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5 February 2010

Dear Pastors, Lay Pastoral Animators and Parishioners,

Lenten Observance


On the 17th of this month, Lent begins with Ash Wednesday.  In the penitential spirit of Lent, we usually search our souls to settle on something that we can “give up” during this season, to practice a greater discipline of spirit.  Dessert, smoking, drinking, some favorite entertainments … we often settle on these minor (or major) cravings to exercise our self-denial and to express our resolve to change our life for the better, if only in small ways.  

Fasting and Abstinence


Fasting (the denial of our human appetites) and abstinence (not eating meat) are long-standing and venerable penitential practices in the Church.  We are encouraged to practice these throughout the year, but especially during Lent.  The two prescribed days of fast and abstinence in Lent are Ash Wednesday (February 17th) and Good Friday (April 2nd).  On those days, all those over the age of 14 are to abstain from meat, and those between the ages of 18 and 59 are to fast (eat noticeably less than usual).  Those under medical care are always exempt from the rules of dietary fast.

A Further Discipline for the Family

I would like to suggest for you all, especially you who live in a family setting, another kind of Lenten practice this year.  This suggestion arises from a belief that family life itself needs a shot in the arm in many homes in the diocese.  What I am about to propose will indeed call for a good deal of self-sacrifice, and I think for many it will be very hard to do this.  But I also believe that for those families who take up this challenge, the rewards will be worth the effort.  


Family life in modern Canadian society permits very few occasions for a family to sit down together and enjoy a meal, without distractions, sharing good food in a pleasant ambiance, with conversation focused on things that really matter in our life and in our faith.  So what I wish to propose is that families engage in what I am calling an “Emmaus meal”, one evening each week of Lent.  You will recall the experience of two of Jesus’ disciples on their way to Emmaus immediately after Christ’s resurrection.  Unknowingly, they walked along with the risen Lord, and when they reached the town of Emmaus, they encouraged him to share a meal with them.  Only when He disappeared from their sight did they realize that it was Jesus who was their guest.  Their hearts were filled with joy.  


The way this would work in your homes would be the following:

· That before Lent begins, you as a family decide to have such a meal one evening each week, preferably on the same evening each week.  I suggest on Sundays, only because that’s the best evening to accommodate such a meal, but it can be any evening.

· That on the designated evening each week, the family prepare a special meal.  It should be home-cooked (that is, not fast-food delivered or picked up from a drive-through window).  Put a table-cloth on the table; light some candles, pull out a bottle of wine, put on some soft music.  Very important -- turn off the TV and the phone.  Give an unlimited time for this meal.

· Begin the meal itself with grace.  Then share your thoughts on the readings and the homily from the previous Sunday … it’ll all be fresh in your mind if the meal is also on Sunday.  I will be putting on the archdiocesan web-page some reflection questions to help you with this sharing.  The whole meal need not be taken up with this faith-sharing, but do give each person at the table a chance to share their thoughts and feelings on the readings.

· If you are a single person or an older couple with no family at hand to share such a meal with, consider joining with someone else for this weekly event … perhaps another single person or elderly couple.  

· Given that many young people and teenagers in the home have commitments or interests that prevent them from taking full part in such a meal, do not force them to take part.  But the adults in the household should be committed even if their children are not. 


It’s my experience that all things are awkward when we try them for the first time.  Commitment to making it happen will be your greatest guarantee.  I am grateful to Bill Huebsch and his teachings on Whole Community Catechesis for the seeds of this idea.
The Sacrament of Reconciliation


The other practice that I wish to encourage very strongly in this Lenten season is the celebration of the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  In my many years as a priest, I have experienced a weakened celebration of this sacrament.  In certain times and places I’ve been impressed with the devotion to this sacrament, but in many of our parishes it is notable by its absence.  Out of concern for our growth in holiness -- each and every one of us -- I strongly encourage you to celebrate this sacrament during the Season of Lent, and I call on pastors to create suitable opportunities for its celebration.  


Please, keep in mind that it is the Lord Jesus that we encounter in all of the sacraments, no less so in Reconciliation.  While it calls for the greatest humility for us to give voice to our sins and failings before another living person, this celebration has as its goal the healing of our soul, the lifting up of our spirit, the reconciling of our heart to God and to those we have offended in our daily life – usually, those people who are the nearest and dearest to us.

Another term we use for this sacrament is “penance”.  I have discovered that if you remove the two n’s from that word, you are left with … peace.
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