Letter to the clergy: Lent 2007
Dear Brothers in Christ,

I am glad of the opportunity of greeting you at the start of Lent. This is perhaps the most important season in the Church’s year. I say that because we cannot think of Lent without its conclusion at Easter and Pentecost. 

And so perhaps we should think of Easter as summertime and Pentecost as autumn – the time of mellow fruitfulness, The gifts of the spirit are the fruits of Our Lord’s passion, death and resurrection.

Our Holy Father Pope Benedict has issued a very beautiful message for Lent reflecting what he wrote in his first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est. He dwelt there upon the theme of love.

Those of you who have read that encyclical will recall his distinction between eros and agape. He explains: “The word eros denotes the love of one who desires to possess what he or she lacks and yearns for union with the beloved.”

Whereas “the term agape which appears many times in the New Testament indicates a self giving love of one who looks exclusively for the good of the other.”

Since there can be no lack in the love of God, it is natural that we think of God’s love as essentially that of agape. Yet the Holy Father is prepared to suggest that on the cross we experience the eros of God and he quotes an early source: “Eros is indeed that force ‘that does not allow the lover to remain in himself but moves him to become one with the beloved.’” (Pseudo-Dionysius, De divinis nominibus, IV, 712)
And he asks the question: “Is there more ‘mad eros’ (Cabasilas, Vita in Cristo, 648)  than that which led the Son of God to make himself one with us even to the point of suffering as His own the consequences of our offences?”

Lent is surely the time for us to empty ourselves of all that cannot substitute for God, in order that we may recognise our want of him and be filled with His love: “With a more fervent participation let us direct our gaze, therefore, in this time of penance and prayer, to Christ crucified, who, dying on Calvary, revealed fully for us the love of God.”

These are high thoughts and they can inspire us.

As priests we need to translate such language into words our people can grasp, though perhaps it is sufficient to turn their gaze towards the crucifix remembering what Jesus said: “When I am lifted up from the earth I will draw all to myself.” (John 12, 32)
With all the skill that we inherently have and learn we must turn the gaze of our people towards Christ in his suffering humanity, for only then and only from there as from a fountain, can they draw refreshing strength and live a life worthy of their “vocation” as Christians – a vocation which ends not at Calvary but with Christ in his glorious resurrection.
That is the personal challenge we all receive, and which in addition, is addressed to us as teachers in the faith for passing on to others in word and witness.
I wish you and your people a fruitful Lent. I look forward to being with you for the Station Masses in each of the Deaneries.

Yours devotedly in Christ

+Mario

Archbishop

Note: This letter is by way of a précis of Pope Benedict’s inspiring message and was originally prepared as a contribution to Logos, the electronic newsletter for Catholic teachers from the Education Faculty of Glasgow University.  As priests we are teachers, and witnesses of God’s love manifested in Christ.
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