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The readings for the weekdays of the first week of Lent in the present Lectionary highlight charity and 
selfless service towards others as the main discipline of Lent. The scene is set in the gospel for Ash 
Wednesday, taken from Saint Matthew, where Jesus speaks of three things: 

• good deeds 

• prayer 

• fasting 

- and in that order! 

According to Saint Matthew, Jesus puts good deeds in first place, prayer in second place and fasting in third, 
and definitely last, place. 

 

MONDAY, TUESDAY, WEDNESDAY 

Monday 

The first reading from the book of Leviticus is literally from the centre of the Jewish Law. The 
Jewish Law is made up of the first five books of the Old Testament -- Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
and Deuteronomy, known collectively as the Pentateuch. The words at the literal centre of the Law, at the 
heart of the Law, are found [using the Hebrew text, not an English translation!] by progressively counting 
in, word by word, from the two ends – one word in from the beginning [of the book of Genesis], and one 
word in from the end [of the book of Deuteronomy]. Then one counts the second word in from the 
beginning, and the second word in from the end; and so on, progressing through the books: Genesis-Exodus-
Leviticus, from the beginning; Deuteronomy-Numbers-Leviticus from the end. Continuing in this manner, 
one arrives at the literal centre of the five books of the Law, at the heart of the Law - “Be holy, for I, the Lord, 
your God, am holy” of Monday’s reading.  

What does the call at the heart of the Law entail? What should we do in order to “be holy?” Say 
prayers? Undertake a strict fast? According to this reading from Leviticus, the centre of the Law primarily 
entails good and just relationships with others: “You must not steal or deal fraudulently with your neighbour ... you 
must not exploit or rob your neighbour ... you must not be guilty of unjust verdicts ... you must not bear hatred for your brother 
in your heart ... you must love your neighbour as yourself.” The gospel builds on this theme. In the parable of the Last 
Judgement from Saint Matthew, with the sheep and the goats, the judge does not condemn the goats 
because they did not pray; nor does he condemn them because they did not fast. He condemns them because 
“in so far as you neglected to do this to one of the least of these, you neglected to do it to me.” The readings for the first 
Monday of Lent reflect the first of the three disciplines given by Jesus on Ash Wednesday -- the doing of 
good deeds towards our neighbour. 



Tuesday 

The first reading for the first Tuesday of Lent emphasises the need of nourishment from above -- of 
rain and snow for the earth, of God’s creative Word for mankind. But this nourishment from above must 
produce fruit: “it does not return to me empty.” What is that fruit? Tuesday’s gospel (Jesus teaching the Our 
Father to the apostles) makes that very plain: it is prayer, the second of the three disciplines as given to us 
by Jesus according to Ash Wednesday’s gospel from Matthew. However, there is a sting in the tail: “Yes, if 
you forgive others their failings, your heavenly Father will forgive you yours; but if you do not forgive others, your Father will 
not forgive your failings either.” Jesus sees prayer through the prism of good deeds, of generosity, of respect for 
others. Prayer, to be authentic, must bear fruit in good deeds, lest it return to God empty.  

Wednesday 

In the gospel for Wednesday of the first week of Lent, Jesus declares that the only sign being given 
to this generation will be “the sign of Jonah.” The first reading relates how both the people and the beasts of 
Nineveh, hearing the preaching of Jonah, willingly entered upon a very strict fast. These readings, then, 
reflect the third of the three disciplines given by Jesus on Ash Wednesday - fasting.  

But, again, there is a sting in the tail: fasting is not undertaken as a means of gaining control over 
ourselves. We fast from the things of this world because we recognise among us the One who, as this 
Wednesday’s gospel tells us, is “greater than Solomon,” “greater than Jonah.” We fast because, recognising the One 
who is of greater value than anything else in creation, we let go of, we fast from, everything else in order to 
cling solely to Christ, the Lord of creation. Our fasting is empty if it does not lead us to have the eyes to see, 
and the desire to serve, the One who is of greater value than anything else, the risen Christ present in those 
around us.  

Summary: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday 

The readings for the Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday of the first week of Lent mirror both the 
content and the sequence of Ash Wednesday’s gospel: good deeds (Monday); prayer (Tuesday); fasting 
(Wednesday). These readings acknowledge the unity of good deeds/prayer/fasting, but also strongly 
highlight the importance of good deeds, which both the Jewish Law and Jesus himself put in first place, at 
the centre of the Law, at the heart of the Law. 

 

THURSDAY, FRIDAY, SATURDAY 

The gospels of the Thursday, Friday and Saturday of the first week in Lent also bring into relief the 
duty of good deeds, of generous service to our neighbour. 

Thursday 

Thursday’s readings speak of constant and insistent prayer: that of Queen Esther in the first 
reading; that of the one who asks and searches in the gospel. However, the gospel concludes: “So always treat 
others as you would like them to treat you; that is the meaning of the Law and the Prophets.” Once again, as with Tuesday’s 
readings, there is a sting in the tail: our prayer must bear fruit in good deeds. 

Friday 

Friday’s readings invite us to grow in fidelity to God and in virtue towards others. This virtue, a 
reflection of our fidelity to God, must above all find expression in our treatment of others: “if you are bringing 



your offering to the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the 
altar, go and be reconciled with your brother first, and then come back and present your offering.” 

Saturday 

Saturday’s first reading presents Moses urging the chosen people to be faithful in their observance 
of the Law, and telling of the blessings which will flow from this. The gospel, from Matthew’s Sermon on 
the Mount, shows Jesus, the new Moses, giving the new Law: “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 
you; in this way you will be sons of your Father in heaven, for he causes the sun to rise on bad men as well as good, and his rain 
to fall on honest and dishonest men alike.” 

 

VISION OF LENT 

As these readings are proclaimed to us year by year, so each year we are called to re-evaluate our 
understanding of Lent. Is it a season which helps to transform our priorities and our lives? Lent is a season 
which prepares for Easter, for meeting the Jesus who suffered, was crucified, died and rose again on the 
third day.  

Where is that Jesus to be found now? He is the risen and glorified Lord, to be found in those around 
us -- whoever they are, and whether we agree with them or not! Certainly we are called to draw those around 
us towards the Light of the risen Christ, shining in the Church for the good of the world -- but do so with 
patience and respect, with justice, courtesy and generosity. In the present difficult economic and social 
circumstances, the call to recognise and serve Christ in others is surely all the more urgent, all the more 
necessary. As individuals, we cannot solve all the problems of the world, but Blessed Mother Teresa of 
Calcutta advised: “If you cannot feed one hundred people, then feed just one.”  

Our good deeds can take a wide variety of service, depending on our varying circumstances -- for 
example, praying for others; contributing financially to projects or charities; volunteering our time and skills 
to charitable organisations; patiently listening to others as they share their fears or their problems; or 
helping others, through evangelisation and through prayer, to come to know, love and serve Jesus Christ. 
The real question is whether or not generous service to others is truly our primary aim.  

Is the heart of the Law, the centre of the Law, at the centre of our lives? It can be so easy to allow 
inauthentic prayer and token fasting to blind us to the presence of Christ among us and to deafen His call 
to serve Him. But as the parable of the sheep and goats reminds us, we will not be judged on our prayer, nor 
on our fasting! 


