
THE GREAT LENTEN GOSPELS 
 
The Season of Lent developed in the early Church over several centuries. Beginning as 

a short period of fasting before celebrating Easter, by the 4th Century it had expanded to 

40 days long, with fasting gradually extended from Fridays to all the weekdays. It 

became the final stage for the catechumens’ preparation for baptism at the Easter Vigil, 

with the whole Church community accompanying them.  

 

Initially, the catechumenate focused on moral instruction, teaching those coming into 

the Church how to live as Christians. After baptism, they would continue their Christian 

learning, with an emphasis on the teachings of Christ and the Church. In the 4th and 5th 

Centuries, more and more people delayed baptism because there was allowed only one 

absolution of sins after baptism. So the catechumenate period shifted to more doctrinal 

instruction, rather than putting that off until after baptism.  

 

Three passages from John’s Gospel became especially important for instruction in 

conjunction with the Lenten Scrutiny rites for those to be baptized at Easter: 

 Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well (Jn 4:5-42) 

 Jesus curing the man born blind   (Jn 9:1-41) 

 Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead  (Jn 11:1-45) 

 

The themes of each of these passages point to greater realities that are part of the 

Easter mystery. The dialogue with the woman at the well is about “living water,” in which 

Jesus expands the meaning of that term from fresh, flowing water to water that gives 

spiritual life, that is, the water of baptism. This is the reality of what the catechumen will 

receive at the Easter Vigil. 

 

The dialogue surrounding the curing of the blind man questions how Jesus can give 

physical sight. But the deeper meaning of the passage is that Jesus gives new vision to 

those who are spiritually blind, that He is the true Light come into the world. The newly 

baptized Christian will see the world differently through the light of faith. 

 

The raising of Lazarus from the dead points to the promised resurrection in which all the 

baptized will share – the ultimate victory of life over death. Just as Martha’s resurrection 

faith is tested by Jesus’ words, the Christians’ faith in the promise of life after death 

through baptism will be tested during their lives. Lazarus models the fulfillment of the 

promise of eternal life that God gives to believers. 

 

As infant baptism spread, the Scrutinies (and their Gospels) were moved to weekdays, 

condensed, and eventually abandoned. The 1969 lectionary restored these Gospels to 

the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Sundays of Lent in Year A (e.g., 2023), as well as for celebrations of 

the Scrutinies for the Elect, regardless of which year in the 3-year cycle it is. 


