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Saint Faustina writes in diary Entry 618:

“At the beginning of Lent, I asked my confessor for some mortification for this time of fast. I was told not to cut down on my food but, while eating, to meditate on how the Lord Jesus, on the Cross, accepted vinegar and gall. This would be my mortification. I did not know that this would be so beneficial to my soul. The benefit is that I am meditating constantly on His sorrowful Passion and so, while I am eating, I am not preoccupied with what I am eating, but am reflecting on my Lord’s death.”

I would like to explore the key Biblical theme of 40 since we are beginning the 40 days of Lent.  

There are three things that are stressed during the 40 days of Lent:  prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.  Forty (40) from the list below is symbolic for trial, testing, and waiting. But in the use of the number 40 there is one underlying focus: it is a journey (see Pope Benedict XVI’s comments below), even if physical, it always leads to a spiritual time of growth and change.

· It rained 40 days and 40 nights during the Flood (Genesis 7: 4)

· Noah waited 40 days after the waters receded and the Ark settled on Mount 

Ararat before he sent out the raven (Genesis 8: 3-8)

· Isaac was 40 years old when he married Rebecca (Genesis 25: 20)

· Esau was 40 years old when he married his two wives (Genesis 26: 34)

· The Israelites ate Manna 40 years in the Desert (Genesis 16: 35-6)

· Moses spent 40 days and nights on Mount Sinai (Exodus 24: 18) comes down to the 



Golden Calf, break the tables.  Then in Exodus 24: 28 he returns and fasts 



40 days and 40 nights. 

· The scouts from the 12 tribes spied out the Promised Land 40 days before 

they returned a bad report (Numbers 13: 25)

· Therefore, the Israelites were required to spend 40 years “wandering” in the 

Wilderness (Numbers 14: 33; Deuteronomy 29: 4)

· Joshua was 40 years old when he spied with the scouts (Numbers 13: 5; 

Joshua 14: 7)

· Goliath “taunted” Israel 40 days before his defeat by David (1 Samuel 17: 16)

· King David reigned for 40 years (2 Samuel 5: 4)

· King Solomon reigned for 40 years (1 Kings 11: 42)

· Jonah preacah3ed to Nineveh for 40 days before they repented (Jonah 3: 4)

· Elijah fasted 40 days in the wilderness (1 Kings 19: 8)

· Purification of Mary is 40 days after birth of Jesus (Leviticus 12: 1-4) (Luke 2: 22-4)

· Jesus spent 40 days Fasting in the Desert after His baptism (Matthew 4: 1-2)

· Jesus also spent 40 days on earth following His Resurrection (Acts 1: 3)

· Jesus, by tradition, spent 40 hours in the tomb.  A Blessed Sacrament devotion 



originated in Milan in 1534 and was propagated by the Jesuits.  St. John



Neumann (1811-1860) is credited with establishing it in the US.


In his address on Ash Wednesday, February 22, 2007, Pope Benedict XIV stated:

“Ash Wednesday, which we celebrate today, is for us Christians a particular day, characterized by an intense spirit of recollection and reflection. We begin, in fact, the Lenten journey, time of listening to the word of God, of prayer and of penance. They are 40 days in which the liturgy will help us to relive the important phases of the mystery of salvation.”


For the beginning and focus of my teaching, I take the sentence: They are 40 days in which the liturgy will help us to relive the important phases of the mystery of salvation.”  


In fact, Vatican II in “Sacrosanctum Concilium” (On Sacred Liturgy) declares:

“The Lenten season has a twofold character: (1) it recalls baptism or prepares for it; (2) it stresses a penitential spirit.  By these means especially, Lent readies the faithful for celebrating the paschal mystery after a period of closer attention the Word of God, and more ardent prayer.  In the liturgy itself and in liturgy=centered instructions, these baptismal and penitential themes should be more pronounced….” (SC 109)

But most people when asked why we have Lent will respond “because Jesus spent 40 days in the desert after His Baptism before He began His Public Ministry (see Luke 4: 1-1,” and forget the 40 days in the desert comes after the Baptism of Jesus by John.

Understanding what Pope Benedict XVI has stated also makes our focus to go beyond just the 40 days in the Desert and to the other liturgical significances of the 40 days of Lent.  


For 8 years I was the director of the RCIA program for the 4 Catholic Parishes in Leavenworth, Kansas.  As the Catechumens entered the Lenten period their focus was on Salvation history to prepare them for the Easter Vigil when they would be initiated into the Catholic Church.   


I would ask them to read the Letter to the Hebrews before Passion Week in addition to all the liturgical readings.   Many scripture scholars believe, as I do, that the Letter to the Hebrews might be a sermon given at the Easter Vigil since it is a summation of Salvation history.


The small cursory survey of the Old Testament above reveals that the number 40 shows up with remarkable frequency.  And its appearance usually coincides with a Salvation event.  Forty (40) may be a number the Lord uses to call our attention to a particular Salvation event.


Vatican II in its document on “Divine Revelation” paraphrases St. Augustine when it states in paragraph 16:  

“God, the inspirer and author of both testaments, wisely arranged that the New Testament be hidden in the Old, and the Old be made manifest in the New.  For, though Christ established the New Covenant in His blood, still the books of the Old Testament with all their parts, caught up into the proclamation of the gospel, acquire and show forth their full meaning in the New Testament and in turn shed light on it and explain it.”

The one number 40 event in the Old Testament that most people can recall very quickly is the story of Noah and the flood when it rained 40 days and 40 nights.  Noah is a type of the Messiah and it is a salvation event that foreshadows the work of the Messiah, Jesus.  In Genesis 6, God decides to cleanse the human race from the earth and start all over with a just and righteous man, Noah.  His name means “rest”, but his mission is given in Genesis 5: 29:

“He gave him the name Noah because, he said, 'Here is one who will give us, in the midst of our toil and the laboring of our hands, a consolation out of the very soil that Yahweh cursed.'” 

His mission is stated as “one who will give us….a consolation out of the very soil Yahweh cursed.”  The word in my translation that reads “consolation” is actually the Hebrew word for “comfort.”   It is the same Hebrew word that is used in Isaiah 61: 2: “To comfort all who mourn” which Jesus quotes when He declares He is the Messiah in the synagogue of Nazareth in Luke 4: 16ff.


Noah as a “type” of the Messiah, Jesus, builds the Ark and the only people God allows in are Noah, his wife, his three sons and their wives, a total of 8 persons.  Here again is a significant number.  Eight (8) signifies a new beginning.  Eight (8) people are saved to begin the human race again.  

King Saul, from the tribe of Benjamin, flunked his kingship and was replaced by David, the 8th son of Jesse of the tribe of Judah – a new line of monarchy from which will come the Messiah, Jesus.


Jesus dies on Good Friday the day before a Solemn Sabbath, the Passover, the 7th day.  HeHe rises on the next day, the first day of the Jewish week which becomes the Lord’s Day, the 8th day, the day of Resurrection, and a new beginning for mankind.  The day of Jesus’ Resurrection is also the Jewish Feast of First fruits which is why Rabbi Paul calls Him that in 1 Corinthians15: 22-23:



“Just as all die in Adam, so in Christ all will be brought to life; [23] but all of 



them in their proper order: Christ the first-fruits, and next, at his coming, 



those who belong to him.  [24] And after that the end….”

 
But go back to Noah again.  What most people miss is that the 8 people remained in the Ark not just 40 days, but many days.  In Genesis 7: 24 it says: “The waters maintained their level on earth for a hundred and fifty days.”  Then God sends a wind in Genesis 8: 3-5:

“Little by little, the waters ebbed from the earth. After a hundred and fifty days the waters fell, and in the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month, the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat. [5] The waters gradually fell until the tenth month when, on the first day of the tenth month, the mountain tops appeared.” 

At this point Noah waits another 40 days before he sends the raven out to reconnoiter the land (Genesis 8:6-7):  

“At the end of forty days Noah opened the window he had made in the ark [7] and released a raven, which flew back and forth as it waited for the waters to dry up on earth”. 


Jesus stays on earth for another 40 days after His resurrection to make sure his disciples are ready for the new beginning that comes with the Holy Spirit on Pentecost.


In 40 days in the desert Jesus fasts in preparation for His Ministry.


Fr. Michael Sopocko, St. Faustina’s Spiritual Director, writes in his book, The Mercy of God in His Works:
The Life in the desert was to be a preparation for the public life.  As, long ago, Moses had fasted for forty days, preparing himself to receive the Law, so now did Christ, preparing Himself to save souls, which can only be redeemed by prayer and fasting.  He Himself valiantly resisted the attacks of the evil spirit and prayed and fasted for those souls which he was later to convert.  The potentate who rules the world saw now that he had met one stronger than himself.  Our Lord in the desert mercifully gave us a pattern for our own fast of forty days, in which, year by year, the faithful strengthen their souls in prayer, penance and conflict.” 


The Bible only speaks of 2 other persons who fasted for a forty-day period like Jesus.  And each is a type of Jesus.  Let us look at them.


The first is Moses in Exodus 34: 28-29:



“He stayed there with Yahweh for forty days and forty nights, eating and 

drinking nothing, and on the tablets he wrote the words of the covenant—the Ten Words. [29] When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands, as he was coming down the mountain, Moses did not know that the skin of his face was radiant because he had been talking to him.” 

   
The second is and Elijah, the Prophet, in 1 Kings 19: 7-9:

“But the angel of Yahweh came back a second time and touched him and said, 'Get up and eat, or the journey will be too long for you.' [8] So he got up and ate and drank, and strengthened by that food he walked for forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, God's mountain.  [9] There he went into a cave and spent the night there. Then the word of Yahweh came to him saying, 'What are you doing here, Elijah?' 


After the fast and encounter with Yahweh, Elijah encounters Elisha, son of Shaphat, and calls him as his servant who later becomes his successor.  (1 Kings 19: 19-21)


In Luke’s gospel it is after Jesus time in the desert and then His declaration as Messiah in Nazareth and His preaching and working in and around Capernaum, that Jesus calls His first disciple who is to be His successor, Simon Peter, with James and John, his partners (Luke 5: 1-11)

Moses is the great teacher and lawgiver and Elijah the great Prophet in the Old Testament.  Concerning Jesus, Fr. Sopocko writes:

“And, finally, the Savior in His Passion stands forth as the supreme Prophet and Lawgiver.  He perfect the Old Law, sweeping away superstitious accretions; He confirmed His teaching on the meaning of the cross and suffering in human life, on the supreme love for God the Father, and absolute obedience to His law.  Thus, then, the Savior in His passion revealed His highest power and His most glorious dignities, of which the greatest, to us, is His dignity as the all-merciful Savior, to whom we can always turn with complete trust.”


Our Catechism of the Catholic Church in Part III in its discussion of “Life in Christ” states in article 2041:

“The precepts of the Church are set in the context of a moral life bound to and nourished by liturgical life.  The obligatory character of these positive laws decreed by the pastoral authorities is meant to guarantee to the faithful the very necessary minimum in the spirit of prayer and moral effort, in the growth in love of God and neighbor…”

    
And the in article 2043 cites the 4th Precept:

“The Fourth precept: (“You shall observe the days of fasting and abstinence established by the Church”) ensures the times of ascesis (i.e., ‘The practice of penance, mortification, and self-denial to promote greater self-mastery and to foster the way of perfection by embracing the way of the cross [CCC 2015]) and penance which prepare us for the liturgical feasts and help us acquire mastery over our instincts and freedom of heart.”    

Lent starts on Ash Wednesday and ends on the evening of Holy Thursday, the Last Supper.   Our Lent then is in preparation with fasting and denial for the celebration of the Paschal Mystery of Easter.  And the 8th day of the Easter Celebration is the Feast of Divine Mercy (2nd Sunday of Easter = Divine Mercy Sunday.  See Diary Entry 49) fulfilling the Salvation Plan of God the Father through His Son, Jesus, the Christ, Our Lord.


Father Sopocko also writes:

“Our Lord’s Passion is also an objective proof of the infinite Mercy of God.  For He suffered and died out of pity for men, His adopted brothers, who for their sins had deserved to be rejected for ever, like the rebellious angels…. In this Passion He fulfilled the Psalmist’s prophecy: ‘mercy and truth have met each other: justice and peace have kissed’ (Ps 85: 10)….Our Lord’s Passion is the source of our salvation.  The Mercy of God did not cast sinners off for ever, but found an expedient that was infallible, unheard of, worthy of the admiration and rapture of Angels and of men….Finally, the Passion of Our Lord is an object lesson in all the virtues necessary for the purification and sanctification of our souls.” 
 


Our time of Lent then is to be a time of preparation to celebration the Salvation Plan of God the Father that culminates in the Resurrection of Jesus solemnly celebrated liturgically for eight (8) days, from Easter Sunday to Divine Mercy Sunday.


Our focus should be as the Church directs us liturgically on the entire Salvation History with supreme focus on the Passion and Death of Jesus.  We must be obedient to the Magisterium and our spiritual directors.   


St. Faustina had to learn that obedient to superiors was more important that mortification and sacrifice taken on our own initiative:


“Today, I received some oranges. When the sister had left, I thought to myself, “Should I eat the oranges instead of doing penance and mortifying myself during Holy Lent? After all, I am feeling a bit better.” Then I heard a voice in my soul: My daughter, you please Me more by eating the oranges out of obedience and love of Me than by fasting and mortifying yourself of your own will. A soul that loves Me very much must, ought to live by My will. I know your heart, and I know that it will not be satisfied by anything but My love alone.”  (Diary Entry 1023)

Again, St. Faustina wanted permission for more mortifications during Lent and had to be instructed by Jesus where her (and our) focus should be during Lent (Diary Entries 932 and 933):


“932 A few days ago, I wrote to my director [probably Father Andrasz168], asking permission for some little mortifications during Lent. As I did not have the doctor’s permission to go to town, I had to do this by letter. But Ash Wednesday is already here, and I still have no answer. This morning after Holy Communion, I asked Jesus to inspire my director with His light so that he would answer me, and I knew in my soul that Father was not against my practicing these mortifications for which I had asked permission, and that he would give his permission. So, in peace, I began to undertake these practices. That same afternoon I received a letter from Father, saying that he readily gives me permission to undertake those practices for which I had asked (283) permission. I was very pleased that my interior knowledge was in agreement with my spiritual Father’s opinion.


933 Then I heard the following words in my soul: You will receive a greater reward for your obedience and subjection to your confessor than you will for the practices which you will be carrying out. Know this, My daughter, and act accordingly: anything, no matter how small it be, that has the seal of obedience to My representative is pleasing to Me and great in My eyes.

    
Several times throughout her life, St. Faustina undertook mortifications on her own that caused consternation to her spiritual directors and the Lord instructs her that the graces she gets is because she submits in obedience to her spiritual director  (Diary Entries 364-365:

“364
(153) +Once I was asked to pray for a certain soul. I decided at once to make a novena to the Merciful Lord to which I added a mortification; namely, that I would wear chains86 on both legs throughout Holy Mass. I had been doing this already for three days when I went to confession and told my spiritual director that I had undertaken this mortification, presuming permission to do so. I had thought he would not object, but I heard the contrary; that is, that I should do nothing without permission. O my Jesus, so it was willfulness again! But my falls do not discourage me; I know very well that I am misery [itself]. Because of the condition of my health I did not receive this permission, and my spiritual director was surprised that I had been allowing myself greater mortifications without his permission. I asked pardon for my self‑willfulness, or rather for having presumed permission, and I asked him to change this mortification for another one.

365
My spiritual director replaced it with an interior mortification; namely, throughout Holy Mass I was to meditate on why the Lord Jesus had submitted to being baptized. The meditation was no mortification for me, for thinking about God is a delight and not a mortification; but there was a mortification of the will in that I was not doing [simply] what I like, but what I was told to do, and it is in this that interior mortification consists. When I left the confessional and started to recite my penance, I heard these words: I have granted the grace you asked for on behalf of that soul, but not because of the mortification you chose for yourself. Rather, it was because of your act of complete obedience to My representative that I granted this grace to that soul for whom you interceded and begged mercy. Know that when you mortify your own self‑will, then Mine reigns within you.


Obedience is the most important virtue of a Christian as the Catechism tells us in Article 1269:

“Having become a member of the Church, the person baptized belongs no longer to himself, but to Him who died and rose for us.  From no on, he is called to be subject o others, to serve them in the communion of the Church, and to ‘obey and submit’ to the Church’s leaders, holding hem in respect and affection.’”

 
 Rabbi Paul states in Philippians 2: 8:



“he was humbler yet, even to accepting death, death on a cross.”


And that it was obedience that perfected Him:

“During his life on earth, he offered up prayer and entreaty, with loud cries and with tears, to the one who had the power to save him from death, and, winning a hearing by his reverence, [8] he learnt obedience, Son though he was, through his sufferings; [9] when he had been perfected, he became for all who obey him the source of eternal salvation [10] and was acclaimed by God with the title of high priest of the order of Melchizedek” . Hebrews 5: 7-10


As our first pope, Peter, tells us in his first encyclical, 1 Peter 1: 13-23:

“Your minds, then, must be sober and ready for action; put all your hope in the grace brought to you by the revelation of Jesus Christ. [14] Do not allow yourselves to be shaped by the passions of your old ignorance, [15] but as obedient children, be yourselves holy in all your activity, after the model of the Holy One who calls us, [16] since scripture says, 'Be holy, for I am holy.'  [17] And if you address as Father him who judges without favoritism according to each individual's deeds, live out the time of your exile here in reverent awe. [18] For you know that the price of your ransom from the futile way of life handed down from your ancestors was paid, not in anything perishable like silver or gold, [19] but in precious blood as of a blameless and spotless lamb, Christ. [20] He was marked out before the world was made, and was revealed at the final point of time for your sake. [21] Through him you now have faith in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory for this very purpose—that your faith and hope should be in God.

[22] Since by your obedience to the truth you have purified yourselves so that you can experience the genuine love of brothers, love each other intensely from the heart; [23] for your new birth was not from any perishable seed but from imperishable seed, the living and enduring Word of God. 

We can see the importance of the Word of God during the period of the 40 days of Lent has us understand the source of our faith and work of the Father in love through Jesus Christ.  As St. Faustina learned from Jesus that meditating on His Passion gave the greatest merit to our souls:

“Before the eight‑day retreat, I went to my spiritual director and asked him for certain mortifications for the time of the retreat. However, I did not receive permission for everything I asked for, but for some things only. I received permission for one hour of meditation on the Passion of the Lord Jesus and for a certain humiliation. But I was a little dissatisfied at not receiving permission for everything I had asked. When we returned home, I dropped into the chapel for a moment, and then I heard this voice in my soul: There is more merit to one hour of meditation on My sorrowful Passion than there is to a whole year of flagellation that draws blood; the contemplation of My painful wounds is of great profit to you, and it brings Me great joy. I am surprised that you still have not completely renounced your self‑will, but I rejoice exceedingly that this change will be accomplished during the retreat.  (Diary Entry 369)

What are we to do then throughout the 40 days of Lent?  My recommendation after studying the Divine Mercy and the Biblical Significance of 40 Days of Lent is that you do all that Magisterium asks and the Devotion to Divine Mercy allows includes the Novena of Divine Mercy.   If you can attend daily Mass by all means do so and enter into the liturgy of Lent.  If you can not, then get a good daily missal or the Magnificat magazine and prayer the daily readings on your own.  You might want to supplement these liturgical activities with daily readings of the Passion Narratives and meditating on them (anyone can read scripture and is encouraged by the Magisterium to do so).  I would also recommend a viewing periodically during Lent of The Passion of the Christ film of Mel Gibson.  Anything beyond that should be done under the permission of our spiritual directors.  

� Michael Sopocko, The Mercy of God in His Works (Marian Apostolate: Stockbridge, Ma, 1962) Page 69.  Please note that this book is out of print and I am lucky to own a private copy.  


� Ibid., pg 232.


� Ibid, pgs 230-1
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