Lent as a time of conversion and listening
Dear parishioners, we read from prophet Joel, “Even now, says the LORD, return to me with your whole heart,
with fasting, and weeping, and mourning;
Rend your hearts, not your garments,
and return to the LORD, your God for he is merciful and gracious (Joel 2:12-18)
With Ash Wednesday, we enter into the sacred season of lent that Pope Leo calls a time of listening and fasting. Time of conversion. My reflection (today) is inspired by the pope’s message for lent which I recommend for your reading and reflection.

 Jesus gives us three tools for the journey: prayer, fasting and alms giving. We also get signed with ashes on our foreheads. When ashes are put on our forehead, we are reminded that we are reminded of our mortality, you are dust and unto dust you shall return but at the same time we are reminded of Immortality that awaits us. Jesus came not so that we can be die and perish like that, but that those who believe and follow him may have life, life eternal. He “is the way, the truth and the life, no one goes to the father except through me.” John 14:6.

Jesus therefore calls us to repentance. To repent is to acknowledge where we have gone astray and make efforts to make amends and come back. We will be told, “Repent and believe in the gospel, repent and come back to the gospel who is Jesus. And those tools or holy practices are given to help us. Jesus calls us to discipline of sincere prayer and silence: when you pray, go to your inner room, close the door, and pray to your Father in secret. Praying as a community is good but it is beneficial to have a personal prayer life and meditation on the word of God. We close the door to all noise and distraction and speak to God heart to heart, listening to his voice. Listening to the word of God shows our desire to enter into relationship with Him, pope says.

Secondly, when we fast we deny ourselves our comfort, convenience and pleasure that material world gives. As we spend more time in reflection and prayer, fasting helps us to direct our hearts on God, and on what matters most in life, and on our love and fraternity with others. Our fasting must be grounded in our communion with God, the Pope says, “those who are unable to nourish themselves with the word of God do not fast properly. As a visible sign of our inner commitment to turn away from sin and evil with the help of grace, fasting must also include other forms of self-denial aimed at helping us to acquire a more sober lifestyle, since “austerity alone makes the Christian life strong and authentic”. Most of us will be abstaining from foods, drinks, and other stuff. That’s correct but it has to be directed towards repairing and improving our communion with God and others.

The pope therefore suggests “refraining from words that offend and hurt our neighbor. Let us begin by disarming our language, avoiding harsh words and rash judgement, refraining from slander and speaking ill of those who are not present(gossip) and cannot defend themselves. Instead, let us strive to measure our words and cultivate kindness and respect in our families, among our friends, at work, on social media, in political debates, in the media and in Christian communities. In this way, words of hatred will give way to words of hope and peace.”

Finally dear friends, fasting leads us to the third practice of Almsgiving, charity. When we choose to live simpler lives and deny ourselves, instead of keeping it until Easter to enjoy our savings and indulge, true fasting should help us think mercifully of the needs of others and the church. My heart should be opened to share my blessings with the most in need and most of the time these are people in our own families and our own church.  When you offer charity, Jesus says, Take care not to perform righteous deeds in order that people may see them…when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right is doing” That’s called almsgiving, or act of mercy. 
My fellow Christians, let us enter into this season with humility, as we fast, let us train our hearts to listen attentively to the word of God and his desires for us. Please check our website and the bulletin for more information and materials especially opportunities for prayer, for listening to God’s word and for reconciliation. There will be Wednesday reflections, stations of the cross, adoration, mass, books for spiritual reading, penance service and extra confession times, rosary, formed.org videos.

I want to wish you all a very prayerful and fruitful lent season. Even if you don’t get a chance to go to confession, let us make effort to change our behaviors and habits that are not consonant with the gospel or our Christian values.  Let’s examine our conscience and seek God’s grace to change and grow.  May this time of conversion and renewal bring us peace and reassurance. Please pray for me as I pray for you that we all may have a fruitful journey as we prepare to celebrate Easter. God bless you all. Fr.Chrispine
