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From temptation to transfi guration during Lent

Lord, Teach Us to Pray

By DONNA SCHAPER

Which way is transfi guration? 
Must I go through temptation to get 
there? How do I get from wilderness 
to garden, from cross to crown?

First of  all,  because the terrain 
is trackless and windswept, there 
is no conventional map. There are 
only signposts. We have to walk 
some of  these lonesome valleys all 
by ourselves. So did Jesus. 

And like Jesus, we can expect to 
be surprised at what we fi nd. Did he 
know the devil was waiting for him 
in the desert? Did he know that one 
of  his own  would hand him over 
in the end? Do we really know what 
our Lenten journey might bring, 
what temptations we will face or 
what lies in wait for us on the other 
side of  conversion? But we are not 
without help. 

Guidebook for the journey

In scripture, we read of  Jesus’ 
stories and write our own guidebook 
from them. We also orient ourselves 
with prayer. We agree to pay deep 
attention to the road instead of  just 
gliding along. We look around. We 
see. We acknowledge where we are. 
In prayer, we ask God to guide us. The 
Lenten scriptures, superimposed on 
our own experiences, will keep us 
alert to the graces at work, even in 
moments of  suffering, or when we 
go through, not around, sorrow. 

Anyone can write a prayer. We 
write ourselves into the big cosmic 
stories, like the story of  Lent that 
moves beyond temptation to trans-
fi guration and beyond suffering to 
joy. We do so by paying attention 
to our ordinary experience. We 
choose what is most important out 
of  the thousand things that happen 
in a day. Then we journal; we write 
down what happened. We refl ect, 
and edit the language we used to 
describe what we have chosen to 
attend. Finally we say our prayer, 

ritualizing the saying of  what we 
have written.

From journal entry to prayer

Imagine writing a journal entry 
like this: “Today, O God, I was tempt-
ed to skate right by that man on the 
subway who asked me for change. 
No, I did not give him change. But, 
still, I pray for his change and 
my change and our change. I was 

tempted not to care. I do care. I care 
about more than pocket change: I 
care about real change for him and 
for me, for us and for them. I care 
about not thinking about them and 
us any more. I am so tempted not to 
care. Can you turn this stone into 
bread? Amen.”

You can take all of  those thoughts 
and feelings and turn them into a 
one-sentence prayer: “For genuine 
change, not just pocket change, 
move me, O God.” You probably 
have been tempted not to care today. 
Write about it. 

What we write reveals us to our-
selves, shows us who we are in how 
we feel, how we respond to others, 
what we do.

Tomorrow may be clear and un-
cluttered, open and spacious. Your 
description of  the day can turn into 
a prayer like this: “For open space 
and a sense of  being clear, hear my 
thanks, O God.”

Prayers of  gratitude

Many prayers during Lent and 
beyond are prayers of  thanksgiv-
ing. Perhaps you are hurrying 
through a chaotic day, full of  false 
starts and wasted time. At fi rst you 
might write:

“Thank you that I am here, now, 
in this wilderness, lost on this way 
— yet confi dent that this suffering 
won’t last. Note, O God, that I know 
that everything is going to be OK. 
Note that we live from the resur-
rection backward and that we fully 
believe weeping endures for the 
night and joy comes in the morn-
ing. Thank you, God, for showing 
me that Jesus rose from sorrow on 
the cross into joy. Show me again 
today. Amen.”

After a little editing, this could 
become: “Oh God, show me why I 
hurry.”  Lent slows us down, gets us 
back in touch with ourselves, with 
the road we are on. 

Writing something down makes 

In scripture, we read of 
Jesus’ stories and write our 
own guidebook from them. 

We also orient ourselves 
with prayer. We agree to 
pay deep attention to the 
road instead of just glid-

ing along. We look around. 
We see. We acknowledge 

where we are. In prayer we 
ask God to guide us. 
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it real, like the signature on a check.  
It frames our experience  and helps 
us examine it more closely, pray over 
it deliberately, refl ectively.  Why do I 
turn away from strangers in need? 
Why am I in chaos again today? Have 
I stopped to enjoy today, say thank 
you?   Why do I miss the prayers beg-
ging to be said in so many ordinary 
experiences? 

Too deep for words

Of  course, we can pray the kinds 
of  prayers that are too deep for words 
or even sighs. If  we hear a train has 
jumped the track and killed a baby, 
we say simply, “Oh, my God” — an in-
articulate prayer, a good prayer. But 
more disciplined praying requires a 
little more refl ection. When we write 
it down, we can edit it. And in the 
editing process, we ask the question, 
“What does this mean?”  

Editing a prayer is not just edit-
ing language. It is also editing the 
concept. What is it I really want? 
Good friends don’t just give us 
what we think we want; they help 
us to see what we need. Editing our 
desires after we have written them 
down can be a profoundly spiritual 
experience. Paying attention, choos-
ing the transformation that matters 
— these lead directly to the poetry 
of  the prayer.

Spend a lot of  time choosing the 
right verb. The verbs in a prayer 
activate the conversation. They 
are the “what we want” part of  the 
prayer: move me, show me, hear my 
thanks. 

Ready to pray

After we have written a short 
prayer and edited it, we are ready to 
pray it. Some prayers need constant 
repetition, like the Our Father or 
Psalm 23. Others are sui generis; 
they are from today’s focus, and for 
today.

I once asked a man who seemed 
very happy to explain himself  to 
me. He said, “I am open to people, 
open to God. I’m not really much at 
all.” It sounded like a prayer to me. 
I prayed later that day, “Let me be 
open to people and open to God, let 

me stop trying so hard to be any-
thing more.”  

Lent is 40 days on purpose. It’s a 
kind of  prompt to notice life and not 
to rush through it. Lent can slow us 
down so that we actually experience 
what we suffer. When we write a 
prayer, we go toward the vortex of  
the tension we suffer inside. During 
this Lent, we may want to accept that 
some of  the journey is through, not 
around, sorrow. Whatever we experi-
ence is what we will pray about.  We 
can superimpose our lives on the 
guidebook of  scripture, and then 
pray our way to reorientation and 
depth. 

On to Easter

Attend, choose, write, edit, repeat: 
Think of  it as the fi ve-point guide to 
writing prayers out of  ordinary life.  
These steps fi rst get us in touch with 
ourselves. Then these steps pull the 
big spiritual balloon of  Lent down 
to earth. 

A bit like a global positioning 
device, prayer routes us through the 
scriptural story of  Lent to its other 
side, to Easter morning.

Rev. Donna Schaper is senior minister at 
Judson Memorial Church in New York City 
and a frequent contributor to Celebration. 
You may contact her at donnaschaper@
gmail.com.

I once asked a man who 
seemed very happy to 
explain himself to me. 
He said, “I am open to 

people, open to God. I’m 
not really much at all.” 

It sounded like a prayer 
to me. I prayed later that 
day, “Let me be open to 
people and open to God, 

let me stop trying so hard 
to be anything more.”  

Pat Marrin
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Erin Ryan is the associate editor of 
Celebration. You can reach her at eryan@
ncronline.org.

FORMATION: FAITH

Sometimes when we sit down to 
pray, we’re overwhelmed with joy 
or pain that we can’t articulate. 
Other times we’re bored or tired, 
unable to scrounge up enough ver-
bal resources to say anything. Not 
all prayer is spoken, of  course. Yet 
when we need to talk to God, we are 
never without words. We always 
have the psalms. 

The Psalter was the hymnbook 
of  the Jewish Temple. Jesus knew it 
well; he quoted the psalms frequently 
to express his own experience — as 
he hung on the cross, he cried a 
verse from Psalm 22: “My God, my 
God, why have you abandoned me?” 
and breathed his last with a verse 
from Psalm 31: “Into your hands I 
commend my spirit.” Later, when 
Christians tried to follow Paul’s 
injunction to “Pray without ceasing” 
(1 Thess 5:17), they turned to the 150 
psalms, both in communal worship 
and in private meditation, and linked 
those prayers to their very breath. 

The Liturgy of  the Hours is the 
prayer of  the whole church. Chris-
tians gather to sing the psalms at 
morning, midday and evening, 
where they pour out their hearts in 
psalms of  praise and thanksgiving; 
psalms that remember salvation 
history; even psalms that curse and 
cry in hurt and anger. Writing in the 
fourth century, Saint Athanasius, 
bishop of  Alexandria, explained in 
a letter to his friend Marcellinus 
how the Psalter is unique among the 
books of  the Bible:

“In the other books, those who 
read what the holy ones say … are 
relating the things that were written 
about those earlier people,” Athana-
sius wrote. But the psalms, he says, 
a person “recognizes as being his 
own words. And the one who hears is 
deeply moved, as if  he himself  were 
speaking, and is affected by the words 
of  the songs, as if  they were his own 
songs. … And it seems to me that 

these words become like a mirror 
to the person singing them, so that 
he might perceive himself  and the 
emotions of  his own soul.”

Sunday worship is when most 
Christians encounter the psalms 
— they have made their way into 
our modern hymns; psalm verses 
are frequently used as the opening 
antiphon and Communion antiphon 
for Mass; and we hear them, espe-
cially, as the responsorial after the 
fi rst reading. 

Look at the responsorial psalms 
for February. On February 3, the 
Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time, 
we hear from Responsorial Psalm 
146: “The Lord keeps faith forever, 
secures justice for the oppressed, 
gives food to the hungry. The Lord 
sets captives free.” This matches the 
beatitudes we hear a few minutes 
later in Matthew’s Gospel. 

On February 10, the fi rst Sunday 
of  Lent, Psalm 51 brings us to ex-
amine our own sinfulness as the 
season begins. We sing the refrain, 
“Be merciful, O Lord, for we have 
sinned.” We ask, “A clean heart cre-
ate for me O God, and put a steadfast 
spirit within me. Cast me not out 
from your presence, and your Holy 

Spirit take not from me. Give me back 
the joy of  your salvation, and a will-
ing spirit sustain in me.” We cry, “O 
Lord, Open my lips, and my mouth 
shall proclaim your praise.”

When we pray the psalms as a 
community, we may not always feel 
them. We might be in a bad mood 
on February 24, the third Sunday of  
Lent, when we sing Psalm 95: “Come, 
let us sing joyfully to the Lord; let us 
acclaim the rock of  our salvation.” 
But even if  we aren’t joyful that day, 
we can acknowledge how much the 
world needs to praise the God who 
made us. Or let’s say we’re feeling 
fabulous on Friday, February 15, and 
at Mass that day we run into Psalm 
130: “Out of  the depths I cry to you, 
O Lord; Lord, hear my voice! … If  
you, O Lord, mark iniquities, Lord, 
who can stand?” Even if  we aren’t 
in the depths, someone in the world 
surely is, someone on whose behalf  
we can shout and plead.

The psalms are the stance of  the 
community crying out to God our 
fears, praise, hurts, anger and joy. 
They are also prayers an individual 
can bring out any time, at any mo-
ment. Fourth-century monk John 
Cassian suggested making a line 
from Psalm 70 into a continuous 
prayer: “O God, come to my assis-
tance, O Lord, make haste to help 
me.” We can take verses from just 
about any psalm and repeat them 
like this, like a mantra. 

If  we immerse ourselves in the 
psalms, before long they become like 
old friends. I know my favorite. It’s 
Psalm 42, which we hear Monday, 
February 25, during the third week 
of  Lent: “As the deer longs for run-
ning waters, so my soul longs for 
you, O God.” Whether I’m happy or 
sad or distracted, these words are 
always true.

The psalms are the honest language of the soul before God

Praying the Psalms in Lent

By ERIN RYAN

As the deer longs for 
running waters, so my 

soul longs for you, O God.
                           Psalm 42



 5 | FEBRUARY 2008 

Hace más de quince años, el número 
de fi n de semana de la revista USA 
publicó el artículo “Make a Difference 
Day” (Haga un día de diferencia), “Día 
de infl uencia positiva.”  Desde enton-
ces, el cuarto sábado de octubre se re-
serva  para hacer actos humanitarios. 
Se reúnen amigos, familias, vecinos y 
mucha gente famosa para ayudar a al-
guna organización benéfi ca, recaudar 
dinero, limpiar parques o parcelas va-
cías en una ciudad, recoger materiales 
recicables o eliminarlos debidamente. 
Algunos ejercen su generosidad de 
manera creativa: Algunos músicos 
locales dan conciertos para ayudar 
a los pacientes de los hospitales o de 
los hospicios; los peluqueros cortan 
el pelo o les dan un nuevo peinado a 
los sin hogar; otros ayudan cortando 
el cesped, pintando casas, arrancando 
yerbas o lavando coches. En vez de 
frustarse por los numerosos proble-
mas que afl igen el mundo, el slogan 
“Haga una diferencia hoy” o “Tenga 
una infl uencia positiva hoy” quiere 
decir: Haga algo positivo — aunque 
sea muy pequeño — que mejore la 
vida, la suerte o el destino de otra 
persona. La presidenta y fundadora 
de la Fundación para la Defensa de 
los Niños, Marian Wright Edelman, 
expresó: “Cuando recapacitamos 
sobre qué podemos hacer para que 
tengamos una infl uencia positiva, no 
ignoremos los pequeños detalles po-
sitivos que podemos realizar cada día 
porque éstos, al acumularse, llegarán 
con el tiempo a convertirse en  grandes 
diferencias que no hemos presvisto” 
(www.bethecause.org).

Tener una infl uencia positiva en 
este mundo, aunque sea pequeña, es 
algo a lo que estamos llamados todos 
los creyentes en Jesucristo. Este mes, 
la Sagrada Escritura confi rma este 
llamamiento: El 3 de febrero, el profeta 
Zefanías, San Pablo y San Mateo nos 
hablan de la aparente contradicción 
del modus operandi de Dios, que es-

coge a los humildes, a los pequeños, a 
los pocos (Zefanías), a los locos, a los 
débiles, a los humildes y despreciados 
(1 Corintios), a los que sufren, tienen 
hambre o sed (San Mateo) para realizar 
diferencias positivas que pueden redi-
mir, liberar y transformar el género 
humano pecador y herido. Desafi ando 
la lógica humana, Dios escogió a unos 
pocos a quienes los profetas llamaron 
“el pequeño resto” de Israel para 
marcar una diferencia positiva en la 
nación entera. Jesús también escogió 
a unos cuantos, a doce, para que, por 
su fe, vivieran un estilo alternativo de 
vida que anunciara la salvación del 
mundo.  Jesús también habló de cosas 
pequeñas — la pequeña levadura, un 
poco de sal, un grano diminuto, una 
pequeña luz, e insistió en que las cosas 
pequeñas pueden tener una diferencia 
positiva en un mundo tan necesitado 
de contribuciones pequeñas pero 
signifi cativas.

Esta Cuaresma nos brinda la opor-
tunidad de cambiar, de ser aquellos 
pocos débiles, pequeños y humildes 
que pueden tener una infl uencia posi-
tiva en el mundo. Para que ésta se lleve 
a cabo, debe comenzar en nosotros 
mismos porque, para poder marcar 
una diferencia, debemos primero ser 
diferentes. Ser diferentes requiere 
que, como Adán, seamos responsables 
del pecado que tantos problemas causa 
en todas las áreas de nuestra existen-
cia. Ser diferentes también requiere 
que, como Jesucristo (el Nuevo Adán), 
aceptemos vivir de tal forma que, 
por nuestra fi el obediencia a Dios, se 
puedan revertir los malos efectos del 
pecado (el 10 de febrero).

Ser diferentes y así crear una dife-
rencia positiva en el mundo requiere 

que tengamos el valor de vivir las exi-
gencias del evangelio (el 17 de febrero), 
como decir la verdad a los poderosos, 
sostener la justicia bíblica mientras 
luchamos por erradicar la injusticia, 
cuidar de los pobres y más necesitados, 
y estar dispuestos a sufrir cuando 
seamos criticados o condenados por 
vivir el evangelio.

Pero ninguna diferencia en nosotros 
o en los demás es posible si no estamos 
dispuestos a entrar en una relación 
totalmente personal y honesta con 
Jesús y aceptar las consecuencias.  
Aprendamos de quien puede ser 
nuestra maestra, la mujer del pozo 
de Sicar (el 24 de febrero), que tuvo 
que afrontar numerosos obstáculos 
para poder acercarse a Jesús: era 
mujer, llevaba un estilo de vida no 
aceptable, era de origen samaritano 
y, desde hacía siglos, existía una gran 
enemistad y separación entre judíos 
y samaritanos. A pesar de eso, la que 
fue sedienta al pozo a por agua, aceptó 
también beber la verdad con la que 
Jesús le hizo enfrentarse. Sin conde-
narla, Jesús la desafi ó a ser diferente, 
a ser mejor. Su respuesta fue admitir 
para sí, ante Jesús y ante los demás que 
había pecado. Así como Jesús logró 
infl uir positivamente en su vida, ella 
comenzó a infl uir positivamente en 
las vidas de los demás, dirigiéndolos 
hacia Jesús.

Con su ejemplo, esta mujer sin 
nombre tiende la mano y nos invita a 
que vayamos al encuentro de Jesús. 
Como ella, debemos esforzarnos por 
encontrarnos con Jesús y beber en el 
pozo de la verdad y del perdón. Como 
ella, debemos ser diferentes, cambiar, 
ser más enteros, más santos, más 
honestos, más verdaderos y humildes. 
Desde nuestra debilidad y pequeñez, 
Dios es capaz de realizar grandes 
diferencias positivas en nosotros y, 
mediante éstas, Dios podrá realizar 
una gran diferencia en el mundo.

El culto y la vida para el mes de febrero 2008

Diferencias Diarias

FORMACIÓN: LA PALABRA

Patricia Datchuck Sánchez y Rafael Sánchez 
Alonso han provisto de comentarios y homilías 
a Celebración desde 1979.

PATRICIA DATCHUCK SÁNCHEZ
y RAFAEL SÁNCHEZ ALONSO
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PATRICIA DATCHUCK SÁNCHEZ 
and RAFAEL SÁNCHEZ ALONSO

More than 15 years ago, USA 
Weekend Magazine began “Make a 
Difference Day.” Observed annually 
on the fourth Saturday of  October, 
this special day is intended to sum-
mon forth caring acts that attend 
to the needs of  others. In the years 
since its inception, friends, families, 
neighbors and celebrities have co-
operated on that day to raise money 
for charities, to clean up city parks 
or vacant lots, to collect recyclable 
materials and to dispose of  them ap-
propriately, etc. Through the years, 
many have exercised admirable 
creativity in their giving.  In several 
cities, local musicians have offered 
concerts for patients in hospitals 
or hospice care. Others have used 
their talents to give haircuts or new 
hairdos to the homeless. Still others 
have mowed lawns, painted houses, 
weeded gardens and washed cars. The 
rationale behind “Make a Difference 
Day” is to do something — even a very 
little something — to improve the life 
and the lot of  another, instead of  be-
coming frustrated with the problems 
and struggles that are an inherent 
aspect of  the human experience. 
Marian Wright Edelman, president 
and founder of  the Children’s Defense 
Fund, put it this way: “We must not, 
in trying to think about how we can 
make a big difference, ignore the 
small daily differences we can make 
which, over time, add up to big differ-
ences that we cannot foresee” (www.
bethecause.org).

Believers in Jesus are also called to 
make a difference in this world, how-
ever small. This month’s scripture 
texts affi rm our calling. On February 
3, Zephaniah, Paul and the Matthean 
evangelist will lend their voices to the 
seeming contradiction that is God’s 
modus operandi — that God chooses 
the humble, the small, the few (Zepha-
niah), the foolish, weak, lowly and 
despised (1 Corinthians), the poor, 

meek, sorrowing, hungry and thirsty 
(Matthew) to bring about the trans-
formation that can redeem and liber-
ate sinful, wounded humankind. In a 
manner that continues to challenge 
human logic, God chose only a few, 
those whom the prophets call the rem-
nant of  Israel, to make a difference 
in an entire nation. Jesus also chose 
but a few, the Twelve, to live by faith 
an alternative lifestyle that would 
bring about the salvation of  the 
world. Jesus spoke of  small things, a 
little leaven, a little salt, a little seed, 
a little light; these could, he insisted, 
make an immeasurable difference in 
a world so much in need.

Lent will begin on February 6, and 
with it will come yet another opportu-
nity for becoming those weak, small 
and lowly few who can make a differ-
ence in this world. This difference, 
however, will begin with ourselves, 
because in order to make a difference 
we are fi rst to be different. Being dif-
ferent will require us to accept that, 
like Adam, we are responsible for 
the sin that troubles every aspect of  
our existence, and it will require us 
to accept that we, like Jesus (the new 
Adam), can reverse the evil effects of  
sin through our faithful obedience to 
God (Feb 10).

Being different and thereby mak-
ing a difference in the world will also 
require that we bear our share of  

the hardship that is inherent in liv-
ing the Gospel (Feb. 17). This means 
speaking truth to power, upholding 
biblical justice while working to 
eradicate injustice, caring for the 
needy poor and being willing to suffer 
the consequences of  being criticized 
or even ostracized for having the 
courage to do so.

None of  these efforts is possible, 
however, without a personal and 
honest relationship with Jesus. The 
woman at the well at Sychar was 
willing to enter into such a relation-
ship and to accept its life-changing 
consequences; she will be our teacher 
on February 24. So many factors 
militated against her forming a 
relationship with Jesus: her gender, 
her ethnicity, her lifestyle and the ani-
mosity that had separated the Jews 
from Samaritans for centuries. Yet 
she came to the well thirsty for water 
but also willing to drink of  the truth 
that confronted her in Jesus. Without 
condemning her, he challenged her to 
be different, to be better. In response, 
she admitted her sin to herself, to 
Jesus and even to her neighbors. Just 
as Jesus had made a difference in her 
life, she began to make a difference 
in the lives of  others by directing 
them to him.

During the season of  Lent, this 
unnamed woman reaches out with 
her self  and her story, inviting each 
of  us to an encounter like hers. Like 
her, we are to meet Jesus and drink 
deep from the well of  his truth and 
forgiveness. Like her, we are to be-
come different — more whole and 
holy, more honest, true and lowly. It 
is through our weakness and small-
ness that God is able to effect great 
differences in us. Then, through us, 
God can work those small, daily and 
deliberate differences that will make 
all the difference in our world.

Lectionary themes for February 2008

Daily Differences
FORMATION: WORD

Patricia Datchuck Sánchez and Rafael 
Sánchez Alonso have been collaborating 
to provide Lectionary commentaries and 
homilies for Celebration since 1979.

 None of these efforts 
is possible without a 

personal relationship 
with Jesus. 
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This year our Lent cannot be like any other

Complete the Renewal

FORMATION: MYSTAGOGIA

By GABE HUCK

The homily below, an exhortation 
to keep Lent, is for the Sunday before 
Ash Wednesday, February 3, the 
Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time, 
Year A. Many of  the February and 
March homilies in the last fi ve years 
of  this column can be reviewed online 
at www.homily.com. Click on Gabe 
Huck in the author section.

Some more recent homilies have 
confronted what is happening now 
to the liturgical renewal mandated 
by the Second Vatican Council and 
begun over the 30 or so years follow-
ing the council, but which is now 
fearfully rejected by many in places 
of  authority (as with the“new” Eng-
lish translations that advocate an 
archaic “sacred” language, or the 
return to rubricism and clericalism 
in the eucharistic liturgy itself). It 
is interesting that these “reform the 
reform” folks pay little attention to 
the rituals of  our seasons and our 
feasts. The old rules for Lent (about 
fasting, about no weddings during 
Lent) have not been revived. Why? 
Perhaps because of  this: When it 
comes to the naming and keeping of  
days and seasons, little falls under 
the immediate control of  hierarchy 
and clergy. Here, even in Catholic 
tradition, the people are in charge. 
Because days and seasons are named 
and kept only by ordinary people in 
their ordinary lives, what happens 
here isn’t going to be dictated by 
anybody. 

In fact, the liturgical renewal that 
had barely begun to take hold in the 
generation after the council had made 
only modest efforts to understand 
the importance of  time in a people’s 
keeping of  their faith. Perhaps, 
had the renewal of  eucharistic and 
baptismal and other communal rites 
been allowed to continue, and had we 
come nearer to the council’s hope of  
ritual practice that is clearly the task 
and responsibility of  assemblies who 
do their work by heart, then within 

such assemblies the renewal of  the 
seasons would have happened. Is it 
possible that we can in these years 
try to ponder and attempt renewal 
in those areas — like the days and 
seasons — largely ignored by those 
who fear the renewal so much?

Lent’s story has become less and 
less a factor in the daily lives of  
most of  us in the Sunday assemblies 
as we go from Ash Wednesday to the 
Triduum, but it has held its own in 
another way. The renewal of  the rites 
of  Christian initiation, in parishes 
where this became visible and chal-
lenging, gave Lent a certain identity 
and reality. Even a return to pre-coun-
cil practices of  adult initiation won’t 
erase the way so many have come to 
know Lent since the RCIA was intro-
duced in the 1970s. It altered how we 
know ourselves as baptized persons, 
as church, as assembly.

Whatever these new rules may be 
that seem to understand the Sunday 
Eucharist as a clerical performance, 
the Sundays of  Lent as celebrated in 
a given assembly can have a strong 
and distinct character in ways that 
allow some of  that “full, conscious 
and active participation” that was 
the goal of  the council.

At least a few people in the little 
churches of  Corinth must have been 
a bit put off  the fi rst time the new 
letter from Paul was read at their 
Sunday assembly. When we pick up 

the reading of  this letter today, Paul 
has just said that God’s foolishness 
— and think about it! Who had ever 
put those two words together before? 
— God’s foolishness is wiser than 
human wisdom. And God’s weak-
ness — another shocking pair of  
words — is stronger than human 
strength.

This sets us up for what we heard 
this morning. Look at yourselves! 
Paul says. Look at yourselves. “Not 
many of  you were wise by human 
standards, not many were powerful, 
not many were of  noble birth.” So 
why remind us of  that? Here is why: 
“God chose the foolish of  the world 
to shame the strong, and God chose 
the lowly and despised of  the world, 
those who count for nothing, to re-
duce to nothing those who are some-
thing.” What a blessed coincidence 
that when we come to this passage 
in the fi rst letter to the Corinthians, 
we come also in Matthew’s Gospel to 
that amazing parade of  “blesseds,” 
so easy to quote and so hard to take 
seriously: “Blessed are the poor in 
spirit, those who mourn, the meek, 
those who are hungry to see justice 
done, the peacemakers, the merci-
ful, the pure of  heart.” Paul might 
never have heard these sayings, but 
he believed their essence through 
and through. Listen to Paul again: 
“God chose the foolish of  the world 
to shame the strong. God chose the 
lowly and despised, people who 
count for nothing, to reduce to noth-
ing those who are something.”

Do we want a summons to Lent? 
Whether yes or no, this must be our 
summons. Because, church, we are 
barely on our way to being all those 
things: poor in spirit, merciful, 
hungry for justice, lowly, despised, 
counting for nothing. Barely on our 
way. But Lent is coming and Lent 
can break our hearts. It means to. 
It means to upset our comfortable 
ways, our routines, our easy assump-
tions, our nose-to-the-grindstone 
lives or our sheltered lives or our 

God’s foolishness is wiser 
than human wisdom and 
God’s weakness is stronger 

than human strength. 


















