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Memories of a Lenten past
There is something about the special seasons of the church year which bring back memories of 
the past. Like indelible ink which leaves its trace, there are experiences from childhood which 
remain a part of all our lives. !
Religion, culture, devotional practices and life itself were all intertwined. It's hard to celebrate All 
Soul's Day in November without recalling the challenge to stop in church and pray the six Our 
Fathers and Hail Marys for the poor souls in purgatory. !
The annual parish novena in honor of St. Theresa of Lisieux, known as The Little Flower, was a 
"must" which made me wonder even then how such a young person who died in this century 
was already declared a saint. It was only later that I would discover the giftedness of this young 
Carmelite nun. !

Childhood memories of Lent!
However, the season of Lent had its own special regimen and expectations. There was a sense 
of pride in seeing who in our class would have the largest trace of ashes on our foreheads and 
who could keep visible longest this solemn reminder of the beginning of Lent. !
It was just automatically presumed that you gave up candy and movies for Lent. Extra Masses 
were scheduled for each day to help you keep a commitment to go to daily Mass. And the week 
would always end on Friday afternoon with the Stations of the Cross in the darkness of a church 
lit only by the candles which servers carried and who stopped in front of each station for prayer 
and silence. !
I remember eighth grade sophistry which raised the question whether Sundays counted as part 
of Lent since there were 46 days between Ash Wednesday and Easter. And, of course, the 
whole Lenten season stopped for St. Patrick's Day which was our pastor's birthday. !
Halfway through Lent, the bleak purple vestments would give way to a bright rose color for the 
fourth Sunday of Lent which was called Laetare Sunday. It served as a reminder to us, as I 
remember, that half of Lent remained and there was still a chance to begin again. !
And it would all end with Holy Week with its rituals of light and darkness, the listening to the 
Passion narrative while daring to stand absolutely still, and the unveiling of the statues which 
had been covered with purple. There was the special celebration of Easter confession at the end 
of Lent. And Easter would always bring, no matter how financially strapped my parents were, 
new shoes and new clothes to celebrate the new life of the resurrection. !
It is definitely amazing how many different practices were part of my life which conveyed 
powerful religious messages of sin and grace, life and death, penance and forgiveness, and a 
deep awareness of the life, passion, death and resurrection of Jesus.  
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Questions for today!
These memories of a Catholic childhood are not an exercise in religious nostalgia, nor are they 
a cry for a return to an earlier era. Yet, on this eve of Ash Wednesday, as I write these 
reflections, I can't help but wonder if the values of past experiences might not be appropriated 
for my life today. Do I allow Lent to touch my life today as it once did? Do I see Lent as an 
opportunity to renew the commitments made at Baptism to walk with the Lord, despite the cost? 
Do I see Lent as an invitation to appreciate the journey of the hundreds of catechumens who will 
be baptized here in the Church of Western Washington at the Easter Vigil? Do I see Lent as a 
time to deepen my life of faith and to grow in a relationship to the Lord? !
These are valid questions and childhood memories could well prompt me to capture the best 
from my past to challenge me today. It might be far too easy to give up movies and candy when 
there are far more radical choices available to me. !
I have always appreciated the Stations of the Cross, but I must try to see how they come alive 
today - how Jesus falls each time a homeless person drops on a city street for a moment's rest, 
how the poor and hungry carry their cross, how the crucifixion continues today in acts of 
violence, racism, and harassment. I must try to discover even more in the daily celebration of 
the Eucharist the meaning of Christ's sacrifice and the gift of His love. !

Lent - 1992!
Yes, it all begins again this week. Ashes are imposed on our forehead and the prayer is said: 
"Turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel." There's no doubt about it. Lent calls for a 
reversal of values and a cry for fidelity. It's a turning away from sin in all the ways in which it 
takes shape in my life and a turning towards the Lord. !
Hopefully, memories of a childhood Lent will help make the coming forty days a time of grace for 
me. May this Lenten season be a special time of grace and peace for you as well. 
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