LENT which begins this week on Ash Wednesday, is the Church's 40 day preparation for the 50 day celebration of Easter, beginning with the Holy Saturday Easter Vigil and ending with the Mass of Pentecost on Whitsunday. Although it is a liturgical celebration, it is intended to be a deep spiritual preparation originally for adult candidates preparing to receive the Holy Spirit in their Easter baptism (which was originally the only season in which people could be baptised). With their baptism they would be confirmed by the local Bishop and would receive their first Communion, through which they would be recognised by the Church to manifest the presence of the Risen Christ in their own times, because they had become members of his Body, with his life in them. 
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            So Lent is essentially preparing ourselves to receive the Holy Spirit, a season in which we spiritually cleanse ourselves and renew the life of God within us. This spiritual cleansing involves a 'shedding' of the old self so that a new self in Christ may be formed by the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit gives us the faith, hope, and love by which we learn to trust God more, and so any spiritual renewal obviously requires some reflection about the ways in which we seek to be in a communion of prayer with God, and particularly the ways in which we seek to listen to and understand his voice. Here we should not be too concerned about particular 'methods' of prayer, but about the ways in which we most naturally encounter God not simply through scripture, but through the ordinary things of life, like other people's kindnesses and the wonders of nature in which we find ourselves. All these things call for their own times of silence, a silent contemplation both within and outside ourselves. God is never heard in noise or stressful anxiety, although he can be heard in moments of beauty, whether in music or in encountering genuine loving care in another.

            Our attempts to discipline ourselves should always be intended to limit our own selfishness, not just for the sake of self-improvement, but for the Spirit to create in us a greater and more spontaneous love and generosity towards others. Lent is a time when we can unburden our besetting sins with humility, for which the sacrament of penance exists. But we should take care not to let this become an exercise in despairing of ourselves as 'hopeless cases.' The confession of sin is a very important means of experiencing the power of the grace of God, and the peace and joy we experience after a good confession are no illusion. It is part of the gift of the Holy Spirit, who assures us that the wounds we have inflicted on ourselves are not and need never be incurable, but can become the very means of experiencing the full love of God.
