
INTRODUCTION

Last year Lent exploded on us. We’d just settled into our seasonal 
practices—reinvigorated prayer, deeper charity, fasting and making 
space—when the world was rocked by crisis. Driven inward, 
deprived of sacraments, isolated and uncertain, the lenten landscape 
became a real desert, maybe for the first time. 

Some of us got sick. Some of us lost people whose absence can 
never be filled. Some of us lost jobs or had them reinvented in 
ways that were strange, burdensome, or dangerous. The penitential 
season stretched longer than forty days. Spring came anyway, with 
many of us watching from our windows. Each flower seemed ach-
ingly lovely, a promise that hope does not disappoint those brave 
enough to hold onto it.

Our world will continue to be broken for a while. There remains 
peril in proximity, especially for the physically vulnerable. The 
struggle to make ends meet continues to be a challenge for those 
who can’t easily reinvent themselves for the new reality. But as we’ve 
learned in a long year of soul-searching, for too many of us, these 
things were true before. Equality in health care, housing, educa-
tion, and economic opportunity slumbers in the fantasy stage of 
the American Dream.

So we enter this new season of repentance with a lot on our 
minds and in our hearts. Let’s mend our world together, commit-
ting to the common good as we seek to heal body and soul. Let’s 
reimagine community through the benevolent eyes of Jesus.
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FEBRUARY 17  P  Ash Wednesday
JOEL 2:12–18   »   2 CORINTHIANS 5:20—6:2   »   MATTHEW 6:1–6, 16–18

The Beloved Community
Call an assembly! Gather the people, sanctify the congregation.    
» JOEL 2:15–16

Sometimes, you have to lose something to know what you had. 
Losing access to sacraments last year was a shock to the system. 
We quickly appreciated that losing community was even harder. 
Not just the Sunday assembly: the ability to gather with anyone, 
anywhere.

Since the original lockdown, we’ve re-engaged as a society care-
fully. We mastered virtual means of gathering and sharing to keep 
a window open on community for the most vulnerable. Still, we’ve 
yet to venture far into the territory of the “Beloved Community,” a 
term coined by philosopher Josiah Royce. The Beloved Community 
became the centerpiece of Martin Luther King’s vision. To King, this 
vision is a realm where the good things of life are available to all.

To become the Beloved Community, we have to agree that 
hunger, homelessness, prejudice, and violence are intolerable and 
inhuman. We have to choose love and trust over fear and hate. This 
is a big agenda. But Lent isn’t a season of small dreams. We’re taking 
a journey from death into life. We can afford to think big.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Wear ashes mindfully today. Fast from fear 
and hate. Dine on love and trust.

PRAYER  F  God, help us embrace the vision of Jesus, who gave himself 
for the life of the world.
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FEBRUARY 18  P  Thursday after Ash Wednesday
DEUTERONOMY 30:15–20   »   LUKE 9:22–25

Life Is the Best Option 
“Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may live.”    
» DEutErOnOmy 30:19

When someone offers you a clean choice, death or life, most of us 
are pretty clear that the best answer is life. The decision gets cloud-
ier, however, embedded in experiences, where these options often 
come in disguise. What seems like a lively choice in the moment 
may lead down a dark path of losses.

Let’s return to Josiah Royce and his original blueprints for com-
munity. This philosopher noted that the natural community is pred-
atory: get what you can, and never mind who pays the price. This 
behavior seems reasonable to the predator, who lives off the weak 
and vulnerable. But the community that feeds off its own reaps no 
community at all.

The alternative is the community of grace. This is a genuine com-
munity built on loyalty to a common ideal. It aspires to something 
higher than one’s personal good. It recognizes that the common 
good is the only real way to serve the personal good. Rule of thumb: 
if it’s good for everybody, it’s good for you. If it’s bad for anybody, 
it’s bad for everybody.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Who may be harmed by my attitudes,  
my politics, my values?

PRAYER  F  Lord, you are the way, the truth, and the life. Lead me  
in the path of life.
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FEBRUARY 19  P  Friday after Ash Wednesday
ISAIAH 58:1–9A   »   MATTHEW 9:14–15

Building a Better Fast
Lo, on your fast day you carry out your own pursuits.    
» IsaIah 58:3

Long-time lenten practitioners know the drill. We observe only two 
actual fast days this season: Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. These 
include abstinence from meat and allow for one meal and two small 
fast breaks. On Fridays during Lent, we simply abstain from meat. In 
my Catholic grade school that meant lunch period brought “Friday 
hoagies”: buns full of lettuce and a thin slice of anemic tomato.

Biblical people had their own version of fasting with the usual 
short-term food deprivation. They also wore sackcloth, made of goat 
or camel hair, and poured ashes on their heads. A curtailed diet can 
be irritating enough. Wearing annoying fabrics and not bathing 
might put some of us over the edge.

Turns out, none of this is what God has in mind as a genuine 
show of repentance. Rather, undo the burdens of the oppressed. 
Feed the hungry. Shelter the homeless. Protect the vulnerable. Fast 
from the injustice of a predatory social order, in which the powerful 
benefit from the labor of the powerless. Food for thought.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Abstain from profiting from unjust 
practices. Withdraw support from businesses that prey on  
the poor.

PRAYER  F  God, make me hunger for equality. Open my hands  
to be generous, as you are generous.
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FEBRUARY 20  P  Saturday after Ash Wednesday
ISAIAH 58:9B–14   »   LUKE 5:27–32

All Are Welcome
Jesus said to him, “Follow me.” And leaving everything behind,  
Levi got up and followed him.   » LukE 5:27–28

When I was little, some members of the family were more welcome 
than others. Some neighbors were favored and others disdained. 
Even Catholics in town were ranked according to ethnicity and pre-
sumed stereotypes. It seemed acceptable to reject people based on 
who they were or the choices they made. But it felt wrong.

Jesus claims a tax collector as a disciple. He follows this up by 
dining at a house full of undesirables. This can be a little confus-
ing to anybody who still thinks it’s okay to write certain people off. 
Jesus meets Levi at his post, so there’s no question that Jesus knows 
what Levi does for a living. He’s a traitor, lining his pockets for his 
efforts on behalf of the Romans. Obviously he’s a bad guy. Who 
would welcome him? 

Jesus does. He likewise accepts the hospitality of this villain. As 
a result, Levi flips and joins the Jesus team. He even becomes the 
evangelist Matthew. What a strategy! Welcome in the bad guy—
until there are no more bad guys.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  No one can be transformed by love  
when they’re outside the circle of its embrace.

PRAYER  F  Gracious God, transform my heart so I can dine comfortably 
with the enemy.
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FEBRUARY 21  P  First Sunday of Lent
GENESIS 9:8–15   »   1 PETER 3:18–22   »   MARK 1:12–15

God Rules!
“The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel.”    
» mark 1:15

“Kingdom” is an old-fashioned word to folks who live in a democ-
racy. It evokes castles, drawbridges, and royalty in crowns. It’s a term 
best reserved for fairy tales.

In modern slang, something or someone “rules” when they’re of 
the highest quality. As in: Unique Dark Chocolate-Coated Pretzel Splits 
rule the snack bar! (Which, seriously, they do.)

The central teaching of Jesus, interestingly, is not to promote 
himself as ruler of a kingdom. It’s about that kingdom itself, better 
understood as the realm of God. It’s where God rules, and not just 
in quality. The kingdom is the hour in which God’s will is done on 
earth as it is in heaven. It’s the fulfillment of the Lord’s Prayer.

So when does God actually rule? Right now: wherever the divine 
will is being accomplished. The kingdom is near because it’s a 
simple decision away. All you and I have to do to inhabit that realm 
is to turn and embrace gospel values: justice, peace, mercy, hope. 
Let’s meet in the kingdom soon!

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  God doesn’t rule in the parts of my life 
where I am large and in charge.

PRAYER  F  All-powerful God, rule over my heart, my thoughts,  
my actions, my goals.
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FEBRUARY 22  P  The Chair of Saint Peter the Apostle
1 PETER 5:1–4   »   MATTHEW 16:13–19

The Big Chair 
“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”    
» matthEw 16:13

Parents do it. So do teachers, bosses, governors, pastors. In every 
grouping, somebody carries ultimate responsibility. The buck stops 
with them. They’re the last court of appeal. It’s not easy sitting in 
that chair. The weight of the welfare of others bears down on the 
one who wields authority.

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Chair of Peter, honoring the 
office of the church’s ultimate decider. But in matters of faith, the 
pope isn’t really the highest authority. Even he must bow before 
the God who is all in all. The one who occupies Peter’s Chair has 
to entrust his discernment to the power of the Holy Spirit, and to 
disciplines of prayer, the wisdom of consulters, and the wealth of 
church tradition.

You and I might consider how we utilize the authority we pos-
sess. We have the power to vote and to make our voices heard. We 
control the wallop of the wallet. Perhaps most importantly, we have 
the crucial influence of our example before those who know us 
every hour. How do you use the clout of your example to make the 
world a more compassionate place?

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Make a list of the values that shape  
the way you make decisions.

PRAYER  F  Wisdom of God, be with me, always at work in me.
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FEBRUARY 23  P  Tuesday of the First Week  P  Saint Polycarp
ISAIAH 55:10–11   »   MATTHEW 6:7–15

Don’t Babble. Burn! 
“In praying, do not babble like the pagans.”    
» matthEw 6:7

Some of us don’t respond well to imperatives. But this one comes 
straight from Jesus: don’t babble when you pray! Multiplying pious 
words isn’t what prayer’s about. If you find yourself babbling—and 
I do it myself—be quiet for a minute and send a plumb line to the 
bottom of your heart. What’s really going on down there? Bring that 
to God instead.

Saint Polycarp, whose memorial we observe today, is crisp and 
direct in his witness. First-century bishop of Smyrna (in modern-
day Turkey), Polycarp was a student of the apostle John and possibly 
ordained by him. The name means “much fruit” and his martyrdom 
proved it. “Hear it plainly. I am a Christian,” Polycarp declared at his 
trial. “For 86 years I have served Jesus Christ and he has never aban-
doned me. How could I curse my blessed king and savior?”

Impassioned by his faith, Polycarp was sentenced to burn at the 
stake. The fire wouldn’t take him. They had to stab him instead. 
Polycarp’s fervor seems far removed from our tame churchgoing. 
What would it be like to have faith that burns hotter than fire?

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  When have you felt most impassioned  
in your faith? What ignites your prayer?

PRAYER  F  Lord, enkindle in me the fire of your love.
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FEBRUARY 24  P  Wednesday of the First Week
JONAH 3:1–10   »   LUKE 11:29–32

This Is a Bad Sign 
“No sign will be given [this generation] except the sign of Jonah.”    
» LukE 11:29

Forty days till life as we know it is over? This is Jonah’s sign: the 
uh-oh doomsday prediction. Jonah doesn’t ride in a fish’s belly 
for three days and nights to issue party invitations. He comes to 
announce to the Ninevites that the Party’s Over.

But no worries: things work out for the Ninevites. They repent 
and get their acts together overnight. Most nations don’t respond so 
comprehensively when the doomsday clock is ticking. Our genera-
tion has received the sign of Jonah repeatedly: nuclear nightmares, 
terrorism, climate change, pandemic. What might it take to get us 
to make like the Ninevites: to repent our division and to embrace a 
collaborative, restorative future?

Forty days, months, years. Apocalypse always brews in some 
corner of the planet, issuing a warning for those with ears to hear. 
Apocalypse creaked as the gate swung shut on Adam and Eve, 
flowed through Noah’s story, and groaned with slaves in Egypt and 
exiles in Babylon. Jesus talks apocalypse to Jerusalem before it’s 
destroyed. We can’t say we haven’t been warned.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  What are the obstacles to a collaborative 
future? What can I do to clear the way?

PRAYER  F  Jesus, you pray that all might be one. Guide us into a future 
of healing and unity.
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FEBRUARY 25  P  Thursday of the First Week
ESTHER C:12, 14–16, 23–25   »   MATTHEW 7:7–12

Fork in the Road
“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find.”    
» matthEw 7:7

This way to God’s kingdom; that way to apocalypse. Is there any 
doubt which path to take? Jesus provides ample instruction direct-
ing us to God’s good realm. Care for the meek and poor, for mourn-
ers and justice seekers. Treat people as you hope to be treated. The 
celestial GPS recommends flipping our priorities: away from the 
haves, toward the have-nots.

These are simple directions. Ask. Seek. God awaits us in the 
realm where conditions are favorable for all. All we have to do to 
get there is to go there. But first, we must want the common good 
more than our personal good. Ask. Seek. The good world is yours 
as soon as it’s everybody’s.

Queen Esther in the earlier story demonstrates how to pray with 
abandon. She seeks the welfare of the whole community even when 
her own comfort isn’t in jeopardy. The secure must fight for those 
at risk. The healthy must care for the sick. The citizen must make 
room for the stranger. Because the other road leads to apocalypse.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Which road am I on, kingdom or 
apocalypse? How much do I invest in the common good?

PRAYER  F  Merciful God, I deeply desire to live in your just  
and peaceful realm.
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FEBRUARY 26  P  Friday of the First Week
EZEKIEL 18:21–28   »   MATTHEW 5:20–26

Build a Fence Around the Rule
“Whoever is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment.”    
» matthEw 5:22

We’re all tempted to cut corners sometimes. Quarantine for ten 
days; isn’t a week enough? Wash my hands thoroughly after touch-
ing public surfaces; won’t a quick rinse do? We cut corners on rules 
because, frankly, we think we can get away with it. And sometimes 
we can. But that kind of thinking opens doors to risk.

Rabbis teach the prudence of building a fence around the 
law. They say: do more, not less, than is strictly necessary, to err 
on the safe side. We see Jesus building a fence around the Ten 
Commandments. Thou shalt not kill? How about not harboring 
anger in your heart, period? Thou shalt not commit adultery? How 
about not entertaining lust at all? Tithe to the temple? How about 
giving away everything you have and following me? 

Jesus builds a sturdy fence around the law by interpreting it as 
broadly as possible. When tempted to take the easy way out, recon-
sider. Embrace the more challenging route.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Abstain from meat—and also shortcuts. 
Remember: The way to violence is through hating. The way to 
cruelty is through selfishness.

PRAYER  F  Your self-sacrificing love is beautiful, my God. Make my 
heart like your heart.
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FEBRUARY 27  P  Saturday of the First Week
DEUTERONOMY 26:16–19   »   MATTHEW 5:43–48

Asking the Impossible
“Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.”    
» matthEw 5:44

Enemies, by definition, are not our friends. They seek to injure, 
overthrow, or eliminate us, depending on the gravity of the antago-
nism. I had a boss who qualified as an enemy. She didn’t support 
my efforts. She reversed my decisions on my days off. She shouted 
at me abusively in front of others. After a bitter year of struggle, she 
finally fired me. 

How could I learn to love such a person, who made every hour 
we shared under the same roof miserable? I struggled with Jesus’ 
words and felt their sting. Years passed. I had other jobs, earned 
more positive evaluations. Still I continued to reflect on that former 
boss’s criticisms. With more perspective, I gradually concluded 
they weren’t unfair. True, she and I didn’t share values or priorities 
regarding ministry. But she was in charge and I worked for her. It 
was my job to adjust my efforts to her expectations, or to convince 
her to change. I did neither. She was right to fire me. I wasn’t play-
ing on her team. Our enemies can teach us much, if we let them.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  What lessons have you learned from 
oppositional relationships?

PRAYER  F  Lord, bless my enemies, and bring us to a great 
understanding through each other.
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