
Introduction

Heroes. Teachers. Mentors. Guides. We instinctively seek out people 
who can show us how to live. Because life doesn’t come with an 
owner’s manual. And some chapters of our story are hairier than 
others. How do we choose between competing goods—or appar-
ent evils? Who do we consult when we’re lost? How do we behave 
in times of betrayal? Where does courage come from? How do we 
move forward when a dream dies? How do we recover our sense 
of self when our health is threatened? How do we pull ourselves 
together and go on after we lose someone essential to our happiness?

Nothing is happening for the first time when it happens to us. 
We’re not the first ones to ask questions or seek answers. We’re not 
alone in needing to dig deeper than ever before to find the resources 
to become the person we want to be—especially when circum-
stances seem to conspire to make us someone else entirely.

Lent is the season when we as church dig a little deeper—
together. Through the stories of this season, we meet many biblical 
people who guide us, by word and example, to living faithfully and 
effectively. Some even demonstrate how to live heroically, for those 
who want to reach higher. Are you ready for these forty days? Let’s 
move to Easter together, in the companionship of those who know 
this road by heart.

TWENTY-THIRD PUBLICATIONS  A division of Bayard; One Montauk Avenue, Suite 200; New London, CT 06320 
(860) 437-3012 or (800) 321-0411; www.twentythirdpublications.com

Copyright ©2020 Alice Camille. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any manner  
without prior written permission of the publisher. Write to the Permissions Editor. 

ISBN: 978-1-62785-505-1  P  Cover art: ©Shutterstock.com  P  Printed in the U.S.A.

SAMPLE 

© Twenty-Third
 

Public
atio

ns 



2

FEBRUARY 26  P  Ash Wednesday
JOEL 2:12–18   »   2 CORINTHIANS 5:20—6:2   »   MATTHEW 6:1–6, 16–18

Joel 
K NOW W H AT T I M E  I T I S

Rend your hearts, not your garments, and return to the Lord, your God.   » joel 2:13

For Catholics everywhere, the world turns purple today. In liturgi-
cal time, this means a penitential season has begun. Why do pen-
ance? Because things aren’t as they should be, nor are we. Healing 
the world requires contemplation, sacrifice, and deliberate action. 
It costs something to be made whole.

If this isn’t your first Lent, you know the deal: fasting, prayer, 
almsgiving—simple instructions to be unpacked in many ways. 
Today we fast from food and particularly abstain from meat, as we 
do on Good Friday many weeks from now. We also abstain from 
meat each Friday. It’s hardly inconvenient to select another entrée 
once a week. Consider it an identity marker. Wear the social name 
tag: “No meat, please. I’m Catholic.”

What the prophet Joel reminds us, as he blows his fateful trum-
pet, is that the texture of time is officially changing. Resolve to 
change with it! What you choose to do is up to you. Make it mean-
ingful. Feel the difference. Stretch yourself. Exercise your soul. 

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Wear ashes today. Fast from junk food or 
junk activities. Pray more, differently, better. Give away money, 
time, attention, love.

PRAYER  F  You know what’s broken, Lord, and what needs to be fixed. 
Show me the way.
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FEBRUARY 27  P  Thursday after Ash Wednesday
DEUTERONOMY 30:15–20   »   LUKE 9:22–25

Son of Man  
T H E  G O D  W H O  I S  L I K E  US

“The Son of Man must suffer greatly and be rejected…and on the third day be raised.”    
» lUKe 9:22

Let’s put something on the table before we go a step deeper into 
Lent. As my theology professor used to say: “The cosmic joke is 
that everybody who’s ever lived, has died. What are the chances 
you’ll beat the odds?” The word mortal means death. If you are one, 
you’ve got a cosmic deadline. The fact that you don’t know when it 
is doesn’t make it less certain.

This inconvenient truth comes packaged with others, including 
fallibility and vulnerability. We get hurt. We louse things up. There 
are things we don’t know, or don’t learn before it’s too late to avoid 
the consequences. In fact, there are so many bad angles on mortal-
ity, we might wonder if there are any good ones.

And there are! The wonderful thing about being human is that 
God chose to become one, to live and love and suffer and die like 
us. And all to change the cosmic bet that living means dying, and 
death means The End.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Flesh is grass, Isaiah says. Life is short. If 
today were my last, what would need doing?

PRAYER  F  Source of life, instill in me humility and gratitude for the 
gift of every day.
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FEBRUARY 28  P  Friday after Ash Wednesday
ISAIAH 58:1–9A   »   MATTHEW 9:14–15

Followers of John  
I S  FAST I NG  WO RT H  I T ?

“Why do we and the Pharisees fast much, but your disciples do not fast?”    
» MATTHeW 9:14

Fasting pits the self against the self in the most elemental way pos-
sible. Eating ensures survival, yet in fasting we resist the urge for 
food. A fast can be a means to clarify the blood, as for a medical test. 
It can be a periodic part of a diet regimen. It can also be an effective 
means of protesting existing conditions before powerful authorities.

But the most common fast involves religious motivations. 
A period of fasting disciplines the will. None of us likes to be 
restrained or denied. Yet if the ego isn’t tempered, a host of com-
pulsions may rule: self-service, greed, gluttony, rage, and addictive 
behaviors of every kind. Today’s abstinence from meat is a tiny “no.” 
A day of fasting is a modest “no.” Learn to say no in small ways, so 
the skill is available when you need it.

John the Baptist’s disciples wonder why followers of Jesus don’t 
fast. Jesus doesn’t object to the practice, just the timing. Celebrate 
when it’s time for feasting. Fast when the need for self-denial arrives.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  How have I cleared a space to say no to the 
self this Lent? 

PRAYER  F  Giver of every good thing, may my sacrifices this season teach 
me self-discipline.
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FEBRUARY 29  P  Saturday after Ash Wednesday
ISAIAH 58:9B–14   »   LUKE 5:27–32

The Apostle Levi  
S E T A W I D E  TA B L E

A large crowd of tax collectors and others were at table with them.   » lUKe 5:29

Is there room, in a penitential season, for feasting? Jesus always 
seems glad to join around a table with friends and strangers alike. 
He eats with notorious sinners and some of his enemies. At the close 
of this season, we even find Jesus breaking bread with his betrayer 
Judas. Is there anyone Jesus won’t dine with?

We tend to be choosier about our dinner companions. Imagine 
the twenty-first-century version of a first-century tax collector: some-
one who, without a lick of shame, benefits at the expense of neigh-
bors and friends. We might shun this person at the neighborhood 
barbeque or parish picnic. Jesus makes him a disciple! And because 
Jesus dines with Levi, also known as Matthew, this man who once 
profited from his neighbor’s misery has a change of heart. And all 
of us gain a tradition of gospel teaching that’s fed the church for 
centuries.

People are rarely transformed at arm’s length. If you want to 
defeat the enemy, invite them to supper.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  If I shut “undesirables” out of my circle, 
what wealth might I be missing?

PRAYER  F  My heart is small and my vision limited. Lord, help me to set 
a more generous table.
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MARCH 1  P  First Sunday of Lent
GENESIS 2:7–9; 3:1–7   »   ROMANS 5:12–19 OR 5:12, 17–19   »   MATTHEW 4:1–11

Our First Parents 
C H O O S I NG  B A D LY

“You shall not eat it or even touch it, lest you die.”   » GeNeSIS 3:3b

Those who love us best are in on the secret. Sometimes you and 
I make bad choices. It’s not just eating the ice cream right out of 
the carton until the spoon scrapes the bottom—when no one’s 
looking. It’s also failing to show courage when it’s time to take a 
stand. Talking when we should listen. Buying things we don’t need, 
because the price is right. Staying in our comfort zone at a distance 
from a friend’s distress. That old serpent sings in our ears, and we’re 
lulled into agreement.

Making bad choices is nothing new. It’s almost the oldest story 
in the book—the oldest being creation. God makes a world and 
calls it good. And we poor schmucks immediately go out and find 
a way to add the bad. Is there a remedy for this lunacy? Sure: regret 
the decision, turn around, and start fresh! Repent and be forgiven, 
in church-speak. A sinless life may not be an option. But living past 
sin and deeper into the realm of grace is.

FOR CONTEMPLATION  F  Examine your conscience. Are there things 
you’ve done, or failed to do, that need repenting?

PRAYER  F  Often I disappoint you, myself, and others: create in me a 
clean heart, O God.
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