
In Joy and Hope
by!

 Archbishop Thomas J. Murphy

The Progress

Maybe it's old age, but it seems that more often than I can recall, memories of the past 
come to mind. It is becoming more and more obvious to me that the experiences of 
childhood and youth remain with us far more than we ever realize. It is more than a 
nostalgic trip, but rather an attempt to recapture the signs, the symbols, the dreams and 
hopes that were once a significant part of our lives. !

No set of signs and symbols are as powerful as those found in our religious tradition as 
Roman Catholics. When we celebrate religious seasons in the course of the year, those 
signs and symbols seem to surface to our consciousness. It is worth taking the time to 
resurrect these memories and to rediscover the challenge they present to us. !

From our earliest years, Lent had its own special mystique. It began with the simple and 
profound signing of our foreheads with ashes. As kids, so often we tried to see who could 
keep the sign of ashes on the forehead longest. Maybe it was an excuse to keep from 
washing one's face, but there also was a pride in being part of a community embarked on 
a special religious journey. !

The ancient formula used to impose ashes is still a haunting reminder of one's mortality: 
"Remember, man, that thou art dust and unto dust you shall return." As a child, those 
words had little relevance. Their impact would only come later as death became a far more 
familiar figure to us. Death began to touch the lives of parents, relatives and friends. As we 
grow older, we know that we will also encounter death. !

There would also be the proud announcement of what penance we chose to do for the 
Lenten season. Often, it was giving up candy, movies, or the radio. In that simple call and 
response to repentance, there was far more there than first meets the eye. It would only 
be later in life that the message became clearer. Giving up something that was important 
to us was in reality asking us to give up an addiction, and especially the addiction to sin. 
It's amazing how our addictions change and how we need to identify the addictions in our 
lives today. !

Yes, memories of Lent bring back one powerful message: it is a time to change one's life. 
One of the most powerful ways to celebrate this change was to attend daily Mass during 
Lent and to celebrate the Eucharist. Again, only later have l begun to grasp the powerful 
message that Eucharist offers. !

Eucharist is a celebration of being broken and poured out so that we might become whole. 
Just as individual grains of wheat become a single loaf of bread, and as individual grapes 
become the cup of wine, and the bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ, 
we too must change. 
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The call for change is not a call for change's sake. Rather, it is a call to place our lives in 
perspective, to balance the norms of the world in which we live against the norms of 
Christ, the Gospel and the teaching of the church. When we respond to this challenge, we 
find ourselves under the shadow of the cross and recognize the choices we must make. 
The shadow of the cross could well point out the shadow areas in our own lives that cry 
out for the light of new life that comes with Easter. !

It is easy to dismiss one's childhood memories. Before we do, however, it would be good 
to recall the challenge they still offer to us. From my earliest years, my memories of Lent 
called me to reverence, prayer, penance, Eucharist, reconciliation, and changing my life. 
As I think about it now, these are memories worth resurrecting and living. May God's 
grace and peace be yours. !

Lent: A time for change


