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Ash Wednesday - a Reflection

Lord of my life,
as | begin

this Lenten
journey,

may | believe
you want me
to accept your
extraordinary
invitation

to dance

with you.
Lead me
through

the steps

of salvation.

Now is the acceptable time;
see, nhow is the day of salvation! 2 Corinthians 6:2

Imagine that God calls out to you, that God brushes
by you and says, "It's today, today is the day
salvation is going to come to you." Would you hear
God? Would you stop and catch your breath and
say, "Wow! God is coming into my heart and taking
up residence right now, this very minute?"
Sometimes I'm so busy | don't feel God moving in
and around me. I've got so much to think about, so
much to do, so many people to relate to, that
unfortunately | miss the invitation to accept
salvation. God is saving me, calling me, but | find it
too much to believe. God wants to dance with me,
but even if | hear the call, | may be afraid | don't
know the steps. Maybe God will notice I'm kind of
uncoordinated. I'd like to believe that God offered to
teach me the dance, but my timidity doesn't let me.
On Ash Wednesday the church is saying that the
call coming from God on any ordinary day of the
week is quite extraordinary. On Ash Wednesday
the church points out in a bold way that God wants
us to join him in the dance of new life, and that right
now is as good a time as any to learn the steps.
Are we willing to look silly, are we willing to learn
new steps, are we willing to enter the dance, or will
we choose to be like the shy wallflower that only
watches and dreams yet never risks becoming a
participant?

The trails | made led outwards

into the hills and swamps,

but they led inward also.

And from the study of things underfoot,

and from reading and thinking,

came a kind of exploration of myself and the land.
In time the two became one in my mind.

Twenty five Years in the Northern Wilderness
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Hello,

Lent ... Lent is a journey, a journey of forty days that invites us to go to the
solitude of the wilderness in search of personal redemption. Life in its totality
is a journey through a desert, through 'this valley of tears' with its moments of
pain and trials, joys and glory, a journey towards man's restoration to full
membership of God’s family. The old people of God journeyed for forty years
through the wilderness and in the process they were formed and readied to
be the people they were called to be ... wanderers in training to be the family
of the Saviour of the world, who also starts his journey of salvation in the
wilderness ... forty days of trial and testing that would help him somehow to
start to understand his identity and mission.

The lIsraelites in the desert where tested and tempted to relinquish their
identity as a people, to abandon their mission as God’s salvation bearing
family. In like manner was Christ tempted, tempted not to bother, tempted to
think of self rather than go through the pains of a life that would likely end in a
violent death, tempted to get it done in an instant fix bypassing the right order
of things, bypassing God’s way of doing things.

In our journey through life we too struggle with temptations of one kind or
another. There are moments when we are tempted not to bother, to think
only about ourselves, our comfort, our survival, our gain, our space, without
any need to commit ourselves to the service of others, abandoning even our
duties as parents and members of the family of man ... We too are tempted
to refrain from getting involved, from taking a stand, when there is nothing in
it for me. We too are tempted to go for the quick fix, the short cut, the means
justify the end solution ... why go through the proper channels when a bribe
here or there can get me the same results now rather than later?

Temptation ... it always looks so enticing ... like a red juicy shiny apple ...
gratification is so instant, so immediate. It makes so much sense ... it
appears so appetizingly true ... | can live so comfortably with it ... it

seemingly makes life so secure and cosy. Why should | dirty my fingers?
Why should | bother doing it otherwise? Why should | share the cake when |
can have it all for myself?

But temptation distorts reality, it is just one part of reality, it sugar-coats
reality, it is temporary, transient, deceitful in the fruits it offers, fruits that are
just skin outside with no substance within.

In our life journey we are constantly surrounded by temptation ... things that
appear good at first glance but in the end turn out harmful, damaging, hurtful.
Jesus in the desert shows us how to deal with temptation. But we do not
have the stamina of Jesus ... we are weak and fraill Yes indeed we are ...
but it is not beyond us to resist and overcome temptation as it comes to us in
one form or another. It all depends, | suppose, on how careful we have been
to build up our immune system. Throughout life we might not have been
careful in what we allowed to take up residence in our lives. Little things that
weaken our resistance system, unbecoming deeds, thoughts, and musings of
the heart that we allowed to linger inside our psyche, and which we now find
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difficult to cut ourselves clean from. Little things such as mean and wicked
thoughts, sleazy literature and images, slight infidelities, lustful fantasies,
tiny misappropriation of other people’s belongings, overindulgence in
alcohol, minor acts of irresponsibility in the family and at work, the odd
harmful deceitful gossip ... you know ... the list goes on and on. These are
little punches we inflict on ourselves that weaken us, incapacitate us when
we come to face the bigger issues, the larger temptations. They are like
junk food that debilitates the body, puts it out of shape, unable to resist the
more serious illness when it comes.

Throughout Lent we are urged to go into the solitude of the desert to face
these nagging weaknesses we carry and work out a way to rid ourselves of
them. We shouldn't allow the weeds to overgrow to such an extent that
recovery becomes even more difficult, even more painful, though recovery
never comes too late. But then why leave it so late when you can enjoy the
fruits of a tidy life immediately? It’s like the person who owns a brand new
Jaguar and insists on driving his tiny well past sell by date Lada instead.
Start enjoying God’s intimacy and peace now rather than later. Why leave
it for tomorrow when you can have it today?

A word of caution here however. Do not expect miracles, instant fixes. Life
does not pan out like that. Overcoming negative attitudes we have grown
comfortable with, would take a lot of time and patience and courage and a
lot of self discipline and sacrifice. Those who have been brave enough to
quit smoking know what it entails. At the same time do not be discouraged
by the enormity of the task. | always say that once man has gone to the
moon and back everything is possible. Others have done it before me ...
so | can do it. Never forget that any journey, long and arduous as it may
seem, always starts with the first step.

The problem sometimes is that we never take the first step ... we never
seek the wilderness to be alone with our true selves. We bring a thousand
and one excuses not to face the desert, the solitude, not to face ourselves,
not to be alone with ourselves. We try to keep at a distance from ourselves
lest we look at the mirror and we do not like what we see. Because what
we see might bring discomfort to our better self. And the struggle starts ...
on the one hand we would rather continue to live the illusion and on the
other there is this nagging feeling that we ought to do something about our
state of being. We know the mirror won't lie and we
resist looking at it, lest we have to shed the coat of
our complacency and wash clean in the cold waters
of change and wholesomeness.

Temptation ... temptation distorts reality. We are
lured towards something that appears so good, so
right. Like Adam and Eve and like any teenager who
wants his/her independence from parents, thinking
that at the end of the journey away from the parental
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home, there is the gold where the fairy-like rainbow
meets the rock solid earth. Temptation sells the
instant fix, masks consequences, concentrates on
the immediacy of today because tomorrow never (f {'41“5
comes, and thrives on credit. And like the tiny l"’l\\‘//
toddler we drink the shiny red liquid, the adult stuff %))/
left within reach, without realizing the consequences <

of the instant gratification. It looks so nice, so good.
| want to be satisfied now ... the consequences ...
what consequences? The mother who Kkills her
baby in her womb, thinks that her immediate problem is solved, only to
wake up the next day and the days thereafter to face the sombre music of
guilt and yet more guilt.

Decisions like this are not taken by people without a history. They are not
made by someone who wakes up in the morning and says let me abort my
baby, or let me abuse my wife, or let me drink and go for a joy ride ... There
is always a build up to this. And we must avoid this build up, nip it in the
bud, be strong enough, responsible enough to avoid taking the first step
that can lead you astray in a big way. And if you are already on this road ...
think about it ... is it worth it? Do you think it is worth it for an icon of world
golf to cheat on his wife? And would you think for a moment that these
things happen all of a sudden, overnight? You go to sleep one night the
paragon of virtue and you wake up the next morning a cheat. Life is just not
like that.

This being said however, two things have to be said about the misbehaviour
of 'those' who are relentlessly hounded by the sleazier sections of the world
media. First let us never condemn - let's leave judgments to God who
knows the whole story. We and our families all live in glass houses.
Secondly the responsibility of talent too, is an issue here. World famous
sports persons, politicians, the judiciary, the clergy, are role models.
People and especially the young and vulnerable look up to them for
guidance of sorts. And this holds true of parents within their own family.
But again | cannot stop emphasizing that no one this side of time can
honestly throw the first stone ... we are all in the same boat ... sinners in
search of forgiveness and redemption.

Forty plus days of Lent are ahead of us. let us not squander yet another
opportunity to move closer to the centre of the family of God, where the love
is greater and warmer. Some of us have lived on the sidelines for far too
long. It's about time now to move closer to the Lord who is close by the
hearth of the family home. The Lord never excludes you from a place by
his side ... you have excluded yourself; you have chosen to live outside or
at the fringes of God's household. The Father God is waiting for you to cut
loose what's holding you back and move closer to his side.

Fr Charles
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THIE SUNIDAY TLITOTRGEGY

Sixth Sunday of the Year 14th February
In today's Gospel we see how Jesus, after choosing his apostles on the
mountain, comes down with them and stands on a level place. Like
Moses, who descended the mountain to deliver God's word to his
people, Jesus descends the mountain to announce his word. In the
presence of the crowds, he addresses his disciples. He speaks the four
beatitudes and the four woes. Each beatitudes is balanced with a
warning.

In the sermon Jesus tells the poor and the hungry, the mournful and the
reviled, that the kingdom of God is for them. They have the first
invitations to enter the kingdom; they are God's preferred people. Jesus
later speaks of the kingdom in terms of a magnificent banquet where the
guest list is composed of a human panorama of rejects. The banquet in
the kingdom is for the forgotten people, the ones most precious in the
eyes of God.

In the upside-down kingdom of Jesus, which has more affinity with the
world of the fairy tale than the world of conventional wisdom, it is the
eldest son, the one who has everything going for him, the one who
inherits the earth's bounty, who is rich and highly regarded, who ends
up with empty hands, who ends up excluding himself from the banquet.
It is the youngest son, the one who is the essence of weakness, the one
with the least going for him, who is forced to rely on any help that comes
his way, who eventually inherits the kingdom.

In the Gospel and the fairy tale, it is the reject, the forgotten one, the
despised one, who eventually finds rest - like poor Lazarus who, after a
lifetime of being ignored, ends up in the bosom of Abraham to live
happily ever after.

In his sermon Jesus does not give a blanket support to poverty,
weeping, hunger and hurt: these are not desirable states to be sought
after, and only a masochist would argue otherwise. As Archbishop
Helder Camera commented: "Saints may be found in slums, but we
cannot retain slums in order to make them the breeding ground of
saints." Destitute poverty is not a condition to be sought after, it is a
condition to be avoided; it deprives human beings of their basic dignity.
That said, it still remains true that Jesus' preference for the poor has a
social basis.

The best commentary on Jesus' sermon is Jesus' own life. Jesus did not
live his life as if he was blessed by God; he lived out his life in the
constant awareness that God did indeed bless him. In the course of that
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