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Use the Lenten season to grow into your baptismal con-
secration as Disciple. Focus on the call to “repentance,”
aradical change of mind, heart and behavior, of atti-

T IMMERSED
tudes and direction in life. Look more closely at your IN CHRIST
lifein the light of what Jesus calls you to be. Devote 5 steps to a fuller life
yourself to interaction with Jesus as Teacher.

40,

Prayer focus: The “prayer of discipleship” is meditation. To meditate on Scripture,
take five minutes to read any passage you choose; ask questions about what it
could mean for you; and respond with a decision.

At Mass: Listen to the Scripture readings intently, as adisciple (learner), deter-
mined to get something out of them.

Keep the season in the senses: Make a “prayer corner ” in your house: atable with
symbols like a Bible, crucifix, candle, palms, whatever you like. Be creative. Put a
copy of the Bible in a prominent place in your house (and workplace, if you can) to
remind you that God’s word calls us to constant conversion. Display palms in your
house to say you reject the fase power and promises of thisworld. Put smaller
pieces of palm in various places at work and at home where you will see them all

day.

Waking prayer: As soon as you awake, say the Our Father, conscious that these
petitions are the priorities of Jesus’ own heart. As you say the petitions, will them
to be the priorities of your heart and the goal of all you doin life. Makethisa
prayer of longing for total conversion to each of its petitions as the goal and desire
of your life.

Morning prayer: Once out of bed, begin the day by reciting with renewed hope
Psalm 51. Let it set the tone of your day.

Meditation on Scripture: Y ou might want to use the reflections on the Mass read-
ings given in this bookl et.



Throughout the day: Before every action say, “l amthe light of the world” (John
8:12; Matthew 5:14) and add, “Lord, you are the Way, guide me; you are the Truth,
enlighten me; you are the Life, fill me.”

Noon prayer: Sometime around noon, even if just while walking down the hall,
taketime to review your day so far. Try to answer one or more of these questions:

+ Did | read Scripture today? Did it make a difference?

« Did | say frequently, “Lord, you are the Way, guide me; you are the Truth,
enlighten me; you arethe Life, fill me”?

* What is the best decision | made today? Was it guided by Christ’s words?

Say again: “Lord, you are the Way, guide me; you are the Truth....”

Evening prayer: Before or after supper, st aone or with othersin front of your
“prayer corner.” Absorb the meaning of the symbols there. Take a moment of si-
lence to ask yourself what you have “changed your mind” about today through re-
flection on God’s word. If you are praying with others, then after reflecting let all
share their experiences. Recite reflectively Jesus’ prayer for his disciples (John,
17).

Night prayer: Before you go to deep, recite with peace Psalm 130: “Out of the
depths| cry to you, O Lord....”.



Ash Wednesday

Lent is a time to change your mind




The Response to the first reading is “Be merciful O Lord, for we have
sinned” (Psalm 51). But the whole Responsorial Psalm encapsul ates the
themes of al threereadings.

“For | acknow edge my offense... | have done what isevil in your sight.”

Joel 2: 12-18 calls us to deep and honest soul-searching: “Rend your hearts,
not your garments....” Lent isnot just atime just to do some thingsthat are
traditional in the Church — even though these are very helpful. We can fast or
“give up something” for Lent, or participate in “Lenten devotions” like the
Stations of the Cross (Via Crucis) and gill remain basicaly unchanged in our
attitudes, values, priorities and basic way of living. Thisisnot keeping Lent.

To “do penance” meansto do something that expresses repentance. And
“repentance” (metanoia) means a “change of mind.” To “repent” does not
mean to be sorry for the same old faults we know are wrong but keep falling
into. To “repent” means to recognize the wrong, the destructiveness, the medi-
ocrity in things we are taking for granted. It means to convert to a higher stan-
dard of morality. “For | acknowledge my offense... | have done what isevil in
your sight.”

“A clean heart create for me, O God, and a steadfast spirit renew within me.”

In Matthew 6: 1-18 Jesus calls us to make our religion our spirituality. When
authentic, the two are identified; but for many people today “religion” just
means believing the right doctrines, keeping the right rules, observing the right
practices. It can be an impersonal, even aroutine, system involving very little
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keeping theright rules, observing the right practices. It can be an impersonal,
even aroutine, system involving very little personal interaction with God.

“Spirituality,” on the other hand, “is associated with the personal, the affective,
the experiential, and the thoughtful .”

Spirituality is a certain awakening to life that relates us more
deeply to life[and to God as person]. The imagination is opened
to new possibility. Life can be seen and heard in anew way.
Thereisrecognition that there are deeper currents operating in
life. There are dimensions of life yet to be explored, all of which
offer greater depth, connection, centeredness and wholeness
(David Ranson, Acrossthe Great Divide, pp. 9, 17. St. Paul’s
Publications, www.stpauls.com.au).

Spirituality for Christiansisalive, personal, dynamic, exciting, growth-
producing life of interaction with Jesus Christ as Savior and Teacher. Jesus
teaches to do our religious acts, not as conforming to what is “expected” of us as
Christians, but asimmediate, personal, conscious acts of saying something to
God. “Pray to your Father in private.”

Jesus is not saying we should avoid praying with others or practicing what is
traditional in our religion. He is saying if we only do what we are “supposed” to
do, we will not know if we are doing it because we ourselves know and love
God, or just because it isthe “religious’ thing to do. We need to express our-
selvesto God in some ways that are just personal to us. Then we know God is
our God; not just the God of our family and friends. This brings “religion” to
life: “Aclean heart create for me, O God, and a steadfast spirit renew within
me.... Give me back the joy of your salvation, and a willing spirit sustain in
me.” “Thoroughly wash me from my guilt and of my sin cleanse me.”

2Corinthians 5:20 to 6:2 teaches the true mystery of our redemption. Jesus
does not just “pardon” our sins (which would leave us basically unchanged), but
“takes away the sins of the world.” He did this by the mystery of taking us, with
al of our sins, into his body on the cross— by which “God made him who did
not know sin to be sin” — so that in Baptism we could die in him and rise with
him to live as his new, reborn, risen body on earth, a“new creation” with no
“record” of sinscommitted in our previouslife. «...So that in himwe might be-
come the very holiness of God.”




Thursday after Ash Wednesday

The Responsorial Psalm assures us that loyalty to God will give us joy and
happiness on earth — if we have enough trust to beieve what God says:
“Happy are they who hope in the Lord!” (Psalm 1).

Deuter onomy 30: 15-20 assures us that the fullness of life and joy are ours
to choose. No one hasto lose out on life’s opportunities, because fulfillment
and happiness do not depend on circumstances, or on anything others do, but
on our own free choice. “Today | have set before you life and prosperity,
death and doom..... Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may
live, by loving the Lord your God, heeding his voice, and holding fast to
him.”

These are the words of almighty God. Do we believe them? God, the de-
signer of our human nature, is telling us how to make life work for us, how
to get the most out of the body, the mind, the will he designed, and thetime
he has given usto use them. Do we think he knows what heistalking about?

This sounds like an obvious choice, but it is just as obviously not the choice
many people base their lives on. How many teenagersreally believe that
religion will make them happy? (We are talking about authentic religion,
religion that is “spirituality,” deep, persona interaction with God). How
many believe they will have happier, more fulfilled lives by following the
“instructions on the bottle”? How many adults do?

In Luke 9: 22-25 Jesus tells us frankly that, although the way to “the full-
ness of life” (on earth aswell asin heaven) is very simple, it isnot always

easy!

Itis“easy” in the sense that we cannot fail if we realy want to follow the
way Jesus teaches. It is easy in the sense that anyone who wants to can do it.
But it will cost us. Nothing worthwhile comes cheap in thislife. If we want
thereturn, we have to invest. We can do it if we choose, but we have to
chooseto do it Christ’s way. He tells us up front we have to “go for broke.”
Wemust give al for All; give ourselves for him; give the little we are for the
everything heis; give up thelittle that is ours for the unlimited All he prom-
ises. “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and
take up their cross daily and follow me.”

Notice that Jesus says “daily,” “each day.” We don’t have to become heroes
over night. All he asks isthat we take one step at atime, trying each day to
live as he teaches, learning by trial and error, not being discouraged by our
failures and sins, but “each day” getting up and getting on the road with him.

If you think Jesus’ way is too hard, think of the alternative. “What profit”
will we get from following the way of this world? Just look around at those
who do.



Friday after Ash Wednesday

The Responsorial Psalm tells uswe have to call our own ways into question if
we want God to lead usinto life: “A broken, humbled heart, O God, you will
not scorn.” (Psalm 51).

Isaiah 58: 1-9 tells usto quit playing games with God. We ask God why heis
not coming through for us: “Why do we fast, and you do not see it?” We think
we are leading good Christian lives because we do all the “religious” things we
have been taught to do. Why doesn’t our religion pay off for us?

Many people stop going to Mass because it “never meant anything” to them
when they did go. God’s question is, “Did you think it was enough just to be
there? That | just wanted your body in the pew? What did you say to me when
you were there? Did you listen to what | was saying to you?”

He asks the same question of those who do go to Mass but whose lives don’t
express what the Mass does. If we do not offer ourselves— al we do, all we
have, al our time and energy — with Jesus on the cross, offering our bodies
and all we do with them to help others, our “flesh for the life of theworld,” do
we think we have really participated in the Mass?

Lent isatime to change our mind and change our ways. We might begin by
changing the way we take part in the Mass. Listen to the words. Ask what the
presiding priest isreally saying to God up therein your name. Say the words
with himin your heart — and mean them!

In Matthew 9: 14-15 Jesus teaches us that the important thing in religion isnot
what we do, but what we are expressing through what we do. The Pharisees
fasted just because it was “the thing to do” if you were religious. Jesus asks
what they were expressing through their fasting. If it was hunger for God, the
hunger of their hearts brought into conscious awareness through physical hun-
ger, then his disciples did not fast because Jesus, whom they were really hun-
gering for, was physically present to them. “How can the wedding guests goin
mourning so long as the groom is with them?”’ But “When the day comes that
the groom is taken away, then they will fast.”

In the Mass, before Communion, the Church awakens our desire for Christ as
“bridegroom.” The liturgy quotes the book of Revelation which, like Jesus,
describes heaven as awedding feast: “The marriage of the Lamb has come, and
his bride has made herself ready.... Blessed are those who are invited to the
marriage supper of the Lamb" (Revelation 19: 7-9). What are you thinking
about when you receive Communion? Are you focusing your desire passion-
ately on union with Jesus?
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Saturday after Ash Wednesday

In the Responsorial Psalm we acknowledge that we are “afflicted and poor.”
We pray, “Teach me your way, O Lord, that | may be faithful in your
sight” (Psalm 86).

I saiah 58: 9-14 promisesthat if we will cdl our livesinto question and try to
conform them more authentically to what God calls usto be, then “the light
shall rise for you in the darkness.... Then the Lord shall guide you always.”

God will not fail to guide us. But we need alittle humility. We need to admit
that we might not know it al, or know enough to guide our lives by the light of
our own judgment aone. It is humility to seek help.

Humility means not making ourselves the criterion: not making our opinion

the standard for judging what istrue or false, our desirestheruler of what is

good or bad. Humility is “to be peaceful with the truth.” And thetruthis, we
don’t know it al. Thetruth is, what we want isnot always what isgood. It is
humility to call our light and our love into question. To seek help.

God promises that if we seek help from him — from his word through reading
and reflection, from his Spirit through prayer and discernment — then I will
make you ride on the heights of the earth!” “The Lord will guide you continu-
aly... satisfy your needs... renew your strength, and you shdl belike awa-
tered garden, like a spring whose water never fails.” Thisis not a bad reward
for just being honest with ourselves!

Luke5: 27-32 gives us a concrete example of this. Levi was a public official.
He had power and prestige among those who supported the government —
although hisfdlow Jews despised him for collaborating with the Romans.

Then he looked up one day and saw the face in the window — Jesus’ face
looking into his customs booth. All Jesus said to him was, “Follow me.” And
right then al the self-doubt and mora misgivings that had been unsettling
Levi’s heart cameinto focus, and Levi just got up and left with Jesus.

Heleft hisjob, but not hisfriends. He “gave a great reception for Jesus in his
house” — apretty big house, we can assume— “in which he was joined by a
large crowd of tax collectors and others.”

It shocked the Pharisees that Jesus would eat with people who were not in
“good standing” with their Church (“church” means “assembly,” the kahal
Yahweh of Isragl). Jesus basically answered that if they would call their own
good standing into question, they could join them! Full participation in the
Mass is not for the self-righteous, but for avowed sinners who can say, “Teach
me!”



The First Sunday of Lent
Discipleship is Remembering and Reflecting




God responds if we call:

The Responsorial Psalm echoes the Entrance Antiphon in reminding us that
God answers those who call on him and rescues them (Psalm 91). We affirm
our faith in thisby praying: “Be with me, Lord, when | amin trouble.” The
readings show us how to live out thisfaith in action.

In Deuteronomy 26: 4-10 Moses commits the people to a yearly celebration of
remembrance. When they harvest the first fruits of the year’s crop, they areto

take a basket of them to put before the altar of God. Then they are to recite out
loud the history of God’s dealing with them. The key phraseis, “We called on
the Lord, the God of our fathers.” Thisis why God delivered them.

We remember what God has done in order to increase our faith in what he will
do. But this faith does not help us unless we act on it, because, as St. James
says, “Just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without worksisaso
dead.”* We act out our faith in God’s wil lingness to respond to us by calling on
him: “Be with me, Lord, when | amin trouble.” If we do not do this, we will
not be conscious of God or of our faith. Then, if he helps us, we will not recog-
nize the help as coming from him, and we will not grow in relationship with
him. But relationship with God iswhat religion isall about.

Growing in relationship with God iswhat Lent isall about. It iswhat disciple-
shipisall about. We remember and reflect on God’s great deeds, and on his
words, in order to respond to them out of greater knowledge and love. The goal
of discipleship and of religion itself is intimate knowledge and love of God.
The season and ceremonies of Lent are all to help us do what we ask for in the
Prayer After Communion: “to live by your words and to seek Christ, our bread
of life.”

“Scripture says....”

Jesus was adisciple. All hislife he was a student of the word of God. In his
human consciousness the knowledge he had of the Father was nourished by
remembering and reflecting on God’s words and deeds as recorded in Scrip-
ture. In his human consciousness as aman he did not always have full and
automati c access to the divine knowledge he had as God — any more than you
and | aways have conscious and explicit access to the divine knowledge of
God that is poured out into our hearts with the gift of the Holy Spirit.?

Today’s Gospel, Luke 4: 1-13, shows usthefruit of discipleshipin Jesus. It
was out of his knowledge of Scripture that he responded to the temptations of
the devil : “But Jesus replied, “Scripture says....”” He answered al three temp-
tations by quoting the words of God in Scripture. If Jesus himself found knowl-
edge of God’s word useful, how much more useful — and necessary — must it
be for us! Do we think we need to study the words of God less than Jesus did?
How can we “call on the Lord” intelligently if we have no knowledge of him to
call on? We call on God most effectively when we call up the knowledge we
have of hiswords, of his actions on earth and his interaction with other people
that reveal his heart and mind to us.
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Thisisdiscipleship. Thisisthe basisfor enlightened conversion, for thelife-
giving changes of attitudes, values and behavior that Lent cals usinto. Unless
we remember and reflect on God’s words, how can we respond to God in a
way that will let Jesus lead usto that “life to the full” he cameto give?

Saint Catherine of Sienna, doctor of the Church, says, speaking out of both
study and mystical prayer, that we experience ourselves as being in the “image
of God” in three ways: through memory, intellect and will. By the power of
memory we can call something into existence in our consciousness just by say-
ing, “Let it be!” the way the Father created the world. By intellect we perceive
our rational compatibility with God the Son, called in John’s Gospel the
“Word” — in Greek Logos — which meansthe “intelligibility” of God.* And
in using our wills we experience the Holy Spirit moving and empowering us by
love. These arethe three “Rs” of discipleship: remembering, reflecting and
responding to the self-revelation of God. If we neglect them we fail to live
conscioudy in theimage of God (by nature) or on the level of God (by grace).
Thisisto “fall short” of that fullness of life Jesus came to give.”

In his desert temptations Jesus taught us by example that it does no good to fill
our stomachs with food for the body to draw on if we do not fill our minds
with the word of God for our memoriesto draw on. And when the devil quoted
Scripture to mislead him, Jesus taught us to use our intellects to interpret God’s
words. Particular words of God cannot be applied at face-value to every situa-
tion, any more than particular prescriptions from doctors can be used to treat
every disease. So Jesus refused to put God’s promise of protection to atest
based on any limited human perspective. And when the devil offered him an
apparent human fulfillment of al his desires— “all this power and the glory of
these kingdoms” — Jesus focused and fixed hiswill on its only authentic ob-
ject: “You must worship the Lord your God and serve him alone.”

Everyone who calls...

Romans 10: 8-13 reiterates that faith, to be effective, must be expressed. Both
in words — “confessing with your lips” (which is faith expressed in a physica
“work”)— and in action. We are “saved,” not just by our human conduct
(“works” done) but by conduct or “works” that are divine, because they are the
expression, the embodiment of faith. To be like Christ is to give human expres-
sion to his divine life within us.

! James 2:26. “Romans 5:5; John 14:16. *John 10:10. “John 1:1-14. We use
“logos” with this meaning in “geo-logy,” theintelligibility of the earth; in “bio-
logy”, the study of physical life, etc. *The New Testament word for “sin” is
hamartia, which means “to miss” or “to fall short.”

1



MONDAY, first week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalmisakey to thereadings: “Your words, Lord, are spirit
and life” (John 6:63 and Psalm 19).

Leviticus19: 1-18 givesthe guiding principle of all morality and the goa of
discipleship: “Be haly, for I, the Lord, your God, am holy.” Thisisthe law of
all laws, and these words aretruly “spirit and life.” They give usagoa to am
at that isinspiring. And it iswarm and personal, because the god isto be likea
person (three Persons, actually!) whom we love. As disciples (students) we
should compare every particular commandment with this guiding principle and
goa, seeing what each commandment teaches us about the person of God and
how the commandment is clarified by what we know of God’s mind and heart.

Matthew 25:31-46 shows us people being condemned for failing to do things
that we were never specifically commanded to do under pain of sin. Most of us
alive today were never taught that we had to make sure we fed the hungry and
clothed the naked. We were taught these were good, Christian thingsto do —
works of mercy— but they were not on the “checklist” of sins we were given to
help us examine our lives and evaluate our behavior. Priests do not hear people
saying in Confession, “Bless me, Father, for | have sinned: | have not clothed
the naked or visited anyone in prison since my last Confession.”

But Jesus says these are the acts we will be judged on.

Thereisanew spirit in the Church: a spirit inspired more by the Gospels than
by laws; more by the words of Jesus than by the legalistic precisions of today’s
“teachers of thelaw” (see Luke 5:17, 7:30, 11: 45-52, 14:3; 1Timothy 1: 5-7).
It isaspirit that looks to the general, inspiring principlesthat Jesus taught —
principlesthat call usto lift up our eyes and look toward the goa of being
“haly, asthe Lord, our God, isholy” instead of narrowing our focus down to
the nitty-gritty of just what isand isnot a“sin.”

John Paul 11 isan example of this. He wrote “Jesus’ way of acting and his
words, his deeds and his precepts constitute the moral rule of Christian

life” (Splendor of Truth #20). This meansthat to live an authentically “moral”
life we have to know Jesus, know his mind and heart, keep studying his words
and example, hiswords of “spirit and life.” We need to be his disciples.

"Weekday readings are the same every year during the Lenten season.
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TUESDAY, first week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm promises: “God will deliver the just fromall their af-
flictions” (Psalm 34). But the verses make clear that God requires action on our
part. Natice the words: ““I sought,” “look to him,” “called out.” It iswhen the
just “cry out” actively that “the Lord hears them.”

Isaiah 55: 10-11 tellsusthreethings: 1. Theinitiative comes from God. 2. God
gives us life through hisword. 3. God’s word bears fruit. If we really respond to
God’s initiative by reading and reflecting on his words, his words will transform
our lives, because they will teach usto know God, to know his mind and heart.

But something depends on us. Jesus explained what that isin the parable of the
sower (Matthew 13:3 ff.)

Matthew 6: 7-15 gives us Jesus’ answer to his disciples when they asked him
“Lord, teach usto pray” (Luke 11:1). The “Our Father” tells us what we are to
pray for. It tells us Jesus’ own priorities. If we make his petitions our own pri-
oritiesin life, we will learn how to pray. And all the petitionsin the Our Father
are asking for the end of the world!

We are asking for Christ to come again, for histriumph to be complete. We ask
God to hasten the day when the Father will be known and loved by the whole
world, and hisreign will be accepted, when forgiveness and peace will be uni-
versal and al evil will be abolished. Even “our daily bread” refers to Jesus, the
Bread of Life, the food of the heavenly wedding feast, given to us in Eucharist.
We know this triumph is assured; Jesus won it by his sacrifice on the cross. And
so in the Mass we make these petitions “with confidence” to the Father aswe
“wait in joyful hope.”

But we have to act as we hope. What will delay Christ’s comingin glory? Only
the failure of his body on earth, the Church, to accept his word entirely, liveit
authentically, and make it known throughout the world. If we truly embrace
discipleship ourselves, we will be able to “make disciples of al na

tions” (Matthew 28:19) and establish thereign of God on earth.

“God will deliver the just fromall their afflictions.” But an essential condition
for thisisa commitment on our part to total and ongoing discipleship — learn-
ing and living the word of God that teaches us the mind of God. Thisisalong-
standing prayer that reflects the faith of the Church: “Send forth your Spirit and
our heartswill be regenerated.” It is the belief of the Church that this can hap-
pen. And when it does, God will “renew the face of the earth.”
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WEDNESDAY, first week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm tells us the kind of conversion that gives us confi-
dence: “A broken, humbled heart, O God, you will not scorn” (Ps. 51).

If we convert to being authentic disciples of Jesus, will things really get better
in thisworld? Will it make area difference?

Jonah 3: 1-10 gives usreason to trust that it will. Nineveh (in modern-day
Irag) was acity so bad that Jonah actually wanted it destroyed. When God told
him to call its citizens to conversion, he took ship, trying to flee from God’s
presence — and wound up indigestible fish food!

But when he did proclaim that Nineveh was about to be destroyed, they con-
verted. And they did it with a “broken, humbled heart.” The same thing can
happen with us.

In Luke 11: 29-32 Jesus uses the example of Nineveh to call his own people to
conversion: “The people of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this gen-
eration and condemn it, because they repented at the proclamation of Jonah,
and see, something greater than Jonah is here!” We are called to respond, not
to the words of a prophet, but to the words of Jesus himself, God made flesh.
How can we ignore his words? How can we neglect to read them all, reflect on
them, and try to put them into practice?

Wemay ask, “lsn’t it enough just to live by what we were taught in our reli-
gious formation as children, supplemented by the homilies we hear on Sunday?
Why do we have to keep reading and reflecting on God’s word?”

The firg reason is that no teacher or statement of doctrine can affect us as
much as getting into contact with Jesus himself through hiswords. The goa of
our religion isto know God and love him as a person. Secondly, as we mature
and devel op we are able to see more in Christ’s teaching than we could before.
Learning from Jesusisalifdong project. It is never complete.

The “sign of Jonah” is the Church. The only risen body of Christ visible on
earth today is Jesus manifestly alive in members of his body who are clearly
and unambiguously living by his Spirit. Christians bearing this witness are the
only Church that can cal the world to conversion. This is the Church we have
to be. Thisisa Church of disciples.
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THURSDAY, first week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm gives us confidence in dealing with God: “O Lord, on
the day | called for help you answered me!” (Psalm 138).

Esther C (after chapter 4):12, 14-16, 23-25 shows us Esther risking her lifeon
the basis of what she “used to hear from the people of the land and our ances-
tors... that you fulfilled all your promises to them.” Because she listened, be-
lieved and acted on what she heard she became a hero. She saved her people.

In Matthew 7: 7-12 Jesus encourages us. “Seek... Knock....” If we do, we will
find what we are looking for (or more than we dreamed of). And adoor will be
opened for us to enter. He says the Father is eager to “give good things to any-
one who asks him.” But we have to ask. And we have to accept what we receive
and act on it. The grace to do this will aso be given usif we ask.

What are you seeking? What do you ask God for most often? What door do you
want God to open for you? Where do you want to go with your life? How high
have you set your sights?

If up to now you have asked mainly for thingsthat satisfy nothing more than
natural, human desires — health for yourself and your family, prosperity,
success, protection from physical dangers— you might use the time of Lent to
work on aconversion to higher desires. Be more ambitious! Ask God for more
than what a good, enlightened government might provide. Ask God for divine
gifts. Set your heart on alife enhanced as only thelife of grace, lived “to the
full,” can enhance it.

Is your family life perfectly satisfying? Isit al you dreamed of ? Does your stu-
dent or professional life excite you so much you can’t wait to get to school or
work? Is your social life something that builds you up in every way instead of
tearing you down? Do you think that interaction with Jesus Christ can raise all
these areas of your lifeto anew level? Do you really?

An obvious way to interact with Jesus is as a Teacher. This— “Rabbi” — is
what his disciples frequently called him. He came to save us by teaching us how
to live and empowering usto live by his teachings. But to profit from ateacher
we haveto read, listen and think. Do you believe that if you “call for help” by
doing this, God will answer you? Jesus said it: “Seek, and you will find.” “O
Lord, ontheday | called for help you answered me!”
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FRIDAY, first week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm opens usto a deeper dimension of right and wrong:
“If you, O Lord, laid bare our guilt, who could endure it?” (Psalm 130).

If wereally knew the level of life to which God calls us— really saw in detail
what we ought to be doing— would it just overwhelm us?

Ezekiel 18: 21-28 tells us that the choice we haveis life or death. This doesn’t
mean God will literaly kill the sinner. It isjust a Scriptural way of saying that
all sins— recognized or not, and whether we are subjectively guilty of them or
not — destroy life and diminish the quality of life on earth. If we do bad things
because we “don’t know any better,” we are not guilty. But we are still destruc-
tive — to ourselves and others.

That iswhy it isto our interest to learn everything God teaches about how we
aretolive. If we won’t look because we are afraid of what we might see, we
are still going to fall into whatever pitfal isin front of us.

Matthew 5: 20-26 shows us Jesus preaching his “new law” in the Sermon on
the Mount. And the key to it isthis: the old Law — the Ten Commandments,
as the Jews understood them — were instructions on how to live a good human
life on earth. They were geared toward enabling human beings to live in peace
with each other. That was the godl of thelaw. But in his new law, Jesus
changes the goal. Now the goal isto be like God: to think like God, speak like
God, act like God; in short, to live on the level of God.

Murder was against the goa of the old law, because (among other things) mur-
der disrupts the peace. It is against the new law even to think disrespectfully of
another (deliberately), because thisisto be unlike God. This makesit againgt
the New Law. The Sermon on the Mount makes every Commandment an in-
struction for living on the level of God. And grace empowers usto do this.

Should we find this threatening? No, we should find it promising. What if eve-
ryone tregted everyone else as God does, with God’s own level of love? This
earth would be a paradise!

As Jesus’ disciples we want to learn the highest level of idedl s he teaches, be-
cause we know thisisthe way to the fullness of life— on earth aswell asin
heaven. We want him to show us where we are “falling short,” because then
we will know what we need to do to reach the goal of “life to the full.” We
have nothing to fear from the truth that comes from God!
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SATURDAY, first week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm assures us “Happy are they who follow the law of the
Lord” (Psalm 119).

Deuter onomy 26: 16-19 makesthis a promise: “Provided you keep al his com-
mandments, God will then raise you high in praise and renown and glory above
all other nations... and you will be a people sacred to the Lord, your God, ashe
promised.”

Is this amotive for learning and living by God’s directions? We may not need
“praise and glory” as a nation, but we do want the Church to stand out as true and
holy, so that people will seek and find fullness of life through her ministry.

For thisit isnot enough for us just to “avoid sin” by keeping the Ten Command-
ments; we have to live lives so different, so strikingly good, that they cannot be
explained without areal knowledge of the Gospel. This meansthat we ourselves
must first go deeply into the Gospels to see the heights to which Jesus calls us.
We need to be disciples.

In Matthew 5: 43-48 Jesus says the sign and proof that we are his disciples will
be the levd of our love. All good human beings love their “own” — family,
friends, fellow citizens, those who love them and good peoplein general. But
Jesustells usto love, not as humans do, but as God does. “This will prove you
are children of your heavenly Father....” So we must love our enemies.

By our enemies Jesus means people who are mean to us at work, who cheat usin
business, talk about us behind our backs, betray our trust, rob and kill us. He
means terrorists and people with whom we are at war. These are the people he
says we should love: our real enemies.

Itis only when we love our enemies that we show how different Christianity is
from all other religions. “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if
you have love for one another”(John 13:35). Love is the highest act of living. If
our love is no higher than anyone else’s, what puts our life on the leve of God’s?
And if we arenot living on the level of God, how can we be living by grace,
which is“the favor of sharing in God’s divine life”? If we sharein God’s life, we
must sharein God’slove. But God loves every person he has made and is con-
stantly trying to help all of them.

If we love people who are doing bad things we may suffer more, because now we
will care about them. We can’t just write them off with some demeaning labdl, as
if they were not human or worthy of our concern. So do you believe they are
“happy” who follow this “law of the Lord”?
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The Second Sunday of Lent
Having Eyes That See

Focus on a Person
The Responsorial Psalm emphasizes, “The Lord is my light and my salva-
tion” (Psalm 27). The Psalm continues: “It is your face, O Lord, that | seek.”.

Genesis 15: 5-18 tellsus Abraham “put hisfaith in the Lord,” and that the
Lord “counted this as making him justified.” St. Paul quotes this versein
his letter to the Romans (4:3) to make the point that we are justified by
“faith,” not by “works.” Heinsists on it against those who thought it was
necessary to impose the religious rules of Jewish culture on Gentile con-
verts:

Wheat does this mean?



Paul is not saying that if we just affirm as true the statement that Jesusis
our Lord and Savior, we are “saved.” He is not saying that faith alone, with-
out the good works that follow from faith, is enough to make us “justified,”
or “righteous” in God’s eyes. He is taking good works, in the general sense,
for granted. Jesus himself said to those who have the light of faith, “Let
your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and
giveglory to your Father in heaven.” And he promised, “The one who be-
lievesin me will also do the works that | do and, in fact, will do greater
works than these, because | am going to the Father.” It is just that no human
behavior, no matter how good it is, can make us divine. In Christianity, to
be “saved” or “justified” meansto be given the gift of “grace”; that is, the
“favor” of sharing in the divine life of God.?

God’s life consists essentialy in knowing and loving. If we have God’s life
we sharein his act of knowing by the gift of faith. Jesus said, “Thisis eter-

nal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom
you have sent.”

With the gift of divine life comes the gift of a hopethat isaso divine; a
hope not based on any human assessment, but which is the work and activ-
ity of the Holy Spirit within us:

May the God of hope fill you with al joy and peacein believing, so
that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.

But the principal effect of God’slifein usislove— not just human love, but
the love that is a sharing in God’s own life. If we do not love by God’s grace,
we are deceived if we think we know God by faith:

Beloved, let uslove one another, because love is from God; everyone
who lovesis born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does
not know God, for God islove.... If we love one another, God livesin
us, and hisloveis perfected in us.... Those who abide in love abide in
God, and God abides in them.

To be “saved,” then, meansto live by faith, hope and love, which are the ef-
fects of God’slifein us:

And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of
theseis love.®

What Scripture teaches usis that the focus of our religion should not be on
keeping rules, even God’s rules, but on “seeking the face” of the Lord and
listening to his voice, in order to know him as a person; to know his mind
and heart. Thisisthe only way to truly know his will. Religious discipline
without discipleship — the prayerful, loving study of God’s mind and heart
— inevitably degeneratesinto the legalism of the Pharisees.*
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Focus on Jesus

In Luke9: 28-36 the disciples were not conscioudy “seeking the face” of Je-
sus, but it was revealed to them shining like the sun, changed beyond all hu-
man appearance, as Jesus was transfigured before them. And they saw Jesus
talking with Moses — to whom God gave the Law on Mount Sinai (also
caled Horeb) —and with El il_)ah, the prophet God had promised to send back
before the “day of the Lord.”

For the disciples, Moses embodied the Law and Elijah embodied the Prophets.
Peter, who “did not know what he was saying,” thought he was paying Jesus a
compliment by equating him with these two great figures of Isragl: “Let us
make three tents, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” Then the
Father made it clear that Jesus was not to be compared with either the Law or
the Prophets: “This is my Son, the Chosen One. Listen to him!” Christianity is
not based on the Law, the Prophets, or even on the inspired words of God in all
of Scripture, but on the unique Word of God made flesh in Jesus Christ. To be
Chrigtian isto listen to the living voice of Jesus, whether he speaks through
Scripture, through the Spirit poured out in our hearts, or through his embodied
presence in the Church. Our focus must dways be on him.

Focus on Fulfillment
Philippians 3:17 to 4:1 urges us to look forward to our own transfiguration.

For us, our homeland is in heaven, and from heaven comes the Savior
we are waiting for, the Lord Jesus Christ, and he will transfigure these
wretched bodies of oursinto copies of his glorious body.

God became human in Jesus Christ so that we, made members of his body,
might be divine. The true secret and mystery of our identity is that we are
called to “be Christ.” For al the more reason we should focus our energies on
trying to become like him in mind and heart and will. St. Paul exhorts us, “Let
the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” Thisisthe goa of disciple-
ship. John Paul Il said it smply: “Jesus way of acting and hiswords, his
deeds and his precepts constitute the moral rule of Christian life.” ®

'Galatians 2:16. “Matthew 5:16. 3John 17:3; Romans 15:13 (and see Gala-
tians 5:5, Colossians 1:27, 1Peter 1:21); 1John 4:7-16; 1Corinthians 13:13.

4 see Matthew 9:9-13, 12:1-7. *Malachi 4:4-5. Philippians 2:5. Saint
Augustine speaking to the baptized, said, “We have become not only Chris-
tians, but Christ. Marvel and rejoice: we have become Christ!” (see John Paul
I1, The Splendor of Truth, nos. 20,21).




MONDAY, second week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm is an admission that we are always “falling short” of
the (divine) leve of life to which we are called: “Lord, do not deal with us as
our sinsdeserve” (Psalm 79).

Daniel 9: 4-10: shows us why we fal short: I prayed to the LORD my God
and made confession, saying, ‘Ah, Lord, great and awesome God, keeping
covenant and steadfast ove with those who love you and keep your command-
ments, we have sinned and done wrong... We have not listened...””

Wedon’t livein an abstract world. Welivein the concrete reality of aworld in
which God has spoken, Jesus has come to earth, died, risen and shared his di-
vine lifewith us. For us, to live out anything less than the divine life of God is
to “fall short,” which isa Scriptural word for “sin.” We haveto livein away
that lets the glory of Christ’slife in us shine out to the world.

Thisis one of the reasons we assemble on Sundays to worship together: left to
ourselves we will not enter sufficiently into the mystery of what we are and are
called to be. Our best intentionsto find and follow theright path will fall short.
Why? Because we need thereinforced light of communal reflection, communal
sharing, communal celebration. Jesus did not come to be our personal guru. He
cameto call us into acommunity, his Church, in and through which he would
guide and teach us, strengthen and encourage us, and constantly set before us
the mystery of his continuing presence on earth.

All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and | have been glorified in
them. ... The glory that you have given me | have given them, so that
they may be one, as we are one, | in them and you in me... so that the
world may know that you have sent me... (John 17:10-22).

It isin the Church, with dl her faults, that we find the glory of God.

In Luke 6: 36-38 Jesus derts usto focus, not just on what we do, but on the
standard we are trying, perhaps unconscioudly, to live up to when we decide
what to do: “for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.” We
must not dip into the error of judging things on a scale of human goodness.
The only appropriate standard for usto useisthelife of God himself. We are
called and empowered by graceto live on the level of God. When Jesus says,
“Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful,” we should understand, “Do
whatever you do just as your Father doesit.” If we do anything less, “we have
not listened...” We arefailing as disciples of Jesus.
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TUESDAY, second week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalmtells us: “To those who go the right way | will show
the salvation of God” (Psalm 50). God is not setting conditions on his help; he
is saying that if we follow his path he can show us where it leads. So we need
to pay attention and learn.

Isaiah 1: 10-20 calls usto discipleship: “Hear the word of the LORD... Listen
to the teaching of our God....” If we are not intent on learning from God how

tolive, al our devations, rituas, religious festivals and recited prayers are just
pretense: things we do to make us fedl better, “low cost” observances we think
will keep God on our side.

What God wantsis action in response to histeaching: “Learn to do good!”
And we need to notice his priorities: “Seek justice, rescue the oppressed, de-
fend the orphan, plead for the widow.” It is easy for usto focus on obvious sins
against conventional morality, the sinsto which there are “easy answers,”
while not even looking at the sinsthat natural ly follow from deep attitudes and
valuesthat are evil: greed, ambition, indifference to the poor, arrogance and
violence in defense of our cherished way of life— not asking what it is about
our way of life, our business practices, our palitics, that makes people hate us
enough to kill themselves killing us.

Lentisan invitation to return to life. God will not regject us: “Though your sins
are like scarlet, they shall be like snow.... If you are willing and obedient, you
shall eat the good of the land.” If nat, it isunderstood that our sins will destroy
us, we will die.

In Matthew 23: 1-12 Jesuswarns usit isnot enough to let Church officials
and authorities do our thinking for us: “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on
Moses' sest; therefore, do whatever they teach you... but do not do as they do,
for they do not practice what they teach.”

We have to distinguish between the teaching of the Church and the teaching of
those in the Church. Unless it is smply arepetition of Church doctrine
(without interpretation) the teaching of someone not deeply united to God is
suspect. Jesus said to the Pharisees, “Y ou brood of vipers! How can you speak
good things, when you are evil ? For out of the abundance of the heart the
mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:34).

Jesus says we only have one teacher. Those who teach in the Church aresim-
ply fellow-students sharing what they have learned from him. And we must
always compare what they say to what we ourselves have heard from the
Teacher asdisciples
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WEDNESDAY, second week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalmisan act of trust in God in the face of opposition and
danger: “Save me, O Lord, in your steadfast love!” (Psalm 31).

In Jeremiah 18: 18-20 people are plotting againgt Jeremiah athough he has
done nothing but good for them. And heis outspoken to God about it: “Is evil a
recompense for good? Y et they have dug a pit for my life. Remember how |
stood before you to speak good for them, to turn away your wrath from them.”

Being good does not keep us from being persecuted. There doesn’t haveto be a
valid reason for people to attack us. But we need areason — one which
Jeremiah didn’t redlly have yet (see verses 21-23) — to forgive those who re-
turn evil for good. And thisis the lesson we learn from Jesus. It is a shocking
one.

In Matthew 20: 17-28 Jesus tells his disciples (for the third time) that heis
going to save the world, not by overcoming his enemies with force, but by en-
during what they do to him and loving back. He will love them as they crucify
him. And God will save him, but not by saving hislife. His enemies’ plot
against him will succeed — at least asthey understand success. Jesus will tri-
umph by something beyond their comprehension. He will triumph by rising
from the dead to continue his saving work in the world by living and acting
with, in and through all who accept by Baptism to be his body on earth.

But for this to happen, his disciples must accept to put on the mind of Christ.
They must turn away from power and prestige. Those who are given authority
in his Church must refuse to be treated with more respect, asif they were more
important than others. “Y ou know that those who exercise authority among the
Gentiles... make their importance felt. It cannot be like that with you.” In the
Church dignity must be divorced from function: no oneisto be considered
“higher” or “lower” because of a position, office or role. Present practice not-
withstanding, in the Church greatness will be expressed and recognized in ser-
vice, not through titles or protocols that mimic the pecking-order codes of cor-
porations and politics.

Jesus’ response to his two disciples who wanted high position in the Church
was, “Can you drink of the cup | am to drink of ?”

That saysit all.
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THURSDAY, second week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm tells uswhere to look for security: “Blessed are they
who hopein the Lord” (Psalm 1). But the Psalm makes clear that thisis not
just blind hope. The hope that isreal isthe hope we act on. So the one who
“hopesinthe Lord” is one who “meditates on hislaw day and night” to under-
stand it. Thisis discipleship.

Jeremiah 17: 5-10 says the disciple is “like atree planted beside the waters,
that stretches out its roots to the stream.” True conversion to Jesus is a conver-
sion that reaches to the roots of our life, to theroots of all our choices, and ex-
tends those roots to God.

This can take time. We don’t always recognize clearly the attitudes and val ues,
thereal goalsthat guide and determine our choices. Jeremiah says, “More tor-
tuous than all else isthe human heart... who can understand it?” True disciple-
ship is an ongoing effort to see with greater clarity what desiresare activein
our hearts. We grow to the “perfection of love” by continually trying to focus
all our hopes and desires on the priorities of Jesus’ own heart: that the Father’s
name will be revered, his kingdom come, his will done on earth as perfectly as
in heaven....

Gradually we surrender to letting the desires of Jesus rule every decision of our
lives. Thisisto stretch out our rootsto him.

Luke 16: 19-31 isa story to make us think. The “rich man” in the story appar-
ently did not have any realization he was seriously sinning. How many of us
feel wearein “mortal sin” because we are not proactive in helping the poor?
Wefind the same lack of awarenessin Jesus’ description of the Fina Judgment
(Matthew 25: 31-46).

Therich man has five brothers who are as unaware as he was. He begs Abra-
ham to send Lazarus to warn them, “so that they will not also come into this
place of torment.” But Abraham answers, “They have Moses and the prophets;
they should listen to them.” God urges us over and over, “Listen!” “Hear the
word of the LORD... Listen to the teaching of our God....” (See above: Isaiah
1, Tuesday). “We have sinned and donewrong” because “we havenot lis-
tened” (Danid 9, Monday). The rich man thinks his brotherswill listen if

L azarus appearsto them. But Abraham responds, ““If they do not listen to
Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someonerises
from the dead.”

What will it take to make us disciples?
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FRIDAY, second week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm encourages us to remember what God has donein
order to trust in what he will do: “Remember the marvels the Lord has
done” (Psalm 105).

In Joseph’s story (Genesis 37:3-28) we can only recognize “the marvels the
Lord has done” with hindsight. Now that we know what Joseph did for his
family later, we can see God’s guiding hand in the choice his brothers made,
first not to kill him outright, then to sell him into slavery. But as Joseph was
led off to aforeign country in chains he probably thought God could have done
much better for him than hedid! In redity, though, God was doing something
greater than Joseph could have dreamed of. God used the brothers’ sin to put
Joseph in a position that later enabled him to save his whole family (see Gene-
sis, chapters 39 to 50).

In Matthew 21:33-46 we see that Joseph was a preview of Jesus. Jesus too
was betrayed by his own people, hisfamily. The “chief priests and the eders of
the people” in Israel did not want Jesus taking their place. In the parable they
are the tenants who said, “Thisisthe heir; come, let uskill him and get his
inheritance.” And God did not intervene to stop them from killing him.

To those who believed in Jesus, this appeared to be total defeat. That is be-
cause they failed to “remember the marvels the Lord has done.” If they had,
they should have known that God is able to accomplish his purposes in spite of
the opposition of his enemies, and even by using their victories against them.

Jesus was making the point that even if they killed him his enemies could not
defeat God’s plan: “Have you never read in the scriptures:

The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this
was the Lord'sdoing, and it isamazing in our eyes.”

Then the chief priests and the Phariseesredized that in his parable “he was
speaking about them.”

Remembering is a key element in discipleship. The Eucharist is remembering.
To “celebrate” meansto “single out for grateful remembrance.” If we recall
(usually by reading or hearing) the great things God has done, reflect on them,
and let them invite us to faith, hope and love, our assimilation of the past will
prepare us for the future. But we have to remember actively. The formulafor
remembering through Scriptureis “Confront, ask questions, decide.” Were-
member to understand and to act.
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SATURDAY, second week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm gives us courage to convert to God with our whole
heart: “The Lord iskind and merciful” (Psalm 103).

Micah 7: 14-20 tells us God will “cast into the depths of the sea all our sins,”
and “shepherd” us, guide us to where we can “feed” on truth and grow into the
fullness of life. When we turn to God, he doesn’t just accept us; he comes out
and embraces us, and fills uswith blessings that enrich our life.

Thisiswhat Jesus tells usin the story of the “prodigal son” (Luke 15: 1-32).
The story is actually more about the father than the son, but it does show us
very vividly a conversion taking place. And if we study it we can learn some-
thing about conversion as such.

The son’s conversion does not begin on avery high level; heis simply miser-
able. But he realizesit. He doesn’t just resign himself, pretending that what he
hasisjust about all one can expect out of life. He faces the fact that thereis
something better, and that he does not have to put up with the misery he ex-
periences. For us, conversion requires an act of faith that “something more”
redly is offered us.

And he remembers. He thinks back to how things were at home, and he sees
hislifetherein a different light. He beginsto appreciate what he had. For us,
conversion might involve getting in touch with religious experiences we had as
children or later, experiences of God and of relationship with him that may
have marked our First Communion or other momentsin our life.

He makes a decision, and it is adecision to act. “I shall get up and go....” All
true conversions take place in moments of decision, of choice. We are not just
filled with light and love as we sit around; or if we are, it has no effect until we
make a choice.

The boy’s decision was not just to stop some particular action in hislife. It was
to return to and embrace awhole style of life. He did not know yet that he
could enter again into relationship with his father. But thisiswhat he wanted,
and when it was offered he accepted it with joy. For ustrue conversionisal-
ways the acceptance of a new or deeper relationship — with the Father, Jesus,
the Holy Spirit, the Church — that will affect everything elsein our lifestyle.

Finally, the son expresses his conversion, not only by returning, but by con-
fessing his sins for what they were: arejection of relationship with his father.
The father’sresponse is to restore that relationship amplified.

And thisis what he does with us.
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The Third Sunday of Lent
Disciples in Action




“What is his name?”

Thereading from Exodus 3: 1-15 is summarized in the Responsorial Psalm
“The Lord is kind and merciful ” (Psalm 103). God says to Maoses, “I have seen
the miserable state of my people.... | am well aware of their sufferings. | mean
to deliver them.”

Heis not going to do it, however, by a simple act of power from on high. That is
not God’s way. He wants to deliver people from the consequences of human sin
by counteracting them through human acts of virtue— but human acts made
divine through union with God in grace. He says to Moses, “So come, | will
send you to Pharaoh to bring my people out of Egypt.”

Mosesis not stupid. He knows how thisideais going to go down with his peo-
ple. So hetells God he needs some accreditation: “If | come to the Israglites and
say to them, “The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,” and they ask me,
‘What is his name? what shall | say to them?”

To have credibility as amessenger of God one has to know God — and be able
to proveit. At thetime of Moses, to revea one’s name was something special.
To know God’s name meant that you didn’t just know something generic about
him, but that God had revealed himself to you as the Person that heis. In our
day we would call this the difference between “religion” and “spiritudity.” My
“religion” can tell me alot about God — what to believe, what rules and prac-
tices God wants me to observe — but without realy bringing me into persona
familiarity with God. My religion devel ops into “spirituality” when | begin to
interact with God in ways that are personal, unique to myself, “outside the box™
of set patterns and procedures. Then | begin to know God

When my religion becomes my spirituality | don’t stop interacting with God in
the standard ways. | still say the common prayers, participate in communal wor-
ship and liturgy, and receive the sacraments. But | do it with a personal involve-
ment, an attention, an investment of myself that makes it more than just routine.
We can say that my religion becomes my spirituality from the moment | realize
that something is going on between myself and God, and | decideto get in-
volved in it.

If I want God to use me to counteract the work of sinin theworld, | haveto
“seek hisface” in away that lets me know him. | have to “listen to hisvoice” as
addressing me personally, and with the intention of responding to what | hear.
When | begin to interact with God this way, | start getting to know him person-
ally. Then | begin to “know his name.”

One for All, All for One

In Luke 13: 1-9 Jesus says two things that seem contradictory. First he says that
bad things don’t happen to people just because they are “greater sinnersthan
any others.” It is not just the guilty who suffer from the consequences of sin in
the world; everybody does.

28



Nevertheless, he then says, “But unless you repent you will al perish. If our
suffering is not caused by our own sins, why do we have to repent?

The answer is that people who sin mess up the world for everybody; but to fix
what is wrong we have to do more than just not sin ourselves. We have to let
Jesus act with us, in usand through us in positive ways as Savior to bring heal-
ing to other people and to the world. This requires of us a“‘change of mind,” a
metanoia or “repentance” that is more than just aturning away from sin. It re-
quires usto convert our “religion” into “spirituality”’; to go beyond being just
“followers” of Jesus and become his disciples. A “discipl€” isa “student.” The
“repentance” or “conversion” asked of usis the decision to become committed
students of Christ’s mind and heart.

When Jesus, like Y ahweh speaking to Moses, looked out and saw “the miserable
state of his peopl€” he “had compassion for them, because they were harassed
and hdpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” And he did what Y ahweh did: he
decided to “send out laborers’ to help them.

Then Jesus summoned histwelve disciples and gave them authority over un-
clean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness.!

But noticethat it was his“disciples” he sent out. It is only to those who know
him that he gives the power to hed. His promise was and is. “I will do whatever
you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If in my
name you ask me for anything, | will doit.” To act with the healing power of
Jesus on earth, we have to “know hisname.” To do this we have to do whatever
it takes to make his word bear fruit in our lives— dig around it and manure it —
read, reflect and respond to what God reveas to us, whether through Scripture
or in other ways. We have to be actively disciples.

Each one of us hasto work to save all from the effects of sin. All of ushaveto
work for (and as) the One whois the only Savior of the world. Onefor all; al for
One.

Forward Motion

In 1Corinthians 10: 1-12 Paul makesit clear that it is not enough just to be a
member of the Church “in good standing.” Not everyone who followed Moses
out of Egypt, who “ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritua
drink” madeit to the Promised Land. “So if you think you are standing, watch
out that you do not fall.” Just “standing around” in the “state of grace” isnot
enough. God calls for forward motion. We need to read, reflect and respond as
disciples; students of the mind and heart of God.

Matthew 9:36 t0 10:1.  2John 14:13-14



MONDAY, third week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm teaches usto listen to our heart and follow it: “Athirst is
my soul for the living God. When shall | go and behold the face of
God?” (Psalms 42-43).

Kings 5:1-15 shows us a common reason why we don’t make progressin the
spiritual life: we won’t do the small, easy things because we think they won’t
have any effect. So we do nothing.

Naaman was willing to invest a huge amount of time and money to be cured of
his leprosy. But al the prophet told him was to go bathe seven timesin the river
Jordan. He expected some big ceremony, and was going away angry when his
servants said, “If the prophet had told you to do something extraordinary, would
you not have done it? All the more now. .. you should do ashe said.” So he did
and was healed.

Is there something in your soul that is athirst for the living God? Do you wish at
timesto be adisciple of Jesus, to sit at hisfeet and learn what heisredly like,
what he thinks and desires, how you can be like him? Does this seem out of your
reach, something you would have to invest so much time and energy in that you
could not do anything ese? So are you just doing nothing about it?

Suppose you began small. Get a copy of the Bible, a cheap one you are not
afraid to write in and underline. Don’t put it on atable; put it on your pillow, so
you cannot go to sleep without picking it up. And tell God you will read one line
every night before you go to bed.

Does this sound too difficult? Are you thinking, “What good will that do? It is
too insignificant!”?

Why not try it? Experience shows that most nights you will read two or three
lines (but if you only read one you have kept your commitment. Go to deep sat-
isfied!). And if you do, your whole life will begin to change. Y ou will have be-
gun to be adisciple.

In Luke 4: 24-30 the people wouldn’t even listen to Jesus. Why? Was it jeal ousy
toward ahometown boy? Did they feel threatened? Did they just resent theidea
they needed to change anything in their lives? They may not have known why
themselves.

If you fedl resistance against beginning something as smple as reading aline of
the Bible every night, ask yourself why. Are you afraid? Angry? Apathetic?
Look for the cause. But finally ask yourself: When shall | go and behold the face
of God?”

30



TUESDAY, third week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm calls usto believe that, whatever our starting point is,
God will help us: “Remember your mercies, O Lord” (Psalm 25).

Psalm 25 makes God’s mercy very concrete: “Y our ways make known to me;
teach me your paths, guide mein your truth....” To “have mercy” meansto
“cometo the aid of another out of a sense of relationship.” God has mercy on
us, not just by “zapping” us unilaterally from on high, but by interacting with
us, guiding us, helping usto help ourselves. For Jesus to be our Teacher, we
have to become his disciples, his sudents.

Danid 3: 25-43 begins with an admission that things aren’t as they should be:
“For we are reduced, O Lord, beyond any other nation, brought low in the
world this day because of our sins. We havein our day no prince, prophet, or
leader....” Don’t we sometimes feel like saying this about ourselves as ana-
tion, asa Church?

What can give us confidence? Three things: 1. if we come to God with a
“contrite heart and ahumble spirit”; 2. if we want “to follow unreservedly,
with our whole heart”; and 3. if we trust, for “those who trust in you cannot be
put to shame.”

We must not lower our ideals or give up the goa. The goa isthe “perfection of
love,” total gift of ourselvesto God. We hold to this. But we can admit our
weakness, acknowledging that we are not yet ready to respond with our whole
hearts. It is enough to respond with a“contrite and humble” heart, admitting
our sins and hoping one day to do better, even if we are not able to do that
completely now. Our trust isnot in what we can do or can predict that we will
do. Our trust isin what God can do. So we just keep interacting with himin
every way we are willing and able to interact with him. And we trust. Our
prayer is, “Remember your mercies, O Lord.”

Matthew 18: 21-35 teaches us that what we won’t do for others we will have a
hard time believing God will do for us. If we refuse to forgive without limits, it
may seem incomprehensble to us that anybody would, even God. In the story,
the firgt debtor’sreal sn was not paying attention to the kind of person his
master was. He was so focused on his need for money that he did not even no-
tice what his master was doing for him. He didn’t get the point.

Thefocusin our religion (that is, in our lives) should aways be on learning
what God islike so that we can be like him. If we don’t do this we miss the

point.
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WEDNESDAY, third week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm invites us to focus on how good and life-giving God’s
teachings are, so that we will appreciate him: “Praise the Lord, Jerusa-
lem” (Psalm 147). Praise will lead usto appreciation.

Deuter onomy 4: 1-9 focuses, not on the requirements of God’s law, or on the
difficulty of obeying them (both things we tend to focus on), but on how wise
and life-giving they are. “Now, Isradl, hear the statutes and decrees which | am
teaching you to observe, that you may live” If we live by God’s teachings we
will “give evidence of our wisdom and intelligence to all the nations.” Even
non-beievers will recognize that “thisistruly a wise and intelligent people.”

In Matthew 5: 17-19 Jesus tells us heis taking us beyond the wisdom of the
laws God taught the Jews. He is not contradicting or abolishing the earlier
teachings of God; heis just going beyond them: “Do not think | have come to
abolish the law or the prophets. | have come not to abolish but to fulfill.”

Jesus’ teachings and his “new commandment” to “love one another as | have
loved you” take us beyond the Ten Commandments, and can appear to be
“foolishness” to minds unenlightened by Christian faith. But with the help of
God’sword and God’s spirit we can come to appreciate even the wisdom of
these (see 1Corinthians 1:18-25; 2:6-16; 3:18-29; John 13:34).

This presupposes, however, that we are disciples who want to reflect on God’s
commands and under stand them; not just “followers” who blindly obey with-
out appreciation. Our goal isnot just to do what God says, but to be united with
God in mind and heart. He doesn’t just want usto obey his laws, but to under-
stand and embrace the principles, God’s own attitudes and values, that inspired
them. The goal isaways to know God and to love him more by appreciating
the truth and goodness of his being.

Therearethosein every religion who just want “the answers.” They want clear
and smple doctrines, clear and smplerules, and uniform adherence and con-
formity from all. They do not ask questions. They are not open to interpretation
or adaptation of therulesto circumstances, and they discourage theological
investigation. Thisisthe spirit of the Pharisees and “teachers of thelaw.” Jesus
says of them, “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the
shoulders of others” (Matthew 23:4; Luke 11:46). But disciples want to know
God.
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THURSDAY, third week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm is an unexpected response to the first reading. It urges
us: “If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts” (Ps. 95).

But in the first reading, God tells Jeremiah (7: 23-28) that when he com-
manded his people, “Listen to my voice... they obeyed not.” Nor did they lis-
ten to the prophets. And he warns Jeremiah, “When you speak... they will not
listen to you either!”

God is painting a pretty dim picture of his people at that time. And we might
think in our discouraged momentsthat it isa credible description of peoplein
our times!

So it isdeliberate optimism when the Responsorial Psalm encourages us: “If
today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts.” But this optimism isthe
whole point. God never gives up on us, and we should never give up on our-
selves or on one another. Thereason for optimism is that we don’t have only
ourselvesto rely on. Our hopesrest on what God can do to bring us tolifein
response to hisword. If God hasn’t given up, optimism isthe only stance that
makes sense.

Luke 11: 14-23 shows Jesus driving out a demon who was making a man un-
able to speak. Thereis anintentional symbolism here. Physically, being deaf
and mute often go together: it is difficult for one who cannot hear soundsto
speak clearly. In the spiritual life, what makes us unable to respond to God is
the simple fact that we haven’t really heard God — because we are not listen-
ing with desire to hear. “For this peopl€e's heart has grown dull, and their ears
are hard of hearing... so that they might not... listen with their ears, and under-
stand with their heart and convert -- and | would heal them” (Matthew 13:15).

But Jesus can heal us. He does it by freeing us from the “‘demon,” from what-
ever force of evil or snisclosing our hearts and earsto him. He has the
strength to do this. He can free us from anything that binds us.

Thereisa condition, however. We have to “gather” with Jesus. If not, we will
be scattered like sheep attacked by wolves. “Whoever isnot with meis against
me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters.” No one can be “neutral”
toward Jesus. Not to belong to him is to oppose him, because if we don’t
gather with him we will inevitably be swept off course by the currents of false-
hood, fear, ambition and well-intentioned destructiveness in the world. Only
Jesusis therock of our salvation (see Psalms 18:2; 40:2; 62:2; Matthew 7:21-
27). “If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts’
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FRIDAY, third week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalmisan invitation to wisdom: “I am the Lord your God:
hear my voice” (Psalm 81).

Wisdom is defined as “taste for spiritual things” (cf. the Latin sapientia, sapor,
and the English “savor”). All three readings are encouraging us to seek our
well-being through relationship with God: hearing his voice as disciples and
loving what we hear. Thisiswisdom.

In Hosea 14: 2-10 God reveals that hisresponse to our guilt is love. God draws
us to himself through love: “Return, O Israel, to the LORD, your God; you
have collapsed through your guilt.” God’s promiseis, “I will hea their defec-
tion, saysthe LORD, | will love them fredy.”

The texts keep emphasizing that the one speaking is “the LORD your God.”
Thereason for believing in God’s love and mercy is that God is unlike any
other. His love is unique. It iswhat defines God as God.

When God showed Moses his “glory,” Scripture says, “the LORD passed be-
fore him, and proclaimed, "The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gra-
cious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Exodus
33:12 to 34:6).

Seadfast love (which appears 173 times in the Bible) and faithfulness— the
Hebrew hesed and emet, which we find trandlated as “grace and truth” or
“kindness and fidelity” — are the traits most characteristic of God. The Jerome
Biblical Commentary calsthem “avirtual definition of God” (on John 1:14).

If we understand God as “enduring love,” we will desireto enter into relation-
ship with him. We will have a“taste” for God and for al that unites usto him.
Thisiswisdom. It isthe driving force of discipleship. If we know what “the
Lord our God” islike, we will want to “hear his voice.” Hosea ends, “Let those
who are wise understand these things.”

Mark 12: 28-34 shows us Jesus praising a scribe for understanding that the
beginning and end of our response to God islove. Thisisthe “great command-
ment.” An authentic morality bases everything we do on response to God’s
love for us. For the wise, the guiding principle behind every mora decision
should be, “Does this show love for God and for other people?”’

Vatican || teachesthat all “the faithful of Christ of whatever rank or gatus are
called to the fullness of the Christian life and to the perfection of love (The
Church no. 40). We are not there yet. That is why we have to embrace a pro-
gram of discipleship so that we can learn to love God with all our hearts and
livelifeto the full. To do thisiswisdom.
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SATURDAY, third week in Lent:

The Response to Psalm 51 is from Hosea 6:6: “I desire steadfast love and not
sacrifice.” And the verse continues: .. .the knowmedge of God rather than
burnt offerings.” The theme of &l threereadingsisthat God looks to the heart,
not to external actions. What he wants from usis deep, enduring love and the
desire to know him, not just “orthodoxy” or acts of religious observance, no
matter how good these are in themselves.

Hosea 6: 1-6 isacall to conversion that tells us two things.
1. God will without doubt “heal” and “revive” us.

2. For thisto happen we must change our hearts, not just our behavior: “For |
desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt
offerings.” Hosea’s exhortation is. “Let us know, let us strive to know the
LORD.”

In Luke 18: 9-14 Jesus gives thisteaching in the form of a story. What we
need to focus on isthe contrast in attitude between the Pharisee and the public
sinner (tax collectors were thought to be extortionists and coll aborators with
the Romans).

The attitude of the Pharisee is widespread in the Church today. We find it in
those who feel they must defend the Church against the “theologians,” the
“liberals” and the “lax” Catholics who do not adhere blindly to all the rules and
directives that are sent out from various departmentsin the Vatican, and who
do not blindly accept al the current doctrina rulings of the “magisterium” as
representative of the whole teaching of the Church. They arenot only
“convinced of their own righteousness,” but al so convinced of their own ortho-
doxy — so much so that when they listen to teaching and preaching, it isnot so
much to learn and respond as to check out the orthodoxy of the speaker. They
have nothing new to learn, because they have narrowed down their interests to
“the answers” that personsin authority (a narrow and misleading definition of
the “magisterium” of the Church) have given to current questions without see-
ing these against the background of the Church’s historical and truly universal
teaching. Because they reduce the truth to just what they see, they can be con-
vinced that what they see is the whole truth. So they are characteristically deaf
to explanations and to answers given to their objections. They listen only to
compare what they hear to what they already believe, and to condemn what-
ever does not match.

Thisisthe “idolatry of the cut-and-dried” that excludes all personal interaction
with the mystery of theliving God. It is Phariseeism and alethal rejection of
discipleship.
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The Fourth Sunday of Lent
Seeking the Bread of Life

Taste and see...

Joshua 5: 9-12 tells us how God nourished his people with bread from heaven
— “manna’ — in the desert. All they had to do was reach down every morning
and pick it up. But once they crossed the Jordan into the Promised Land, “The
manna ceased... and the Israelites no longer had manna; they ate the crops of
the land of Canaan.” Now they had to feed themselves. The Responsorial
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Psalm urges usto do the same thing: “Taste and see the goodness of the
Lord” (Psalm 34). If we want God to nourish us, we haveto work at it. Thisis
called discipleship: a commitment to study the words of God: to read, reflect
and respond. If we want to experience “the goodness of the Lord, ” we have to
“taste and see. "

So he left...
In Luke 15: 1-32 Jesus tells the story of a young man who grew up, as we did,
fed by hisfamily. Asachild, al he had to do was show up at mealtimes.

Presumably, thisisthe way most of us were nourished by the word of God as
children. All we had to do was be there. Our parents taught us, took usto
church or sent usto religion classes. It was oursfor the absorbing.

And we may not have appreciated it, any more than the son in Jesus’ story did.
He took what he was given for granted. He left home looking for more, not
realizing what he was giving up. It was not until he started to feel hunger and
to “bein need” that he began to gppreciate what his family had provided for
him.

That is when he “came to himself” and said, “How many of my father's paid
servants have more food than they want, and here | am dying of hunger!” That
iswhen he cameto his decision: “l will get up and go to my father.”

“l will get up and go.” That isaturning point in the spiritua life. There comes
a point when weredize, even if we have never “left our father’s house,” that it
takes some “get up and go” to continue living authenticaly as Christians— or
even ashuman beings. We can’t just sit around any longer being spoon-fed like
children, passively absorbing what is said to usin church or by others. Even
though we are being fed the true “bread from heaven,” if al we haveto dois
reach down and pick it up, we won’t appreciate it. The day has to come when
we decide to feed ourselves. On the day we begin consciously and deliberately
to “Taste and see the goodness of the Lord, ” we take true possession of the
Promised Land. We begin to be disciples.

Made him to be sin...

The problem is, sometimes we “get up and go” in the wrong direction. If we
grew up in the Promised Land without really taking personal possession of it,
we may not appreciate what is there. So we get up and go elsewhere. We look
for fulfillment — whether through truth or through pleasure— at the feet of
other gurus or in the “world.” We fulfill in ourselves the lament of Jeremiah:

My people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the foun-
tain of living water, and dug out cisterns for themselves, cracked cis-
ternsthat can hold no water.?

Sometimes this makes it more difficult for usto return. If, like the prodigal
37



son we have “squandered” our spiritual heritage “in dissolute living,” we may
feel ashamed to go home. We may even be blocked from admitting that what we
did and are doing is wrong, for fear of what this would say about us. Especialy if
we have been good al our lives, we may not know how to handle guilt. Uncon-
scioudly, we fear it will shatter us.

That is when we need to understand what Paul is saying in 2Corinthians 5: 17-
21. When he says that “in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not
counting their trespasses against them” he means much more than this. God
does not just “forgive” our sns or “overlook™ them, not “counting them against
us.” No, we say that Jesusis the “Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the
world.”

If we arejust forgiven, we are not changed. God may have “changed his mind”
about us, but we are just as guilty as we were before. It isjus that God isnot
“counting our snsagainst us.” But when God reconciled usto himself “in
Christ,” hetook away our sins. They are no longer part of us or of our history.
The mystery of our redemption, as Paul explainsit, isthat “if anyoneisin Christ,
thereis a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has be-
come new!” How can this be?

The answer isin one line: “For our sake he made himto be sin who knew no sin,
so that in himwe might become the righteousness of God.” Jesus on the cross was
“made sin.” He took into his body al the redeemed, from the beginning to the
end of time, and all of our sins. Our sins became the sins of his own flesh. He
“became sin” by incorporating us into his body by Baptism

Then, when he died, we died in him, went down into the grave with him, and our
sinswere annihilated. When herose, we rosein him. God returned usto earth as
Christ’srisen body, as a“new creation,” without any past or record of sin.

When we repent of our sins, they are swallowed up in the waters of our Baptism.
They become the sins of Christ’s flesh and are annihilated in his death and resur-
rection. They are no longer part of our history. We who committed them died.
We have come back to life as a “new creation,” with no history of sin. Thisisthe
mystery and wonder of our redemption.® Because of it, we are not afraid to face
or admit any guilt. Through Christ our sins are taken away.

! see Exodus, chapter 13 and Deuteronomy 8:3, which Jesus quoted in Matthew 4:4: “He
humbled you by letting you hunger, then by feeding you with manna, with which neither
you nor your ancestors were acquainted, in order to make you understand that one does
not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.”
“Jeremiah 2:13. ®see Romans 6: 3-11; Colossians 2:11-14.
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MONDAY, fourth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm is an acceptance of God’s way of saving the world: “I
will praise you, Lord, for you have rescued me” (Psalm 30).

Not everyone praises God for the kind of rescue he offersin Jesus. Thosein
Jesus’ own time who wanted a Messiah who would deliver them from Roman
oppression did not welcome him. They wanted a Messiah who would fill their
country with prosperity, peace and justice by stamping out evil — with force,
if necessary, human or divine.

When they realized that Jesus was not that kind of Savior they shouted, “Away
with him! Away with him! Crucify him!” (John 19:15).

And in our day many people think that if they observe God’s laws and pray,
God will keep their loved ones safe and give them a happy life on earth. When
tragedy strikes them they turn away from God in anger and disillusionment.

Isaiah 65: 17-21 seems to encourage this assumption about the way God res-
cues and blesses us. God promises of Jerusalem, “No longer shall the sound of
weeping be heard there... or bein it an infant who lives but afew days, or an
old man who does not round out his full lifetime... They shall livein the
houses they build, and eat the fruit of the vineyards they plant.” But thisisnot
what Jesus came to bring about. To accept Jesus as Savior we have to accept a
whole new guidance system, a whole new way of judging what is good or bad
for us, what isablessing and what is a curse.

In Luke 4: 43-54 we see Jesus healing aroyal official’s son — but not before
he changes his guidance system. The officia was making hisfaith in Jesus
depend on his working miracles. Jesus reproached him, “Unless you people see
signs and wonders, you will not believe!” But when Jesus told him, Y ou may
go; your son will live,” the man ““ believed what Jesus said to him and |eft.” He
trusted, not in what he saw, but in the words of Jesus alone. Thiswas anew
guidance system.

To redly understand and accept Jesus as Savior, we have to become his disci-
ples. This means, not just accepting what he says, but making our acceptance
depend on pure faith. We have to accept ahead of time that everything he says
is true and everything he does is good — even letting us or cthersdie. If we
accept thiswith blind faith we will come to see. Then, no matter what happens,
we respond, “I will praiseyou, Lord, for you have rescued me.”
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TUESDAY, fourth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalmis a profession of faith that all our good and protec-
tion liein God: “The Lord of hostsiswith us; our stronghold isthe God of
Jacob” (Psalm 46). This also provides us with a key to guide our discipleship.

Ezekiel 47: 1-12isin fact, although Ezekiel didn’t know it, a prediction about
the fruits of Baptism. The true water that “gladdensthe city of God” (Psalm
46) isthelife-giving water of Baptism. “Wherever theriver flows, every sort
of living creature that can multiply shall live.” Jesus came that we might “have
life, and have it to the full,” and he initiates this by giving usa sharein God’s
own divinelife through Baptism. Aswe live out the grace and commitments of
our Baptism, this divinelifein us increases, like the stream of water Ezekiel
saw flowing out of the temple. If we have this divinelife, we are united to Je-
sus Christ in one shared life, which means that nothing can really harm us. For
us even death isablessing. It is our entrance into the party going on in heaven,
the “wedding banquet of the Lamb” (Revelation 19:9). To know thisisto see
everything on earth through different eyes. It is to direct our lives by a different
guidance system.

Luke 5: 1-16 gives us aguide to discernment. There are many currents of
thought in the Church, many voices we can listen to. At the present time there
is astrong current running counter to the direction of the Second Vatican
Council. The excesses of some who called more thingsinto question than the
Council intended generated a “backlash” movement in the Church, a“new
Phariseeism,” which is pressing for automatic (that is, unthinking) obedience to
every directive from the Vatican. These people are insisting on an equally un-
thinking affirmation of every teaching that the pope or one of the Vatican de-
partments has proposed as the “officia” (but not infdlible) teaching of the
Church. How do we know whether theirsis the voice of the Holy Spirit?

Today’s story gives akey. Jesus’ adversaries totally ignored the fact he had
made alame man walk. They focused only on the fact the lame man “violated
the Sabbath” by carrying his mat home. And they “began to persecute Jesus
because he did this on a Sabbath.”

When people focus more on laws than on what gives life, they are probably out

of touch with Jesus and the true spirit of the Church. We need to look behind
their words to the spirit that inspires them.
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WEDNESDAY, fourth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalmisthe “identity card” of God: “The Lord isgracious
and merciful” (Psalm 145). Thisis atouchstone that tells us whether teaching
or conduct that claimsto be done in God’s name is truly from God or not.

I saiah 49: 8-15 describes God as one who frees people who are bound up in
darkness. In contrast to this, how many people feel bound up and prohibited
from freely approaching God or the sacraments because of rigid teaching that
misled them?

The God Isaiah describes guides people to grassy pastures and “springs of liv-
ing water,” to teaching that responds to the thirst of our souls, that gives delight
and nourishment to our minds and hearts. Is this what the people are doing
whose concern isto identify and propagate the incompl ete but “official” an-
swers found in catechisms and summaries of Catholic doctrine? These
“instant” answers have a usefulness as starting points for further investigation,
or as“review” versions of truth already learned. But like dried fruits, they can-
not substitute for the words of God coming fresh from the Scriptures or for the
inspired teaching of the Councils of the Church (the sixteen decrees of Vatican
I1, for example, which are available for ustoread in their inspired and inspir-
ing freshness). People who think they can know the teaching of the Church just
by studying “the answers” listed in dry summarizing sources are like students
who think they can experience English literature by studying “Cliff notes.”
Thisis not discipleship; it is sdf-deception.

In Luke5: 17-30 Jesus bases his case against the Pharisees on the fact that he
knows the Father. Heisin live, personal, direct contact with God as a person.
He speaks out of his awareness and experience of the Father’s love for him.
And because the Father “shows him everything that he himself does” — and
thisisthe Lord who is “gracious and merciful” — the words and actions of
Jesus are a so gracious and merciful and life-giving. “For just as the Father
raises the dead and gives life, so also does the Son givelife” — not just to
those who conform to the Pharisees’ ideas of morality, but “to whomever he
wishes.” Jesus does not push away people who seek him. He does not reject
those who are in situations not sanctioned by law. Heisthe Lord of life, and
the “identity card” of those who are acting in his nameis that they are allowing
him to bring people to life through them.
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THURSDAY, fourth week in Lent:

To understand the Response to the Responsorial Psalm we need to read it as it
appearsin the whole Psalm: “Remember me, O LORD, when you show favor
to your people; help me when you deliver them” (Psalm 106).

The Psalmist takes for granted God is going to help his people; that is what
God does. “For their sake he remembered his covenant, and showed compas-
sion according to the abundance of his steadfast love.” Heis asking God to act
in the same way toward him. In the Mass Response we are asking God to re-
member us ashis people: to be consistent with himself, based on what we al-
ready know of him.

Exodus 32:7-14 isa kind of role-playing: Moses and God are reversing roles.
God reactsto his people’s infidelity the way any normal human being would,
and Moses takes the role of God and reminds God to act according to his true
nature. He asks God to remember his promises and what is unique about him:
his “steadfast love” (Psalm 106: 1, 7, 45).

Mosesis reveded as agood disciple here. When God tests him by taking the
adversary role, Moses answers by reciting back to God what God himself has
taught him. And we have to do the same. When we have questions or doubits,
or when we “just assume” that God could not still be loving us, we look for the
answer, not in what we are but in what God is. And for the key to what God is
we keep going back to the words “steadfast love.”

L uke 5:31-47 tells us what discipleshipisall about, and what the essential
requirement for it is. Discipleship is simply the effort to grow in knowing God
through Jesus. Jesus said, “I came that they might have life, and have it to the
full.” “And thisis eterna life, that they may know you, the only true God, and
Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 10:10; 17:3).

The essential requirement for thisis faith. Jesus said to those who did not ac-
cept him, “The Father... has himself testified on my behalf. Y ou have never
heard his voice or seen hisform, and you do not have his word abiding in you,
because you do not believe him whom he has sent.”

To “know God,” intellectual knowledge is not enough. We have to “hear his
voice” and “se€” him, experience him. His word must settlein our hearts. But
this only happens when we choose to interact with him with live, persond
faith. We pray. We deal with him personally in the sacraments. We do things
for him consciously. We praise and thank him. Through al this we get to know
him. Then we know what to expect.
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FRIDAY, fourth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm tells us that when things are going badly all iswell:
“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted” (Psalm 34). Opposition from others
can be a consoling sign that we are authentic disciples of Jesus.

Wisdom 2: 1-22 tells us the mind set of those who are angered by people who
try to live by the words and example of the Lord. The disciples are “obnoxious”
to them, because their life “isnot like that of others” and their ways are
“different.” The disciples believe their life is headed toward fulfillment — that
they have a “blessed destiny” — and that they arein relationship with God as
Father. All this arouses jeal ousy, which sometimes takes the form of persecution
— anything from “trying their patience” to condemning them to death.

Thiskind of opposition is evidence that we are “different” in the right way. But
it gill makes us fed discouraged and even bad about ourselves when we experi-
ence abuse and rejection. Our consolation when we suffer this comes from
knowing that “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted.” Thisis the pain and the
joy of discipleship.

In Luke 7: 1-30 we see a build-up of opposition to Jesus that will soon lead to
his death. People were saying openly, “Is he not the one they aretrying to kill 7
And they were divided in their opinion about him.

Some doubted him because they had been taught, “When the Messiah comes, no
one will know where heis from,” and they thought they knew where Jesus was
from. Jesus tells them they are using the wrong standard of judgment. The real
question is not where Jesus came from, but whether God sent him. Those who
arein touch with God will be able to recognize the one he sent: “I have not
come on my own. But the one who sent meistrue, and you do not know him.”
That is why they don’t recognize Jesus. It is also the reason why many don’t
recognize the authentic teaching of Jesus.

Earlier Jesus had said, “My teaching is not mine but his who sent me. Anyone
who resolves to do the will of God will know whether the teaching is from God
or whether | am speaking on my own.”

Discipleship is not just knowledge. In spiritual discernment, knowledge itself
depends on the response of our heartsto God (see Matthew 13:15; Mark 8:17:
we “understand with the heart”). So if we want to understand the teaching of
Jesus we need to convert to his values from the heart and try to live by hiside-
als. Thiswill make us “different” and arouse some hostility, but we will know
the Lord — and know that heis closeto us. “The Lord is close to the broken-
hearted.”
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SATURDAY, fourth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm tells uswhere to look for support and confirmation
when we fedl aonein our faith: “O Lord, my God, inyou | take refuge” (Psalm
7).

In Jeremiah 11: 18-20 the prophet has become aware that his enemies “were
hatching plots” against him. He had not realized this, and it was a blow to him.

It is dways hard to realize that people not only disagree with us but actually
dislike and condemn us because of what we believe. We are members of the
human race and members of particular communities that mean alot to us: fam-
ily, our circle of friends, our co-workers, our church. When these people, on
whom we normally rely for support, turn against us, it can shake our confi-
dence.

It can aso drive us closer to God. Thisis what happened to Jeremiah. It made
him turn to God, recognizing God as the “just Judge,” the true “searcher of
mind and heart,” whose judgment about us isthe only one that counts. St. Paul
did the same thing later, when he said to his adversaries, “with meit isavery
small thing that | should be judged by you or by any human court. | do not
even judge myself... It isthe Lord who judges me” (1Corinthians 3: 3-4). We
need to keep this criterion in mind if we are going to be free and open disciples
of Jesus, with our thinking unswayed and undistorted by public opinion.

In Luke 7: 40-53 controversy is still raging about Jesus. And still people are
asking the wrong question, making a big issue about whether he came from
Nazareth in Galilee or Bethlehem in Judea. But the argument againgt him that
his enemies appeal to most strongly isjust the fact that none of “the authorities
or the Pharisees” bdieve in him. (The Pharisees were vocal and emphatic
about their opinions, and snce they made it their business to study up on the
law — and to condemn anyone who disagreed with them — people were afraid
to argue with them). The Pharisees dismissed the opinions of therest of the
people as worthless: “This crowd, which does not know the law, is accursed.”
Uneducated members of the “crowd,” hearing that, would be hesitant to con-
demn themselves by voicing any disagreement.

If we are going to be disciples of Jesus, we have to make sure that Jesus him-
sdlf, his words and example, are the criterion by which we judge truth — not
popular opinion or the propaganda of pressure groups.
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The Fifth Sunday of Lent
Conversion to Being Divine

see Matthew 16:21; 21:42-45. 2see Matthew 9:17, Mark 1:27, Luke 22:20, John 13:24,
2Corinthians 5:17, Galatians 6:15, Colossians 3:10, Matthew 13:52
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“A new thing”

Isaiah 43: 16-21 inspires usto say — at therisk of sounding like wild liberals!
— “God hates the status quo!” The status quo is stagnhation. Nothing God has
created remains the same.

A forest ranger told a group of tourists on an observation tower, “Y ou see that
forest below us? It isal dying and rising.” There isno such thing asa static
tree. Sands shift in the desert. Even the glaciers are moving!

God declares himself through Isaiah:

Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. | am
about to do anew thing. Now it springs forth, do you not perceiveit?

God is dways leading us forward, both asindividuas and asa community. It is
an axiom of the ancient spiritual writers: “Live fish swim upstream; dead fish
float downstream.” If we are not moving forward we are losing ground, Inre-
ligion, attachment to the status quo breeds formalism, legaism, Phariseeism,

all thethings God rails against. None of our prayers and observances please
him unless we “Learn to do good!™*

“Learn to do good!” Living by Christ’s heart is not something we can be
taught once and for al; we haveto keep learning it al our life. If we ever
“settle for what we’ve got” we can be sure we are denying the faith! Suppose
our dave-owning ancestors had done this? Suppose we had espoused the status
quo in the days of racial segregation? Suppose the bishops & Vatican |l had
clung to keeping the Mass in Latin?

(Uh-Oh! Did | cross aline with you? Ask what the doctrina implications are of
conducting our communal worship in alanguage kept intentionally unintelligi-
ble to thelaity. What error does this teach about the nature of the Mass?)

God’sfocus is on nourishing us that we might respond, act and grow!

| givewater... riversin the desert, to give drink to my chosen
people... so that they might declare my praise.

We have to ask about everything we do in church: “How is this helping meto
develop and grow?’ Discipleship islearning. If | am not learning | am not a
disciple of Jesus Christ. If | am opposed to learning and to doing what is new, |
have to ask if | belong to the party of the “Pharisees, chief priests and teachers
of the law” who could not stand the presence of the living Jesus among them.

The dynamic spirit of Christianity is echoed in the Responsorial Psalm: “The
Lord has done great things for us; we are filled with joy” (Psalm 126).

“Moses ordered us”

In John 8: 1-11 Jesus infuriates the “scribes and Pharisees” by refusing to ap-
ply the law of Moses according to their understanding of it.

In the book of Leviticus Moses ruled: “If aman commits adultery with the wife
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of hisneighbor, both the adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death™™.
But Jesus refuses to condemn awoman they caught in the act of adultery. In-
stead of automatically following the letter of the law, he asks whether it would
be according to the mind and heart of God to enforce it against this woman.
This shakes the whole security system of the scribes and Pharisees, for whom
the literal interpretation of the law was a way to escape the responsibility of
making personal judgments — not to speak of discerning the mind of God!
They seethat if Jesusis allowed to keep teaching, soon people will be thinking
for themselves instead of blindly following what their official teacherstell
them. People will start measuring laws by the breadth of God’s love instead of
by therigid narrowness of the legalists. Authorities will lose control. They
won't be able to predict what people might do. Many, well-intentioned or not,
will make mistakes. Law and order will be weakened. This, for the Pharisees,
isthe worst evil imaginable.

Not for Jesus. He is more concerned with making the Father, and the Father’s
love, known to people than with assuring the strict observance of every law.
“Thisiseternd life,” he said, “that they may know you, the only true God, and
Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”®If people learn to know and love God, they
will probably interpret most of hislaws correctly. And if not, it istill better
that they should focus on God’s heart in trying to keep hislaws than to leave
God out of the picture and just observe the letter of the law.

The correct path for Christiansis to start with discipleship focused on efforts to
understand the mind and heart of God, and to understand God’s laws in the
light of what we learn about his love. If we go the other way, which isto focus
on theletter of the law and assume that they reveal to usthekind of person
God is, we will not understand either God or the real intent of his laws.

The same istrue of rulesin the Church. We should never judge the Church by
what we understand of her laws. Rather, we should interpret Church lawsin
the light of what we understand of the Church asthe loving, nurturing body of
the living Christ on earth.

Those who find thisirresponsible, or dangerous should ask themselves
whether, in confrontation with the living Jesus, they would have sided with
him or with the “teachers of the law,” the “chief priests and the Pharisees.”

Knowing Christ

In Philippians 3: (5-7 and) 8-14 Paul says he was a super-Pharisee in keeping
the law and in his zeal for attacking those who did not. But he changed. Now,
he says, “I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of know-
ing Christ Jesusmy Lord.” By comparison, he “regards as rubbish” the secu-
rity and satisfaction he found in keeping the letter of the law. Now he says
(echoing Isaiah) “I forget the past and | strain ahead for what is gill to come.”
Thisislife. Thisis change. Thisis discipleship.

see |saiah 1:10-18 . ?Leviticus 20:10. 3John 17:3.
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MONDAY, fifth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm assures usthat God is aways present to help and pro-
tect us, even when things seem most dark: “Even though | walk in the dark
valley | fear no evil; for you are at my side” (Psalm 23).

In Daniel 13:1-62 it seemed evident that no one could save Susanna. Two
“elders of the people” who held the high rank of judges had testified against
her and there were no witnesses for the defense. She was on the way to execu-
tion.

Then God gtirred up the holy spirit of a young boy named Daniel.” He cried
out, “I will have no part in the death of this woman.” And God gave him the
astuteness to prove that the elders were lying.

Often wefed that in our society we arewalking in a “dark valley.” All around
us we see lies and deception, from the fal se priorities pushed in commercials to
the “spin” and cover-ups we take for granted in government officials. We can’t
even trust the news anchorsto tell us what isreally happening in the world.
What chance does the truth have of coming to light when those with money
and power are committed to concealing it?

Our hope isin the Holy Spirit, who can “stir up” the most unlikely people to
stand up and say, “I will haveno part in this!” All it takesis for people to be
attentive to God speaking in their hearts. To cultivate this attentivenessis disci-
pleship.

Danid was able to save Susanna by working within existing Jewish law, which
imposed the death penalty for adultery. But in Luke 8:1-11 we see Jesus sav-
ing awoman by setting aside the Jewish law, alaw God himself had given
them (Leviticus 20:10). How do we explain this?

God taught his people gradually. While they were still immersed in their primi-
tive insistence on revenge, he alowed the death penalty because they could not
have understood or accepted God’s own attitude toward life, death and forgive-
ness. But with Jesus revelation was brought to fullness. “Long ago God spoke
to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last
days he has spoken to us by a Son... the reflection of God's glory and the exact
imprint of God's very being” (Hebrews 1: 1-3). Jesus said, “I do not call you
servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the magter is do-
ing; but | have caled you friends, because | have made known to you every-
thing that | have heard from my Father” (John 15:15). This raises discipleship
to anew plane: learning to live on the leve of God himself.
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TUESDAY, fifth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm accepts the reality that often we do not cry out to God
until we arein “distress.” Stll, we know God will hear us: “O Lord, hear my
prayer, and let my cry come to you” (Psalm 102).

In Number s 21: 4-9 the people “complained against God” because they were
suffering. They asked Moses, “Why...” but they didn’t redly want or wait for
an answer. All they wanted was relief from pain. But when they began to suffer
worse, they were ready to listen.

God healed them by having them look at a serpent mounted on a pole.
“Whenever those who had been bitten by a serpent looked at the bronze ser-
pent, they lived.”

The serpent isa symbol of sin, but not simply of sin. The serpent was a symbol
and preview of all the sins of the world, our sins, taken within usinto the body
of Christ and “in Christ” raised up on the cross. The serpent represented Jesus
whom God made to “be sin” so that “in him we might become the righteous-
ness of God” (2Corinthians 5:21). “We know that our old self was crucified
with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be
enslaved to sin” (Romans 6:6).

The only way we can understand suffering or accept a God who has not elimi-
nated suffering from the world is by looking at the mystery of the cross.

Jesus was a “stumbling block and a Savior unacceptable to his people pre-
cisely because he chose to endure suffering and “love back” instead of stamp-
ing out evil and pain with divine force. Theroot of all rejection of himisin the
words “If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.” “Are you not
the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” (Matthew 27:40; Luke 23:39; see Matthew
4:6)

Jesus saysin Luke 8: 21-30, “You belong to what is below, | belong to what is
above.” We naturally see thingswith eyes of thisworld. That is why we have
to accept Jesus absolutely as God — the meaning of “I AM”(Exodus 3: 13-14)
— and accept whatever he says and does even if we do not understand it. Then
the mystery of the cross, a way of saving the world beyond anything humans
could “ask or imagine” (Ephesians 3:20) and beyond al human comprehen-
sion, becomes, not a problem but a proof that Jesus is God: “When you lift up
the Son of Man, then you will realize that | AM.” When we accept the mystery
that the only way to save ourselves and the world from evil isto “endure evil
with love” — to “love back” in Christ — we are graduate-school disciples.
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WEDNESDAY, fifth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm teaches usto look beyond the present moment and
believe in what God can and will do. Then we will sing: “Glory and praise
forever!” (Daniel 3: 52-56).

Danid 3: 14-95is an example of unconditional faith and loyalty to God. When
threatened with death Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego answered the king,
“If our God whom we serve can save us from the white-hot furnace and from
your hands, O king, may he save us. But even if he will not, know, O king, that
we will not serve your god and we will not worship the golden statue that you
have set up.” They believed without understanding and were committed uncon-
ditionally to accepting and doing God’s will. Because they believed even when
they could not see, they came to see. And what they saw made them sing,
“Glory and praise forever!”

In Luke 8: 31-42 Jesus teaches that commitment also gives freedom. To bind
ourselvesto him releases us from endavement to sin and error. To give him
unconditional faith isthe only way to see clearly: “If you remain in my word,
you will truly be my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will
set you free.”

We sometimes have the illusion that to be “free” is to keep our options
open to change what we believe whenever we please. Wethink itisare-
striction on our intellects to be bound to any “creed” or profession of faith;
that it isintellectual freedom to shop around among current or classical
gurus and schools of wisdom, not committing totally to any particular one,
but building our own spirituality, our own Weltanschauung or philosophy
of life, from whatever appeals to usin any one of them. We downgrade the
teachings of Jesusto let them contribute to, but not ultimately determine,
what we will believe.

The fallacy here isto assume that we are not already ensnared by our cul-
ture — or that we can free ourselves from the attitudes and assumptions
programmed into us by society just by the fiat of a one-sided emancipation
proclamation — asif to say wereto be. Thetruth is, we dl livein the
“darkness” of programmed light: the light of this world into which we were
born, and which colors our perception of everything we see. Only Jesus, the
Light of the world whois not of thisworld but who came into the world
(John 1: 1-14), can free us from it. But he can only free us if we commit to
him in faith. Histruth is divine. We accept it asdivine or not at al.
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THURSDAY, fifth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm gives us a motive to persevere in discipleship: “The
Lord remembers his covenant forever” (Psalm 105). Discipleship is a covenant
between teacher and learner. We are certain God will keep his side of the bar-
gan.

In Genesis 17: 3-9 God made hisfirst covenant (the “old testament™) with
Abraham and his descendants: “This is my covenant with you...” God prom-
ised human benefits: “Y ou shall bethe ancestor of a multitude of nations....
And | will giveto you, and to your offspring after you, the land where you are
now... for a perpetual holding....”

In return God asked faith in God and good human behavior: “On your part, you
and your descendants after you must keep my covenant throughout the ages.”
This consisted essentially in keeping the Law, rooted in the Ten Command-
ments, which areinstructions for living a good human life on earth.

Obviously, to receive what God promised, the People had to study and learn
the Law in order to live by it. Fidelity to the covenant presupposed disciple-
ship, sustained by the assurance that “the Lord remembers his covenant for-
ever.”

In Luke 8:51-59 Jesus is speaking in the context of the new and “better cove-
nant... enacted through better promises” (Hebrews 8:6). This was the “new
testament” that brought the old one to perfection (see Jeremiah 31:31; Luke
22:20). What Jesus promisesin this covenant is far beyond all that enhances
human life in thisworld. Jesus says, “Whoever keeps my word will never see
death.” What Jesus promises is something beyond all human power to give or
even to comprehend. It isthe gift of sharing in the divine, eternal life of God.

Those to whom Jesus was speaking got the point: no mere human could prom-
ise this. “Are you greater than our father Abraham who died? Or the prophets
who died? Who do you make yourself out to be?”’

Jesus told them he was indeed what his promiseimplied: “Very truly, | tell
you, before Abraham cameto be, | AM.” Jesusis God in theflesh.

If we are going to be disciples of this man, we must be motivated by more than
the promise of along and pleasant life on this earth. To us God promises eter-
nal life, asharein God’s own life. But he also asks more: divine behavior. He
asks usto liveon thelevel of God. That isthe goal and guide of our disciple-
ship. And we pursue this goal with confidence based on his promise: “The
Lord remembers his covenant forever”
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FRIDAY, fifth week in Lent:

The Responsorial Psalm brings to mind a fundamental principle of the spiritual
life, atruth we need to know: sometimes we enter into our deepest, most cer-
tain knowledge of God when he seems farthest away. “In my distress | called
upon the Lord and he heard my voice” (Psalm 18).

Jeremiah 20: 10-13 shows us Jeremiah surrounded by enemies: “Terror on
every side! Denounce! let us denounce him.” Even his friends have turned
againgt him: “All those who were my friends are on the watch for any misstep
of mine.”

The effect of this was to make Jeremiah focus on histrue source of security,
and on the “steadfast love” of God which never fails: “But the LORD is with
me, like a mighty champion.” When God’s help is |east apparent, when no
human evidencetells us heis caring for us, that is when we have to gointo the
very depths of our heartsand ask if we believe. “O LORD... you test thejust,
you probe mind and heart....” And there we experience that our faith and trust
do not depend on any human signs that God iswith us. Weredlize that we sim-
ply know God isreliable. In this we experience our faith asadivine gift.

In Luke 10: 31-42 Jesus gives threereasons for believing in him, and the third
is the rock-bottom one. The first isthe way he acts, including his miracles:
“Even if you do not believe me, believe theworks....” The second is the testi-
mony of those whose own lives make them credible witnesses to truth: “Many
said, ‘John performed no sign, but everything John said about this man was
true.”” And the third, the most important reason is ssimply Jesus himself, what
heis. The othersare just backups for this; “Even if you do not beieve

me....” (see John 4:48). The fundamental reason is just that by the divine gift
of faith, given to usif we are open, we just know. Thisisthe test that reveals
the deepest orientation of our hearts. If we truly love God, we will recognize
truth and goodness in Jesus: we will believe and we will know. If we don’t
recognize histruth it isasign that our hearts are not sncerely seeking truth and
dedicated to love (John 3:18; 5:38, 44, 46; 10:26; 12: 35-50; Galatians 2:16;
1John 5:10).

Sometimes we do not get in touch with the deepest level of our faith until all
other levesfail us. In the absence of human motivation we realize our motiva-
tionisdivine. In my distress | called upon the Lord and he heard my voice.

! This doesn’t enable usto judge others. Many are surrendered to God in faith,
but have a mental or emotional block against what they perceive as Christian-
ity. They believein Jesus without knowing it.
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SATURDAY, fifth week in Lent:

The Responsorial verseis: “The Lord will guard us as a shepherd guards his
flock” (see Jeremiah 31:10-13).

Ezekiel 37:21-28 is God’s solemn promise to restore unity among his People:
“l will save them from all the apostasies into which they have fallen.... They
shall be my people.”

But unity in doctrine requires unity in government. Some person or body must
have the authority to determine what teaching is true and what is false. “My
servant David shall be king over them; and they shall al have one shepherd.”
Asthe promised “Son of David,” it is Jesus who exercises this role forever in
his Church. But for hisdirection to be real and practical, not just matter for
speculation, he must exercise his government through some identifiable and
authoritative ruler or ruling body on earth. Otherwise people will argue forever
about what Jesus really meant or desires. And quite often the arguments will be
resolved by division into separate camps or churches. The promise, “I will
make them one” requires the promise, “they shall al have one shepherd.”

True discipleship in the Church is inseparable from unity with the Church. This
unity is the sign of God’s presence: “My dwelling place shall be with them;
and ... they shall be my people. Then the nations shall know that | the LORD
sanctify Isragl....” Jesus said the same of his Church: “I ask that they may all
be one. Asyou, Father, arein meand | amin you... so that the world may be-
lieve that you have sent me” (John 17:21).

L uke 11:45-57 tells us how Jesus brings about this unity: “Jesus was about to
diefor the nation... to gather into one the dispersed children of God.” We are
kept united, not just by human obedience to divinely established human author-
ity, but by the mystery of Christ’s indwelling presence and action in the
Church.

The mystery of Christ’s death on the crossis that when Jesus died, we died in
him. The mystery of Baptism isthat we were “baptized into his death.” We
were incorporated into his body on the cross, died in him and rose again in him
to live as hisrisen body on earth (Romans 6: 3-4, 6:8; 1Corinthians 15:18;
2Corinth-ians 5:14; Ephesians 2:6; Colossians 2: 12, 20, 3: 1-3; 2Timothy
2:11). Our unity is the unity of one living body, maintained by thereal pres-
ence of Jesus living, acting, teaching and governing through the members of
his body, the Church. Jesusis the Shepherd in the shepherds. As disciples of
the Church, we are his disciples. Ashis disciples we must be disciples of the
Church. Then “the Lord will guard us as a shepherd guards his flock.”
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The Sixth Sunday of Lent
Conversion to Unconditional Discipleship

To listen like a disciple:

In lIsaiah 50: 4-7 the prophet says that each morning God “wakes meto hear.”
But Isaiah says heisonly able to “listen like a disciple” because God “has
opened my ear.” Human common sense is not able to accept everything God
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Says. Isaiah, like Christ whom hewas imitating in preview, says, “I offered my
back to those who struck me... | did not cover my face against insult and spit-
tle.” He was able to accept this because of his belief in what was not visible:
“The Lord comes to my help, so that | am untouched by theinsults.” Isaiah
was eval uating defeat and victory, honor and dishonor, by another standard:
God’s. Thisiswhat it meansto “listen like adisciple.” Isaiah may have felt,
like Jesus after him, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” but he
believed:

The poor shall eat and be satisfied; those who seek him shall praise the
Lord!...All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord;
and al the families of the nations shall worship before him. For domin-
ion belongsto the LORD, and herules over the nations (Psalm 22).

He “emptied himself”

Philippians 2: 6-11 tells us that Jesus “though he was in the form of God, did
not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself,
taking the form of adave.”

We can say that Jesus, becoming one of us, ahuman, also became a
disciple. He listened, believed and lived out what he heard. “He humbled
himself and became obedient to the point of death-- even death on a
cross.” And as promised, God turned his apparent defeat into victory:
“Therefore God also highly exated him and gave him the name that is
above every name”: so that at the name of Jesus every knee should

bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue
should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

The rock-bottom source of our confidence is that this same Jesus, by taking our
bodies to be his own, took on our weakness and gave us his strength.

Triumph by defeat:

Luke’s account of the Passion (Luke 22:14 to 23:56) isintroduced by thefirst
Gospel reading of Palm Sunday (Luke 19:28-40), in which Jesus asks his disci-
ples to take hisword that the owners of the colt they were sent to take would
let them have it if they said, “The Lord hasneed of it.” They believed in his
promise, took therisk, and it cametrue. Right after that the “whole multitude
of disciples” believed in the promise made of him as Messiah and escorted him
euphorically into Jerusalem.

Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peacein
heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!

Their faith, however, was based on “al the deeds of power they had seen.”
They would have to learn to keep believing in the promise when they saw no
“deeds of power” — just defeat and humiliation. Christian hope does not de-
pend on the here and now. It is “bottom line” confidence in the ultimate out-
come.
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Today’s Gospel begins with Eucharist as a preview of the “end time” when
Christ will comein glory:

| have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before | suffer; for |
tell you, | will not eat it [again or]... drink of the fruit of the vine until
the kingdom of God comes.

The Massis a “making present” of three moments as one. When we proclaim,
“Christ has died, Christ isrisen, Christ will come again!” we know that in the
host held up before us Jesus is present Smultaneously offering himself on the
cross, rising from the dead and returning in glory at the end of time. For God
thereis no before and after, just one eternal “now,” which ispresent to us and
in which we are immersed in the celebration of Eucharist. In Eucharist we give
thanks for what was, what is, and what will be, all made present in the body of
Christ.

Because, as disciples, we see the present in the light of what was and what wil |
be, our attitude toward what seems important in this world isradicaly differ-
ent. Specifically, Jesustells his disciplesto shun like a plague all prestige and
symbols of honor.

Among pagansthe kingslord it over them; and those who have author-
ity are given [titles]. This must not happen with you. No, the greatest
among you must behave asif he were the youngest, and the leader like
one who serves.

Thisis ateaching of Jesusthat his disciples aimost universally ignore. There
may be no completely consistent option when we are forced to play by the
rules of thisworld: military officers and corporate executives must accept titles
and distinctions of rank as part of their job, although the wise among them try
to remove the barriers this inevitably erects between them and those under their
authority. But in the protocol of the Church — determined historically by the
etiquette of royal courts and worldly society, not by any religious principles or
values — those who “have authority over us” are given pretentious titles like
“excellency,” and “your eminence,” and dressed in outlandish costumes that
project power and importance. Thisis in direct contradiction to the instructions
of Jesus, who made theradica innovation of divorcing function from prestige.
Those whose function it is in the Church to exercise authority should depend
for its support on the faith of the people, not on the impressiveness (or intimi-
dation) of worldly symbols of importance.

Read the rest of the Passion in Luke, noticing who believes in appearances
instead of in Jesus; who believes what Jesus says but does not act on it; who
asks him questions and refuses to accept (or respond to) his answers); and who,
in spite of everything, is till able to say, “Hosanna to the Son of David!
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” even when Jesus himself is
praying, “My God, why have you abandoned me?”
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MONDAY of Holy Week:

The Responsorial Psalm associates salvation with knowledge of the truth: “The
Lord is my light and my salvation” (Psalm 27). To grow into the fullness of the
divinelife Jesus gives us, we need to be disciples.

Inlsaiah 42: 1-7 God proclaims the wisdom of the Messiah “upon whom |
have my Spirit.” With gentleness and patience he will “establish justice on
earth; and the coastlands will wait for histeaching.” He will give life through
light: “I set you asalight for the nations, to open the eyes of the blind, to bring
out... those who live in darkness.”

Humanity first fell into sin through deception: “God said to the woman, ‘What
is thisthat you have done? The woman said, ‘The serpent tricked me, and |
ate’” (see Genesis 3: 13). Jesus himself said that the devil “does not stand in
the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to
his own nature, for heis aliar and the father of lies” (John 8:44).

Jesus came to “teach the way of God in accordance with truth” (Matthew
22:16). And he said it was precisely “ because | tell the truth, that you do not
believe me.” Thisiswhy hewas killed (John 8: 40, 45).

The mark of Jesus’ disciples isthat they truly desire to know the truth. Jesus
said thisto Pilate: “Everyone who beongs to the truth listensto my

voice” (John 18:37). Jesus prayed for his disciples because “they have received
[my words] and know in truth that | came from you; and they have believed
that you sent me.” What he asked for them was that they might be dedicated to
the truth and made holy by it: “Sanctify them in the truth” (John 17: 8, 17).

Luke 12: 1-11 shows us that those who do not want to accept the truth will
deny it in spite of all evidence. And they will go to any lengthsto prevent oth-
ers from accepting it. The “chief priests” and the power structurein Israel re-
fused to believe even after Jesusraised Lazarus from the dead; and they
“planned to put Lazarusto death as well, since it was on account of him that
many of the Jews were deserting and were bdieving in Jesus.”

Discipleship can lead usto death, including the small deaths of the sacrifices it
calls usto make, but it isthe only way of life. Jesus said, “I am the way, and
the truth, and thelife” (John 14: 6). Do we believe in histruth enough to fal-
low hisway through many small deathsinto the fullness of life? That is disci-
pleship.
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TUESDAY of Holy Week:

The Responsorial Psalm invites us to proclaim and celebrate the triumph of
God’s saving truth, even when the world seems deaf to it: “I will sing of your
salvation” (Psalm 71).

Isaiah 49: 1-6 isan act of confidencein the face of apparent failure: “Though |
thought | had toiled in vain, and for nothing, usdessly spent my strength, yet...
| am made glorious in the sight of the LORD, and my God is now my
strength.”

When it is sufficiently clear to usthat our human strength is not enough, we are
abletoredlize that God is our strength

Isaiah’s words apply prophetically to Jesus, who is about to win total victory
by what is apparently total defeat. He has entered Jerusalem in triumph, ac-
claimed as successor to King David with shouts and waving palm branches,
but he is entering to die. Y et his death and resurrection will extend his mission
beyond the chosen people of Isradl to include the whole earth: “It istoo little
for you to raise up the tribes of Jacob. | will make you alight to the nations,
that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.”

Luke 13: 21-38 shows us Jesus feeling the same sense of failurethat Isaiah
describes. “Reclining at table with his disciples, Jesus was deeply troubled and
testified, ‘Amen, amen, | say to you, one of you will betray me.””

And it wasn’t just Judas. To Peter, histrusted friend whom he had charged to
keep the other disciples faithful to him (Luke 22: 31-32), he had to say, “The
cock will not crow before you deny me three times.”

Yet Jesusis able to believe that God will triumph, not only in spite of these
defeats, but even through them. When Judas went out to betray him, Jesus said,
“Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in him... God will also
glorify him at once.” Jesus is on hisway to death, resurrection and glory. His
work on earth is about to be accomplished. “I will sing of your salvation.”

Sometimes when we reflect on the awe-inspiring ideals Jesus proposes to us —
ways of thinking and acting that would renew the earth — we wonder if it is of
any use: will people on this earth ever accept his truth and begin to follow his
way? In answer God tells usto contemplate the glory of therisen Jesus and
trust; just persevere in discipleship and trust. Discipleship isnot perfect until it
is an unconditional commitment to keep learning and reflecting on God’s
words regardless of results or reward. “The good soil are the ones who hear the
word, hold it fast... and bear fruit with patient endurance” (Luke 8:15).
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WEDNESDAY of Holy Week:

The Responsorial Psalmisthe cry of adisciple who is aso ateacher, but
whose message is meeting with stubborn resistance and even arousing hostil -
ity. Hisresponseis: “Lord, in your great love, answer me” (read al of Psalm
69). We do not prevail with human arguments against those who reject God’s
teaching. It is God who must and does reply.

I saiah 50: 4-9 tells usfirst that to communicate God’s message to others we
need to be persevering disciples: “Morning after morning he opens my ear....”
God doesn’t use us as pipelines but as fountains: we have to befilled to over-
flowing ourselves to nurture others. “It is out of the abundance of the heart that
the mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45).

Secondly, it is God himself who empowers us; human study and talent are not
enough: “The Lord GOD has given me a well-trained tongue, that | might
know how to speak...” The essential eement in al ministry is union with God
that lets God speak and act in us and through us.

Thirdly, even when Gaod is speaking in and through us, some people will reject
God’s teaching and turn on us. The prophet says that he (and prophetically,
Jesus) endured beatings, blows, insults and spitting.

But God vindicates the prophet eventualy: “The Lord God is my help, there-
fore | am not disgraced; | have set my face like flint, knowing that | shall not
be put to shame.” Sometimes peopl e scorn and mock the truths of our faith so
much that it makes us fed like we are the fools. That is when we have to keep
saying to ourselves, “The Lord God is my help; who will prove me wrong?’

Mathew 26: 14-25 teaches us that our faith must be strong enough to survive
rejection and betrayal even by those we have accepted as closest to Jesus. The
first to betray Jesus was one of the chosen Twelve, one selected to be an
apostle, to hold the office exercised today in the name of the Twelve by the
bishops.

When Jesus said, “One of you will betray me,” meaning Judas, the other apos-
tleswere “deeply distressed.” It was a shock to them asiit isto us when some-
one we trusted, and in whom the Church has placed trust, betrays us all by be-
traying Jesus. But it is nothing new, nothing that should shake our faith. Jesus
said of Judas, “It would be better for that man if he had never been born,” but
that is no reason for usto give up the gift of our own rebirth in Baptism and to
turn away from the Church. Jesus does not prevent sin by taking freedom
away; he smply overcomes it. Ashis disciples we need to remind ourselves of
that. Our focusis on God, not on people: “Lord, inyour great love, answer

Initiative: Beadisciple. Focus on God’struth, not on people’s sins.
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HOLY THURSDAY:

The Responsorial (Psalm 116 and 1Corinthians 10:16) instructs us to respond
to God through celebration: “The cup of blessing that we bless, isit not a shar-
ing in the blood of Christ?” A key element in discipleship isto participate fully,
actively and conscioudy in theliturgical celebrationsthat bring home to usthe
reaity and meaning of the events they recall. To celebrate adds physical, com-
munal and affective dimensions to truths that otherwise might remain abstract.

Exodus 12: 1-14 prescribes a celebration to mark the night God delivered his
people from Egypt. The Jews were to sacrifice alamb and put its blood on their
houses as a sign to God to “pass over” their houses when he struck down all
the firgtborn of Egypt. Thisinitiated the annual Passover celebration, when
every Jewish family ate the “paschal lamb” to embed deeply in their heartsthe
fact and implications of God’s saving action in their history. Christians con-
tinue this custom in the celebration of the “Easter Triduum” — Thursday, Fri-
day and Saturday/Sunday of Holy Week. The crucifixion and resurrection of
Jesus at Passover time revealed him as the true “Lamb of God” whose blood
saves al humanity. We celebrate to absorb this mystery.

1Corinthians 11: 23-26 holds up to usthe mystery of the Mass. Eucharist
makes present, not just the gatic body of Jesus on the altar, but the actua
event, the action of Christ’s sacrificial death on Calvary and his resurrection.
In Eucharist Jesus becomes present in the act of offering himself for us on the
cross. That sacrifice is never repeated, but it is made present every time Mass
is ceebrated. And when this happens, all who are at Mass are present at the
sacrifice of Jesus, just astruly as if they were physically standing under the
cross on Calvary. Eucharist allows usto joinin Christ’s offering of himself on
the cross and to offer ourselves with him. Eucharist is not something we watch;
it is something we do: “Do thisin remembrance of me.” In doing we absorb.

L uke 13: 1-5 shows Jesus teaching by aritualistic gesture the lesson we learn
from Calvary: “As| have done for you, you aso should do.” With him we are
to “offer our bodies as aliving sacrifice,” our “flesh for the life of the world.”
On adaily basis thistakes place in ministering to others, making ourselves the
servants of al, using our bodies to makelife alittle easier for others, to com-
municate to them our love and God’s indistinguishably blended in our graced
actions. Thisis our sharing in the blood of Christ made visible.
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GOOD FRIDAY:

The Responsorial Psalm encourages usto entrust our livestotally to God:
“Father, into your hands | commend my spirit.” (Psalm 31).

Isaiah 52:13 t0 53:12 isa song of victory that reveals the strategy of God.
Jesus saves, not by using divine force against his enemies, but by surrendering
himself into their hands in apparent weakness — a weakness that is stronger
than any force: the invincible weakness of “enduring love.”

We saw on thefirst Sunday of Lent that there is only one cause of al the pain
and suffering in theworld: sin. And sin is disobedience, the choice people
make not to trust God and follow hisinstructions, but to do what they them-
selves think will make them happy. In reversal of this Jesus redeemed the
world by an act of supreme obedience in which he abandoned himself to God
with absolute trust, even though it seemed he was delivering himsdlf to total
destruction. “We accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted.”
But his trusting obedience saved the world: “Because he surrendered himself to
death...he shall take away the sins of many, and win pardon for their of-
fenses.” His final words are the response that will bring our faith, hope and
love to perfection when we are called to surrender ourselves totally and irrevo-
cably to God in death: “Father, into your hands | commend my spirit.”

Hebrews 4:14 to 5:9 focuses on obedience as the key that won and admits us
to redemption: Though he was the Son of God, Jesus realized what obedience
redly is “through what he suffered.” By bringing his obedience to perfection
through the total surrender of himself on the cross, “he became the source of
eternal salvation for all who obey him.” Our first parents’ disobedience
brought death into the world. The obedience of Jesus restored life. These ex-
amples summon us to obey him, growing to perfect obedience as his disciples.

Luke 18:1 to 19:42 shows us Jesus obeying the will of the Father from his first
step along the way of the cross: “Jesus, knowing everything that was going to
happen to him, went out....” And when he died, he was able to say, “Itisfin-
ished; | have finished the work you gave me to do” (see John 17:4). Through
his obedience he saved us all — and did so at the very moment when his ene-
mies, speaking for all who would reject him, regjected all obedience to the Fa-
ther in favor of endavement to the power of thisworld: “We have no king but
Caesar!.” Thereisthe choice: disobedience, sin and death, or obedience, grace
and life. Discipleship isthe choiceto livelife fully by obeying fully: “Father,
into your hands | commend my spirit.”
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HOLY SATURDAY:

The themes of the Easter Vigil arelight, word, water and commitment to the
risen life. The Responsorial Psalmthat sums up al thereadingsis simply:
“Alleluia, Alleluia Alleluia” (with Psalm 118).

The Light Service beginsin darkness. We kindle and bless the new fire, sym-
bol of the new light of Christ that dispels the darkness of all ages. We inscribe
in the Easter candle the Alpha and Omega, first and last letters of the Greek
alphabet, to say Christ is “the beginning and the end,” and the number of the
current year to say, “All time belongs to him, and all ages.” Then we light the
Easter candle from the new fire, and the candles of all present from the Easter
candle, symbol of Christ. We sing the Exsultet (Easter Proclamation), celebrat-
ing the victory of Christ over al darkness and division from God. As disciples
we draw our light from Christ, and we ourselves are the “light of the

world” (Matthew 5:14).

The Liturgy of the Word islight made audible. Seven readings proclaim: 1.
creation; 2. the covenant with Abraham; 3. the exodus from Egypt with Moses;
4. God’sfidelity to spousal love for his people; 5. the abundant blessing and
fruitfulness of God’s word; 6. the wisdom and secure guidance of God’s word;
and 7. God’s promise to recreate our hearts by the gift of his Spirit.

Romans 6: 3-11 presents Baptism as the mystery of our dying and rising in
Christ to live “in newness of life.”

The true mystery of our redemption isthat, through Christ’s death as “Lamb of
God” our snswere not just forgiven but taken away (John 1:29). By Baptism
we were “baptized into his death” and “buried with him.” Jesus on the cross
took us, with al of our sins, into his own body on the cross. “For our sake God
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God” (2Corinthians 5:21).

When Jesus died, we died in him. Our “sinful self was crucified with him so
that the sinful body might be destroyed” with all the sins we had ever commit-
ted or would commit. “Whoever hasdied is freed from sin.” Our sinsno longer
exist. They areno longer part of our past, no longer part of our history. The
one who committed those sins died and was buried with Christ.

Then, when Jesusrose from the dead, we rosein him, so that we might “live a
new life” ashisrisen body on earth. “If we have died with Christ, we believe
that we will also live with him.”

In Matthew 28: 1-10 (Year A) Jesustellsthe disciplesnot to look for him by
going back to the empty tomb, but in Gdlilee, where heis “going before you,”
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alive and active. As disciples we will meet the risen Jesus by recognizing him
alivein ourselves and others, looking for him in our daily lives, listening for
his voice in our thoughts, discerning his action in what we feel and experience.

InMark 16: 1-8 (Y ear B) The women went to the tomb even though they saw
no way to enter it: “Who will roll back the stone for us?” But when they got
there, it was done for them. As disciples, we keep reflecting on Christ’swords
even when it seems impossible to live by them (see Mark 10:27; 14:36; Luke
1:45).

In Luke 24: 1-12 (Y ear C) the women are asked, “Why do you search for the
living One among the dead?” We should not look for Jesus by dredging up the
dead works of our past, but by discerning his action in our hearts right now. It
may “‘seem like nonsense” to usthat God does not remember or pay any mind
to our past sins, but it istrue. Wedied in Christ and rose as a “new creation”
(2Corinthians 5:17).

The Liturgy of Baptism begins by celebrating the visible presence of the risen
Jesusin the Saints. In addressing them we al so acknowledge that they are alive
in heaven, as we shall be. Christ has overcome death.

The Blessing of the Water reminds us that:

» water was the matrix of life at creation;

« through the waters of the great flood God “made an end of sin and a new be-
ginning of goodness”;

« through the waters of the Red Sea God delivered us from slavery and set us
free

« in the waters of the Jordan Jesus was “bapti zed and anointed with the Spirit”;

« from the blood and water that flowed from Christ’s side on the cross the
Church was born;

« the waters of Baptism do al of these things for us.

Then we renew our Baptismal promises, recommitting to live out our Baptism
with faith.

65



What has this booklet done for you?

These reflections were designed to help you degpen your appreciation of con-
version to Jesus Chrigt, and specifically conversion to discipleship.

It will help to look back and review what you have seen, asking what your re-
sponse has been so far. Remember, the effectiveness of input is measured by
the authenticity of output.

How much time did you give to reading and praying over these reflec-
tions? Did you find yourself looking forward to doing this?

What do you know about conversion now that you didn’t know before?
Did these reflections confirm you in your choice to be a disciple?
What do you know about discipleship now that you didn’t know before?

Did these reflections lead you to meke any changes; for example, to
change something in the way you spend your time or make decisions?

Mor e specifically...

Do you have a clearer and deeper appreciation of the connection between
discipleship (especially reading and reflecting on God’s word), and con-
version to a more authentic living of the Gospel?

Do you see more clearly how the event of Christ’sincarnation, death and
resurrection changes our whole perception of the purpose, principles and
priorities that should direct our choices on earth?

Do you see more clearly that discipleship is agradual process of growing
into understanding of God’s laws and coming to embrace them fully?

Do you see more clearly that discipleship is an acceptanceto live by a
different guidance system? Onethat is beyond human wisdom?

Do you understand that as a disciple of Jesus you must expect to be led
beyond human reason to live and love on the level of God?

Are you determined to perseverein discipleship by purefaith, regardless
of cost or consequences, even when it seems unrewarding?
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