
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
 
 
 
Dear Mission Friends: 
Fr. Tim, our missionary in 
Guatemala, was actually referring 
to himself when he wrote that, as 
you’ll soon see. But it’s true for 
many of us that with each year, 
this holy season is either marked 
by rituals performed out of habit, 
or it is simply fading more and 
more into the background of our 
busy schedules.  

Lent commemorates the forty 
days Jesus fasted in the desert—
continuously praying and fighting 
temptation—in preparation for his 
public ministry and ultimately his 
divine sacrifice for us. Catholics 
have always been called to 
prepare for Easter by following 
his example, making sacrifices 
that require a constant struggle 
against our own temptations. 
Fasting, abstinence, and “giving 
up” a favorite food or habit have 
long been practiced in the hope 
that ridding ourselves of some 
distractions would help us look 
beyond ourselves and see Our 
Lord more clearly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
But like pretty much everything 
else, Lenten observances have 
changed with the times. Fasting 
obligations, for example, have 
become increasingly lenient. 
The early Church allowed only 
one meal a day, and no meat; 
two small additional meals were 
soon allowed; then fasting days 
were decreased from 40 to 8—
Ash Wednesday and 7 Fridays; 
and today there are only two—
Ash Wednesday and Good 
Friday. And often, that favorite 
food or bad habit that we plan 
to give up was chosen because 
it has the added benefit of losing 
weight or saving money or adding 
time to our day. Indeed, it’s not 
uncommon to hear Lent being 
welcomed as an opportunity for a 
40-day fitness challenge or a 
social media “cleanse.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Lent is not about making 
ourselves feel better, however. 
It should not be about ourselves 
at all other than the self-
examination required to see 
how we can realign our 
priorities to reconcile with the 
Lord’s. True sacrifice should help 
us realize how narrow and self-
centered our concerns can be. 
According to Pope Francis, if 
our self-denial does not show 
compassion and enrich another, 
it is “fake fasting.” If we have 
become lazy and complacent, 
we need to recognize and 
eliminate any false pride or 
pretense of piety; if there is no 
time for one more thing in our 
day, we need to consider all our 
commitments, stop rationalizing 
about their importance, and set 
aside what we can.  

 

 

“Lent… 
makes us realize  
we are spineless.” 

                                  
~Fr. Timothy Conlan, O.P. 

  
 

This and the following  photos depict vivid scenes from the past few 
years of Lenten processions in Rabinal, Guatemala. 
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Just as Jesus’s sacrifice was 
offered for us, our sacrifice must 
be offered for others, made with 
the awareness of those whose 
burdens are so much heavier than 
ours; made in consideration of 
over half the world’s population 
who live on a handful of rice 
every day; made while praying for 
the 800 million+ who go to bed 
hungry each night, whose fasting 
and abstinence last all year and 
have nothing to do with Lent.  

Millions of people each year are 
abandoning their religion, feeling 
that their church is no longer the 
stable, reliable institution it once 
was. And many of those who 
remain still feel that their faith is 
weakened, their purpose no longer 
clear. A return to tradition, such as 
Lenten observances, if practiced 
authentically and not as robotic 
rituals, can be a stabilizing force, 
strengthening our faith and 
restoring our sense of purpose. 

One such traditional observance 
is Ash Wednesday, the first day 
of Lent, which serves as a blunt 
reminder of our mortality. 
Hearing the priest say, “Know 
that you are dust and to dust 
you shall return,” as  he draws a  
cross of  ashes on  our forehead, 

we are deservedly humbled, 
recalling another year of broken 
promises, procrastinating, and 
taking precious time for 
granted. As Pope Francis says, 
Lent arrives to “reawaken us, to 
shake us from our lethargy.” 

It is only in acknowledging the 
inevitability of suffering, death, 
and sorrow that we can have a 
heightened appreciation of the 
hope and joy to come. It is in 
fact on Ash Wednesday that 
these apparent extremes 
intersect: The ashes come from 
burning the blessed leaves from 
the previous year’s Palm 
Sunday, which commemorates 
Jesus’s joyful, albeit short-
lived, reception into Jerusalem. 
These events, followed soon by 
Christ’s crucifixion and death and 
thereby his glorious Resurrection 
and our redemption,  illustrate  the 
cyclical nature of the liturgical 
calendar. And each year that we 
participate in the life, death and 
Resurrection cycle of Christ, we 
come to better understand and 
embrace our own life’s cycles of 
sorrow and hope, sadness and joy. 

Practicing the Stations of the 
Cross is another traditional 
Lenten devotion that can help to 

strengthen our faith and restore 
our sense of purpose. Fr. Tim 
writes, “Whenever I practiced the 
Stations of the Cross, whether as 
a young altar server on Good 
Friday or as a discerning novice 
in an empty church in the middle 
of the day, my mind would be 
quickly drawn into the pathos, the 
agony, and the sheer, 
uncompromising gift of love. 

Few places can rival Rabinal’s 
spectacular Lenten processions 
recreating the Way of the Cross, 
which take place after every Friday 
evening Mass and, of course, during 
Holy Week. They are organized 
completely by lay confraternities 
who prepare all year, beginning 
with selling food after Masses, 
raffling off door prizes, and even 
going door to door to raise the 
necessary funds for the flowers, 
candles, musicians, and floats.  

Weeks before Lent, committee 
members decide on the year’s 
scriptural theme for the 
platform that will carry the 
striking image of Jesus and the 
cross. Volunteer artists then 
carve the appropriate scene out 
of plastic foam, paint it, and 
install it  onto  the  platform,  
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adding a banner with the 
chosen Bible passage. It takes 
twenty people to lift and carry 
this one holiest of floats, but it 
is considered such an honor 
that not only must each of the 
many volunteers switch after 
one or two blocks, they also pay 
something for the privilege, 
poor as they are.  

The procession wends its way to 
fourteen pre-selected homes, 
each identified by the decorated 
pavement in front—intricate 
“paintings” of holy symbols 
made of colored sawdust, pine 
needles, and flowers—and a 
makeshift altar which the family 
has set up with flowers, candles, 
and an image depicting their 
appointed Station of the Cross. 
At each Station, someone will 
read a meditation and lead the 
crowd in prayers, and a choir 
will sing a short hymn.  

Otherwise, the crowd walks in 
silence, and though many are 
strangers to each other, they 
are united by their deeply felt 
faith which, for Catholics in 
Rabinal, is entrenched in their 
culture, acquired and nourished 

by way of family and 
community. The phenomenon of 
the procession seems to have 
grown from the laity’s desire to 
carry their faith into the very 
streets of their everyday life. 
Though their union with the 
suffering Jesus is ultimately 
personal and internal, the 
tangible, external expression is 
the means to that end.   

The twenty-block route puts the 
1,000s of participants back at 
the church in three hours. While 
some people do come and go, 
walking only a few blocks, the 
majority go the distance. 
Invariably I see in the crowd 
someone who has a terrible 
limp or a foot that they must 
drag along. Their pain is 
palpable, but they march on. I 
remember watching a frail 
elderly man, maybe four and a 
half feet tall, walking in the rain 
with his hood up, swollen eyes, 
and a bandana over his nose 
and mouth. My thought was that 
he should have been home in 
bed, but I’m sure he finished 
the procession.  

I, on the other hand, did not. 
Walking slowly kicks up my 
back problems, so I walk every 
other night for an hour, and 
then give up and go home, 
feeling quite the imposter as I 
sit, with my feet up on a stool, 
listening to the tireless beat of 
the large drums. Lent…makes 
us realize we are spineless.” 

This elderly 
lady from 
one of the 

villages 
attends 
every 

procession. 
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No one who knows him could 
ever consider Fr. Tim spineless, 
but we could all probably push 
ourselves harder. Only by truly 
focusing and reflecting upon 
each Station, for example, can 
we even begin to share in the 
sufferings of Jesus, including his 
betrayal, loneliness, ridicule, 
torture, exhaustion, and ultimate 
dying. And as we witness how 
he responded to these sufferings 
with complete love and 
forgiveness, we realize that the 
best way to prepare for Easter is 
to try to model his responses in 
our own lives—show 
compassion to the lonely and 
the sick, make friends with the 
alienated, forgive the libelous 
and the cruel, and love those 
perceived to be unlovable—
even when it hurts. 

In Christ’s love,  
Lesley Warnshuis      
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