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Reflection-Guide for Lent in 2010

INTRODUCTION
I believe that when Jesus said “Do not think that I have come to bring peace upon the earth…”  (Matthew 10:34), he was thinking about times like Lent this year.
Glide through the special services and Masses of Lent and Holy Week as in Ordinary Time mood, and you will not notice any differences compared with what you may be already comfortable: Clergy and Lay ministers doing their usual work catering to the community and ensuring that all parish services are conducted smoothly.  But if you pay attention and delve into the details of the pastoral messages through Lent, you will find yourself forced to make a decision knowing that you may later regret it, regardless of what your decision may be.
This is not a common year in the Church, and if you pay attention to what Jesus has in store for his community of believers, this will not be a common Lenten Season for you either.  Jesus is coming, strongly determined to shake you up and to put you in a position that will compel you to take sides and act upon your decision, and this reflection is a head’s up for you to be aware and get ready for it.  This period of Lent will be a time to be cold or hot but not lukewarm Catholics, because lukewarmers run the risk of being spat out of Jesus’ mouth, as he tells us in Revelation 3:15-16.  What Jesus says to the folks of Laodicea is so scary that I do not even dare to write it down.
The Lenten period is always divided into three parts, each one leading to the next and the last one leading to the Triduum, the three days of the passion, death, and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The first part is referred to as Pre-Lent that runs from Ash Wednesday and through the rest of that week; the second runs from the First Sunday of Lent and through the end of the third week; and the third one goes from the Fourth Sunday of Lent to Holy Thursday.  Changing gears from one part into the next is not always noticeable, but this year and for those who pay attention to the details and messages, there will be a clear sign at the exact time when each one begins and ends.  This, because each part has a strong message, and each one demands something special from you that bystanders may consider drastic or excessive.
The intention of all this verbiage is to draw your interest to the theme that I have chosen for this Lenten Season, which is:

“The Call to Priesthood by Jesus the Master, to all believers in the Clergy and Laity of the Catholic Church, the Universal Church that Jesus Christ founded upon his Passion, Death and Resurrection.”
The decision will be yours, but the implications for your religious and spiritual life will be huge, positive, or negative, depending on which direction your decision goes; but as I said earlier, you may choose to remain cold and continue with your life as usual rather than getting involved in this Lenten celebration with a lukewarm attitude.

Pre-Lent: From Ash Wednesday to the end of the 1st Week of Lent
THE CALL
I am sure that the theme of the season caught your eye’s attention, because it sounds good and pious; and yet, the warning immediately after, kind of spoils it, because it gives you a sour taste, perhaps because something begins to boil in your stomach.  This is the sensation that many youngsters get in front of a military stand, at the look of the man in the poster pointing out his finger at them saying “The Army Needs You – Come in and sign up for Boot Camp!” 

That is exactly what you will hear beginning Ash Wednesday and through the rest of that week.  Jesus will be pointing his finger at you as he calls you: Come follow me!  I need ordained priests and deacons, as well as married and single, young and old, male and female warriors who are willing to go in training with me!  I am looking for a few good men and women to carry on with my Church!
After you go to church for the ashes on Ash Wednesday, you will have until the weekend to make up your mind.  Will you accept Jesus’ call or not, will be a theme for the week, and no one should take it lightly, not even those already in ministry, and certainly not the clergy, because the Caller is too powerful and mighty, and anyone who may mess around with him will do spiritual harm to him/herself.

If the idea scares you, or you are not interested at all, by all means pass it by and do not pay any attention.  That way you will remain cold to His call and still have a chance to make it to heaven, upon His great mercy at the hearing of your traditional excuse of “I go to Sunday Mass as often as I can and I never killed anybody”, or “my life is hard and I spend my time making ends meet”.  Perhaps you should skip the ashes, to avoid the possibility of feeling tempted to open your ears and risk hearing Jesus’ call.  Because if you hear him, his call may remain resounding in your heart and your soul will be invaded with a sense of guilt.  Particularly toward Holy Week, when you will see other people showing extreme attitudes of worship, penance, or service, and the question, “Did I do the right thing not accepting the call?” will keep pounding in your heart.
His call will come in the Readings of the daily Masses of the week, particularly Luke 9:22-25; and Deuteronomy 30:15-20.  You should read them in a meditative mode-- all daily Mass readings for the entire Lenten Season, and I have them all listed for you in an annex to this reflection.  Besides the Readings of each day, passages including first Reading, Psalm, and Gospel, should be read during the span of each part of the season, all its Old Testament passages linked together, all Psalms linked together, and all Gospel passages linked together.  You will be amazed with all the revelations that you will find in them.  
Those who may accept Jesus’ call, he will send them to his particular “boot camp” for intensive preparation.  The intensity of this preparation will be hard to bare and only The Brave will survive.  For this reason, the decision to respond to His call should not be taken out of a momentary emotion or bravado, but after a conscious reflection and searching in the heart for the extent to which Jesus is important in your life.  If you find that your desire for the love of Jesus is strong but the practice of your faith is far from reaching it; or if you find that there is something missing in your life which you cannot identify; or if you have reached a point in your spiritual life where you need a new incentive to live it intensely, say “Yes” to His call.  Then, cutoff all the physical or mental leashes that could prevent you from dedicating yourself wholeheartedly to persevere in the boot camp until the end.  You will need all your strength and willpower to remain on course and not quit halfway.    
Second Part: 1st Sunday through the end of the 3rd Week of Lent 
THE INDUCTION
Welcome to Boot Camp for Jesus’ selected forces of the Priesthood Service!  And without any more introductions let’s get down to business.  Drop at the gate any physical and mental gadgets such as secular music and videos, non-religious reading material, sport illustrated or gossip magazines, and begin wearing plain clothes and eating plain food; women particularly should avoid any elaborate makeup, jewelry, and hairdos.  Yes, it is so serious!
Bluntly, the goal of the next three weeks is to break your will, your ego, your desires, and to purge you of all bodily, mental, and spiritual impurities.  You should reach a point when you are compelled to come down on your knees feeling empty, lost, and insignificant as the last one, after everybody else.  You should feel ashamed of yourself for the arrogance with which you have been living for free under the roof of God Almighty.  You should be ready to “get behind the rocks and hide in the dust, from the terror of the Lord and the splendor of his majesty” (Isaiah 2:10).  You should be ready to beg Jesus for the crumbs falling under the table as the Syrophoenician woman (Mark 7:24-30).    
Jesus wants to make things anew in his Church beginning with you, but he needs you totally empty, not contaminated with any traces of bitter vinegar in your heart, but ready to receive the new wine that he will be pouring into it.  He wants you to be a new wineskin or otherwise the old skin in you will burst and the skin and the wine will be wasted (Luke 5:36-39).  For this reason he has to be drastic with your induction, and he is well prepared to do it.

However, He will not harm you in any way or violate your privacy.  He will remain as gentle and humble as He always is, but He will be firm and stern and He will not waiver, even if He sees you hanging at the end of your rope.  Once your induction begins you must not stop, quit, or skip part of it, because you would risk irreparable damage to yourself.  In the same way that you do not walk away from the surgical room with a half-completed surgery, you should find strength to endure this trial till the end.   
The induction program is a daily dose of an unbearable cocktail combining the Sermon on the Mount from the Gospel according to Matthew (5:3-8:27) and the Sermon on the Plain from Luke’s (6:20-49).  This will be mainly the content of the Gospel for the daily Masses during this period, and you will hear Jesus gently posing you some questions.  It will be a very interactive training and you will be required to respond to the best of your ability.  
Jesus will go slowly asking you “Since you say you love me, look at yourself in the mirror, and tell me how do you rate yourself against this statement”, while reciting one by one each of the Beatitudes and the rest of his admonitions.  “Since you are so comfortable with the practice of your Catholic faith, show me at least one instance last year when you complied with each of the requests that I made on the Plain.”  “Since you come so buddy-buddy to my table and eat from Me, what have you done to deserve it?”
The program is designed to scrap up to the last spec of pride and sin in you and everybody else, and rest assured that no one at the “camp” will come out of it unscathed.  Whether or not you have the possibility of attending Mass every day, you are required to sit in front of the Blessed Sacrament as long as necessary during each of these three weeks, to meditate on those questions and your answers, as well as on the One asking you those questions on the Mount and on the Plain.  Direct your sight behind the monstrance to look at the crucified Christ, to understand the questions better and to recognize the right that he has to ask you such questions.  Try to challenge Jesus on the cross with your greatest spiritual accomplishments or to justify your sins.  
Once you surrender completely to Him, seek at least once the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  Do not underestimate the healing power of this Sacrament.  Find a trustful confessor in your parish or a different one, and he will help you to think about yourself with honesty and reverence, and you will certainly look at yourself in the mirror with godly pride and not feeling ashamed.  Transparency is a common denominator for those who are close to Jesus, and the Sacrament of Reconciliation is the best place to get it.  Try it, and you will end the third week, empty clean and willing to throw yourself, body and soul, on the ground in front of Him, without holding anything in you away from Him, and begging Him for His mercy.  Then, and only then, will your induction be completed, and you will be ready for Jesus to transform you into one of his priestly disciples.  
Third Part: 4th Sunday of Lent though Holy Thursday
 BONDING WITH THE MASTER
Do not be afraid of being in front of Jesus totally empty, because that will be your strongest moment, as St. Paul says “I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and constraints, for the sake of Christ; for when I am weak, then I am strong” (2Corinthians 12:10).  Also from St. Paul (Galatians 2:20) we get the articulation of the expected goal for this last part of Lent, which is “I live no longer, but Christ lives in me.”  On Holy Thursday, you should be able to say it with conviction. 
Beginning with the Fourth Sunday of Lent you will receive a daily pint of the essence of Jesus through selected passages from the Gospel according to John.  These readings contain divine stuff that only someone in your condition of emptiness can receive; because most passages in John’s Gospel glow with divine revelations not accessible to the common reader.  It is from these divine revelations that Jesus will be feeding your soul, and you will get to know him in his divinity as you never knew him before.

It does not matter if you are clergy or a layperson, highly or lightly educated in the Faith; as long as you are empty and willing, you can be filled with Jesus’ life.  He will come to live in you and the Gospel of John will be the funnel.  By that time you will be avidly reading each day’s Gospel passage and only the Holy Spirit knows what revelations will Jesus make to you and fill your heart with them.  Be ready to receive anything that he may want to give you, even if it is something beyond your wildest dreams.  
Spend as much time as necessary, whether at home or in front of the Blessed Sacrament, to go over the daily Readings and particularly the Gospel passages, and look for divine messages, the ones that glow under the words.  See the majestic presence of Christ in his obedience, his humility, his assertiveness, his willingness, and his love.  See this kind of majesty in contrast with the glamour of the priced values of the sinful world, and rejoice in your King, who is there to serve you and to die for you.
The perception of the divinity glowing out from the passages in the Gospel of John is a determinant to becoming a priestly disciple of Jesus, because without his divinity the enterprise of the Church would be only human, and as such doomed to die sooner or later.  Only in the divinity of Jesus you will find purpose, determination, and strength for the passion and death of Jesus, because without it many questions and doubts remain unresolved to the intelligent mind.  You will find in this divinity that there was a “thick gauge wiring” connecting Jesus with his Heavenly Father, through which constant love was pumping both ways between the two.  You will also find that obedience was indispensable to the success and glorious accomplishment of the enterprise of building the Church.  Obedience is a rare commodity among us, but it is essential for a truly priestly life.  
Your bonding with Jesus, the Master Builder, is essential to live a priestly life, and living a priestly life is a mandate that comes directly from Peter, our first Pope, who, in his first letter 2:5 admonishes us to live “like living stones, letting yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” 

Think of priestly life as the right way of conducting your life according to God’s plan for you, rather than wearing a clergy collar.  We are living in the era of Vatican II, the Council that opened wide the doors for the participation of the laity in the building of the Church in these modern times.  But such participation can only come from people who accept to live a priestly life in their particular environment, whichever it may be, either in a family or a community.  For this reason, Pope John Paul II beatified husband and wife Luigi and Maria Beltrame Quattocchi in October 2001, based on the sanctity with which they lived their married life.  The Pope said that day: "Among the joys and concerns of a normal family, they had an extraordinarily rich spiritual life”; and this kind of priestly life is attainable for you too.  Living this kind of priestly life is what Jesus is referring to at consecration time in Mass, when he says to you “do this in remembrance of me”.  Luigi and Maria did it and they greatly contributed with Jesus in the building up of his Church; and so will you, if you finish this entire reflection-guide.   
If you had the opportunity to read my reflection for the Advent Season last December, you may remember the following sentences, which are extracted from it:    

“God sends his son to teach the founders of his Church and build in the process the boat that his Apostles will carry forward to fulfill the mission of this Church.  With his Incarnation in human form God was giving us equality with him to carry the mission as if it were he himself doing it.  The backbone upon which he builds this boat is his journey from Galilee to Jerusalem; the helm of the boat is the understanding of the Eucharist, the means by which he remains as head of the boat; and the propeller of the boat is the Holy Spirit.  In order for the Apostles to understand this Eucharistic boat, they need to participate and be witness of the builder as he goes along building the boat.  He builds it from the first plank to the last nail; beginning with the declaration in the synagogue of the Fulfillment of the prophetic message of the past (Luke 4:16-21), and ending with the breaking of the bread with the two disciples at the end of the road to Emmaus (24:28-31).”

These words were, back then, intended to give you a head’s up of what was coming after Christmas and why you should properly prepare for it.  But those same words already are your here and now, because Jesus is already building his Church, that Eucharistic Boat, in which Pope Benedict XVI, the successor of Peter, is at the helm.  Imagine this boat as a composition of many smaller boats (parishes) with a pastor at the helm of each one; and then imagine each parish boat as a composition of many tiny boats and that you are receiving the helm of one of them.  The big boat as a whole is the surest way to eternal life, but it will not make it there unless all the smaller and tinier boats, yours included, stick together, and navigate in the right direction.  All those who are at the helm of any boat are priestly persons, and you should see yourself as one, and live as one. 

You can learn more about the divinity of Jesus from John’s Gospel than from anybody else, but in real life it is the Holy Spirit who provides the divinity to sustain the Church through the ages.  The Holy Spirit was present, active, and leading in the conception of Jesus in Mary, through his teaching ministry, passion, death, and resurrection, and beyond.  He is the one that will lead you when you take the helm of your tiny boat, and you will learn to identify his lead in the Easter Season.

Early in Holy Week, go once more in front of the Blessed Sacrament and seal your bonding with Jesus though the following spiritual exercise:  Select one of the two passages indicated below, go into the scene, and take the place of the person interacting with Jesus.  Do it as vividly as possible with your imagination, dressing yourself as you imagine it happening, hearing the noises around you.  Live that moment with Jesus, you and he alone, and in the middle of that commotion, tell him everything about you that you may want to share with him, and listen attentively to his response.  The two passages are:

1) Simon of Cirene, who carried the cross shoulder to shoulder with Jesus 

2) Veronica, one of the holy women who wiped Jesus sacred face with a linen 

In either case, feel next to you the perspiration of Jesus, his exhaustion, his shed blood, and his reaction to your presence right there with him at this hour of unbearable agony.  Then, come back to your reality and remain in repose until you regain your breath.  Finally, get next to the closest person of your own sex that you may find and give him or her, a loving hug and tell the person something like “may Jesus love you more than he loves me right now!”  And your bonding with Jesus will be complete and sealed.

The purpose of doing all this is not for you to become a living saint, although that could come with time, but the purpose here is to become a priestly disciple of Christ, or a laborer in his vineyard, as Pope Benedict XVI calls himself.  You will be ready to embrace the celebration of the Triduum, from Thursday to Sunday with a first love passion.  You will be willing to stay in vigil with Jesus on the Mount of Olives overnight on Holy Thursday; you will kiss the Cross with the utmost reverence on Good Friday; and you will incessantly sing the Alleluias when the Light of Christ casts away the darkness of the world during the Vigil Mass of the Resurrection; and you will be ready to follow Jesus to fearlessly spread the Good News of our Redemption afterwards.

From then on, let “do this in remembrance of me” resound in your heart any time you go to Mass, and enjoy living a holy priestly life!  Stop living yourself, and let Christ live in you! 

May God bless your love for Jesus and your efforts to live a priestly life whether at church, home, school, or work; and may all that you do be for the glory of God.  Amen.
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