FROM THE PASTOR: March 7, 2010


Well, the good news is that we have survived February – which some have been known to call “the tunnel month.”  The TV meteorologists are still trying to shake their medicine rattles and scare us into believing that another cataclysmic snowstorm is waiting in the wings, but you can tell that their hearts are not really in it any more.  And say what they will, in three weeks – less, when you read this – spring will “officially begin.”

Did you know that the word “Lent” is related to the German word “Lenz,” which means “spring”?  That may seem odd if we think only of the more somber side of Lent – the sober purple vestments, the bare simplicity of the sanctuary, the emphasis on sin and repentance.  But Lent – which has complex origins – was a season of baptismal preparation before it became a season for prayer, fasting, and penitence observed by the already baptized.  Thus, looked at from its “springier” side, Lent may be seen as a season of birth and renewal.


For our own catechumens and candidates, and thousands of others throughout the Church Universal, these weeks of Lent are a time of final discernment, as well as a time of excitement and anticipation.  Somehow, by God’s grace, they have come to believe that through Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, they, too, can find salvation.  They have also come to believe that they can find love, acceptance, and support in this motley crew of earthen vessels (cracked pots?!) that we call Church.  It behooves us to pray for them over these coming weeks, as they undergo the “scrutinies” (brief ceremonies celebrated at our Sunday Masses on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Sundays of Lent) and anxiously await their celebration of the sacraments of initiation at the Easter Vigil.


For the rest of us – especially as we prepare to welcome new members to our family of faith – we might think of Lent as a time for “spring cleaning.”  Surely you must feel the urgings, too.  The light of the late winter sun grows warmer and lasts longer each day.  Our hearts feel the temptation to open the windows – at least a few inches – and to let the fresh March winds in to clear out the dusty, stale air of winter.  We swing through the Reading Terminal Market and find that we can’t resist splurging on a few bunches of daffodils.  What we feel is hope, which we “have as an anchor of the soul, sure and firm” (Hebrews 6:19).

In his 2007 encyclical “Spe Salvi,” Pope Benedict XVI has written: “[Our] great, true hope which holds firm in spite of all disappointments can only be God—God who has loved us and who continues to love us ‘to the end,’ until all ‘is accomplished’ (cf. Jn 13:1 and 19:30). Whoever is moved by love begins to perceive what ‘life’ really is. [She or] he begins to perceive the meaning of the word of hope that we encountered in the Baptismal Rite: from faith I await ‘eternal life’—the true life which, whole and unthreatened, in all its fullness, is simply life. 

“Jesus, who said that he had come so that we might have life and have it in its fullness, in abundance (cf. John 10:10), has also explained to us what ‘life’ means: ‘this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent’ (John 17:3). Life in its true sense is not something we have exclusively in or from ourselves: it is a relationship. And life in its totality is a relationship with him who is the source of life. If we are in relation with him who does not die, who is Life itself and Love itself, then we are in life. Then we ‘live’” (no. 27).

In a word, we are people of hope because we have entered into a relationship with a human and divine Savior, Jesus Christ.  It is that relationship with Jesus which our catechumens and candidates will solemnize and make public when they receive the Easter sacraments.  And it is the deepening of that relationship of love and trust with Jesus which should underlie our own Lenten disciplines – prayer, fasting, almsgiving.  


Because we hope, we can take to heart Jesus’ exhortation: “When you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites. They neglect their appearance, so that they may appear to others to be fasting. Amen, I say to you, they have received their reward.  But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, so that you may not appear to be fasting, except to your Father who is hidden. And your Father who sees what is hidden will repay you.”  In other words, during Lent, “Smile!  It will make people wonder what you are up to!”


I give the final word to poet John Clare.  This poem is called “The Instinct of Hope”:



Is there another world for this frail dust


To warm with life and be itself again?


Something about me daily speaks there must,


And why should instinct nourish hopes in vain?


'Tis nature's prophesy that such will be,


And everything seems struggling to explain


The close sealed volume of its mystery.


Time wandering onward keeps its usual pace


As seeming anxious of eternity,


To meet that calm and find a resting place.


E'en the small violet feels a future power


And waits each year renewing blooms to bring,


And surely man is no inferior flower


To die unworthy of a second spring? 
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