
Lent – time to change the future 
“Even God cannot change the past,” it is said. 
“Historians can, and perhaps that is why God 
tolerates their existence.” Lent is very hard 
work, but it can change something more impor-
tant than the past. Lent can change the future. 

Bishop’s column, Diocesan Life, March 2003 

Damaging to the soul 
Writing, preaching, or teaching about Lent is 
dangerous work. Nothing is more damaging to 
the soul than a too intense concern with other 
people’s sins or even with their apparent need 
for what we tactfully call “growth.” To write or 
speak about what someone else should do in Lent 
may lead to forgetting that one is also from the 
dust and is most certainly headed back that way. 

Lent’s first call is to focus on the battle 
fought in one’s own soul. For me that means 
asking how I am doing with Jesus’ sum-
mary of the law (Matthew 22: 36-40). What 
in or about me gets in the way of loving 
God and loving my neighbor as myself? 

The Morning Call, Feb. 2005 

Where we reinvent ourselves 
In a culture that emphasizes rights and self- 

serving reasons and denials more than respon-
sibilities, we might easily avoid looking hard 
at our motives and behavior. Many of us can 
point to how we have been deeply wounded 
or conditioned by circumstances not of our 
making. So how can any of this be my fault? 

For all of us, life is made up of paradoxes. 
Chief among these is the reality that while 
each of us is the result of our parents’ genes 
and the upbringing they and others gave us, 
what we make of that background is our re-
sponsibility. There is a space between stimu-
lus and response, Stephen Covey has said, 
where we can reinvent ourselves and our 
world by the choices we make. 

The Morning Call, Feb. 2005 

Six weeks to change our reality 
While many meanings have been at-

tached to the practice of giving things up 
during Lent, the root idea is freedom, 
choosing to put things back in order. I am a 
slave to whatever I cannot do without... The 
idea that God is with us as we break free 
and pass from one mode of being to an-
other is as old as the Exodus, and gives us 
courage to take the first step to freedom. 

The Morning Call, March 2001 
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What in or about me gets in the way of loving 
God and loving my neighbor as myself? 

Bishop Paul Marshall 
The Morning Call, February  2005 

The reality of consequences 
The last of Jesus’ temptations in the wil-

derness is to jump off a tower to demon-
strate that God really would take care of 
him. I have thought about this many ways 
over the years. We often do, individually 
and corporately, tempt God – and we feel 
God has let us down by not protecting us 
from the consequences of our behavior... 
In Lent we have the opportunity to consider 
that cause and effect rather than a vengeful 
God is at the root of some of our problems. 

I have sat at the bedside of a person who 
smoked heavily for more than thirty years 
and wept about their lung cancer, “Why did 
God do this to me?” I have been a person 
who indulged in carbohydrates (especially 
Oreos) immoderately and wondered why I 
was “stricken” with adult-onset diabetes. 

If this is true on the individual level, one 
cannot but ask if it is true on the societal 
level. The prophets of Israel tried to warn 
their contemporaries that their two-class 
society would bring only doom. As the dis-
tance between the have’s and have-not’s 
widens in America, do we presume to think 
that we have a special status that will pro-
tect us from the results? 

Biblical prophets were killed for saying 
this sort of thing. People who say it today 
are simply made fun of. Neither method of 
disposing of the messenger prevents results. 

Behaviors have consequences. Lent is 
said to be a time to grow. The temptation 
story focuses that a bit, and suggests that 
for our own sake and that of the world, Lent 
is a time to grow up. 

The Morning Call, March 2004 

Worse than sin 
Every one of us has a set of hurts, hab-

its, and vulnerabilities that make us more 
likely than some other people to commit 
bad behaviors of one kind or another. That 
is merely sin, and is fairly easily dealt with. 
When we lie to ourselves about it, we risk 
becoming evil, and that is hard to deal with. 

The perpetrators of the Holocaust 
knew exactly what they were doing. 
They had a detailed theory about why it 
was justified. They had lost sight of the 
point at which they found believing and 
thoroughly assimilating a lie easier than 
taking responsibility for a culture that 
had made a series of bad turns over de-
cades (perhaps centuries). 

The Morning Call, Feb. 2002 

We walk  before we run 
I hope that during the forty days of Lent 

our parishes will use the Penitential Order 
that is supplied for both Rite One and Rite 
Two to help us remember the basic catego-
ries of faith and decency that are responses 
to the God who brought us out of Egypt on 
eagles’ wings. 

Christian morality, New Testament mo-
rality, is considerably more than the Ten 
Commandments, but it is not less. You walk 
before you run. 

Diocesan Life, Feb. 2001 

Loose, undo. free, break... 
Isaiah 58 provides one of the Old Tes-

tament lessons for Ash Wednesday. Af-
ter condemning the human tendency to 
mistake dieting for the deep-down pur-
gation that fasting is meant to signify, 
Isaiah says the heart of devotion is to 
loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo 
the thongs of the yoke, to let the op-
pressed go free, and to break every yoke. 
He further asks us to consider whether 
true repentance implies a radical reor-
dering of priorities: Is it not to share 
your bread with the hungry, and bring 
the homeless poor into your house; when 
you see the naked, to cover him, and not 
to hide yourself from your own flesh? 

Diocesan Life, March  2003 

More upset about what? 
Tony Campolo once addressed a con-

gregation of wealthy people more or 
less as follows: “There are more than a 
million people in the world who will 
starve to death this week and you don’t 
give a [bad word deleted]. In fact, you 
are more upset that I said [bad word] 
in church than you are that people are 
dying.” Nobody can hear that story and 
not feel a little ashamed. The bad word 
he used is a shocker – and thereby he 
made his point. 
The Rt. Rev. Paul V. Marshall, is bishop of the 
Diocese of Bethlehem, 14 counties of eastern 
and northeastern Pennsylvania. Additional 
columns and sermons by Bishop Marshall are 
available at www.diobeth.org. 


