
 A careful reading of the earliest accounts of Jesus’ ministry, the Gospels of Mark, Matthew 

and Luke, tells us something very interesting.  In discussing the Kingdom He’s come to inaugurate 

and will one day return to complete, Jesus very rarely uses abstract language.  He doesn’t deal in 

concepts, and He doesn’t give lectures in theology or moral philosophy.  Instead, to illustrate the path 

He calls us to follow, Jesus uses readily-accessible, concrete examples of real people, living real lives, 

conducting themselves in easily recognizable ways. 

 That’s something important to keep in mind during this Lenten season — and all the time, for 

that matter.  As He makes clear again and again, discipleship, for Jesus, isn’t a matter of saying, but of 

doing.  It isn’t “head-stuff,” it’s “heart-stuff”.  It isn’t what we say we believe, it’s what we really 

believe, something we reveal through our interaction with others. 

 The story Jesus tells about a Pharisee and a tax collector who go to the Temple to pray is a 

telling example of what He teaches discipleship is all about.   

 “The Pharisee,” Jesus says, “took up his position and spoke this prayer to himself, ‘O God, I 

thank you that I am not like the rest of humanity — greedy, dishonest, adulterous — or even like this 

tax collector.”1  The Pharisee, in other words, is quite pleased with himself.  Why shouldn’t he be, for 

as he points out, “I fast twice a week, and I pay tithes on my whole income.”2  The Pharisee has got it 

down to the last jot and tittle.  He knows sinfulness when he sees it in others, and he knows how to 

obey the rules. 

 He only overlooks one thing — and it’s an important thing.  He doesn’t see his own 

sinfulness, his own pridefulness, and consequently he doesn’t recognize his own lack of charity. 

                                                 
1 Lk 18:10 (NAB). 
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 The tax collector, Jesus says, “stood off at a distance and would not raise his eyes to heaven 

but beat his breast and prayed, ‘O God, be merciful to me a sinner.”3     

 These two are living examples of the admonition the Lord proclaimed through the prophet 

Joel in our First Reading: “Rend your hearts, not your garments, and return to the Lord, your God.”4  

Rending one’s garments was a traditional gesture of mourning and humility — a practice the Pharisee 

was undoubtedly familiar with, he the master of external practices and forms.  As a sign of humility, 

rending one’s garment is fine and good — but it’s no substitute for genuine humility, the tax 

collector’s humility, the humility of a repentant heart.  The sign, the form, without the substance just 

doesn’t impress Jesus very much, as He points out in today’s Gospel.   

 The traditional Lenten practices of prayer, fasting and almsgiving aren’t for the purpose of 

keeping traditions, or making a show of our devotion, or for calling attention to ourselves.  These 

practices are for a much different purpose — to strip away some of the usual distractions that get in 

the way of our discipleship, and thereby — hopefully — rending (or at least softening) our heart that 

we might find more room in it for Christ. 

 Lent is a time, as Joel implores us, to turn toward the Lord, and our Lenten disciplines help us 

to do this by helping us identity how we’ve turned away from Him.   

 The truth is that we all find ourselves losing our way sometimes.  It’s easy to become 

distracted and veer off in the wrong direction, and before we know it we’ve lost our way.  Sometimes 

we can be so lost we don’t even realize we’re lost because we’ve forgotten where we’re going.  

                                                 
3 Lk 18:13 (NAB). 
4 Jl 2:13 (NAB). 
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Fortunately, though, the Lord’s sense of direction is much better than ours.  The Lenten season 

reminds us that He’ll always help us find our way. 

 The Lenten season not only helps us get back on track, it helps us stay on track.  Jesus 

teaches us that all of the law and the prophets can be summarized in two great commandments:  

that we love God and that we love others.  When we take a wrong turn, a turn away from God, 

it’s usually because we haven’t loved as we should.  Our life of faith isn’t about memorizing the 

right things, or saying the right words, or participating in the right rituals.  It’s about learning to 

love as Christ has loved us and continuing His works of mercy and forgiveness in whatever 

piece of the world it is ours to touch, and among whomever the Lord chooses to send our way.   

 To help us find our way in this season of return, our bishops have given us some 

practical considerations to use in examining our consciences during Lent and throughout the 

year.5  These considerations can serve as the guideposts of our return: 

 Do I work to protect the dignity of others when it is threatened? 

 Do my attitudes and interactions empower or disempower others? 

 Do I urge those in power to implement programs and policies that give priority to the 

human dignity and rights of all, especially the vulnerable? 

 Do I give special attention to the needs of the poor and vulnerable in my community and 

in the world? 

 Do I treat all workers with whom I interact with respect, no matter their position or class? 

 Do I see all members of the human family as my brothers and sisters? 

 Do I live out my responsibility to care for God’s creation? 

                                                 
5 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Examination of Conscience in Light of Catholic Social 
Teaching,” www.usccb.org., http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/sacraments-and-
sacramentals/penance/examination-conscience-in-light-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm.   
 

http://www.usccb.org/
http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/sacraments-and-sacramentals/penance/examination-conscience-in-light-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm
http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/sacraments-and-sacramentals/penance/examination-conscience-in-light-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm
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 “Gracious and merciful is [the Lord], slow to anger, rich in kindness, and relenting in 

punishment.”6  May this Lenten season be for us a season of turning around, a season of 

turning toward, a season of seeking, a season of finding, a season of mercy, and of kindness, 

and of grace. 

    

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Jl 2:13 (NAB). 


