I do not like, seeing folks all around me struggling to 
bear the fast and abstinence. Even for a vegan, a festive atmosphere is by far preferable and 
more desirable. Ironically, being a strict vegan is hardly any penance at all, for I have become so 
accustomed to being a vegan that I am enjoying the vegan way of life, even when surrounded by 
the mouthwatering sight and beguiling aroma of foods at banquets, family reunions, etc. 
 
            Which makes doing penance through fasting and abstinence a very relative thing, certainly 
dependent on how much stock one places in food and drink in general and on various foods and 
delicacies in particular. Delicious foods still smell wonderful and alluring, but the fire within me 
to desire and eat them is gone.  
 
            But beware! That does not leave me or anyone else off the hook. Somehow, some way, all 
of us must do penance. Unfortunately, it is not an act of penance to do something that you enjoy, 
even if it is something very good and Godly. This means that at times we must shop around to 
find words or actions truly a penance for us. 
 

Pope Paul VI in Paenitemini “invites everyone to accompany the inner conversion of the 
Spirit with the voluntary exercise of external acts of penitence.” Together with fast and 
abstinence, the Pope called on us to do other acts of penance as well, especially going beyond 
fast and abstinence to doing positive things such as helping others and caring for the needy.  

 
            There is no dearth of potential penances that we can do both at home and away. The dirty 
and/or annoying little chores seem to never cease. Then there are the many items, especially 
exercise, we must maintain for our health and well-being. 
 
 
--  
"God is love, and all who abide in love abide in God and God in them."   (1 John 4:16) 
 


