Spring Time and Holy Week

Maybe because of the warm weather as I sit to type this note or because yesterday I was out playing “4-Square” with the kids at our parish school but my thoughts are turning towards good things and happiness. As much as this is a good time for sunny weather there is also preparing for Holy Week, a time which should in a way have a sobering tone. As a priest, I deal with the most important moments of life – birth and death; weddings and sacraments. Baptisms are fun and bring me great joy. I love the look of parents and families as they give their child over to the care of God. I also get called for those moments of death. It is never easy being with a family when their loved one is dying.  

I know it is my greatest honor to be invited to pray and ask God’s blessing on a loved one. It brings real power to our words when we pray the “Hail Mary” and say, “…now and at the hour of death. Amen” knowing full well that this is in fact the hour of death. Over the last two weeks, there have been a few deaths in our parish community. I was there just a few days before Rita Maher died and got to talk with her and share with her the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick. At over 90, Rita was a fixture in this community that you will understand better than I. Fr. Schnacky was there just last night (Wednesday) when Rita McCaig went back to God. Both of these women were well known to me and I spent many hours talking with them and sharing thoughts of God and grace. It is hard to share in the sun of the day outside when my heart is feeling rather heavy at the recent loss of these women and others in the past few weeks. It is never easy but when a person that you are close to dies, even with all my faith, like their family and friends, I am sad to have them gone.   
Sadness, even in the face of faith is normal and a good emotion when dealing with the death of our loved ones. I do not feel bad that I am sad even as I trust that God is taking great care of all of His children. I feel no contradiction of faith that I can feel sadness while at the same time feel joy for the completion of a life that was focused on God. Everyone has struggles and everyone has sin but knowing people that put their faith in God and trust in His divine care, I feel joy in the faith that God is welcoming them into His presence. This mixed emotion is similar to that which I feel during Holy Week. The last two weeks of Lent have a great deal of planning and discussions about the liturgies coming up. I feel both the excitement and joy of the season and the sadness of what this season is commemorating. In our Gospel this weekend we are told we must die to ourselves so that we can grow anew in God. Jesus gives us a glimpse into His own pain as He says, “I am troubled now. Yet what should I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’?”  Holy Week is both sadness and hope.  

It is a mistake to make Lent just a season of sadness and sorrow. We are challenged every week in our readings and in our celebrations to remember that Jesus is raised from the dead. Even as we have changed our singing and responses, letting go of the “Alleluia” for the more somber “Glory to God…,” we still celebrate and receive Jesus whole and entire; Body and Blood as the Risen Christ in our Eucharist. We are called to live as Resurrection people. Not focusing on the death of the world around us, not focusing on the pain of changes in our community, but remembering the continued grace of God present in our family of faith. Our special choices and decisions that we are making to mark this Holy season are not to hurt ourselves in some perverse way but to realign our lives to the way that we know we should be living. As I like to remind those people that come to daily mass during Lent, we will still be here come Monday morning on April 17th, the day after Easter. As a community, we will still be praying together and asking God for His grace everyday of our lives.  
There is much that we have to celebrate during this season as well. The celebration of Palm Sunday next weekend is a festive day. We remember when Jesus rode into Jerusalem. The Apostles thought that Jesus was going to set-up a kingdom on earth. Remember James and John and their mother asking for a place in His new kingdom? They were looking for a great position in the kingdom when the Romans were gone. But just a few days later they are running for their lives and hiding. They are afraid that the Romans and the authorities will come for them like they came for Jesus.The joy of Palm Sunday is replaced by the pain of Thursday and the death that occurred on Friday. All their hopes were shattered and destroyed in a matter of a few days. There highest high was replaced by their lowest low.  
But you and I know that is not how this story ends. Imagine for a moment the pain of the followers of Jesus that did NOT know what we know today. Imagine all the hope that they had as they came into Jerusalem was crushed as their companion and friend was killed in the worst possible way. You and I have an advantage; we know what is going to happen. That is our joy. We know that Jesus rose from the dead and that the tomb could not hold Him. Jesus Christ did set up a Kingdom. Jesus did use James and John and give them a place of honor. Jesus did do all the things that the Disciples thought He was going to do – He just did it in a completely different way.

This truth about God is true today. As we move through our weeks of Lent and get ready for Holy Week we need to let the lessons of this season make their way into the rest of our lives. Jesus did do amazing things with the Apostles. Jesus did do amazing things in society. He just did them in His own way. God is still building His Kingdom and we are still a part of building this Kingdom of God. God is still working miracles in our world. Our only problem is that we have to trust God and see with His eyes and not our own. We have to learn to see things as God sees them and not with fear and sadness. God is still building His Kingdom but not exactly the way we may want it. The challenge is to trust God and let His will be done.  
As we travel through the next few weeks, let us all let these themes find a place in our hearts. We have expectations for our lives, our families and our communities. We ask God to care for all that we hold dear. We have to learn from this season that God will take care of all our issues and our fears. We know this because He promised that He would. He said that the gates of Hell would not prevail against us. But He never told us how He would take care of us. He never said what this Kingdom of God would look like.  He never told us how to build it. We have to work this out on our own. Our joy of faith is sometimes tempered by our sadness at death and loss. Our challenge is not to loose our faith in the face of difficulties. Our challenge is to open ourselves to everything that God is doing in our world and not limit Him to that which we want and what we expect. God will fulfill His promises, but probably not in the way that we want nor the way we expect.
Easter Vigil

Last week there was a notice about the Easter Vigil and when it starts. I would like to encourage everyone to make an effort to come to this amazing celebration. I know that this is not possible for everyone but many people stay away because of a perception that is it too long or boring. I hate to think that I need to defend a liturgy because it is “boring” but I would like to make sure everyone knows what they are missing. Last year our Easter Vigil was not longer than a regular Sunday liturgy. Maybe a few minutes but it was not two hours as someone suggested. During this liturgy we start with the Easter fire which lights our Pascal Candle. This light is then shared throughout the whole church bringing new light to our world darkened by sin. Then we have the amazing blessing of welcoming our newest members through Baptism and Confirmation. It is sad to welcome people to a community with a church that is half full.

I hate to think that we are really that shallow that we stay away from church because it may be a few minutes over an hour. I hate to think that people miss this excellent opportunity to welcome the light of God into our world and welcome new members to our parish family. I know it starts late as well. This is the only liturgy where the start time is dictated by the season. We can not start before sunset which means this year we start at 8:30 pm. Please consider celebrating with your parish family during the Easter Vigil Saturday, April 15th. 
