Repent and Believe

Getting Started with Lent
The Journey Begins
Use this resource alone or with others. Used with others,
read the reflections aloud, pausing between paragraphs.
Invite each member of the group to take a turn reading, or
prepare readers in advance for larger groups. Share with
each other your Lenten commitments and promises, keeping
within the silence of your own heart those things which
belong only there.

Opening Ritual and Prayer
Light a candle. Open your Bible and set it beside the lit candle. Prepare the room for prayer, even
if you are alone. Quiet music can help to settle yourself and others after a hectic day.

Leader: Let us remember we are in the presence of God.
All: We welcome you, God, and ask that you be with us today.
Leader: Gracious and compassionate God, open our eyes, ears, hearts, and minds
to you throughout this Lenten season.
All: God, let us all be open to you.
Leader: Turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel.
All: Amen.

An Invitation from God

Lent begins with an invitation from God: “Come back to me with all your heart”
(see Joel 2:12). Our Lenten journey is our response to God’s invitation.
The Word “Lent”
Interestingly, the word “lent” comes from Old English through Middle English to
modern English. Looking at its origin, “lent” is a shortening of the word
“lengthen,” used to describe the increasing amount of daylight each day. It was
used to describe the harbinger of spring and new life, of sap running in trees, buds
opening, green grass, daffodils, tulips popping up, etc.

Spring for many is a time of cleaning. Lent is a time for spiritual spring cleaning. In
order to make more room for God and one another, we clean out the clutter that
has accumulated in our lives.
Liturgical Mathematics: Counting Forty Days
Mathematically speaking, there are 46 days between Ash
Wednesday and Easter Sunday. So how did we get 40? It
was developed not by means of math but by theology.
Every Sunday is Easter, even during the Lenten season, for
every Sunday is a memorial of the passion, death, and
resurrection of Jesus. When we subtract the six Sundays of Lent from the total, we
end up with 40.

Lent: A Brief History Lesson
Church historians tell us that by the end of the fourth century, a forty-day period
of fasting was observed in parts of the church in commemoration of Christ’s forty
days in the desert. Later this developed into a penitential season for preparing for
Easter. By the end of the fourth century, Lent had two emphases: It was the time
of formation and preparation for the catechumens (those seeking entrance into
the church) who would be baptized at the Easter vigil on Holy Saturday. In
addition, it was a time of reconciliation for those members of the church whose
sins had separated them from God and the church.
The shape and understanding of Lent changed with time. The public reconciliation
of penitents died out, as did the catechumenate. Lent had shifted from a season of
baptismal renewal to a liturgical season of fasting.
The Fathers (Bishops) of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) called for the
restoration of the original meaning of Lent. Here is what the bishops had to say
about Lent in the Constitution on the Sacred
Liturgy: “The season of Lent is both a time of
preparation for baptism and a time of penance
for the faithful, in both cases to prepare for
Easter. Hence the practice of penance should be
fostered in ways that suit our time and the local
region” (nos. 109-110).

The Symbolism of Ashes and Ash
Wednesday
The origin and custom of using ashes is
discovered in parts of the Old Testament. Ashes
accompanied prayer in the case of Abraham
when he said to God: “Let me take it upon
myself to speak to my Lord, I who am but dust
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and ashes” (Gen 18:27). The prophet Jeremiah uses ashes when he calls for
repentance: “O daughter of my people, gird on sackcloth, roll in ashes” (Jer 6:26).
The prophet Daniel pleaded for God to rescue Israel and used sackcloth and ashes
as a sign of Israel’s repentance: “I turned to the Lord God, pleading in earnest
prayer, with fasting, sackcloth and ashes” (Dan 9:3). Similar actions expressing
repentance for sin are found in the book of Judith (see Jdt 4:11, 15; 9:1). In the
New Testament, Jesus refers to the use of sackcloth and ashes as signs of
repentance (see Mt 11:21; Lk 10:13).
In the early church, when the season of Lent was a time period
for reconciliation of public sinners, the penitents would come
to church at the start of Lent wearing a penitential garment,
suggesting sackcloth, an Old Testament symbol for seeking
repentance. They were sprinkled with ashes and ritually
dismissed from the assembly to do their penance for forty
days, returning to church on Holy Thursday. With time the
dismissing of penitents disappeared, but the ashes remained as
a reminder and call to penance of all the faithful. The act of imposing ashes
symbolizes human mortality and fragility and the need to be redeemed by the
mercy of God.

Ash Wednesday after Vatican II

The Second Vatican Council called for the renewal of Lent,
so that it might recover its ancient baptismal character.
This recovery was significantly advanced by the restoration
of the catechumenate mandated by the Rite of Christian
Initiation of Adults (1972). As Catholics have increasingly
interacted with catechumens in the final stage of their
preparation for baptism, they have begun to understand
Lent as a season of baptismal preparation and baptismal
renewal.
The ceremonies of Ash Wednesday, at the beginning of
Lent, promote this baptismal focus of Lent. A hint of this is one of the formulas for
the imposition of ashes: “Turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel.”
Though it doesn’t explicitly mention baptism, it recalls the baptismal promises to
reject sin and to profess our faith. It is a clear call to conversion, to that
movement away from sin and toward Christ that we have to embrace over and
over again throughout our lives.

From Ashes to Font
The message of Ash Wednesday is the call to continuous conversion. We move
through Lent from ashes to the baptismal font. We dirty our faces on Ash
Wednesday and are cleansed in the waters of the font. More profoundly, we
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embrace the need to die to sin and selfishness at the beginning of
Lent so that we can come to fuller life in the Risen One at Easter.
When we receive ashes on our foreheads, we remember who we
are. We remember that we are creatures of the earth
(“Remember that you are dust”). We remember that we are
mortal beings (“and to dust you will return”). We remember that
we are baptized. We remember that we are people on a journey
of conversion (“Turn away from sin and be faithful to the
Gospel”). We remember that we are members of the body of Christ (and the
smudge on our foreheads will proclaim that identity to others, too).

Lenten Practices
Catholics are encouraged in Lent to cultivate three religious practices: fasting and
abstinence; prayer; almsgiving. The purpose of our Lenten practices is to discipline
ourselves to be attuned to the activity of God in our lives.

What does it mean to fast?
Fasting is making do with less food. The result of not eating so much and getting
hungry is that we have a heightened sense of awareness. When we eat too much,
we have a sluggish feeling. When we fast, we are more alert and open to the
activities of God in our lives. Fasting cleanses our bodies and prepares us to pray
more deeply.
When do we fast?
Always check your local diocesan
regulations regarding Lenten
observances. In general, Catholics
between the ages of 18 and 59 are
required to fast. This means that on these
days we eat only one full meal, with no
food between meals. It is understood
that if one eats three meals a day, the
two other meals should not total one full
meal. Of course, everyone is free to fast at any other time as an aid for prayer and
reflection.
Fasting is more than simply developing self control around food. Spiritual fasting,
as opposed to dieting, enhances our hunger for God. Fasting is one of the most
ancient practices in Lent.
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What does it mean to Abstain?

To abstain is to refrain from eating meat, as an act of penance and sacrifice. Since
innumerable people in the world cannot afford to eat meat, our abstaining from
eating meat can put us in solidarity with the hungry and poor of the world.
When do we abstain?
Always check your local diocesan regulations regarding Lenten observances. In
general, Catholics in the United States abstain from meat on Ash Wednesday and
all the Fridays of Lent. This does not include abstaining from eggs and dairy
products. All Catholics who have completed their fourteenth year of age are
bound by the law of abstinence.

Prayer

Prayer is described as the raising of the mind and
heart to God or conversing with God. Lent is a time
to make a conscious effort to pray more and with
greater regularity. There are many ways to pray in
Lent.

Sunday Eucharist. The celebration of the
Eucharist is considered the source and summit of
Catholic prayer. Actively preparing for the Sunday
Eucharist by reading the assigned Scripture readings
ahead of time can be part of one’s Lenten discipline.
Some Catholics even choose to celebrate Mass more
often than just on Sundays of Lent.
Daily Prayer. Lent is a time to pray as an individual, as a family and as a
faith community. Set aside time daily for your own personal prayer time. Pray as
a family at meals. Bless one another as you leave your home in the morning and
before you go to bed at night. One of the simplest and most natural gestures is to
trace a cross on a loved one’s forehead. It speaks volumes to a young child when
a parent gives him or her this sign of love and prayer.

“The things, good Lord, that we pray for, give us the grace to labor for.”
St. Thomas More

“Don’t be afraid. Trust in Jesus.”

St. Clare to her sisters in religious life.

“A day without prayer is like a sky without the sun, a garden without flowers.”
Saint John XXIII
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Praying with the Bible. Choose a quiet place and allow yourself some

quality time to pray a psalm from the Bible each day of Lent. The book of Psalms
is the prayer book of the Bible and the church. Lent is a time when you can make
it your prayer book.

“Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.”
St. Jerome

“Sacred Scripture changes the heart of whoever reads it from earthly desires
to embracing spiritual things.”
St. Gregory the Great

For Reflection: What time(s) will I set aside for prayer this Lent?

Make a Retreat. A retreat can be described as a

voluntary stopping of workaday actions and a special
commitment to prayer, silence, and reflection. A retreat
is a temporary withdrawal from normal activities in
order to get in touch with God and experience spiritual
renewal. Retreats can be as short as a day or longer if
chosen. In Lent you could contact a retreat house in
your area where you could make your own retreat.
For Reflection: How will I set aside time for a retreat
this Lent?

Pilgrimage. During Lent make a pilgrimage to a holy place that is nearby: a
place of natural beauty, a cemetery where loved ones are buried, a monastery, a
priory, a cathedral, or the church in which you were baptized or married. When
you arrive, center yourself and pray in your own way in the holy place.
For Reflection: This Lent I will make a local pilgrimage to….

Spiritual Reading. St. Benedict, the founder of the
Benedictines, saw reading as a prayerful activity. He
required each of his monks to read a book during Lent.
Anyone can practice spiritual reading in Lent. Select
books that deal with Sacred Scripture, biographies of
saintly people, books on prayer or sacraments, or ones
that deal with developing a deeper spiritual life. Reading
has the ability to deepen one’s prayer life.
For Reflection: This Lent I will set aside specific time for
spiritual reading.
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Almsgiving

“Almsgiving is the mother of love, of that love
that is characteristic of Christianity.” John
Chrysostom, Fourth-Century Bishop

Almsgiving is much more than giving money to
the poor or to your favorite charity. It is all the things
we can do to make the broken world whole again. The
aim of giving alms is to right the wrong distribution
caused by greed or power or anything else. The three
modes of giving alms are: time, talent, and treasure.

Time. In our fast-paced world, time is the alms
that is hardest to give. It might be a parent or a
grandparent giving that form of alms to a child generously and regularly, or a
person volunteering time at a food shelf or a women’s shelter, or a person taking
time to tutor adults in a literacy program, or citizens lobbying legislators for
affordable housing for the poor. To give freely and generously of our time is a
healthy practice of Lenten almsgiving.
For Reflection: How will I generously give of my time this Lent?

Talent. Everyone has been blessed by God with talents. We can practice the

talent alms by cooking a meal for a terminally ill person or an elderly shut-in. We
can use the talents of our hands by helping to fix up someone’s home or doing
some spring cleaning for them. We can drive people to medical appointments or
shop for the elderly and infirm. Lent is a time to both inventory the talents we
have and to make use of them.
For Reflection: How will I use my talents during Lent?

Treasure. How do you share your
treasures, both the things you own and the
money you earn? Could you live for less if
it meant it would feed the hungry of your
community? What donations could you
make to charity this Lent? Are you keeping
up with the pledges you have made to your
alma mater or to your parish? Could you
forgive someone a monetary debt they owe
you?
For Reflection: This Lent I will share my treasures and be more generous toward…
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Praying With Jesus

as he speaks his last words
from the Cross
Arthur E. Zannoni
An ancient and venerable tradition in the church has
people meditate and reflect on the seven last words
of Jesus spoken from the cross, as presented in the
Gospels. The purpose of this tradition was to help
people reflect on each of the last seven words that
Jesus spoke and what they teach about his death, and
how that pertains to a believer's life.

Before you pray
1. Find a SUITABLE PLACE, a comfortable chair, maybe a prayer corner with candle,
picture or symbol that will be an aid to a prayerful focus.
2. POSTURE: comfortable, correct and relaxing posture -- choose a posture that
enables you to be both relaxed and alert. Many postures are suitable for prayer,
but as a general principle choose one that will be comfortable for long periods
at a time – having to constantly change position can be a distraction.
* It may help you to take a few deep breaths to relax and focus your
attention.
3. ADOPT AN ATTITUDE OF SILENCE: Spend a few moments quieting yourself, becoming
aware that you are placing yourself in the presence of God in an unhurried way.
As you settle down to pray you may have lots of things on our mind. You may be
tired, anxious, tense. Integrate these in your prayer, accept them, be aware of
them, and bring them with you into the stillness and silence, within and without.
* Deliberately notice external sounds, and let them go ...
* Deliberately notice sensations in your body, and let them go ...
* Deliberately notice preoccupations of your mind, and let them go..
4. COME TO PRAYER GENTLY: simply begin to anticipate your time of meeting God.
The Psalms of Ascent (121-134) were in some ways pre-prayer as the worshipers
prayed them as they journeyed up to Jerusalem. you may wish to use the Psalms
as a beginning point in your prayer time.

My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?
(Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:33)

In the final moments of his life, as presented in the Gospels of Matthew
and Mark, Jesus cries out the most terrifying words of the Gospel. Jesus has been
utterly abandoned by his closest disciples, and even the darkness that falls across
the land expresses the utter gloom of that horrible day. On the cross, Jesus
plunges into the deepest depths of physical and emotional agony; he cries out
from the depths of his own experience of desolation and alienation. His cry
expresses his feelings of total abandonment, when even God seemed to hide his
face.
In his misery, Jesus, the Jew, chooses the words of Psalm 22, Israel's most
stark and powerful lament. As a faithful Jew, Jesus knew the words of the psalms
by heart; and they spontaneously came to mind in order to express lament,
praise, anger, trust, thanksgiving, or hope. Matthew gives us the opening line of
the psalm in Hebrew, the language of Jesus' prayer: "Eli, Eli, Lema sabachthani?"
(My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?) We may assume that Jesus
prayed the entire psalm as he drew his last breaths.
The psalm begins by expressing the desolation of the suffering one, then
goes on to express trust in God's fidelity. It does not end in despair but in
triumph and deliverance. For Jesus, then, this final prayer was an expression of
faith, not of bitterness or despair.
Pause here to think back over the moments of your life when you may have felt abandoned by
God. What words did you say or think to God then? When all seems lost to you, how do you
try to “keep faith?”

In bearing the consequences of the sins of humanity, Jesus experienced sin's
worst consequence, which is the human experience of alienation from God. Yet
that human feeling of separation is not nearly the whole reality. In fact, God
never abandoned Jesus nor will God ever abandon us. In the darkness of that
day at Golgotha, the world's light was hidden but not extinguished. From the
darkness, the one who trusts knows that the dawn will come. Because Jesus
came through the ultimate darkness (death), we can trust that when we feel
desolate and abandoned God is with us and will bring us through to the other
side.
Prayer Starter:

God, there are times I feel abandoned by you. Help me to know that you are
present even when I do not feel your presence and when I fail to believe in it.
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Father, forgive them;
for they do not know what they are doing.
(Luke 23:34)

Jesus was betrayed, abandoned, abused,
and tortured; yet still, according to the Gospel
of Luke he was able to ask his Father — God —
to forgive those responsible for his suffering.
The prayer of Jesus comes unexpectedly, after
he was hung between two criminals. That one
word, "forgive," redeems the horrible cruelty
and hatred of the scene.
Forgiveness is costly! It is easy to extend a
kind of armchair forgiveness, to offer forgiveness on behalf of others or to forgive
when we have not been badly injured. But real forgiveness is a heartfelt decision
to let go of bitterness and hatred when we have been the victim of serious
wounds inflected by another. Forgiveness is the only way to peace in a world
marked by insult, indifference, violence, and vengeance.
For whom does Jesus ask the Father's forgiveness? Most immediately, it is
for the Roman soldiers who nailed him to the cross and the Roman authorities
who condemned him to die. In addition, it is for the "chief priests, the rulers, and
the people of Jerusalem" (Luke 23:13) — a select group of first century Jews along
with the crowd who shouted "crucify him!" (23:21).
Pause here to ask yourself who has forgiven you over the years? When have you done something
that hurt someone else or maybe even “destroyed them?” Likewise, think about the people
whom you have forgiven. Who have you not yet forgiven?

The forgiveness of his torturers, for which Jesus prayed at the Skull Place
outside Jerusalem, extends from there, in ever-widening circles, out to the
world. Christ's prayer of forgiveness reaches out to each one of us — we know
well what we are doing, but who can ever know the pain and grief that our sins
cause others and Jesus. Jesus, who taught his disciples to love even their enemies,
gives us an example. He urges us to forgive, for it is the only way to peace.
Prayer Starter:

God help me to forgive the people I need to forgive. Help me to remember that
you always forgive me no matter what I do.
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Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.
(Luke 23:43)

In the agony of the three crucified victims, saving grace comes flooding
through. Luke's Gospel presents a sharp contrast between the two criminals who
were crucified on each side of Jesus — two radically different responses to Jesus.
One joins in the mockery of Jesus; he fails to fear God (23:39-40). The other
criminal openly confesses his sins — he says: "We have been condemned justly,
for the sentence we received corresponds to our crimes" (23:41) — and then he
turns to Jesus for help — "Jesus remember me when you come into your
kingdom" (23:42).
Turning his gaze on Jesus, the "repentant” criminal saw something in the
crucified man next to him that the other criminal and mockers had missed. He
saw a king, established on his throne — albeit a cross — regal in his dying, arrayed
with mercy, taking possession of his kingdom. The criminal's insight of faith does
not deny the very real agony and abandonment that Jesus suffered. But it
convinces us that there is no depth of pain that our saving Lord has not
plumbed.
Jesus' response to the criminal, "Today you will be with me in
Paradise," demonstrates the saving power of his death on the cross. Jesus
promises that the repentant criminal will enjoy immediate bliss with God, the
joys of paradise.
Pause here to consider your own view of Jesus? Do you really believe that he can set you
free from the bondage of selfishness? Can he truly save you from your own selfish self? If you
do believe, then let go of your pride, your ego, and your willfulness and allow him to lead
you to self-giving love. Imitate Christ in all you do.

Jesus, in the Gospel of Luke, died as he had lived: forgiving sins and
bringing salvation. Jesus "came to seek and save the lost" (Luke 19:10);
throughout his life he was a "friend to sinners" (7:34). The promise of Jesus to his
dying companion is a promise he offers to all of us. The words of Jesus to the
dying criminal assure us that, no matter how dark or painful our condition, we
are never without hope. We can turn to the One who promised paradise to the
criminal and know that he offers us the same undeserved gift.
Prayer Starter:

Jesus, help me to remember that I can always pray the prayer of the repentant criminal:
“Jesus remember me when you come into your kingdom.” Gracious Lord, help me to
believe and trust that you will never forget me and that I will join you in paradise
someday.
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Father into your hands I commend my spirit.
(Luke 23:46)

In Luke's Gospel (11:1-4), Jesus teaches his disciples about prayer and gives
them the example of his own prayer to the Father. What Christians refer to as the
‘Lord’s Prayer.” Appropriately, in this Gospel the dying words of Jesus are in the
form of a prayer addressed to his Father. Even in the agony of death Jesus bears
witness to God's sustaining power. He dies confidently entrusting his breath into
the hands of his loving Father.
The phrase, "into your hands I commend my spirit" (breath) is intriguing.
When a person dies by crucifixion, he dies by suffocation and or a form of
asphyxiation. The person can no longer breathe because as the body keeps
sliding down the cross the diaphragm muscle gets weak and the lungs cannot
function. Eventually the person loses his breath and dies. Physically, Jesus lost his
breath (pneuma) his spirit, and died.
The words "into your hands I commend my spirit" are a prayer. The words
of this final prayer of Jesus are from Psalm 31, verse 5, "into your hands I commit
my spirit." Psalm 31 is another one of the Bible's most powerful and eloquent
prayers. We may assume that Jesus knew the psalm by heart and that he found
peace in many of its stanzas, including the verses recorded by Luke as his final
words. The psalm is a combination prayer of confidence, of lament, and of
thanksgiving. It expresses the emotional ebb and flow of the person in distress,
swinging from anguish to trust to gratitude. In the psalm, we witness the deep
presence of God with one who feels like he is dead and that his adversaries are
scheming against him and plot to take his life (Psalm 31:11-13). The suffering one
described in Psalm 31 experiences God as "rock and refuge ... a strong fortress."
Knowing that God is most present when he seems most absent, the suffering one
described in the psalm is able to entrust his spirit (his life breath) into the hands
of God (Psalm 31:6).
Pause here to ask yourself whether God is your rock and refuge, or whether perhaps he is an
absent God, living in heaven light years away. Can you pray these words of Jesus yourself?
Can you surrender yourself into the hands of God?

Through the words of the psalmist, Jesus encourages us to turn our breath
— our spirit — over to God. As the psalmist prays we pray: "be strong and let
your hearts take courage, all you who wait for the Lord." (Psalm 31:23-24).
Prayer Starter:

God, you who breathed life into me with your divine breath. Help me to realize
that every time I take a breath it is because of you. Give me the strength, like
Jesus, to return my breath to you when I die.
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Jesus said to his mother: Woman, here is your son.
Then he said to the disciple: Here is your mother.
(John 19:26-27)

It is fair to say that Jesus knew the thoughts and
feelings of his mother as she watched him die.
Maternal grief is like no other. So, as his death
approached, Jesus entrusted his mother to the care of
the beloved disciple, ensuring that she would be cared
for after he was gone. Jesus tells those he loved the
most that they will not be left alone.
Yet the Gospel of John intends to communicate
more than filial love in this scene. The mother of Jesus is
not named. She is called "woman." The disciple who
becomes her "son" remains unnamed; he is called the
disciple whom Jesus loved.
Pause here to think about the ones entrusted to your care: children, spouse, friends, neighbors,
an aging parent, or the poor of the world. Think about your response when Jesus says to you:
here are my beloved people – take care of them for me.

Beneath the cross, the historical persons take on a more symbolic and
spiritual role, forming a new-family. Mary is mother of the church. The beloved
disciple represents all those who are beloved of Jesus, his brothers and sisters in
the new family of God — the church. This new family, according to the Gospel of
John, formed at the foot of the cross, is the communion of saints both on earth
and in heaven.
Prayer Starter:

The crucified Jesus can be no stranger for me. Help me God to always stand at
the foot of the cross witnessing to my faith in the birth, life, ministry, passion
death and resurrection of Jesus.
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I am thirsty.
(John 19:28)

All the words of scripture, particularly the words of John's Gospel, have
multiple layers of meaning. Jesus spoke these words: "I am thirsty" from the cross
out of his physical thirst and dryness during his hours of wrenching agony. But
more importantly the words have a deeper and more spiritual or mystical
meaning.
The Gospel gives us a hint at these layers of
meaning when John tells us that Jesus said these
words "in order to fulfill the scripture." Psalm 22
speaks of the parchedness of the suffering one: "my
mouth is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue
sticks to my jaws" (Psalm 22:15). Psalm 69, another
cry in desperation, says, "for my thirst they gave me
vinegar to drink", (Psalm 69:21). Jesus, receiving the
sour wine provided by the soldiers, was the
completion of the scriptures and represented the
completion of his task on earth.
In the garden, Jesus had indicated his
intention not to swerve from the mission given him:
"Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has given
me?" (John 18:11). Completing the work of the
Father was his thirst; this was the cup he would
drink. The cup is the redeeming death of Jesus. This
is the cup that in the other three Gospels Jesus had prayed in the garden might
pass from him. In the Gospel of John, however, on the cross, Jesus is determined
to drink the cup of his death because this ultimate act of love reveals God's
redemptive love for the world. This deep thirst of Jesus is to complete God's
promises in the scriptures and to bring his mission to its fulfillment.
Pause to consider the cup you have been given in life. It is the call to self-emptying and self-giving
love. The cost is your very life. Can you drink it? Will you?

The thirst of Jesus on the cross should be our thirst as well. What is the
deep thirst within us? God alone can satisfy our deepest thirst. Let us thirst for
grace, mercy, and joy — for the gushing spring that is the love of God within us.
Prayer Starter:

When I am parched, help me God, to remember the one for whom I thirst? God,
help me to reflect on who will ultimately satisfy my thirst?
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It is finished.
(John 19:30)

The final word of Jesus from the cross in
John's Gospel is not a tortured cry or a resigned
acceptance. It is a cry of victory. The word
translated as "finished" literally means
"completed." And the words of Jesus at his death
might best be rendered "It is accomplished!"
After completing his mission of bringing eternal
life to God's people, Jesus knows with majestic
assurance that it is time to die.
Jesus has now completed the work he
had been given by God. On the cross he drank
the cup he had been given and formed his
church as a new community of mother and
disciple. The Gospel of John confirms this
completion, it narrates, "Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit." The
word "spirit" here is pneuma; in Greek, it means "breath." The verb here “to give
up” in the Greek means literally "to hand over, to entrust."
This allows for at least two interpretations. One, Jesus entrusts his breath —
his spirit — back to God whose breath is the source of all life (see Genesis 2:7).
Or it can mean that at his death Jesus entrusted his "breath" his "spirit" to this new
community formed beneath the cross. At the death of Jesus the church was born.
Pause to think back over your life and recall those tasks given to you which you have completed.
Perhaps it was raising children whom you have now released to their adult journey. Perhaps it
was a job or career that led you to this point. Or it may have been to plan and host a wonderful
meal which you now savor. When have you said, “It is accomplished?”

Jesus' confident view of his own death as the accomplishment and
completion of his entire life, can inspire us to live and die in such a way. At our
own birth we were crying while everyone around us was smiling. May we live our
lives in such a way that at our death we are smiling while everyone around us is
crying.
Prayer Starter:

Gracious God, help me to remember that every time I take a breath it is because
you put your breath in me at birth. May I live a life in which I return it to you.
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Lent: Fasting In a Fast Moving World
by
Arthur E. Zannoni

Often our lives seem to move at break neck
speed, laced with stress, governed by
calendars and schedules with barely a spare
moment. With the arrival of Lent, Catholics
are challenged to look at this way of living by
fasting from moving at the speed of
humankind and embracing moving at the
speed of God.

faith in today’s culture.

Fasting (as opposed to dieting) confronts our
culture. Fasting in a society that has plenty
and is motivated by immediate self
gratification is generally not perceived as a
value. Yet for Jews, Christians, and Muslims,
fasting is part and parcel of practicing one’s

Biblical Roots of Fasting
The Bible provides a treasure-trove of reflections on the meaning of fasting. In both the
Old and New Testament fasting usually means total abstinence from food from morning
until evening (see 2 Samuel 1:12; Jonah 3:7; Acts 9:9)—this is still the case for Muslims
today during the month of Ramadan.
In the New Testament the most famous account of
fasting is that of Jesus in the desert after his baptism
(Matthew 4:2; Luke 4:2). According to Matthew, Jesus,
like Moses and Elijah “fasted forty days and forty
nights.” This text is the origin of the church’s tradition
for forty days of Lent. Jesus’ choice to fast would have
come from both his personal practice of Judaism and
the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament).
Fasting as an Expression of Mourning
In both Old Testament times and Jesus’ times, fasting could be done for a number of
different reasons. One motive was as an act of mourning. For example after the death of
King Saul, David and his men “mourned and wept and fasted until evening for Saul and

his son Jonathan” (2 Samuel 1:12). David likewise refused to eat after the death of his
general Abner (2 Samuel 3:35). David’s court officials expected David to fast after the
death of his first child by Bathsheba (2 Samuel 12:18-21). Such fasting was an expression
of grief and mourning.
Fasting As an Expression of Sorrow for Sin
In the Bible, fasting is also understood as an expression of
sorrow for sin. Fasting as sorrow for sins was prescribed
for the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), the only annual
feast prescribed in the Old Testament (see Leviticus 16:2930). In later Jewish tradition and among observant Jews
today, this fast was interpreted to mean complete
abstinence from food on the Day of Atonement, not
merely smaller meals or no eating between meals.
Fasting and Prayer
According to the Bible, fasting could also be done in conjunction with prayers of
petition. David fasted while his child by Bathsheba lay mortally ill, in the hope that God
would spare his child’s life (2 Samuel 12:15-17, 22). David’s fast was a plea for God’s
intervention.
If the king could fast, so too, the whole nation could likewise fast in a time of national
need. Such a fast was proclaimed by the prophet Joel. (The first reading for Ash
Wednesday is taken from his book.). In the book of Joel there is a description of an
invasion of Locusts that had devastated the kingdom of Judah, devouring the crops; it
was as if an enemy army had devastated the land (Joel 1:4-12). In this time of national
crisis Joel called for a national fast: “Blow the trumpet in Zion! Proclaim a fast, call an

assembly, gather the people. Say, ‘Spare, O Lord, your
people’ ” (Joel 2:15-17). Since in the Old Testament

national disasters were understood as God’s punishment
for the nation’s sins, the fast proclaimed by Joel was a fast
of repentance as well as a fast imploring God to deliver
his people from the plague of locusts.
Like any act of religious piety, fasting could be done
mechanically. Joel called for a fast that was an expression
of true repentance, of truly turning to God: “Rend your hearts, not your garments, and

return to the Lord, your God. For gracious and merciful is he; perhaps he will again
relent and leave behind a blessing” (Joel 2:13-14). Joel’s message is that external
expressions of mourning are not enough; it needs to be internalized in our hearts.
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One of the best biblical descriptions of the meaning of fasting is provided by the prophet
Isaiah. Speaking through the prophet, God says:

“Is such the fast that I chose, a day to humble oneself? Is it to bow down the
head like a bulrush, and to lie in sackcloth and ashes? Will you call this a fast, a
day acceptable to the Lord? Is not the fast that I chose: to lose the bonds of
injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to
break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the
homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked to cover them, and not
to hide yourself from your own kin?” (Isaiah 58:5-7)
In this passage God
does not speak of
helping the poor in
general but
specifically helping
the oppressed: those
who are poor, not
because of
misfortune but
because they are the
victims of injustice.
This teaching about
fasting is a call to
eliminate the
injustice that causes
their hunger rather
than simply feed
them. God demands
not merely mercy but a rooting out of injustice and a repairing of its effects. There is
quite a difference between our being charitable to others and our making reparation for
the harm we have done to them.
Whose sins of injustice lie behind the suffering of the oppressed? It may be our personal,
individual sins, or it may be the sins of the society of which we are a part. The relevant
point is that we are to root out these sins and to repair the damage that our individual
and collective sins have wrought.
This means that the message God speaks through Isaiah is not a general admonition:
“Don’t perform external rituals of worship like fasting; instead help the needy.” Rather,
Isaiah’s message is far more pointed: Do not fast as acts of mourning over the harm your
sins have done others; instead undo the harm. Do not just be sorry for your sins; feel
sorrow for and empathize with those your sins have hurt, and repair the effects of your
sins in their lives. Do not think that afflicting yourself with hunger is the penance God
assigns for inflicting hunger on others; your appropriate penance is to feed them. Mourn
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for your individual and collective sins of injustice by practicing justice. That is a fast
acceptable to God----a fast that consists of doing rather than abstaining.
Isaiah’s prophecy provides food for meditation during Lent. When we are considering
what special practices or penance we will undertake, do we think mainly in terms of
ourselves? “I’ll give up TV, spending too much time on the WEB, alcoholic beverages or
chocolates.” Or do we think of the needs of others: “I’ll give up some of my free time to
help the single parent to care for his or her children, volunteer at a nursing home, tutor a
child. I’ll go through my clothing and see what I could donate to a thrift shop. I’ll go
without pay for a day and take time off from my regular job to volunteer at a local food
shelf or to take an elderly person to the doctor.
Jesus and Fasting
According to the Gospel of Matthew Jesus fasted forty days
and forty nights
(Matthew 4:1). The Gospel of Luke states he ate nothing
implying that Jesus abstained from food (Luke 4:2).
Subsequently Jesus was tempted by the devil but the
cleansing that happened as a result of his fasting
empowered him to stand up to the devil’s threefold
temptation.
Jesus, himself a prophet who followed in the footsteps of
the prophet Isaiah challenged his disciples in the Sermon on
The Mount to be joy filled when fasting (Matthew 6:16-18). Fasting is not a time for
show and tell, but rather a time to ponder what works of remedial justice and healing
mercy we could undertake as our fast: undoing any wrongs we have committed.
Fasting may be from making abusive use of our tongue through put-downs and other
forms of verbal abuse. Or fasting may be from failing to use our voice to speak out about
injustices in our society and instead speaking up or the disenfranchised by contacting our
legislator requesting that he or she provide legislation for more affordable housing for
the poor.
Both Isaiah and Jesus teach us that the best way to mourn for our sins is to undo their
harmful effects. That is what Lent is all about. Jesus reminds us that our fasting is not to
be seen by others, but by God (Matthew 6:18). What type of fasting will God see us
practice this Lent?
Reflection Questions
What is the type of fasting God wishes of me?
What is the penance God asks of me?
What is God nudging me to do this Lent?"
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Praying With the Psalms in Lent
By
Arthur E. Zannoni
Lent is a time to renew our faith commitment to God,
to acknowledge our faults and renew our baptismal vows.
The discipline of Lent includes fasting, penance and prayer.
Lenten praying can be done with the Bible’s own prayer book, the Psalms.

In The Middle of the Bible and the Middle of Our Lives
When I was in the third grade I remember a nun telling our
class: “Now take your Bible and open it right to the middle.
There you will find the Psalms.” I think it is appropriate that
these psalms are found in the middle of the Bible for they have
a way of turning up in the middle of our lives. They show up
at times of joy and gratitude, of sickness and health, of
loneliness and blessing, at childbirth and death.
Prayed equally by expectant mothers, monks, teenagers, and
people as they die, the psalms are also sung at the celebration of
the Eucharist, the daily liturgy of the hours, baptisms,
confirmations, weddings and funerals. In brief, the psalms are a
tapestry and treasury of prayers that transcend time, history, and culture. They appeal to
the emotion and intuition that is in all of us. Like all of us the psalmists have mood swings,
from praising, to thanking, to lamenting, to seeking forgiveness from God.
Hymns of Praise
When the abiding presence of God is experienced, an individual or community
expresses this in the psalms known as hymns. “Praise the Lord all you nations! Extol
him, all you peoples! For great is his steadfast love toward us, and the faithfulness of the
Lord endures forever. Praise the Lord” (Psalm 117). A hymn rises readily from a person
at prayer: “I will sing of loyalty and justice; to you, O Lord, I will sing” (Psalm 101:1).
The whole universe is invited to join in: “The heavens are telling the glory of God”
(Psalm 19:1); “Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar, and all
that fills it” (Psalm 96:11).
Hymns are also sung and prayed in worship by the faith community: “O come, let us
sing to the Lord, for the Lord is a great God” (Psalm 95:1-2). “Come, let us worship and
bow down, for he is our God and we are the people of his pasture and the sheep of his
hand” (Psalm 95:7). Psalms in the context of liturgy are the assemblies’ response to God
and to the Word of God, just as the responsorial psalm is at Mass.

Hymns of Thanksgiving
It is natural for people to express thankfulness to God for
their blessings. Individuals thank God for his help and
deliverance in Psalms 40 and 63. Psalm 107 is a community
thanksgiving hymn for deliverance from many troubles as
well as gratitude for many blessings. Psalm 65 thanks God
for the earth’s bounty, while Psalm 103 expresses gratitude
to God for God’s goodness and Psalm 138 thanks God for
being present to the community. Praying with these
thanksgiving psalms can be part of our own expression of
gratitude to God.
Laments
In the Bible, laments are quite common (see Job 3:11;
Jeremiah 15:18). A lament is an expression of prayer for
help coming out of a deep feeling, and or experience of
pain. Over one third of the psalms are either individual or
communal laments.
It is normal to cry out in pain when we are hurt physically. When we are hurt
emotionally or spiritually we cry out in lament. The lament psalms are the expressions of
the psalmist’s personal profound ache to God. All of the lament psalms are directed at
God. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord; Lord hear my voice! (Psalm 130:1).” “ My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me? (Psalm 22:1)” In a lament the very core of a
person praying is in deep turmoil. “My soul, too, is utterly terrified; but you, O Lord,
how long…?” (Psalm 6:4).
When we lament, like the psalmist, we ask
God heartfelt questions that bubble up out of
our deepest feelings. “How long, O Lord will
you utterly forget me?” (Psalm 13:2). “Why,
O Lord, do you stand aloof? Why hide in
times of distress” (Psalm 10:1). These are cries
of pain born of sickness, loneliness,
alienation, and abuse. They are revelations of
chaos, brokenness, and suffering. They are
not requests for God to provide information.
As a matter of fact in none of the lament
psalms does God respond with information. Rather these psalms are our pleas to have
God be with us in the midst of our suffering. They are acts of faith. For even if we do not
experience God’s closeness, we wholeheartedly believe that God does care. Even if God
seems deaf we believe we can shout loud enough and speak our confusion to God. The
lament psalms remind us that our human minds can take us only so far, and where logic
fails feelings and faith take over. Lament is a constructive way to express these feelings.
Raging with God and doubt is not a lack of faith, despair is. True lamentation requires
great faith.
Interestingly, almost all of the lament psalms end on a note of praise (see Psalm 6:9-11;
22:23-32). The psalmist teaches us that it takes time to let out all the pain and anger
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before praise can set in. It is only after we lament and get all of the negativity out, that
healing can begin. Jesus knew and believed this when he prayed Psalm 22 from the cross
(see Matthew 27:45-50). What sounds like words of despair in Jesus’ mouth are actually
words of promise for the psalm ends by praising God for hearing and rescuing those who
cry out.
Penitential Psalms
We can all sin and need to seek God’s forgiveness. The penitential psalms can help us do
this. There are seven of them: Psalms 6; 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; 143. In these psalms people
are conscious of human frailty, sin and failure and seek the mercy and forgiveness of God.
Of the seven, Psalm 51 is a powerful prayer of sorrow and remorse. It is attributed to
King David who is seeking forgiveness and a fresh start from God after committing
adultery with Bathsheba. Whenever anyone is feeling the weight of sin psalm 51 provides
a marvelous way to seek God’s forgiveness and ask for God’s help in starting over.
Praying the Psalms
Prayer is both conversation with God and reflection on life. The Psalms can help
us to do both. The purpose of prayer is to partake of the activity of God in our
own lives, in the lives of our faith community, and in the world we live in. Prayer
is always emotionally charged; so are the
psalms so we can readily identify with
them.
Some suggestions for praying a psalm
include
 Read the psalm out loud more
than once preferably in a quiet
space.
 Concentrate on the images found
in the psalm. These can be
animal, human, or nature
images. Staying with the images
found in the psalms can help us
to better pray the psalm.
o For example when Psalm
27 states “the Lord is my
light” reflect on the effect
of light, or the lack of it,
on your own life. How
do sunlight and daylight
make you feel? How are
these feelings helpful in
encountering God the
divine light?
o When Psalm 62:2 says
“God is my rock” try to
image how solid and immovable a gigantic rock is. The same is true of
God.
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o

When Psalm 139 refers to God as “you knit me together in my mother’s
womb” (verse 13) imagine that God gave us life long before we saw the
light of day.

The Psalms do have some very negative images as well. The Psalmist asks God to
“break the teeth of the wicked” (Psalm 3:7). What the psalmist is saying is “God,
this is how I really feel.” Interestingly God does not rush out and do everything
we ask of him when we are angry. Rather, God listens and respects our honesty in
prayer. In Psalm 137:9 the psalmist asks God to smash Babylonian babies against
the rock. We are shocked, yet we also know that nowhere in the book of Psalms
does God actually do this. This is the wish of the person praying, not God’s.
Expressing one’s anger to God in prayer is a lot less abusive than expressing it
toward another human being. God can handle our anger and will not run away in
fear.
Praying with or from the Psalms is not difficult. Find a psalm or portions of a psalm that you are
comfortable with, and live with it for a while. Done regularly, not just during the season of Lent,
the psalms will become part of you. They will seep into your bones and like the very marrow of
those bones, will provide new blood and nourishment for the life of the spirit in your soul.
“Praise the Lord, O my soul!” (Psalm 146:1)

Praying the Psalms during Lent │ Text by Art Zannoni │ Art by Mark Hakomaki │ Page 4

Bunnies, and Chocolate and Eggs
… Oh My!
If Lent and Easter are holy Seasons,
then why do we have so many nonreligious images and symbols that
we associate with them? Why do
we give Easter baskets? Or eat jelly
beans? How does a chocolate bunny or
colored egg represent the holiest time in our
Church year?
Over the years we have used the following
symbols and images to teach about our
Christian faith:
*bunnies: represent new life in abundance,
since bunnies reproduce so quickly.
*eggs: symbolize the tomb where Jesus was
lain after death. The hardness of the shell
represents the rock and the golden yolk inside
represents the promise of Resurrection.
Initially prohibited during Lent, early Christians
gave colored eggs as gifts on Easter.
*candy: taste and see the
goodness of the Lord! (Ps 34:8)
Salvation is even sweeter than
candy!
*lambs: symbolizing the Lamb of God , Jesus,
who took away the sins of the world.

Recipes for Success!
*Make Resurrection Buns to help your
younger children understand how Jesus
entered the tomb, but was Resurrected leaving
the tomb empty on Easter. (1)
*Empty Tomb Cookies help older children to
realize the same Truth, following the Passion
and Death of Jesus to His Resurrection. (2)
*For More Cool Lenten Activities, go to:
http://tinyurl.com/CoolLentenActivities

1.
2.

http://tinyurl.com/ResBuns
http://tinyurl.com/TombCookies
©Beth Belcher, 2011

Season of Lent
On the Run
by

Beth Belcher
What are you giving up for Lent? Why do I
have to give up something anyway? Growing
up, the Season of Lent was always about what
I couldn’t do, or what I needed to give up.
Candy was the usual sacrifice (Easter baskets
weren’t that far away!) until I realized how
bad soda was for me, and then carbonated
drinks became my favorite sacrifice. You
know, kill two birds with one stone; do a little
something and get healthy at the same time.
Nothing too hard, but nothing too easy either,
or my mother would just look at me. You
know “the look,” the one that says, can’t you
do better than that? And she was right. I just
wasn’t ready to be that good. This may sound
familiar to you. You may have felt this way
growing up, or your children may feel this
way now. But Lent is about way more than
giving up something that you can indulge in
on Easter Sunday! Making little sacrifices helps
us to walk in the footsteps of Our Lord and
gives us the opportunity to discipline
ourselves; build our spiritual muscles. Only
Christ could suffer the way He did and die so
that we could have Life. But each one of us
can do something to show that we, too, want
to be like Him and unite our sufferings with
Him on the cross so to bring us closer to
perfect union with the Father.

Sacrifice
and

Service
The Church mandates:
~adults 18-65 must fast on Ash
Wednesday and Good Friday, unless they
have a health issue which prevents it
~all people, ages 14-65, must abstain from
meat on all Fridays in Lent
We voluntarily:
~ make sacrifices to follow Christ on His way
to the cross
BUT ARE WE MISSING SOMETHING?
Is there something more? Another way to
walk the narrow path? YOU BET!
We can add a layer to our Lenten Walk by
serving
rather than just sacrificing.
For most of us, sacrifice and
service is about making a lifestyle
change which will enliven our
spirituality. For example, working at a soup
kitchen can be just as valuable as giving up
using foul language. They are both ways to
give back to Our Lord and to His people,
while taking a step towards our heavenly goal.
Lent is about ‘plus,’ not ‘minus.’ It is about
working on who we are not just what we do.

Did You Know?

In the early Church, sacrifices were made by
Christians for the good of those who were to
be baptized. We follow this tradition and
understand that when we make sacrifices or
do Works of Mercy for others during Lent, we,
too, are helping to strengthen the faith of
those in the RCIA program!
Don’t forget to pray for those
who are in need of prayers
during the Lenten Season.

Calendar of Events
6 Weeks/40 Weekdays

*Ash Wednesday: Begins Lent
with ashes made from blessed
palms from the previous Palm Sunday,
reminding us to repent and turn to the Gospel,
because we are dust and to dust we will return
*Laetare Sunday: The half-way point of Lent.
Rose colored vestments and decorations are
used.
*Palm Sunday: Jesus was hailed entering
Jerusalem. We honor this Sunday
before Easter with blessed palms.
*Chrism Mass: Traditionally
celebrated on Holy Thursday, it is
the diocesan Mass where the three
holy oils, Oil of Catechumens, Oil of the Sick
and Holy Chrism, are blessed by the bishop.
*The Triduum: Is Latin for ‘three days.’ These
three high holy days constitute one Mass from
the beginning of Holy Thursday Mass to the
end of the Easter Vigil. The Church recognizes
the three roles of Christ on these days; priest,
prophet and king.
~Holy Thursday: also called Maundy
Thursday, this Mass honors both the institution
of the priesthood and the Mass, by celebrating
the Last Supper. It is the last time a priest may
consecrate until the Easter Vigil. A procession
of the Eucharist to an altar of repose ends the
celebration.
~Good Friday: Veneration of the Cross and
Holy Communion received from hosts
consecrated on Holy Thursday takes place on
this day. Today we celebrate Christ as
prophet; one who speaks for God
and sacrifices his life because of it.
~Easter Vigil: should begin close to
dusk with the blessing of the fire and
lighting of the Easter candle; Scripture readings
take us from creation to Resurrection; RCIA
candidates receive Sacraments of Initiation.
Easter Season officially begins.

