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Our Response to God’s Gifts

Keep Watch with Jesus
Jesus came with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his 
disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” He took along Peter 
and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to feel sorrow and distress. 
Then he said to them, “My soul is sorrowful even to death. Remain here 
with me.” (Matthew 26:36–38)

The Agony in the Garden reminds me 
what Lent is all about: it is a season 
during which we keep watch with Jesus 
as he journeys toward his Passion and 
Death. The disciplines of prayer, fasting, 
and almsgiving help us “keep watch” 
with Jesus. 

During Lent, we pray more consistently, 
we fast from certain foods, and we give 
money to those in need. These practic-
es help us grow closer to God and our 
neighbor. By praying, we take the time 
to share our wants, needs, and grati-
tude with God. By fasting, we remind 
ourselves of our dependence on God. By 
giving alms, we remind ourselves that 
we cannot love God without also loving 
our neighbor.

Discover the  
RICHNESS of LENT

A routine is something we do 
over and over without think-
ing. A ritual, on the other hand, is 
something we do over and over 
with thought and reverence. Rou-
tines help us do things efficiently; 
rituals can communicate the won-
der of God.

To help you 
discover the 
richness of Lent, 
consider adding 
some of the fol-
lowing rituals:

• Attend services 
on Ash Wednesday.

• Reflect on the life of a saint 
whose feast or memorial falls 
within Lent. How did they “keep 
watch” with Christ? You can 
read stories about the saints at 
www.loyolapress.com/saints-
stories-for-kids.htm.

• Pray the Stations of 
the Cross on a Friday 
during Lent.

• Celebrate the Sacra-
ment of Penance and 
Reconciliation.

• Participate in all the liturgical 
services during the Triduum: 
Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and 
the Easter Vigil. .

However, many of these disciplines have 
become routine—they are something we 
do without thinking. We have reduced 
Lent to giving up chocolate for 40 days. 
Like Peter and the other disciples at 
Gethsemane, we may have fallen asleep 
in the routine.

This newsletter is meant to inspire you, 
the busy parent, to practice the disci-
plines of Lent in new and compelling 
ways. Instead of praying more frequent-
ly, you might try to 
pray without ceasing. 
You might try to find 
God during mealtime 
as you fast. In addition 
to giving money to 
your favorite charity, 
consider performing 
the works of mercy.

Lent is a holy season. It is a privileged 
occasion for us to spend time with Jesus, 
to recommit ourselves to his mission of 
building up the Kingdom of Heaven. It 
is anything but routine. †
Bob Burnham, OFS
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Messy Splendor
In Taste and See, Ginny Kubitz Moyer uses 
personal stories, anecdotes, and Scripture, to 
demonstrate how the five senses are a power-
ful, biblically based means for us to encounter 
God, not only as we practice our faith but also 
as we participate in the “messy splendor” of 
daily life. .
Taste and See by Ginny Kubitz Moyer (Loyola 

Press, 2016)

Physical Prayer
THE CHURCH TEACHES THAT PRAYER TAKES THREE FORMS: vocal, 
meditative, and contemplative. Most of us are familiar with vocal prayer—think 
of traditional prayers and hymns. Meditative prayer directs our thoughts, 
imagination, and emotions toward God. Contemplative prayer is the act of 
resting in the loving presence of God.

However, because we express ourselves 
through movement (nothing says “I love 
you” as much as a hug), consider anoth-
er form of prayer: physical prayer. We 
can pray when we move as well as when 
we are still.

Physical prayer is the manner in which 
we use our bodies to praise and glo-
rify God, such as when King David 
danced before the Lord as the Ark of 
the Covenant was brought into Jerusa-
lem (2 Samuel 6:14). “Let them 
praise his name in dance.” 
(Psalm 149:3)

We already en-
gage in physical 
prayer whenev-
er we pray the 
Sign of the 
Cross, bow, 
genuflect, or 
exchange the 
Sign of Peace. But physical 
prayer is not limited to move-
ment during the liturgy. Any 

form of exercise 
can be a prayer: 
you are giving 
glory to God 
by celebrating 
your desire to 
be healthy and 

fit. Dancing can be a prayer: you are ex-
pressing joy and love. Painting, sculpting, 
or any other artistic endeavor can be a 
prayer: you are participat-
ing in the beauty of 
God’s creation.

As you deep-
en your prayer 
life this Lent, 
incorporate 

movement 
into your 
vocal, meditative, and 
contemplative prayers 

so that you can love the Lord with 
“your whole heart, and with your whole 

being, and with your whole strength.” 
(Deuteronomy 6:5) .

Pray Always
How will you pray during Lent? 

Will you pray the 
Rosary every day? 
Pray a novena? Will 
you meditate on 
Sacred Scrip-
ture? Will you 
pray by walking? 
By washing the 
dishes?

Saint Paul tells us to 
“Pray without ceasing.” 
(1 Thessalonians 5:17)  

He does not necessarily 
mean we should constantly 

pray the Lord’s Prayer or 
the Hail Mary—although 
one could try. Rather, he 

is reminding us to always 
keep our hearts and minds 
focused on God.

Here are three ways to pray 
without ceasing this Lent:

•  Give thanks for whatever it is 
you are doing while you are 
doing it. If Saint Augustine was 
right when he wrote that God is 
wholly present in all things, then 
God is present in the ordinary 
tasks of life.

•  Ask for the grace to complete 
whatever task you are en-
gaged in. God is always here to 
help you.

•  Offer a blessing—silent or 
otherwise—to the people you 
encounter. When we bless other 
people, we let 
God’s love flow 
through us. 

This Lent, pray 
without ceasing, 
and you will find 
God in all 
things. . 

Any form of exercise 
can be a prayer
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Extending Your Fast
“What did you give up for Lent?” is usually one of the first questions people ask 

one another during this season.

In the past, I’ve given up chocolate (of course), alcohol (which wasn’t much of a sacrifice), soda 
pop (which was harder than I thought), and meat (post-Lent burgers have never tasted so good!). 
Fasting—abstaining from certain foods—is a big part of Lent because it teaches us discipline: by 
controlling our appetite for food and drink, we increase our appetite for “our daily bread.”

This discipline can impact other areas of our life. As Saint John Paul II said, 
“The effort of moderation in food also extends to other things that are not 

necessary, and this is a great help to the spiritual life.”

Heeding his advice, here are three ways to extend your fast: 

Fasting helps us change our 
hearts and minds so that we 

can more fully em-
brace God’s love. It 

teaches us to trust 
in God’s loving 
providence: God 
will provide us 
with all that we 
need to live full 
and happy lives. .

Fast from noise.
Food is not the only thing we in-
gest. We take in words, images, and 
sounds all the time. We can be glut-
tons when it comes to information. 
This Lent, refrain from listening to 
your favorite podcast or reading your 
favorite blog.

1

Fast from cynicism. 
In a world where we are bombard-
ed with bad news, we can find it 
easy to be cynical. This Lent, fast 
from such cynicism. Replace cynical 
or despairing thoughts about others 
with positive ones. Remind yourself 
that human beings are fundamentally 
good, and find God in all.

2

Fast from  
disappointment. 

We are disappointed when our ex-
pectations are not met. Our vision 
for how the world should be or how 
people should behave fail to material-
ize. You can fast from disappointment 
by recognizing that God is always 
present, even in setbacks and defeats.

3

IGNATIAN EATING

What can we learn from Saint Ignati-
us of Loyola with regard to fasting?

First, fasting is a discipline that reg-
ulates our appetite. Second, fasting 
offers us a 
chance to take 
a contemplative 
attitude toward 

food. Third, fasting satisfies our hunger 
for God

You can follow the example of Saint 
Ignatius by reflecting on what you are 
about to eat. What do you really need 
to satisfy your hunger? Is it food and 
drink? Is it fame and success? Is it love 
and affirmation? How do you show 
gratitude for the food you are about to 
eat? How is it a sign of God’s provi-
dence?

Saint Ignatius teaches us that by fast-
ing, we are not giv-
ing something up; 
we are growing 
closer to God. He 
reminds us that 
our appetites 
should lead us 
to that end for 
which we were all created: 
“to praise, reverence, and serve God 
our Lord.” .
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The Essential 
Thing is Mercy
POPE FRANCIS

In the Gospel, the essential 
thing is mercy. God sent his Son; 
God made himself man in order 

to save us—that is, in order to grant us 
his mercy. Jesus says this clearly, sum-
marizing his teaching for the disciples: 
“Be merciful, even as your Father is 
merciful.” (Luke 6:36) Can there be a 
Christian who isn’t merciful? No. A 
Christian must necessarily be merci-
ful, because this is the center of the 

Gospel. And faithful to this teaching, 
the Church can only repeat the same 
thing to her children: “Be merciful,” 
as the Father is, and as Jesus was.

The Church is Mother, by teaching 
her children the works of mercy. She 
learned this manner from Jesus; she 
learned that this is what’s essential for 
salvation. It’s not enough to love those 
who love us. Jesus says that pagans 
do this. It’s not enough to do good to 
those who do good to us. To change 
the world for the better, it is necessary 
to do good to those who are not able 
to return the favor, as the Father has 

done with us, by giving us Jesus. How 
much have we paid for our redemp-
tion? Nothing, totally free! Doing 
good without expecting anything in 
return. This is what the Father did 
with us, and we must do the same.

Someone might say to me, “But 
Father, I don’t have time,” “I have so 
many things to do,” “It’s difficult,” 
“What can I do with my feebleness 
and my sins, with so many things?” 
We are often satisfied with a few 
prayers, with a distracted and sporadic 
participation in Sunday Mass, with 
a few charitable acts; but we do not 
have the courage to “come out” to 
bring Christ to others. . . . God always 
thinks with mercy; do not forget this. 
God always thinks mercifully. He is 
the merciful Father! .
Excerpt from The Joy of Discipleship 

(Loyola Press, 2016)

THE WATCH HAS NOT ENDED

Prayer, fasting, and almsgiving do not end with the coming glory of Christ’s Resurrection on Easter. 

Let us keep watch with Jesus throughout the entire year and throughout our entire lives.

The disciplines of Lent prepare us for the trials of Holy Week and the trials we will face throughout 

our lives. Prayer teaches us to confront fear with love, fasting teaches us to trust in God and not 

in our own abilities, and almsgiving teaches us that we can be living symbols of hope to others 

through our works of mercy.

Continue to pray always, continue to be moderate in your desires, and continue to perform works 

of mercy. These practices are the way we walk with Christ on our journey toward God. .

T H E  C H A L L E N G E  O F 

M E R C Y

“Be merciful,”  
as the Father is, and  

as Jesus was.

•  Feed the hungry

•  Give drink to the 
thirsty

•  Shelter the 
homeless

•  Clothe the naked

•  Visit the sick

•  Visit the imprisoned

•  Bury the dead

Jesus tells us to be merciful just as 
God the Father is merciful (Luke 6:36). 
Almsgiving helps us put this teaching 
into practice.

This Lent, try a “mercy challenge.” As a 
family, do a different work of mercy each 
week during Lent. Include time to reflect 
on and share everyone’s experiences. 
What impact did the 
work of mercy 
have on you and 
on the recipi-
ent? What did 
you learn about 
yourself and others?

During Holy Week, reflect on how you 
might continue to practice these works 
of mercy throughout the year.

“It’s easy to have good intentions,” writes 
Kerry Weber in Mercy in the City. “What’s 
difficult is the follow-through, because 
God didn’t challenge us to commit to the 
corporal works of mercy for forty days. 
God challenges us to a lifestyle—and 
lifetime—of mercy.” .
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