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Gesimatide:  Where’s the Party?

In the earliest days of the Church many pious Christians, not 
least the clergy (yes, pious clergy), began to fast 70 days before 
Easter. At various times and places other Christians began to 
fast 60 days before Easter, some 50, and some 40. The term 
Septuagesima is first found in liturgical books (that survive, at 
least) with the Gelasian Sacramentary, which seems to date 
from the 8th century in the manuscripts we still have, but is 
linked by ancient tradition to Pope St Gelasius I (d. 496). It 
was Pope Gregory who fixed the pre-Easter period of 
preparatory penance, Lent, at 40 days so as to bring about some 
consistency in Christendom.

Septuagesima continued to have significance liturgically. From 
this Sunday the Alleluia would cease to be sung or said until 
Easter (and not from Ash Wednesday, as in the modern 
calendar). Likewise the Gloria was not sung until Easter. While 
there was no fasting yet, the colour purple was used from this 
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Since Lent recapitulates 
time spend in the desert, 
other forms of asceticism 
have accrued during its 
observance.  Live theatre 
and secular music were 
banned as was the holding 
of court.  Weddings were 
also forbidden in the early 
Church; even after this 
changed, the Solemn 
Nuptial Blessing could not 
be given during a Lenten 
wedding.  Finally, married 
couples were admonished to 
abstain from conjugal 
relations during this time, 
the principal being a total 
withdrawal from the 
preoccupations of the flesh 
in order to focus on the 
spirit.
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Sunday. It was almost-Lent, a fore-Lent. Or, as the people’s 
hand missals used to explain so well, it was a season of its own 
to prepare for Lent.  The Layman’s Missal observes that this 
season moves us from Christmastide towards Easter, in part by 
recalling the 70 years Israel spent in captivity in Babylon. Then 
the notes go on to explain the more direful and dolorous tone 
of the prayers and chants of the season of the -Gesimas in this 
context of transition:

Since Christmas and Epiphany we have learned to know our 
Saviour and our King. It was our great joy to “see the heavens 
opened”, to “receive the Lord our God come in person” in 
order to establish at last his kingdom of justice and of peace.
God united himself with us by means of the Incarnation; and 
yet our state of misery is still with us:”The surging tide of 
death has engulfed me: the meshes of hell have entangled me”. 
That is because only the first page of the history of our 
redemption has been written. It is now our task to accept our 
Saviour and unite ourselves to him, in order that he may bring 
us out of our wretchedness and lead us all on the way to God.
… we have to accept the conditions of our redemption: 

“Lord teach me your law”. The promise has not yet developed 
into victory. It is necessary fort to “bear the day’s burden” like 
the labourers in the vineyard…
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The Bible Missal (Bruges, 1962) offers a somewhat different 
history of the development of the -Gesimas, itself a reminder 
that much of the early origins of our liturgy are clouded by the 
passing of the centuries, leaving much for liturgists to argue 
about. It brings in that school of thought that emphasize the 
formal erection in the seventh century of Septuagesima, with 
its tone of being surrounded and engulfed by the tides of evil 
and death, as being a response to the violent onward press of 
the barbarians into the Roman world at that time. This missal 
even adds a “Theme”, namely the Sacraments. It highlights that 
the Sacraments are more than rituals but are intended to 
“change our lives”. Since sacraments are encounters with the 
living Christ, they should then, in this season especially, be seen 
as the means of our entering “completely into the Covenant 
between God and ourselves” established eternally in Christ, 
learning from the failure of Israel to embrace their now-
superseded covenant.

Mid-Lent which involves Laeatre 
Sunday, is a note of joy within the 
context of sorrow. 

Mid-Lent customs predominantly 
involved pre-Christian 
celebrations concerning the burial 
of winter, where flower 
decorations betoken the joyous 
end of the cold and dark.  There 
are also customs involving match-
making or the announcing of 
engagements of the young 
couples. In either case, a joyous 
meal is celebrated during this 
time.

In England, Laetare Sunday came 
to be known as Mothering Sunday 
because it was the day that 
apprentices and students were 
released from their duties to visit 
their mother church.  This custom 
tied into the theme of Mother 
Jerusalem. 
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If the Lenten season is about the “one thing 
necessary,” if it is a school in conversion to Christ, 
a grappling with the heart of his Gospel, the 
Gesimas are an irreplaceable beginning to that 
process. We examine our consciences for three 
weeks, we repent for four in prayer, fasting and 
almsgiving. As Passiontide dawns, we face the 
mercy-seat, where our deliverance is secured. And 
then Easter dawns, with all the promise of 
forgiveness secured, grace freely offered. Such an 
extended process is clearly envisioned in the 
climax that comes with the traditional Easter 
collect:

GOD, who for our redemption didst give thine 
only-begotten Son to the death of the Cross, and by 
his glorious resurrection hast delivered us from the 
power of our enemy; Grant us so to die daily from 
sin, that we may evermore live with him in the joy 
of his resurrection.

Burying the Alleluia
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Alexander II had ordered a very simple and 
somber way of "deposing" the Alleluia, a 
variety of farewell customs prevailed in many 
countries up to the sixteenth century. They 
were inspired by the sentiment that Bishop 
William Duranti (1296) voiced in his 
commentaries on the Divine Office: "We part 
from the Alleluia as from a beloved friend, 
whom we embrace many times and kiss on the 
mouth, head and hand, before we leave him."

The liturgical office on the eve 
of Septuagesima was performed in many 
churches with special solemnity, and alleluias 
were freely inserted in the sacred text, even to 
the number of twenty-eight final alleluias in the 
church of Auxerre in France. This custom also 
inspired some tender poems that were sung or 
recited during Vespers in honor of the sacred 
word. The best known of these hymns 
is, Alleluia, dulce carmen ("Alleluia, Song of 
Gladness"), composed by an unknown author 
of the tenth century. It was translated into 
English by John Mason Neale (1866) and may 
be found in the official hymnal of the 
Episcopal Church.

In some French churches the custom developed 
in ancient times of allowing the congregation 
to take part in the celebration of a quasi-
liturgical farewell ceremony. The clergy 
abstained from any role in this popular service. 
Choirboys officiated in their stead at what was 
called "Burial of the Alleluia" performed the 
Saturday afternoon 
before Septuagesima Sunday. We find a 
description of it in the fifteenth-century statute 
book of the church of Toul:

. In some French churches the custom 
developed in ancient times of allowing the 
congregation to take part in the celebration of a 
quasi-liturgical farewell ceremony. The clergy 
abstained from any role in this popular service. 
Choirboys officiated in their stead at what was 
called "Burial of the Alleluia" performed the 
Saturday afternoon Toul:

The depositio (discontinuance) of the Alleluia on 
the eve of Septuagesima [which formerly 
initiated three weeks of "pre-Lent" at the end of 
the Epiphany Season] assumed in medieval times 
a solemn and emotional note of saying farewell 
to the beloved song.  Despite the fact that Pope  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"On Saturday before Septuagesima Sunday all 
choir boys gather in the sacristy during the 
prayer of the None, to prepare for the burial of 
the Alleluia. After the last Benedicamus [i.e., at 
the end of the service] they march in procession, 
with crosses, tapers, holy water and censers; and 
they carry a coffin, as in a funeral. Thus they 
proceed through the aisle, moaning and 
mourning, until they reach the cloister. There 
they bury the coffin; they sprinkle it with holy 
water and incense it; whereupon they return to 
the sacristy by the same way."

The Alleluia is sung for the last time and not 
heard again until it suddenly bursts into glory 
during the Mass of the Easter Vigil when the 
celebrant intones this sacred word after the 
Epistle, repeating it three times, as a jubilant 
herald of the Resurrection of Christ.

The requirements and practices during the first 
millennium after Our Lord were extraordinarily 
stringent by today’s terms, having been relaxed 
bit by bit, until they are almost nonexistent today. 

In a recent post on his site, Dr. Taylor Marshall, a 
former Episcopalian priest who is now Catholic, 
collected the rules for Lenten penance as 
described by St. Thomas Aquinas:

Ash Wednesday and Good Friday were “black 
fasts.” This means no food at all.

Other days of Lent, no food until 3:00 PM, 

the hour of Our Lord’s death. Water was 
allowed, and as was the case for the time due 
to sanitary concerns, watered-down beer and 
wine. After the advent of tea and coffee, 
these beverages were permitted.

No animal meats or fats.

No eggs.

No dairy products (lacticinia) – that is, eggs, 
milk, cheese, cream, butter, etc.

Sundays were days of less liturgical 
discipline, but the fasting rules above 
remained.

Essentially, medieval Western Christians 
subsisted on bread, vegetables and some salt 
during Lent. Fish was permitted, though 
uncommon. This was consistent with the 
desire of the Church for its faithful to refrain 
from flesh meat (St. Thomas equates Our 
Lord giving up His Flesh for us) and to 
strive for greater control over our own 
bodies, with abstinence from the marriage 
act as an additional form of self-
mortification.

Beyond the daily penances, the Triduum was 
more severe than even the “Black Fast” 
mentioned earlier. The Good Friday fast 
began as early as sundown on Maunday 
Thursday, lasting through the noon hour on 
Holy Saturday – when the early Church 
performed the Easter Vigil.

But as early as 800 A.D., the 3pm fasting 
time was generally moved more towards 
noon. In fact, “noon” is a derivative of 
“Nones,” the 9th hour of the Divine Office, 
said at about 3pm. Why do we call 12pm 
“noon” and not 3pm? During Lent, the 
monasteries would often move the recitation 
of nones as early as 12pm, in order to 
provide the working monks and laborers an 
opportunity to break their fast earlier in the 
day. Hence the exclamation by exhausted
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brothers and laborers of “Nones!” entering the 
vernacular. A remnant of this shift is still detectable 
in the rubrics for reciting the Roman Breviary up 
until the 1960s; None was prescribed to be recited in 
the morning before Mass.

The day after Septuagesima Sunday  would begin a 
period of voluntary fasting that would grow more 
severe as it approached the full and obligatory fast of 
Lent. The amount of food would be reduced, and the 
consumption of certain items, such as butter, milk, 
eggs, and cheese, would gradually be abandoned. 
Starting on the Thursday before Ash Wednesday, this 
self-imposed asceticism would culminate in 
abstinence from meat. Thus the name for this seven-
day period before Ash Wednesday, is "Carnival," 
from the Latin carne levarium, meaning "removal of 
meat." Finally, within the week of Carnival, the last 
three days (the three days prior to Lent) would be 
reserved for going to confession This period was 
known as  "Shrovetide," from the old English word 
"to shrive," or to have one's sins forgiven through 
absolution.

Of all the observances of Lent, the chief among these 
is the Great Fast. So intertwined are the two, in fact, 
that the Fathers of the Church sometimes used the 
terms interchangeably. This solemn obligation is 
believed to be of Apostolic origin and takes its 
precedent, as we mentioned above, from the 
examples of Moses, Elias, and Jesus Christ. The 
Great Fast used to consist of both abstinence and 
fasting. Christians were expected to abstain not only 
from flesh meat, but from all things that come from 
flesh, e.g. milk, cheese, eggs, and butter. Eastern rite 
Christians still observe this practice, while the 
Western church gradually kept only abstinence from 
meat (reference to all lacticinia, or "milk foods," was 
dropped in the 1919 Roman Code of Canon Law).
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Both East and West, however, agree on the 
importance of fasting. Originally this meant 
taking only one meal a day, though the 
practice was modified over the centuries. 
The preconciliar practice in the U.S. was for 
all able-bodied Catholics ages 21 to 60 to 
have one full meal a day which could 
include meat, and two meatless meals which 
together could not equal one full meal. 
Snacking between meals was prohibited, 
though drinking was not. Ash Wednesday, 
Fridays and the Ember Days were days of 
total abstinence from meat, while Sundays 
were completely exempted from all fasting 
and abstaining.

The idea behind the Great Fast -- as well as 
other periods of fasting -- is that by 
weakening the body it is made more 
obedient to the soul, thereby liberating the 
soul to contemplate higher things. St. 
Augustine gives perhaps the best example: 
if you have a particularly high-spirited 
horse, you train it at the times when it is too 
weak to revolt. It is our opinion that this 
venerable practice should still be taken 
seriously. Even though current ecclesiastical 
law has reduced the fast from forty days to 
two and eliminated the thirty-three days of 
partial abstinence, this does not mean that 
observing the Great Fast is not salubrious or 
praiseworthy. This said, however, the Great 
Fast should not be adhered to legalistically. 
In the words of St. John Chrysostom:

"If your body is not strong enough to 
continue fasting all day, no wise man will 
reprove you; for we serve a gentle and 
merciful Lord who expects nothing of us 
beyond our strength." 



Bethlehem Priory February 1, 2019

Bethlehem Priory �6

request and if we find it legitimate, we 
take care of the needs directly with the 
entity to whom they owe money. 

100% of all donations are tax deductible.  
If you would like to be a part of this 
ministry, please visit us at 
www.Bethlehempriory.com and click the 
Donate button.  100% of all funds 
donated is used to assist those in need.  
 

Lenten Retreat

Every year we attempt to hold a Lenten 
retreat off-site.  It allows us to meet 
those who follow us or have become 
oblates. If you or your parish would be 
interested in having us conduct a retreat, 
please contact Br. Boltoph OSB at 
bethlehempriory@yahoo.com.  Any 
requests for a retreat should be made by 
the end of February to give us time to 
prepare and make travel arrangements.

Prayer

Please continue to remember the Priory 
in your prayers, praying for our growth 
as you pray for the intentions of your 
own parish.  
 
If you have intentions you would like 
remembered at the Priory, please send 
those requests to 
Bethlehempriory@yahoo.com.

Confraternity of the Holy Rosary 

This past month we welcomed six members 
to the Confraternity; If you are one of 
those who joined, please visit our website at 
www.Bethlehempriory.com and sign up for a 
membership on the site.  This will give you 
access to a form exclusively created for our 
Confraternity members.  
 
If you are interested in the Confraternity, 
we invite you to visit our website for more 
information. 
 

Benevolent Fund 

In January,  we established a benevolent 
fund to enable us to assist those who come 
to us with pressing needs.  We received 
enough money to be of assistance to 
someone this last month, but we would like 
to be able to make this an ongoing thing. 
 
We do not give cash to those who come to 
us for help.  We thoroughly investigate their

http://www.Bethlehempriory.com
mailto:bethlehempriory@yahoo.com
http://www.Bethlehempriory.com
http://www.Bethlehempriory.com
http://www.Bethlehempriory.com
mailto:bethlehempriory@yahoo.com
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For Martyrs, who, with rapture-kindled 
eye,  
Saw the bright crown descending from 
the sky,  
And died to grasp it, thee we glorify,          
Alleluia!

The omission of these stanzas places the 
militant metaphors in the other stanzas in 
the forefront. In the context of the 
Anglican theology of the Church Militant 
on earth, however, this makes sense:

Original stanza 2: “. . . thou Lord, their 
Captain in the well-fought fight . . . “

Original stanza 4: “O may thy soldiers, 
faithful, true and bold,

                               Fight as the saints 
who nobly fought of old . . .”

Original stanza 8: “And when the strife 
is fierce, the warfare long . . .”

Original stanza 9: “. . . soon, soon to 
faithful warriors comes their rest . . . “

The omitted original stanza 10 alludes to 
the Church Triumphant:

But lo! there breaks a yet more glorious 
day;

The saints triumphant rise in bright 
array;

The King of glory passes on His way.

Alleluia!

The tune that is now most common in the 
United States, SINE NOMINE, by the 
famous English composer, Ralph 
Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), was not 
always a favorite. For at least half of the 
twentieth century, the Victorian tune 
SARUM by Joseph Barnby (1838-1896) 
was the preferred tune by many, and still 
is by some. ENGLEBURG by Charles 
Villiers Stanford (1952-1924) initially 

was used often, but Vaughan Williams’ 
stirring melody won the day after its 
publication in The English Hymnal (1906), 
for which the composer served as music 
editor.

SINE NOMINE (literally “without a name” 
in Latin) appeared as one of four anonymous 
tunes in The English Hymnal. Carl Daw, Jr. 
notes that the Latin tune name was 
equivalent to the undesignated “anonymous” 
musical setting later attributed to Vaughan 
Williams. He further suggests that Vaughan 
Williams “may have wished to avoid overt 
competition with ENGLEBURG, the tune 
written for this text by his former teacher C. 
V. Stanford and published only two years 
earlier in the 1904 edition of Hymns Ancient 
and Modern” (Daw, 2016, 330).

The final stanza fully consummates the 
Church Triumphant:

From earth’s wide bounds, from ocean’s 
farthest coast,

Through gates of pearl streams in the 
countless host,

singing to Father, Son, and Holy Ghost:

Alleluia!



Bethlehem Priory February 1, 2019

Bethlehem Priory �8


