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LENTEN PASTORAL LETTER 2014 

THE JOY OF MERCY 
 

To the priests, deacons, men and women religious, and Catholic faithful: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 

Some of the greatest memories of my youth were formed at my childhood parish—Epiphany of Our Lord.  Two in 

particular involved my parish’s famous Lenten fish fries and our devotional practice of praying the Stations of the 

Cross.  These Friday activities always brought me great joy and helped me to focus on the true meaning of the Lenten 

season. Far from being a season of sadness, Lent is a time to renew ourselves in the joy of God’s mercy for it is mercy 

that regains for us our lost joy.  It is also a time for renewing this joy within our parish communities.   
 

God’s Health Care Program.  Baptism marks the beginning of our life-long conversion which challenges us to be 

ever attentive to our spiritual health and that of others. Just as a contagious virus can infect a body and cause illness 

and disease and affect the health of others, so it is especially true of sin and the health of our soul.  For this reason, the 

Church reminds us of God’s health care program which we should stay enrolled in throughout the year.  What 

exercise, diet, and medical treatments are for the body, the triad of penitential practices—prayer, fasting and 

almsgiving—are for the soul.  And the “Urgent Care” facility and treatment we should frequent regularly are the 

confessional and the Eucharist, the “medicine of immortality.”   
 

A Lenten Heart.  Lent is not about “giving up” something, but about giving something—sharing the joy of God’s 

love and mercy and our many blessings with others without counting the cost (Mt 10:8).  This is the “Lenten Heart” of 

which Pope Francis speaks, for joy is never solitary, but exists to the degree we share it with others.  Our heart 

mustn’t be like the Dead Sea which in having no purifying outlet for the waters of life it receives, stagnates and dies 

instead.  We should join our heart, even when pierced by others with a sword of injury or offense, to the Sacred Heart 

of Christ pierced by our offenses so that the love and mercy that flows from His heart might also flow from ours.   
 

Best Health Practices. As a trilogy is incomplete if even one of its three stories is ignored, so the penitential practices 

of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving should be embraced together.  Christ prayed, fasted, and suffered for us, completely 

pouring Himself out for love of us so that we might do likewise for love of others.  Penance helps us to grow and 

brings us into more intimate contact with Christ, enlarging our capacity for His love so as to better be His face, voice, 

and hands to others.  Let us then reflect upon the Church’s “best health care practices” which are not just for Lent, but 

should be a part of our everyday health care program of love, mercy and joy.   
 

Prayer. In an age of communication technology, “call plans” allow us to easily stay “connected” with others, but at a 

price.  But God’s “call plan”—prayer—is free and has no limits on minutes.  And even better, God is the one who 

first calls us, repeating as it were the first words to fallen Adam, “Where are you?” (Gn 3:9). We need only to answer 

to begin a life-long conversation.  Like Pope Francis who recently called a monastery in Spain and left a message on 

the nuns’ answering machine, calling back later in order to speak with them, God leaves us messages and keeps 

calling us until we answer.  Prayer is God’s gift to us because He knows that “we do not know how to pray as we 

ought” (Rom 8:26), so He gives us the Holy Spirit to help us.  Lent is the perfect time to repeat the request of the 

disciples—“Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1).  Formal prayers are of great value, beginning with the Lord’s Prayer, 

but God loves the simple expressions of our heart for the Holy Spirit helps us even when we don’t know what to say.  
 

 

 



 

The School of Prayer.  An excellent way of fostering prayer is to set aside 10 or 15 minutes each day in order to read 

the four Gospels.  As you begin to read, you will find that prayer naturally springs from your heart and a wonderful 

dialogue begins as the written Word takes on life within your heart.  Psalms are also an essential food for our prayer 

and a wonderful way to foster and grow in our dialogue with God.  Such a daily practice also enriches the Rosary, 

another excellent way of praying and reflecting upon the Gospel and our Redemption.  Some find the handy monthly 

devotional booklet, the “Magnificat,” a wonderful aid to prayer which includes the daily Mass readings and 

reflections.  For those interested in the Church’s official daily prayer, the Liturgy of the Hours, they can visit 

http://divineoffice.org/ and discover the beauty of this “school of prayer.” Of course, the Mass is the preeminent way 

of praying with the Church and attendance at weekday Mass is highly encouraged if one is able to.   
 

Stations of the Cross.   Of the many devotions, the Stations of the Cross are certainly one of the Church’s most 

recommended.  In the 14 Stations of the Cross, we discover our own cross in Christ’s and find our sufferings enriched 

with greater meaning.  In them, we learn to love and to give of ourselves as Christ gives—without measure and with 

joy.  And by drawing near to His cross, our daily crosses are less likely to become a cross and a mortification to 

others.  I highly encourage you to participate in your parish’s Friday Stations of the Cross devotion.  
 

Fasting.  As moderation in food and drink are highly beneficial for the health of our body, fasting and abstinence are 

even more so for our spiritual health.  Unfortunately, these practices today are perhaps the most misunderstood and 

undervalued disciplines of our faith.  Fasting is the very soul of prayer and was the first discipline asked by God of 

Adam who was to abstain from just one fruit in the Garden of Eden (Gn 2:16-17).  Fasting helps us to hunger more for 

God and to strengthen our desire to serve Him and our neighbor instead of our self.  Fasting helps us to be more 

generous in our alms in helping those who because of poverty suffer an involuntary fast.   
 

Times of Fasting and Abstinence.  For those between the ages of eighteen and fifty-nine, Ash Wednesday and Good 

Friday are days of fasting.  Additionally, those age fourteen and over are to abstain from meat on these days and on all 

the Fridays of Lent and on all Friday’s of the year unless we substitute some other form of penance for abstinence. 

The Church also asks that we abstain from food and drink one hour before Holy Communion.  Technically, a day of 

fast means we take only one full meal during the day, along with two smaller meals that together should not equal that 

of another full meal. Abstinence from meat on Fridays does not mean we should substitute lobster and shrimp in its 

place as this does not express the spirit of penance that is meant to express the sacrifice of a “humbled, contrite heart” 

(Ps 51:19) joined with that of Christ’s upon Calvary.  Let us not forget the sacredness of the Fridays of our life. 
 

Almsgiving.   What fasting is for the soul, almsgiving is for Body of Christ.  Almsgiving reminds us that we should 

not live for ourselves, but for God and for our neighbor.  We are stewards, not masters, of God’s many blessings, and 

by sharing the very gift of ourselves and our resources we increase our capacity for sharing as Christ does—without 

measure.  Even if we should be limited in what we can share, it is the love with which it is offered that marks its true 

value (Mk 12:41-44). Our fasting from material things and foods should lend to a greater giving of alms. 
 

Examples of Almsgiving.  Besides your generosity to the Bishop’s Appeal and to the needs of your parish church, 

participation in Operation Rice Bowl is a wonderful way to help Catholic Relief Services (CRS) in their most 

important work of helping the poor around the world.  Twenty-five percent of our Rice Bowl offering to CRS stays in 

the diocese to help Catholic Charities of East Tennessee with their important works of mercy.  On Ash Wednesday, 

there will be a national collection to aid the Church in Central and Eastern Europe devastated from decades of harsh 

communist rule. And on Good Friday, we will take up a special collection for the education of our 20 seminarians – 

the future of the priesthood in our diocese.  Your generosity in giving alms is one that benefits the physical and the 

spiritual needs of our diocese—in growing our response to the poor and needy and in growing our diocese. 
 

Joy in God’s Mercy.  Whatever happened to Barabbas after Christ was led off to be crucified?  Scripture is strangely 

silent about him.  Perhaps the reason why is because the story of Barabbas is to be written by each of us with joy in 

response to the gift of Christ’s mercy and forgiveness.  I pray your Lent brings you closer to the joy of God’s mercy.  

http://divineoffice.org/

