With today’s Gospel reading, we move from last month’s concerns about roofs possibly collapsing from too much snow to a focus on the foundation not simply of buildings but of lives.  With Ash Wednesday coming this week, we’re asked to go from top to bottom, to examine the foundation of our lives with the same diligence that was shown so recently to snow loads on roofs.

During, February, schools, businesses, homes, all took very seriously the possibility of damage from too much snow.  Roofs were constantly inspected.  In freezing weather, every effort was made to clear potentially damaging snow and ice from roofs.  If we weren’t on the roofs ourselves, we certainly saw the pictures of those shoveling deep drifts to ease the burden on the roof.

As we prepare for Lent, last month’s images serve as a reminder of the loads each one of us is called to shovel from our lives if we’re truly to be secure for Easter.

There are two very strong statements Jesus makes in today’s Gospel reading:

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.”  A very strong warning from Jesus that it’s not enough to recognize him in our lives; we have to live life in him.

And then the other warning: “Everyone who listens to these words of mine, but does not act on them will be like a fool who built his house on sand.  The rains fell, the floods came, and the wind blew and buffeted the house.  And it collapsed and was completely ruined.”

Basically we’re being told from the lord himself that it’s not lip service he wants but commitment to living out his teachings; otherwise we’ll collapse and be completely ruined.

That’s where the importance of Lent comes in.

From ancient times, Lent has been a special time of year: a time to perform an in-depth evaluation of the faith on which our life is founded, an opportunity to focus on where we are going with our lives, especially in terms of our Christian values, a time to contemplate our mortality and repent of our sins, a time for an assessment of our potential as spiritual beings, made in the image and likeness of God. We examine where we’re falling behind in our spiritual growth and make fresh resolves to carry on in our Christian calling with renewed vigor and enthusiasm. The mood is somber, yet full of promise. It is a journey from ashes to Easter.

Lent is the time to evaluate our priorities in the light of Christ; it is the time to reorganize our life-style to meet more fully the challenges Christ offers us as in today’s Gospel.  Lent means that it’s not enough simply to have our foreheads dabbed with ashes.  The outward sign has to match the inner self. It is up to us to take advantage of the moment, and accept the graces Lent offers. 

How to do all that is the question we face as Lent approaches.  We know there must be prayer, we know there must be sacrifice, we know there must be almsgiving.  But we’re not always sure of the best way to undertake all three.  We understand that it’s better for Lent to give of myself, but it’s easier often just to give up something for Lent.

What are we to do about prayer for example?  Remember the age-old definition of prayer: raising the mind and heart to God.  Prayer really begins with an examination of conscience: an honest appraisal of God’s role in my life.  If God isn’t central to my life, then I know there’s work to be done to make Him so.  And when I realize that, then, it’s time for the sacrament of reconciliation, for confession, to shovel away the debris and strengthen the faith at the foundation of my life.  After that, there can be a greater concentration on the traditional prayers of the Church from the rosary to the Divine Office; then, there can be a concerted effort to engage in meditation on a regular basis; or, my favorite, then, there can be a determination to participate in Mass each day.  Those are just a few examples of what we can do about prayer.

Next, what are we to do about sacrifice?  Here, there are aspects both of self-giving and of giving something up.  As children almost every Catholic remembers giving something up for Lent.  Even today the Church asks us to give up some food during Lent: giving up meat every Friday during Lent, and fasting on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday.  Granted the fasting asked is not overwhelming since all it involves is taking a full meal with two smaller ones and no food in between.  Still, it is one form of giving up, and there are others to consider as well: for many people alcohol and sweets top the list of things to be given up, but there are hundreds of choices.  And don’t forget self-giving, helping someone else just for the sake of helping.  Many of us know caregivers – they give of themselves every day.  Who cares for a caregiver?  Could you possibly offer to substitute for one of them to get some free time?  Or, as the bumper sticker has it: “Do something nice for no apparent reason.”  Imagination is the only limit on what we can do as sacrifice.

Finally, what are we to do about almsgiving?  Almsgiving seems to be readily apparent – the word is self-explanatory: it means to give alms.  But, what really are alms?

It’s interesting that originally the word meant compassion, mercy, especially toward the poor.  It still retains much of that meaning, although today it’s more often defined simply as charitable giving.  I think for Lent, however, the older meaning of compassion, mercy is still operative.  Our heart has to be in our charitable giving.

There are so many worthy causes that we can help during Lent.  I hope you will permit me to speak of one in particular.  It’s the Annual Catholic Appeal that our Diocese of Springfield has been undertaking for more than fifty years.  Its purpose is simple: it seeks to provide a way for “Neighbor Helping Neighbor.”  The alms given to the Annual Catholic Appeal provide compassionate help and assistance to people in need throughout the four counties of Western Massachusetts: Berkshire, Franklin, Hampden and Hampshire.  Funds received by the Annual Catholic Appeal go to support the ministries and programs of more than forty different programs, institutions and agencies, each with a special expertise in providing help and assistance to neighbors in need throughout the four counties.  

This Lent the Diocese once again asks your help in helping others.  I ask for your prayers for those in need and for your alms, your compassionate Lenten gift, to the Annual Catholic Appeal.  It’s a special example of undertaking Lenten almsgiving.

If I may return to the example in today’s Gospel.  Lent helps us to examine the faith at the foundation of our lives.  Lent seeks to assist us in strengthening that foundation by focusing us on a deeper relationship with God through a more intensive prayer life.  Lent seeks to assist us in a stronger relationship with neighbor by challenging us to sacrifice and compassionate almsgiving.

May your Lent be well-founded.  May it result in an ever more meaningful Easter. 
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