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       Lent 2009:  Be in solidarity with those who suffer  
 
    
It’s 7:14 on Friday, the 13th and I’m Here in Imperial Point Medical 
Center in Fort Lauderdale for a serious infection and I just this moment 
got the focus I would like to offer all of us for our Lenten discipline 
this year: Be in solidarity with those who are suffering. I was supposed 
to be in St. Pete Beach this morning for the funeral of the 91-year-old 
pastor of the parish in which I grew up. (You may recall I wrote about 
him last November.)  As, I have often said, “You never know . . . I have 
learned (pretty much) not to anticipate the next moment because life for 
me always changes on a dime. 
 
The procedure required some cutting with a bit of local anesthesia. 
Whatever pain I had was over in about five minutes. I was relieved 
that I’ll be released this afternoon and not have to pay the $1000 
deductible for Medicare Part A for a longer hospital stay.  I 
immediately entered a moment of thanksgiving that I am fortunate to 
have health insurance and was able to get the care for a wound that 
one actually could die from if not attended to.    
  



It is just a simple part of my spirituality that whenever I am tempted to 
do the “poor me thing” I try to imagine what others are going through; 
in this case those without the good fortune of the fine hospital care I 
am receiving at the moment.  In America, it’s a crime that everyone does 
not have access to decent health care! Lose your job, you lose your health 
care plan for you and your family.  So, let’s think of others.  This Lent, 
let’s be in solidarity with those who are suffering.  
 

 
 
Let me introduce the season of Lent to those who are not familiar with 
it.  Lent is a season forty days long that corresponds to Jesus’ forty day 
fast in the desert to figure out what his Father wanted him to do with 
his life.  The focus of the season is penitential; that is, to do some 
personal “soul” improvement.”  Its goal is Easter: Celebration and 
Transformation.   Lent is a time to do some fasting, praying and “alms-
giving,” (the Medieval word for helping the poor.) Muslims have a similar 
period, the month of Ramadan.  
 
Fasting is an important way to gain self-mastery or self-discipline.  It 
helps us control our impulses to eat, drink, shop or otherwise pamper 
ourselves.  You might choose the habit that most controls you and 
“give it up for Lent” as we used to say.  Trees have to be pruned to bear 
fruit. Fasting prunes the dead growth off our souls and makes new life 
possible.   
 
Prayer. The kind of prayer I want to call you to is reflection.  Simply be 
more mindful throughout our day of the beauty, the wonder, the 



presence (evidence) of God around you. (You don’t have to say anything to 
pray; just be present to God as you go about what you’re doing like Brother 
Lawrence did scrubbing pots and pans.)   
 
That’s the problem for us today; we’re not very present to anyone, most 
especially ourselves. So Lent is a time and a challenge to be present to 
the God of your understanding and to be present to the people in your 
life. Do you ask the people you live with (your spouse / your children 
/ your companion), “How was your day?"  Do you invite them to tell 
some little story about their day? And then sit down and give them 
your full attention for a moment?  (You’d be surprised what you can learn 
about the person very quickly.  I do this with strangers all the time.  But then, 
of course, that’s what writers do.) 
 
So many of us live such superficial lives.  I’m afraid that for many of us 
life has become just one unrelated and separate experience after 
another. The ability to reflect on life is a quality that distinguishes us as 
humans: we are conscious of our life.  Maybe.  Some of us go through 
life in a comatose state, as in the movie Matrix. 
 
Lent is a time for reflection.  In reflecting on our life, we can improve 
it, change direction.  We can see the patterns. We can weave those 
experiences together and discover the meaning, the storyline of our life 
so that it forms a quilt or even a beautiful tapestry. We humans are (or 
supposed to be) meaning-makers.  Even an inmate on death row can 
turn a tragic life into a beautiful story in the eyes of God.  God is 
interested in our stories – what we make of our life with the cards life 
deals us.  
 

                      
 
The Paschal Mystery of Jesus.  For us Christians we are invited to 
find the thread of meaning for our life in the story of Jesus.  The whole 
point of being a Christian is to find the meaning of our own story 
within the larger story – the mystery – of God who sent his only Son to 
live among us and to love us even-unto-death.   



 
A comment on the word mystery here.  This is not “mystery” like an 
Alfred Hitchcock whodunit.  The word mystery here means a story that 
is so profound, so rich, so deep that no matter how much or how often we 
reflect on it we will never exhaust its meaning.  A mystery is unfathomable.  
We cannot plumb its depths.  Every time we immerse ourselves into it 
there will always be new meaning for us to uncover.  And so our 
Lenten / Easter celebration should have us always seeking new 
meaning.  
 
Pope John Paul was wont to say,  “Put out into the deep!”  Lent is a 
time to cast your nets into the mystery of the Jesus story.  Read the 
gospel of Mark.  Find out who Jesus is for you. Reflect on his story to 
help you make sense of your own.  The point of reading the Bible is to 
find you in it.  (In my blog during Lent I will share stories of "The Jesus 
I know and love.” 
 
The Me I am is someone who likes to confound (scramble?) people into 
thinking more deeply than they normally do. I don’t like superficial 
answers to things.  I want to interest you in the deeper questions -- the 
depth within you, within the universe, within the life of God who 
invites you to intimate life and love. And this Lent, I invite you to cast 
into the deep, the mystery of your own inner depths and the depths of the 
story of Jesus.   
 
But what amazes me is that we still want to do Lent on a superficial 
level or maybe not do much of anything for our personal renewal at 
all. I’m not so sure we offered in-depth spirituality in the old church.  
The in-depth stuff was only for priests and nuns and monks. The rest 
of us just scratched the surface. We had to fast and abstain from meat 
under pain of mortal sin. The motivation was, for many, fear of hell and 
guilt, not developing a positive, free desire for real spiritual growth.  
Moreover, we had a tendency to focus on the physical sufferings of 
Christ on the Cross.  I don’t think the kind of morbidity in Mel 
Gibson’s Passion of Christ is the point.  The lessons to be learned from 
Jesus are his humility / his obedience / his unwavering commitment 
to his purpose / his surrender  / his silence before his accusers / his 
quiet dignity / his lack of anger / his utter self-gift / his humanity / 
the profundity of his love.  I think there are lots of people who have 
suffered just as much as Jesus physically.  After all, his physical suffering 
was over in about 12 hours.  There are lots of folks who have immense 
suffering for years.  The suffering of Jesus that I want to unite myself 
with is his suffering today.  Jesus suffers when and where any of  his 
brothers and sisters are suffering.  Jesus doesn’t want us to feel sorrow 
for grieving him, though surely we may want to; he wants us to feel 
sorrow for grieving one another. 
 



I am inviting you to go deeper. Immerse yourself in the Paschal Mystery 
of Jesus! Realize that life is a cycle of suffering, dying and rising that 
constitutes the central meaning of our Christian faith that goes on and on. 
The paschal mystery is actually even larger than the Christian story.  
Most cultures have myths or stories of suffering, death and 
resurrection.  And nature itself each year enters into its own paschal 
story. I want you to see that there is wisdom here that can lift us out of 
despair and help us find the threads of meaning for our life. 
The word paschal comes from the word pasch or passage or, as the Jews 
celebrate it: The Passover.  Jesus embodies the Passover of Israel in his 
own acceptance that the meaning of life is found in willingly inserting 
ourselves in the process of transformation which always involves 
suffering and dying on the way to new life. 
 

 
 
Many of us try to avoid suffering at all cost.  We do this with booze 
and lots of other excuses to deny our reality.  But suffering comes to 
each of us sooner or later.  For some it is severe and may last a long 
time.  There were two periods of immense suffering from depression 
for me along my 30-year bipolar journey.  The early period lasted 
seven years, and then just recently for two.  I had the wisdom to go into 
what I was experiencing, not run from it.  The suffering purified me, 
cleansed me, me, changed me. You see, my faith taught me that my 
strength would come if only I would unite my own cup of suffering 
with Jesus’ paschal mystery.  In doing that I continually find the 
meaning, the nourishment that keeps me going.  So, the essence of 
Catholic spirituality (which I’m still not sure most Catholics grab hold of 
and actually try to live) has much relevance to the crisis we are living 
through in 2009 America.   
 
Many of us are still in denial about the suffering around us, or that we 
ourselves and our families will have to face this year.  If you want to 
look at 2009 America through the spirituality of Jesus, we are in the suffering 
phase.  We will also enter the dying phase.  If we can accept it, roll with 



it, we can do what Jesus did:  Trust in the Father to get us through 
whatever may come. 
 
So, let’s be in solidarity with those who are suffering.  Be ready to do 
some little thing for someone you meet each day that will lift their 
spirits. 
 
Each evening reflect on your day.  Pray daily for those who are 
worried about losing their job.  Young proud fathers are suffering the 
indignity of going to food pantries. Take a few minutes to listen to 
people’s stories.  Listening can be very healing, even if there’s nothing 
practical you can do. Be mindful of the homeless folks you pass on the 
street.  Remember, “There but for the grace of God go you (or I)!” That’s 
the power of prayer.  And it will transform you. Be in solidarity with 
them. 
 
As I said last month, we need to bind together across ethnic, religious 
and political boundaries. Once again, I call you, dear readers, to deep 
intercessory prayer that we may enter into personal transformation for 
the sake of the transformation of our country. 
 
Next month we will enter the dying phase of the Paschal Mystery.  (What in 
our country – and in us --needs to die?) Then in April, at the promise of new  
life. 
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 My blog is posted several times a week at: 
www.bobtraupman.wordpress.com 

 
For the themes of the Scriptures for each day of Lent go to 
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