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			ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
Roman Pilgrimage

			“On cold, damp, late-winter early mornings, hundreds of priests, seminarians, sisters, and devoted lay people walk the Roman cobblestones to one of the Eternal City’s most venerable sites, the station church of that day. It’s a microcosm of the pilgrim Church and of life’s journey, and Easter is never brighter than after faithfully completing this sixteencentury-old pilgrimage tradition.” 

			—TIMOTHY CARDINAL DOLAN, Archbishop of New York

			“An astonishingly good book. George Weigel’s meditations on the liturgical texts of Lent and Easter are intellectually rich, spiritually alert, and rendered in beautifully crafted prose; Elizabeth Lev’s examinations of the station churches themselves are always informative, insightful, and witty. Equally impressive are Stephen Weigel’s artfully composed photographs. Roman Pilgrimage will delight your eye and feed your soul.”

			—FR. ROBERT BARRON, Rector-President, Mundelein Seminary

			“Roman Pilgrimage is as beautiful as it is profound. Part travelogue, part meditation on Lent and Easter, part arthistorical feast, this sumptuously produced book, full of striking photographs and theological wisdom, provides readers with a personal spiritual itinerary through the Eternal City during the holiest time of the year.”

			—ROGER KIMBALL, Editor, The New Criterion

			“A splendid vade mecum to the annual Lenten pilgrimage in Rome. Visitors to the Eternal City, either in their armchairs or on foot, will learn much about the spiritual journey of Lent and Easter through Rome’s station churches, many of them little-known artistic treasures.”

			——BRUCE COLE, Chairman, National Endowment for the Humanities, 2001–2009

			“George Weigel’s original, contemporary reflections on the station church liturgies of Lent and Easter are greatly enhanced by Elizabeth Lev’s descriptions of the station churches and Stephen Weigel’s evocative photographs. An indispensable guide.”

			—NOEL FAHEY, Irish ambassador to the Holy See, 2007–2011

			“The Lenten station church pilgrimage is increasingly popular in Rome, especially among English-speaking Catholics. Zealously promoted and led by the students of the Pontifical North American College, the daily Eucharistic celebrations at these earliest of the Eternal City’s churches commemorate the martyrs of the first three centuries, whose witness is being emulated throughout the world today. Up to now, though, these sunrise pilgrimages have been known to few outside Rome. No more!”

			—EDWIN CARDINAL O’BRIEN, Grand Master of the Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulcher of Jerusalem

			“Roman Pilgrimage evokes a tradition dating back to Pope St. Gregory the Great, but it also highlights, in a remarkable way, how relevant, contemporary, and even fashionable pilgrimage continues to be today. This beautiful book is an important gift to contemporary Christians, those looking for their roots and those seeking new ways to deepen their faith.  At the same time, it makes an important proposal to those who doubt and to those who got lost on the way. Roman Pilgrimage should be on the packing list of anyone who, setting off for the Eternal City, wants to return with something more than the usual tourist mementos.”

			—HANNA SUCHOCKA, Polish Ambassador to the Holy See, 2001–2013

			“Roman Pilgrimage is a special gift to those who cannot be in Rome for Lent, for it connects every reader spiritually to this ancient walk of faith. No one will come away from the station church pilgrimage—a unique opportunity to renew our friendship with the Lord—disappointed.”

			—MSGR. JAMES CHECCHIO, Rector, Pontifical North American College

			“The Roman station churches describe an itinerary with a difference. Along it, pilgrims encounter two thousand years of the masterpieces of culture while being invited to reflect on the claims of Christian faith in light of today’s challenges. A great companion on a pilgrimage through the station churches, in Rome or at home.”

			—ANNE LEAHY, Faculty of Religious Studies, McGill University, Montreal

			“More than a historical and cultural narrative and a striking guide book, Roman Pilgrimage is also an inspiring reflection on the spiritual life, well-suited to an enriching retreat.”

			—ARCHBISHOP TIMOTHY P. BROGLIO, Archdiocese for the Military Services, U.S.A.

			“Theologically rich, spiritually inspiring, historically informative, and beautifully illustrated, Roman Pilgrimage takes the reader on a spiritual journey into the incarnate depths of the Christian faith. Whether we are in Rome or elsewhere, we are invited to walk with the saints and martyrs along the path of paschal renewal in Christ.”

			—FR. JOSEPH CAROLA, S.J., Pontifical Gregorian University
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			THE STATION CHURCHES OF ROME

			To go in a spirit of prayer from one place to another . . . helps us not only live our lives as a journey, but also gives us a vivid sense of a God who has gone before us and leads us on, who himself set out on man’s path, a God who does not look down on us from on high, but who has become our traveling companion.

			—JOHN PAUL II, “Letter on Pilgrimage,” 1999

			In virtually every time and place known to history, men and women have gone on pilgrimage.

			In the ancient Near East, pilgrimage was a common, usually seasonal, affair: farmers brought the first fruits of the harvest, and herders culled the best of their flocks, to offer in sacrifice at a tribal or familial shrine. The Israelites adapted several Canaanite pilgrimage shrines for their worship of the God who had brought them out of Egyptian bondage and had made them a people uniquely his own. Jerusalem became a great pilgrimage destination after King David brought the Ark of the Covenant there and made it his capital. On three occasions each year, the Israelites were instructed to come before the Lord in Jerusalem: at Passover; at Shavuot [Pentecost], which commemorated the gift of the Ten Commandments; and at Sukkot [Booths, or Tabernacles], a memorial to their wanderings in the desert.

			Christianity adopted the religious practice of pilgrimage from its Jewish parent. After Constantine’s edict of toleration brought the Church out from under the rubble of illegality and persecution, pilgrimage to the sites associated with the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus became a staple of Christian life. Constantine’s mother, Helena, was an early and influential pilgrim who encouraged the practice of Holy Land pilgrimage, as did the great patristic biblical scholar Jerome. Texts from as early as 333 a.d. speak of a pilgrimage path that led from Bordeaux to Jerusalem and then back to Europe through Rome and Milan. One of the most important pilgrimage texts of the early Church is the diary of Egeria, thought to have been an abbess or nun from Spain or Gaul, who chronicled her Holy Land pilgrimage in 395 and recorded many details of the Church’s Lenten disciplines and Easter worship in Jerusalem in those days.

			The pilgrimage tradition in Rome began even earlier. In times of persecution Christians made their way to the tombs of their martyrs clandestinely. Almost two millennia later, catacomb graffiti (including those found near the tomb of Peter) bear silent witness to the Christians who went on local pilgrimage to venerate the saints, many of whom they had known personally, by celebrating Mass. Foreigners came to Rome as well, including such major figures from early Christian history as Polycarp of Smyrna, a disciple of the apostle John, and Origen, the great Alexandrian theologian. Like pilgrimage to the Holy Land, the Roman pilgrimage tradition to the shrines of the martyrs grew after 313 and the legalization of Christianity; Pope St. Damasus I’s restoration of the catacombs in the second half of the fourth century was one factor in putting this tradition close to the center of Roman Christian life. So many pilgrims began to flock to the tombs of Peter and Paul that, by the early sixth century, Pope St. Symmachus built three pilgrim hostels near the tombs of the two great apostolic patrons of the city and the tomb of Rome’s third principal patron, St. Lawrence. This flow of pilgrims to Rome continued well into the Middle Ages.

			 

			The Roman Christian practice of visiting the tombs of the martyrs, praying, and celebrating the Eucharist at these sites is the foundation on which the Roman station church pilgrimage of Lent arose. In the early fourth century, as the practice of a Lenten pilgrimage to certain churches that had been built on, above, or around the tombs of martyrs began to be formalized, the station church pilgrimage emerged in its classic form: in a designated place on a given day, the Bishop of Rome, along with his clergy, his choir, and the Christians of the city, would celebrate Holy Mass together as their common sacred offering to God.

			In those days, the Lenten fast was day-long, such that no food was taken during the working day. Toward mid-afternoon, Christians began to gather at a church known as the collecta [the “gathering place” or “assembly point”], where they would be joined by their bishop, the pope; the pastors of the Roman parishes; the seven deacons of the city’s seven districts; and the subdeacons and acolytes of each of Rome’s neighborhoods. The pope then led a procession to another church, the statio, or “station.” The procession was considerable; as it made its way through the streets of the city, it included people from each neighborhood district, who sang the Litany of the Saints along with their priests and deacons.

			At the statio, the pope celebrated a solemn Mass, and fractions of the consecrated bread were dispatched to the other stationes in Rome, underscoring that each day’s Mass was the entire local Church gathered in worship around its bishop. After singing Vespers [Evening Prayer of the Liturgy of the Hours], the liturgical services concluded, and the day-long fast was broken by a communal meal. Sung and splendid, the papal stational Masses did not end with the traditional Ite, missa est [Go, the Mass is ended], but with Benedicamus Domino [Let us bless the Lord], a form of grace-before-meals.

			In the station church pilgrimage’s early form, some twenty-five Roman churches were assigned as pilgrimage goals for the daily processions from the designated collecta. Moreover, the statio appointed for each day was not the church building (many of which had evolved from Roman house churches), but the martyr buried at that site. Thus, the Mass of the day was always identified as, for example, “Station at St. Lawrence in Panisperna,” not “Station at the Basilica of St. Lawrence in Panisperna.”

			The order of visitation during the Lenten station church pilgrimage in Rome was largely fixed by Pope St. Gregory the Great (590–604), although later additions filled out the program to its present form. The station church pilgrimage shaped the evolution of the Roman liturgy in several ways. The pre-1970 gospel reading for the Thursday after Ash Wednesday (Matthew 8.5–13, the cure of the centurion’s servant) was almost certainly chosen because that day’s station was St. George in Velabro, the site of the relics of the great soldier-saint and model of Christian chivalry. Echoes of that choice and of St. George’s life can be heard in the twenty-first-century liturgy’s Entrance Antiphon for that day: “When I cried to the Lord, he heard my voice; he rescued me from those who attack me. Entrust your cares to the Lord, and he will support you.” The station at St. Eusebius, on Friday of the Fourth Week of Lent, was chosen because the gospel account of the raising of Lazarus was appointed for that day and the cemetery on the Esquiline Hill was near at hand; thus, in this instance, the statio was chosen to fit the prescribed reading of the day.

			The Roman station church pilgrimage continued throughout the Octave of Easter. The structure of that week strikingly illustrates the theological and liturgical care that went into the pilgrimage’s design: during the eight days of the Easter Octave, the Roman Church’s liturgical prayer unfolded along a stational hierarchy of sanctity, beginning and ending at that hierarchy’s pinnacle. Thus the Easter Vigil station is the Papal Archbasilica of St. John Lateran, originally known as the Basilica of Our Savior. Easter Sunday’s station is St. Mary Major. On Easter Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, the station is at St. Peter’s in the Vatican, then St. Paul Outside the Walls, then St. Lawrence Outside the Walls—the three principal patrons of Rome. Easter Thursday’s station is the Twelve Holy Apostles, while Friday’s is the Pantheon, the church of all the Roman martyrs and the place where many of their relics were kept. Finally, the Saturday within the Octave of Easter brings the pilgrimage back to the Lateran Basilica. This was the day before the baptized catechumens took off their white garments: the Dominica in Albis Depositis [Sunday of White Vestments Removed]. (The station church for the Octave of Easter is St. Pancras, a youthful martyr whose memory reminds the Church that it is ever young, and ever called to radical fidelity and witness.)

			The earliest reliable textual witness to the classic form of the Roman station church pilgrimage is the Würzberg Manuscript of the mid-700s, the oldest surviving Latin lectionary, or book of Mass readings. It embodies the structure of the Roman liturgy some one hundred years before, and thus takes us within fifty years of the death of Gregory the Great in 604. Here, scholars can trace the reciprocal relationship between the Mass texts of a given Lenten day or day within the Octave of Easter and the statio of that day.

			Other cities, it should be noted, also had a tradition of “station churches,” including Paris, Vienna, Venice, and Milan. In Milan, where the Ambrosian Rite, rather than the Roman Rite, was celebrated, Fridays in Lent have traditionally been “aliturgical”—that is, days on which Mass is not celebrated. In the Roman Rite, Thursdays were aliturgical for centuries, and the institution of Mass on Thursdays in the eighth century prompted the expansion of the station churches of Rome beyond the original twenty-five fixed by Gregory the Great.

			 

			The Roman station church pilgrimage flourished throughout the first millennium, but began to die out by stages in the first centuries of the second millennium. From 1050 to 1300, the popes were frequently out of Rome for various reasons, in the Papal States or elsewhere; this was the period when popes were elected in such diverse places as Cluny, Perugia, Ravenna, Siena, and Terracina. One of the results of the eleventh-century reforms of Pope St. Gregory VII was a heightened emphasis on the pope as an administrator. Thereafter, pontiffs devoted more of their daily routine to management, and papal liturgies tended to center around the pope-administrator’s enlarged court, the Roman Curia; now, the pope and his bureaucratic subalterns celebrated the liturgy together, rather than out in the city with the people of Rome. In its classic form, the Roman station church pilgrimage ceased to exist when the primary papal residence was relocated in 1305 to Avignon in the south of France.

			Although the return of the popes from their Avignon exile did not usher in a revival of the classic station church pilgrimage, the Roman Missal retained the stational notation for each day of Lent and Easter, and thus the memory of the pilgrimage lived on in the liturgy. Any early modern thoughts of a revival of the pilgrimage were ended when Rome was taken by the forces of the new Kingdom of Italy in 1870 and the pope withdrew behind the Leonine Wall as “the prisoner of the Vatican.”

			After the 1929 Lateran Treaty solved the Roman Question of the pope’s temporal sovereignty by creating the State of Vatican City, Pope Pius XI (1922–1939) and Pope Pius XII (1939–1958) encouraged a renewal of the ancient tradition by attaching special indulgences to attendance at stational Masses during Lent. During this same period, the Vicariate of Rome (the administration of the Roman diocese, which is led in the pope’s name by a cardinal vicar) encouraged local pastors to organize processions to the stations during Lent, while also urging the universities, colleges, and religious houses or residences in the city to participate. This modest revival was interrupted by World War II, particularly during the German occupation of Rome in 1943–1944, but was continued by Pius XII after the war.

			On Ash Wednesday, 1959, the newly elected Pope John XXIII accelerated the contemporary restoration of the station church pilgrimage by going to St. Sabina on the Aventine Hill to receive penitential ashes. His successor, Pope Paul VI, went to the station at St. Eusebius in 1967, thereby signaling that the Lenten station church tradition had not been superseded by the liturgical reforms mandated by the Second Vatican Council—although the Concilium that implemented those reforms relied far less on the station church/Lenten liturgy nexus in fashioning the Roman Missal of 1970 than had the Missal of Pope St. Pius V, the product of the sixteenth-century Council of Trent.

			 

			In the early twenty-first century, the Vicariate of Rome sponsors daily Lenten stational Masses. Pope Benedict XVI made a practice of going up the Aventine to St. Sabina for the celebration of Ash Wednesday Mass and the reception of ashes, as did Pope John Paul II. Yet, in the last decades of the twentieth century and the first decades of the twenty-first, the greatest impetus toward a revival of the Lenten station church pilgrimage in Rome has come from the Pontifical North American College, the residential house of formation at which seminarians from the United States (and fellow-Anglophone countries such as Canada and Australia) prepare for the priesthood while studying theology at the pontifical universities in the city.

			Beginning in the mid-1970s, American seminarians and student priests began walking the pilgrim’s road through Rome before dawn in order to celebrate a daily Lenten stational Mass at 7 a.m. The North American College station church pilgrimage grew, and, by the turn of the millennium, hundreds of English-speakers from Rome’s universities, diplomatic posts, and Anglophone seminaries were joining in the pilgrimage and celebrating Holy Mass together at the ancient Roman stationes. On any given Lenten day, seminarians and student-priests from Iowa, New York, California, South Carolina, Maryland, Wisconsin, Surrey, Alberta, and New South Wales join university students from Louisiana, Minnesota, and Oregon; diplomats from Canada, Ireland, Poland, the United Kingdom, and the United States; religious sisters from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and North America; and English-speaking members of the Roman Curia in re-creating, in the first decades of Catholicism’s third millennium, the experience of the Lenten stational church Mass as a unique global crossroads of faith and worship—just as it was when Rome was the center of the Western world.

			 

			The station church pilgrimage can be, and in fact is, walked on many levels, not unlike the city in which it takes place. For Rome is so deeply layered by the accumulated stuff of centuries that the roads along which one makes the pilgrimage in the twenty-first century are many meters above the roads along which Gregory the Great would have led his people from the daily collecta to its accompanying statio.

			Thus, along the pathways of the station church pilgrimage (and at whatever time of year it is walked), the twenty-first-century pilgrim or visitor passes through multiple layers of the history of Western civilization and has the opportunity to ponder the rise and fall of empires—as well as the continuities of culture that endure despite radical changes of political and economic fortune. This layer of the station church pilgrimage is open to everyone, whatever an individual’s religious “location” or lack thereof. It can be a deeply moving reminder of the fragility of civilization as well as of the richness of regenerative powers embedded in the West.

			On another level, Christians of all denominational persuasions will find along the paths of the station church pilgrimage an itinerarium of sanctity and profound Christian conviction. Here walked Peter and Paul, and perhaps others of the apostles and evangelists. Here walked Leo and Gregory, two popes popularly acclaimed as “the Great”; here walked another pope, John Paul II, whom many believe history will remember with that same title. Martin Luther strode along these pathways, as did John Henry Newman, two men of genius who came to dramatically different conclusions about the place of Rome in the Christian scheme of things. Here, Ignatius Loyola and Philip Neri devised different Catholic responses to the challenges posed by the Reformation and the fracturing of Western Christianity. And here, in the late twentieth century, Orthodox and Protestant leaders began to pray in common with the Bishop of Rome for an end to the fragmentation of the Christian world.

			At yet another level, the station church pilgrimage—especially when it is made during Lent—is an itinerary of conversion. For while the linkage between the Lenten liturgy and the station of the day is not so tight as it was in the past, so many elements of tangency can be found between these churches and the prayers and readings the Church prays and ponders in them that the station church pilgrimage can become an extended retreat: seven and a half weeks of reflection that synthesize the truths of Christian faith and offer pilgrims an opportunity to reflect on how well those truths have been integrated along the pathways of their lives.

			 

			Making the station church pilgrimage is also a marvelous way to discover the many faces of Rome. On the pilgrimage, one walks through the always-clogged and now-funky streets of Trastevere, crosses the high baroque Piazza Navona, breathes the early-morning aromas of the markets of the Campo dei Fiori, skirts the ruins of the Circus Maximus, and climbs up the beautiful Aventine Hill, with its unparalleled views of the city. Ascending the Caelian Hill on another day, one looks into the great ruins on the Palatine Hill, the Park Avenue or Belgravia of the Augustan Age. Climbing the gentle rise of the Esquiline Hill, one is reminded of snow miraculously falling in August 352, indicating where a church in honor of Mary, Mother of God, should be built. Americans, ascending the Capitoline Hill to another statio, will learn or be reminded of where the legislative seat of their federal government got its name. All those who look back to Rome as one of the foundations of their own national experience, and to Latin as a primary source of their language, can reflect, in various moods, on the glory that was classical Rome, on its enduring cultural impact, and on its inability to sustain itself indefinitely as a political community.

			Along the station church way, one passes, sometimes frequently, artifacts and ruins that jog the cultural memory: the Forum, where Cicero and others argued for the superiority of law over brute force in the governing of states and peoples; the Colosseum, reminder of the perennial human attraction to sport and the perennial human temptation to cruelty; the arches of Titus, despoiler of the Temple of Jerusalem, and Constantine, who initiated a troubled relationship between Christianity and state power, from which some Christian communities have only begun extracting themselves in the past two centuries; the Temple of Saturn and La Bocca della Verità, reminders of the paganism and superstition that still emerge on occasion from beneath the surface of modern Roman life; and the Baths of Caracalla, once a different kind of public square, now a venue for opera.

			The stones here are witnesses, if silent ones, and so are many of the buildings, streets, and artifacts encountered along the pilgrim’s way, or explored after the daily stational Mass. The obelisk in St. Peter’s Square once stood in Nero’s Circus, and quite likely witnessed the martyrdom of Peter. The Via Lata, now the Via del Corso, was trod by Julius Caesar after he crossed the Rubicon, and by Constantine after his victory at the Milvian Bridge. Benito Mussolini, a caricature of grandeur, tried to re-create rhetorically the glory that was antique Rome by delivering harangues from the loggia of the Piazza Venezia, near the station at St. Mark. An Italian of the same generation, Pope Pius XII, came to the people of Rome gathered outside the stational basilica of St. Lawrence Outside the Walls after bombs had destroyed parts of their neighborhood during World War II; he distributed alms and returned to the Vatican with blood staining his white cassock. From 1962 through 1965, the marble, statuary, and mosaics inside the Vatican Basilica, St. Peter’s, witnessed the four sessions of the Second Vatican Council and the Catholic Church’s wrestling with the good and the evil of modernity. The stones of the square outside the basilica witnessed the greatest gathering of humanity in a generation at the 2005 funeral of John Paul II, the Polish priest who had been shot in that very square, whom the Romans had taken to their hearts as they had sometimes not done with popes of their own stock.

			And through it all, Pasquino, the battered statue that symbolizes Roman wit, stood silently along one of the station church pathways, a witness to human foibles—and to the human capacity to laugh at them.

			The station church walk is also an invitation to discover artistic treasures that the casual (and sometimes even the assiduous) tourist would likely miss. The apse mosaic in the stational church of Sts. Cosmas and Damian, hard by the Roman Forum, is a wholly unanticipated mid-sixth-century anticipation of twentieth-century art deco. The gemlike mosaics in the small Chapel of St. Zeno, in the completely out-of-the-way statio at St. Praxedes on the Esquiline, make this small space one of the most beautiful rooms on the planet. Numerous stational churches, rarely visited, have magnificent Cosmatesque floors, made by ingenious medieval craftsmen from shards of marble and other stones; the obscure station at St. Balbina, behind the drably modern headquarters of the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization, has a splendid thirteenth-century Cosmatesque throne. The statio at St. Augustine houses Caravaggio’s Madonna of the Pilgrims, one of the most strikingly earthy of his renderings of the Mother of God.

			All these wonders can, of course, be enjoyed for their beauty. Yet if Swiss theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar was right—that beauty, the often-forgotten transcendental, is, in late modernity, uniquely magnetic in drawing us to experience anew the good and the true, the transcendentals often obscured by modernity—then beauty can be a unique pathway to God. Thus the discovery of unexpected beauty along the station church walk may stretch the visitor’s imagination in ways that he or she never imagined possible.

			 

			For all of late modernity’s confusions, the rediscovery of the ancient human instinct for pilgrimage has been a striking feature of the late twentieth century and the early twenty-first. Though it has been made possible by the relative ease of contemporary travel, this rediscovery of pilgrimage surely is not entirely attributable to the Boeing 747 and the Airbus 380. Muslims in their millions make the Hajj to Mecca. Jews, able for the first time in centuries to pray at the western wall of Herod’s Temple, come to Jerusalem from all over the world. Tens of millions of Hindus participate in the Maha Kumbh Mela, a pilgrimage to the Ganges River that takes place once every twelve years. Even in religiously arid Europe, the medieval pilgrim roads to Santiago de Compostela in northwestern Spain—roads that played no small role in forging “Europe” out of a congeries of tribes—are once more trod by tens of thousands of hikers, many of whom are nonbelievers.

			This late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century passion for pilgrimage, which the late nineteenth century, confident of the inexorable advance of secularism, would not have anticipated, has been a particularly striking feature of late-modern Catholic piety. Millions of Catholics make pilgrimage to Marian shrines such as Lourdes, Fatima, and Guadalupe every year. The Great Jubilee of 2000 drew unprecedented numbers of Catholic pilgrims to Rome from all over the world. Perhaps most unexpectedly, the international World Youth Days initiated by Pope John Paul II in the mid-1980s have become triennial global events of a sort that no one imagined possible in the late 1970s: young people, from all over the world, gathering for a week for religious instruction and prayer.

			Amid all of this wayfaring—some of it explicitly religious, some of it searching—the Roman station church pilgrimage retains a special character, uniquely combining history, art and architecture, and distinctive religious qualities. For those of other faiths or no faith, as well as for Catholics, the themes for reflection prompted by the station churches themselves, and by the liturgical rhythms of Lent, make for a striking human experience. The station churches of Rome have a special place in the religious imagination of Catholics. They are emphatically not, however, for Catholics only.
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			Trastevere: Pilgrims approaching the Piazza S. Maria in Trastevere
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			St. Prisca: Ancient baptismal font

		

		

	
		
			LENT

			An Itinerary of Conversion

			The rediscovery of the baptismal character of Lent, the ancient penitential season that precedes Easter, and the restoration of the Paschal Triduum—Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and the Easter Vigil—as the apex of the Church’s liturgical year are two of the most important accomplishments of modern Catholicism.

			Over the centuries, the summit of the Church’s year of grace—the celebration of Christ’s passing over from death to life, for which the Church prepares in Lent—had become encrusted with liturgical barnacles that gradually took center stage in the drama of Holy Week. And while some of them had a beauty of their own, such as the Tenebrae service, celebrated early in the morning of Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday, the overall effect was to diminish the liturgical richness of the Triduum; the Easter Vigil’s essential character as a dramatic night-watch, when the Church gathers at the Lord’s tomb to ponder the great events of salvation history while awaiting the bright dawn of the Resurrection, was almost completely obscured. Similarly, Lent, which had an intensely baptismal character centuries ago, became almost exclusively penitential: a matter of what Catholics must not do, rather than a season focused on the heart of the Christian vocation and mission—conversion to Jesus Christ and the deepening of our friendship with him.

			Now, thanks to Pope Pius XII’s restoration of the Easter Vigil and the liturgical reforms mandated by the Second Vatican Council, Catholics of the twenty­first century can celebrate both Lent and the Paschal Triduum in the richness of their evangelical and baptismal character, as moments of intensified conversion to Christ and incorporation into his Body, the Church. Lent, once dreaded, has become popular: churches are full on Ash Wednesday, and the disciplines of Lent—fasting, almsgiving, intensified prayer—have now been relocated properly within the great human adventure of continuing conversion. Celebrated with appropriate solemnity, the Paschal Triduum today is what it should be: the apex of the liturgical year, in which those who were initially conformed to Christ in Baptism, along with those baptized at the Easter Vigil, relive the Master’s Passion and Death in order to experience the joy of the Resurrection, the decisive confirmation that God’s purposes in history will be vindicated.

			 

			This revival of Lent in the Catholic Church has involved the rediscovery of the Forty Days as a season shaped by the catechumenate: the period of education and formation through which adults who have not yet been baptized are prepared to receive Baptism, Confirmation, and the Holy Eucharist, the three sacraments of Christian initiation, at the Easter Vigil. The baptismal character of Lent is not for catechumens only, however. The adult catechumenate (called the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults) offers an annual reminder to the Church that all Christians are always in need of conversion. The Church’s conversion, the Church’s being-made-holy, is a never-ending process.

			Baptism, the Scriptures tell us, is “for the forgiveness of sins.” And while that central aspect of the sacrament is most dramatically manifest in the baptism of adults at the Easter Vigil, those who were baptized in infancy, and who, as all do, inevitably fall into sin, are also in need of forgiveness. Thus baptism “for the forgiveness of sins,” which is such a prominent theme throughout Lent, reminds all the baptized that they, too, require liberation from sin: from the bad habits that enslave us and impede our friendship with Christ.

			To make the pilgrimage of Lent is to follow an itinerary of conversion. Lent affords every baptized Christian the opportunity to reenter the catechumenate, to undergo a “second baptism,” and thus to meet once again the mysteries of God’s mercy and love.

			 

			The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—the God whom Jesus calls “Father”—is not the kind of deity imagined by twenty-first-century treatises on “spirituality,” which typically treat the spiritual life as the human search for God. Biblical religion—the faith of the People of Israel and of the Church—is entirely different. As the liturgical readings of Lent insistently press home, biblical religion is about God’s search for us and our learning to take the same path through history that God is taking: to follow the itinerary of conversion and salvation that God has marked out.

			Biblical religion is built around what Pope Benedict XVI called, in his 2011 Lenten meditation, “the adventure of God, the greatness of what he has done for us.” And that adventure consists in the fact that “God did not remain within himself: he came out from himself.” The divine itinerary begins with Creation, which God sustains every day in the power of his love (for, as Thomas Aquinas taught, if God wanted to end the world, he would not have to do something; he would only have to stop doing something). The divine itinerary continues in salvation history as God enters the drama of creation and asks those whom he elects to follow his path into the future; the dramatic struggles of that elect people, Israel, to follow the divine itinerary form a consistent theme throughout the biblical readings of the Lenten liturgy, both at Holy Mass and in the Liturgy of the Hours. Salvation history, in turn, reaches its climax in the Incarnation. As Benedict XVI put it to a synod of bishops in 2010, “God . . . united himself so much, so radically, with this man, Jesus, that this man Jesus is God, and what we say about him we can always say about God as well. He was born not only as a man who had something to do with God, but in him God was born on earth. God came out from himself.” And in doing so, “God has drawn us into himself, so that we are no longer outside of God, but we are inside, inside God himself.”

			Jesus does not live “for himself.” He lives to “draw all things” to himself [John 12.32], which he does by forming a body, the Church, of which he is the “first-born among many brethren” [Romans 8.29]. This body, this Church, continues the mission of Jesus in history. Yet it is a Church that, while bearing within itself the truth of the world, is always composed of sinners. That is the reason for Lent. Lent is the journey in which the people of the Church are annually purified for their mission of witnessing to the Gospel and offering men and women friendship with Jesus.

			As the Church understands it, repentance is more than a matter of moral purification, important as that is. Repentance opens the door to a Gospel-centered life, to friendship with Jesus, and to mission. Thus it is that, throughout Lent, the Church ponders the first recorded words of the Lord—“Repent, and believe in the Gospel” [Mark 1.15]—and considers the relationship of that challenge to its evangelical mission.

			That mission belongs to all of the people of the Church, who are commissioned as missionaries by the fact of their baptismal incorporation into Christ. For what the Lord said to the apostles in the Great Commission—“Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them all that I have commanded you” [Matthew 28.19]—he says to each and every Christian. Every Christian enters mission territory every day, even in countries where the Christian imprint in lives and cultures remains visible.

			 

			The Church’s mission is the same as that of the Master whose Body she is: the Church exists to proclaim the good news that “the time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God is at hand” [Mark 1.15]. That Kingdom is “not of this world,” as Jesus will tell Pontius Pilate during the drama of his Passion [John 18.36]. The Kingdom, as biblical scholar Gianfranco Ravasi once explained, is the great “design that God wants to actualize with Christ in the world and in history”: it is fellowship with God the Holy Trinity here and now, in anticipation of the Wedding Feast of the Lamb that extends through eternity. And in order to become effective witnesses to God’s reign, God’s kingdom, among his people now, the people of the Church, who carry that salvific project across the centuries, must continually be converted. A people in mission is constantly called to a change of heart, a deepening of friendship with the Lord who goes before us, no longer to be touched by death.

			 

			The Bible includes three paradigmatic forty-day periods of fasting and prayer: that of Moses, who prepared for forty days to receive the Ten Commandments, the moral code that God gives his chosen people to help them avoid falling back into the habits of slaves [Deuteronomy 9.9]; that of Elijah, who fasted “forty days and forty nights [at] Horeb the mount of God,” prior to hearing the “still, small voice” of the Lord passing by [1 Kings 19.8]; and that of Jesus, prior to his temptation. Thus the “forty days” of Lent—Ash Wednesday through Holy Saturday, exclusive of Sundays (which were always exempted from the Lenten fast as the disciplines of the season became defined)—evoke two great figures from the Hebrew Bible, Moses the lawgiver and Elijah the model of prophecy, as well as the Lord’s own fast in the desert, which is variously described in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke as the critical prelude to his public ministry.

			In all three biblical instances, these forty days are a stepping-aside from the ordinary rhythms of life in order to be more open to the promptings of the spirit of God, and thus more deeply converted to walking along God’s path through history. That “stepping aside” is a primary characteristic of Lent and, according to the ancient tradition of the Church, is embodied in almsgiving and intensified prayer as well as fasting. The three practices go together. “Giving up _____” for Lent would have little more meaning than a weight-loss program were it not accompanied by a deeper encounter with Father, Son, and Holy Spirit through prayer, spiritual reading, and reflection and a new concern for those in need. Thus the special practices of the Forty Days, like the liturgies of each day of Lent, constantly bring the Christian back to the primordial call of Christ: “Repent, and believe in the Gospel” [Mark 1.15].

			 

			These great themes—the annual catechumenate by which all the people of the Church are renewed in the baptismal promises they repeat at the Easter Vigil; the adventure of God in salvation history and in the coming of the Kingdom in the person of Jesus; and the invitation to deeper friendship with Christ through a more intimate embrace of his Passion and Death—shape the liturgical rhythm of Lent.

			Ash Wednesday, the days immediately following, and the first two weeks of Lent are penitential in character. The prayers and readings of daily Mass and the Liturgy of the Hours call us to an extended examination of conscience: How am I living as a witness to the Kingdom? Have I been the missionary of the Gospel I am called to be? What is there in me that needs purification, if I am to deepen my friendship with Jesus?

			The focus shifts with the Third Sunday in Lent, which begins a three-week period that has a baptismal character. In this second Lenten period, Christians are called to a deeper imitation of Christ: How am I responding to Christ’s thirst for my friendship in prayer, in light of Jesus’s invitation to the Samaritan woman, whom he asked for a drink of water? How are my eyes being opened to the demands of my mission, by the Christ who gave sight to the man born blind? Do I, like Martha, truly believe that Jesus is the Son of the living God, with power to raise me, like Lazarus, from the bonds of sin and death? These three gospel accounts—the woman at the well, the man born blind, and the raising of Lazarus—were central to the ancient catechumenate and summed up, for those about to be baptized, the call to live the life of the Kingdom made present among us in the Lord Jesus. Today, as they are read on the Third, Fourth, and Fifth Sundays in Lent, they invite every Christian to reenter the catechumenate imaginatively, in a new season of pondering the mysteries of God’s mercy and love, in order to imitate more closely Christ the Head of the Body, the Church.

			Then comes Holy Week. It begins with the original celebration of Christ the King: Palm Sunday, the liturgical commemoration of the Lord’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem. Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday of Holy Week are days of preparation for the Paschal Triduum, which starts with the Evening Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday, continues through the Celebration of the Lord’s Passion on Good Friday (the only day of the year on which the Catholic Church does not celebrate Holy Mass), and concludes with the summit of the Lenten journey, the Easter Vigil.

			Easter Sunday follows seamlessly from the Easter Vigil, and is celebrated by the Church for eight days, concluding on the Octave, or Second Sunday, of Easter, which Blessed John Paul II designated as Divine Mercy Sunday. Thus each day of Easter Week is Easter, as the Preface used in daily Mass reminds us. Here, we ponder for eight days the fulfillment of the itinerary of conversion, whose destination is the Risen Christ: Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, to whom all time and all ages belong, for whom all things were made, and in whom all things find their true meaning.

			 

			The great mysteries of redemption celebrated in the Church’s liturgy always unfold gradually. Throughout Advent, the season of preparation for Christmas, the Church’s worship slowly and steadily unfolds the mystery of God-made-man, until we see him in the flesh, born of Mary “in Bethlehem of Judea” [Matthew 2.5]. The same process of unfolding takes place during Lent, intensifying its character as a pilgrimage. The “exterior” of that process takes us, with Jesus, up to Jerusalem, where the decisive events of human history will dramatically unfold. The process has an “interior” as well: as the people of the Church walk with Jesus from his temptation in the desert to his temptation in the Garden of Gethsemane, and then to the final temptation to despair on the Cross, we see unfolding before us (and within us) a cosmic struggle between good and evil—between God’s purposes and all the forces that resist the power of divine love.

			Lent thus engages the deepest truths of Christian faith: truths that cannot be approached as if they were the logical results of mathematical equations, or as if they were laboratory specimens to be dissected. The deepest truths of Christian faith are always more than human logic and human cleverness can grasp. That is why the Lenten pilgrimage through the station churches of Rome, encrusted as they are with layers of legend about the saints and martyrs of old, is an opportunity to live what philosopher Paul Ricoeur called a “second naivete”: not the naivete of the child, but the wonder of the adult who, on the far side of skepticism or cynicism, is grasped by the truths of legends, stories, even myths that go beyond the historically knowable facts and precisely for that reason are the bearers of deep truths—truths about light and darkness, truths about what is life-giving and what is death-dealing, truths about God and us.

			This is not a journey about abstract truths, however. To walk this pilgrim way of Lent with Jesus is to confront the often mysterious darknesses of our own lives and thereby strengthen our capacity, with God’s grace, to resist everything in us that impedes us from making our lives into the gift for others that life itself is to each of us. The journey is an arduous one. Its difficulties are eased when we keep our eyes fixed on the Lord, who goes before us, and when we ponder the stories of the saints who have walked this path throughout history. At the end of the pilgrim’s way is Easter: the power of God vindicates the sacrificial obedience of Jesus by raising him from the dead and seating him at the Father’s right hand in glory. At the conclusion of the itinerary, love proves stronger than death.

			That is the good news of Lent, which is, in the final analysis, a joyful season. For, as the Church prays at Holy Mass during the Forty Days, “by your gracious gift each year, your faithful await the sacred paschal feasts with the joy of minds made pure.” The Lenten itinerary of conversion—the intensification of prayer and charity—leads finally to “the fullness of grace” that the God of mercies bestows on his sons and daughters at Easter, in the New Life that is our life in the Risen Lord, life at the eternal Wedding Feast of the Lamb.
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			St. Sabina: St. Catherine Chapel dome (Giovanni Odazzi, 1700)
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			ASH WEDNESDAY

			Station at St. Sabina

			Holy Mass

			Joel 2.12–18

			Psalm 51

			2 Corinthians 5.20–6.2

			Matthew 6.1–6, 16–18

			Office of Readings

			Isaiah 58.1–12

			St. Clement: Letter to the Corinthians

			
			The itinerary of conversion can bring about unexpected changes in our lives.

			Take, for example, Carolyn Gordon Tate, a major figure in the literary renaissance of the twentieth-century American South, who once described to an even greater writer, Flannery O’Connor, the impact her conversion to Catholicism had had on her writing. As Miss O’Connor recalled in a letter, “Mrs. Tate told me that after she became a Catholic she felt she could use her eyes and accept what she saw for the first time, she didn’t have to make a new universe for each book but could take the one she found.”

			Catholicism, Tate recognized, is realism. Catholicism means seeing things as they are. Catholicism means finding within the grittiness of reality the path God is taking through history for the salvation of the world. What we might call “Great Tradition Christianity”—the Christianity that, in several forms, takes the truth of the Gospel with complete seriousness—is no airy idealism, detached from reality. The truths of Christianity are truths embedded in reality.

			 

			For Things As They Are, his fine novel about a boy growing up in early twentieth-century America, Paul Horgan took as his title a question that the young boy’s parents put to him as he navigated the alarms, discoveries, and vicissitudes of childhood: “Richard, Richard, when will you learn to see things as they are?” Learning to see the world straight is no easy business. Like the Old Testament figure of Tobit, we, too, must be cured of our blindness; we, too, must learn to see things as they are. The truths of Christian faith are the prisms through which our myopia (which turns us in on ourselves) and our astigmatism (which warps our view of what we see around us) are corrected, as the mercy of God grants us sight—and genuine insight.

			 

			Lent, a relentlessly gritty season, is a good time to be reminded of all this.    That is one reason why the beginning of Lent is literally gritty: the Lenten pilgrimage begins with the reception of ashes (preferably in abundance) and the reminder that we are dust and to dust we shall return. The grittiness of Lent continues for six weeks, until pilgrims enter the supreme realism of the Paschal Triduum. Four days from now, the pilgrim way will take us into the grittiness of the Judean wilderness, a harsh landscape on which the first Lenten drama, the clash between light and darkness, will be played out in the temptation of Jesus. At the end of the Forty Days, that drama will reach its climax in the Crucifixion (the first artistic representation of which is found at today’s station). In between we will encounter Jesus’s parched thirst, the sorrow of Lazarus’s death, and many other facts of life that are often hard to see squarely. Lent is grittiness, all the way: an uphill climb embodied in today’s pilgrimage walk up the Aventine Hill to the Basilica of St. Sabina.

			Yet while we are reminded on this first day of Lent that we are all dust and that the grave is everyone’s mortal lot, the Forty Days also point to an even greater truth: dust is not our ultimate destiny. For those who repent and believe in the Gospel, the last act of the drama is not the dustbin. The last act of the drama is quite different. It is the Wedding Feast of the Lamb in the New Jerusalem, where all things are made new and those who have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb are, in the astonishing usage of the Fathers of the Church, “divinized.”
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