
FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT 

Wednesday’s Ashes are a memory now!  Just a few days after being reminded that we are dust and 

unto dust we shall return or that we should turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel, nobody 

would know that our foreheads bore the mark of the ash and the sign of the Cross.  Still though, we 

know it and somewhere in the depths of our Souls, we know that mark makes all the difference.  It 

reassures us that the road we travel has been travelled before and the steps we take are taken on a 

well-trodden path.  We strive to be faithful to the path and still, somehow, we wander and stray a 

little, border on being lost but remain confident that we are searched for and found. 

“Be with me, O Lord, in my distress” is our response to the psalm today.  I heard a man speaking about 

reading God’s word at Mass and saying that the “reader” or “Minister of the word”, should not say 

“Response” by way of leading people into saying the response.  He said the response should flow from 

what has been heard.  Imagine the ball sailing over the bar in the dying seconds of extra time in an All-

Ireland Final with the sides level, the point takes your county across the line and to All-Ireland Glory.  

Could you imagine someone having to shout “RESPONSE” to that??  The response is just that, response 

to something witnessed – something real – something that speaks to the spirt and demands an 

answer. 

Today’s response comes to lines like: “My refuge, my stronghold, my God in whom I trust” and “When 

he calls I shall answer, ‘I am with you’”.  It is rooted in the psalmist’s call for help and in a reminder to 

God that He has made a commitment to be with people in their time of need and crisis.    

The Trócaire Lenten Campaign this year focuses on land-rights.  The four-sided “Trócaire Box” has 

stories to tell.  One about families forced from their homes, another about the absence of rights for 

women in terms of inheritance and the third about the grabbing greed of big businesses who take 

over people’s land for their own profit and gain.  The leaflet in the Trócaire Pack gives further detail 

but there is a fourth side to the Trócaire Box and it bears that very name “Trócaire” – mercy.  That 

word tells a story too.  It’s a story called “Response”. 

To be merciful means to respond in a way that is meaningful, helpful and life-giving.  It doesn’t always 

mean we have all the answers or that the situation is now restored to perfect order.  It does mean, 

however, that we want things to be better for people and that their plight is our concern.  It asks of 

us that we feel again the mark of the Ashes and the sign of the Cross and that the “Ash Wednesday” 

man, woman and child puts a mark on the world.  A mark of mercy, of caring and of responding to the 

needs and plight of others. It reminds us of people who cannot easily wash away the ashes or the 

weight of their cross. 

This is not always easy, and our own concerns are real.  Think of them though, just for a moment, 

imagine nobody responding to our needs.  Even if the response is inadequate it is better than no 

response for it means someone has noticed and tried to come to our assistance.  The three sides of 

the Trócaire Box tell a story. 

The fourth side?  That’s down to us. 

Response! 

 



ST PATRICK’S DAY (Second Sunday of Lent) 

There is a lovely account in a book called “Nineteen Acres”, written by the late John Healy, of a family 

emigrating from County Mayo and the gathering in their home the night before they left.  It was a 

sadly all too familiar gathering and neighbours knew there was a strong likelihood they would not 

meet this family again.  I can’t remember all the details but one that stayed with me was that of one 

of the neighbours taking turf from the fire of the emigrating family and bringing it home and adding it 

to their fire.  The idea being that this sod of turf would not burn out but become part of another fire 

and would continue to burn in the hope that the family might one day return and that the fire would 

again be brought to their home from the fireplace of the neighbour.  I suppose you could call it a sort 

of “Eternal Flame”.  I was impressed by that image and it has stayed with me through the years. 

As we celebrate St Patrick’s Day, we recall many of the stories and legends attached to his memory.  

One focuses on him lighting a fire on the Hill Of Tara, a fire that acknowledged pagan fires and customs 

of the past but paved a way for a new awareness of the Light of Christ.  In many ways, we have sought 

to keep that flame alive ever since – passing it carefully, in story, through sacraments, prayer and 

liturgy, from one generation to the next.  Our presence here today, gathered in faith on St Patrick’s 

Day, may well be attributed to that flame.  We seek to protect it, to be protected by it and to share it 

with a new generation.  It is about neighbours minding neighbours, taking the flame and sheltering it 

that it may ever burn brightly. 

They tell us that St Patrick, in a dream, heard the cry of the Irish begging him to come back to them.  

Though here as a captive and now free and away from us, there was somewhere in him a belief that 

this distant voice could not be ignored.  Not alone did he return, but he returned with purpose to bring 

us into relationship with Trinity.  “I bind unto myself today, the strong name of the Trinity, by 

invocation of the same, the three in one, the one in three”.  Patrick truly made a difference and, as 

one nation to that one man, we say “buiochas” today. 

The eyes of the world focus on Ireland today.  From Sydney Opera House to the Eifel Tower buildings 

and landmarks turn green.  Parades will take place in every corner of Ireland and throughout the world 

and St Patrick will be celebrated.  Sadly, it has to be said, much of the celebration will avoid meaningful 

mention of his name and the day will be referred to as “Paddy’s Day” or “Pat’s” or something along 

those lines.  Call it what they will, the truth remains that at the heart of this day lies a man who sought 

to make a difference, to light a fire and nourish a flame of faith.   

In Trócaire’s Lenten Campaign, is there room today for the individual among us to hear the voices of 

others coming across the seas to us?  They are the voices of displaced people, others deprived of their 

rights, some victims of greed – collective voices asking us to help – to, like St Patrick, make a difference 

in their lives.  Is there in us a heart that wants to keep their flame alight and to take the sod of turf not 

from their house to ours but our house to theirs so that they can live again and know the security of 

home and place again. 

It is certain that St Patrick’s Fire continues to burn in our hearts and that fire cannot and must not be 

quenched. 

“Christ be my unchanging friend, guide and shepherd to the end.” 

 



SECOND SUNDAY OF LENT 

Climbing mountains and counting stars – neither is especially easy but for some, it’s passion.  Maybe 

not so much counting stars as knowing them, reading them and feeling safe beneath them.  For the 

keen-eyed astronomer direction is never a problem.  Neither is it for the mountain climber.  Going up 

is the only way. 

Today’s readings take us from the stars to the ground beneath us and to the mountains in between.  

The universe and the call to get a better view of things are centre stage.  “Look up to heaven and count 

the stars if you can”, Abram is told by the Lord – having first been taken “aside” – in other words to a 

place and space where he could reflect.  The same is true of the Gospel passage where Jesus takes 

“aside” Peter, James and John so that they too can arrive at a place where they can reflect. 

Does it truly enter our heads that where we are right now is standing with Abram counting the stars, 

stepping out and upwards with Peter, James and John?  We have been taken “aside” from all that goes 

on around us during the week, from work, distractions, ups and downs to a place where we can reflect 

a little and, with the astronomer, be assured of our direction.  With the mountain climbers, we look 

for the solid rock onto which we can hold and the firm stones that certain our feet. Only then can we 

move on, confident and seeking.  The value of that rock, the solid comfort of those stones, the promise 

of the stars – all essential and found when we allow ourselves be taken aside. 

Remembering our Trócaire campaign this year, we are reminded of those who run the great risk of 

not being taken aside but rather of being left outside.  We are reminded too of those who only have 

the stars for a roof because their homes have been plundered, attacked, burned to the ground.  We 

remember those whose lands have been unjustly taken and all for whom there does not seem to be 

a solid rock onto which to hold despite there being a mountain to climb.  

Many people are looking to us now for light – to be stars.  Many are seeking our solid and rock-like 

presence that they may find a sure grip and a solid base beneath their feet.  Countless men, women 

and children are reliant on what we encounter during these moments of being gathered in faith, these 

times of being taken aside. 

The disciples told Jesus that it was wonderful for them to be with him at such a revealing moment and 

they sought to capture the moment by building “tents” but they’re assured this is not where they need 

to stay.  In a while we will hear “The Mass is ended, go in peace to Love and serve the Lord” and that 

is the moment Jesus tells us that we are needed not on the mountain top but at ground level where 

we can see the needs of people, hear their cry and make a difference.  We may look to the mountains, 

attempt to climb them, maybe even conquer them but life is lived at ground level where we are all 

walking the same earth and entitled to do so. 

The coins or notes in the Trócaire Box may be easier to count than the stars but let there be no doubt 

they will give certainty to many who are wandering, displaced, wondering and frightened. Note by 

note, coin by coin, they bring light where otherwise there would only be darkness and direction where 

otherwise chaos would reign.  

Was Abram able to count the stars?  Of course not. Can we make a difference?  Absolutely. 

 



THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT 

Coming down the steps on a September day in 1979, John Paul went down on his knees and kissed 

the ground at Dublin airport.  It was a powerful moment of witness.  In this gesture, he recognised the 

land, more than that, he bowed to the sacredness of the land he had chosen to visit.  Other than a 

visit to Poland, it was his first visit outside Rome and was to be the first of many to countries all over 

the world.  This gesture of kissing the ground remained a central part of all his visits.  Indeed, there is 

footage of him, feeble now and tired and unable to kneel on the ground, being brought a bowl of earth 

that he might kiss it and acknowledge, as he did in Dublin that day, the soil beneath our feet.  

As a child I remember attending a funeral in Connemara.  I don’t remember much of the ceremony, 

but I have a clear recollection of the burial.  The grave was filled in while we were still there and the 

Rosary was prayed, in Irish I imagine.  When the grave was filled, the men who had taken turns filling 

it in, flattened the surface and then rolled out a long “sod” of grass.  It was, for all the world, like a roll 

of carpet and they rolled it back into place over the filled in grave, patted it down and left it, as they 

had found it.  Though young, it’s a vivid memory for me and I think I understood it for what it was, a 

sign of reverence of the earth.  There was something said that when a man’s life is over, he should 

leave the world as he found it, no worse because of his presence.  Respect. 

Moses, in today’s reading, is told to take off his shoes for the ground on which he walks is “holy 

ground”. Respect. 

Reflecting again on Trócaire’s Lenten Campaign this year, we are reminded of land-rights.  Grass is 

grass and earth is earth wherever it is found, and rights are rights.  There remains much injustice in 

our world.  Much of Trócaire’s work seems to be linked with being on the side of right rather than 

might. The people working for Trócaire abroad are, in most cases, local people who have no stomach 

for oppression and want to make a difference in their own place.  Respect. 

Visiting Honduras a few years ago, I had the chance to witness some of this work and was surprised 

because prior to that, I thought of Trócaire’s workers in terms of being Irish Missionaries of sorts.  I 

felt I would be meeting Irish men and women, miles away from home, working in difficult and 

dangerous situations.  While I did meet some, what I learned was that Trócaire seeks to connect with 

like-minded people, native to the countries to which it brings aid, because these are the people who 

know the story best. Imagine a problem in Ireland and people coming from another country to fix that 

problem for us, only to return to their own country when the work was done.  Yes, there might be a 

“fix” but the presence of the worker, the one who knows best the story, is central and crucial. The 

work done by Trócaire here in Ireland and abroad is crucial and the ability of people on our “ground” 

to recognise those best placed to make a difference is a key factor in the work being done and 

supported by us at parish level. 

When John Paul kissed the ground of Ireland, he made a statement around respect.  He knew that he 

would be here for a limited amount of time but wanted the people of Ireland, like Moses, to recognise 

the holiness of the ground on which they walked and, like the man buried in Connemara, to leave the 

world a better place, but in no way damaged, because we lived.  

Respect! 

 



 

FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT 

Land at its best it is productive, and we enjoy its fruits every day.  It provides foundations for homes, 

is cleared away for the building of hospitals, earth broken to produce something real and positive.  It 

is a truly valued commodity. 

It can too, bring out the greedy side where land is loved for what it can do for us rather than what we 

can do for it. The Prodigal son’s approach has much to say to us today: “Father let me have the share 

of the estate that would come to me”, comes from a place of putting a price rather than value on the 

land.  What can I get from it?  What is in it for me?  How can I turn this to a quick profit?  For those 

who know the land, profits are seldom quickly made, and work is hard.  In our own recent past we 

witnessed the horrendous after effects of land speculation where prices were exaggerated to a place 

where value was lost and, truth told, lives destroyed. 

In terms of Trócaire’s campaign this year we might look for a moment at that question of inheritance.  

The son in today’s Gospel was perfectly entitled, if not somewhat hasty, in his approach to his father.  

The estate would indeed be divided between him and his brother.  He wondered why he had to wait 

for his father’s death for this to happen? There was logic in it.  “I am entitled to this.  My father knows 

I am. If it is to be mine why can’t it be mine now?”  He was, after all a son.  That is one of the issues 

being highlighted by Trócaire this year – the continued denial of inheritance rights in some countries 

and traditions to daughters or, daughters-in-law.  A man might die and, following the death, his widow 

can be put off her property because she has no inheritance rights as a woman.  The husband’s brothers 

can, with the full support of tradition, literally take her home away.  There is surely place for education 

here – a raising of awareness that rights are not rooted in gender and that the “roots” in the soil, seek 

nourishment from the human hand and ask no questions around gender. 

Recently I heard a woman speak about another Gospel passage where a woman loses a coin.  She 

searches until it is found and gathers friends to celebrate its finding.  We know the story but what I 

didn’t know is that the coin was one of a number gathered by women and when they had the required 

amount, they were free to marry.  A bit like the dowry, in many ways. When the woman lost this coin 

she had lost her independence. This brings to a totally new place the importance of her finding it and 

her relentless search until it was found.  The coin, with the others, was her freedom. 

The son in today’s Gospel passage “came to his senses” and, once that happened, there was only one 

place to go. Home to his father.  There is a comfort here for us that we as individuals and as a world 

can arrive at that place too.  To arrive at it, we need to reflect a bit on where we have been and where 

we are now.  There is truly only one place to journey - to a father who is waiting for us, knowing we 

have what it takes to do the right thing.  “While still a long way off”, he watches for the world to do 

the right thing.  Of course, it is not always easy and there can be resentment as evidenced in the other 

brother who felt he had been short-changed.  Chances are he had a point but there was still plenty for 

them all.  That’s the reality, there is plenty for us all, if only we can share the land given and see it for 

what it is – something of meaningful value. 

When we drop a coin in the Trócaire Box later today, we just might hear the distant voice of a woman 

who hears its noise and knows where to find it.   



Independence. 

 

FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT 

We began our Lenten journey, allowing the dust of ashes be placed on our foreheads.  We talked 

about this a few weeks ago: “Remember you are dust and unto dust you shall return” and here we 

are, almost at journey’s end and focused once again on dust … not the dust of ashes but the dust on 

the ground, dust used by Jesus to be his canvas as he wrote words that nobody seemed to read. 

We know the story well.  A woman dragged into a hostile crowd and left there, standing before Jesus.  

No words exchanged between them.  Chances are, like the father in last week’s Gospel passage, he 

saw her while she was still a long way off.  Neither of them needed words.  The speaking was done by 

her accusers.  “Caught”, they told him, “in the very act of committing adultery”.  Then they brought 

Moses into it, telling Jesus that Moses demanded women like this be stoned to death. “What do you 

say?”  In their minds the answer was clear – in their hands they held the stones.  That’s when he 

started to write. 

Bent downwards, his finger traced letters, words, images maybe in the sand but he said nothing.  They 

were not happy with that response.  They wanted him to say “Stone her” so that other words he had 

spoken about forgiveness, second chances, turning the other cheek, treating others as you would want 

them to treat you, would all be overshadowed by his condemnation of this woman.  He kept writing – 

doodling, in the dust.  An answer was demanded “What have you to say?”  It must have seemed like 

an eternity to them – the time between the question and the response. “Let the one among you who 

has never sinned, throw the first stone”.  Turning to the ground – the dust, he begins to write again.  

Stones dropped, shuffling steps, muffled voices until he was alone – alone with the woman.  “No 

condemnation?” She shakes her head.  “Neither do I condemn you.  Go away and sin no more”. 

Trócaire.  Mercy! 

What is he writing on the land today?  In the dust?  “Grabbing”, “Oppression”, “Greed”, “Justice”, 

“Truth”, “Equality”, “NOW”.  Bent down, he’s avoiding eye contact because maybe he wants us to 

arrive at a place without feeling he’s looking directly at us, a place where we do the right thing by 

people, drop the stones and walk but …. is that enough?  They walked away from the woman that day 

and, in walking away from her they also walked away from him.  You’d like to think they might have 

dropped the stones, looked at her and with him, chosen not to condemn – to walk towards. 

Through these weeks of Lent we have had the chance to walk towards people in their time and place 

of need.  We have in the Trócaire Lenten Campaign, been brought face to face with people who 

otherwise we would not encounter. We have had the chance to hear some of their words and to 

respond in a meaningful way.  With Jesus, we have had the chance to make a difference – not loud or 

dramatic, just in the quietness of reflection and in the generosity of sharing. 

So, let us look now at some of the words and phrases Jesus might write beneath our feet today, 

knowing that we have tried to respond to the needs of those put before us during the Lenten 

Campaign. 



“Thank you”.  “Insofar as you did it to one of the least of my brothers or sisters, you did it for me”.  

“Well done good and faithful servant”. As for images or emjois!  Surely, a smiling face and a thumbs 

up. 

Trócaire.  


