
Bishop Paul Marshall

Support the Presiding Bishop this Lent
The Presiding Bishop has asked us to identify with the Millennium

Development Goals as embraced by General Convention.
Our Diocesan Convention gladly agreed.

Lent is coming sooner than we think.
As we get ready for the great fast, with
its disciplines of repentance, prayer
and abstinence, I ask you to focus on
fasting.

Fasting is usually undertaken to alter
our body chemistry so that we experience
the rough edges and temptations of our
personalities. This is a good thing all by
itself, and quite an adventure. I think,
however, that circumstances ask more of
us this year.

The Presiding Bishop has asked us
to identify with the Millennium
Development Goals as embraced by
General Convention. Our Diocesan
Convention gladly agreed.

This is not just a feel-good thing to
do. It is important for us to remember
that the United Nations, the author of
these goals, was in its charter the
brainchild of a Midwestern clergy kid
and brother of several clergy; its
original vision is essentially that of
God’s compassion in Jesus Christ. Its
vision of world unity is certainly that of
the prophets and St. Paul.

I am grateful to say that commitments
of almost every parish, and certainly
the diocesan budget itself, far exceeds
the modest Millennium Development
Goals in what we send to the developing
world.  Thank you for that.

Nonetheless, there is much more we
have the power to do individually.
Therefore, in support of Bishop
Katharine’s mission awareness, I am
asking that on Fridays of Lent this year
you join me in abstaining entirely from
food and drink (other than plain water)
so that we all may know more deeply
what it means to be hungry. For some
this will mean eating only at 7:00 a.m.
and 7:00 p.m., but many will choose a
full day without food.

While we temporarily endure the
agony of starvation, we can prayerfully
remember the people in southern Sudan
and in so many others parts of the
world who know what it means to eat
twigs and leaves in the uncertain hope
of survival. Please give the cost of your
missed food to the hungry and illiterate
in Kajo-Keji, Sudan, through your
parish or through my office. Those of
you whose health allows only limited
participation in this goal should do
what your doctors recommend, of
course, but even eating more simply
and restricting choice can enrich us
spiritually and also save a great deal of
money that can be given to those who
have absolutely nothing.

There are other paths of fasting that
we might add to depriving ourselves of
food and tasty beverages. I ask that you

join me in unplugging your televisions
on Ash Wednesday, so that we may
deepen our awareness of human
community and our connection to the
life of the world’s majority whose
“entertainment” is the (at times) more
holy experience of sharing silence,
telling stories, encountering literature,
listening to music, and relating to God
in prayer. This could also be a time to
rediscover how much the imagination
is stimulated by listening to the radio.

The biggest challenge is this. I ask that
you join me in pledging not to acquire
anything other than food, health care,
and necessary maintenance items during
those forty days of Lent. Such a discipline
offers us the opportunity to imagine a
primary identity other than “consumer of
goods and services” and to see if that
does not direct our self-image from
consumer to child of God, whose dignity
is located in who one is rather than what
one has. Imagine a world where shopping
is not entertainment or stress relief.

Doing without food may heighten
our awareness of what it is like to be
without the basics even in our own
country. Extrapolate from that to what it
means to be hungry or to have a sick child
while able to do nothing. Do we see that, as
a Christian community, concern for those
who do not share American abundance is
a part of our witness?
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Now for the hard part. To many
people, the values of compassion and
decency are self-evident. These are
not, however, the values of the
dominant culture, that unnoticed water
in which we swim. We can address this
by yelling at “them” or, more
constructively, we can present to
“them” the witness of people who
change our standard of living because
we follow Jesus, the Word made flesh.

Christianity is at a crossroad. I have
been saying this for more than a decade
of our life together. At this crossroad,
we can say why Christ matters to the
world or we can fold our cards. We can
explain the coincidence of what we say
and do by consistently communicating
that the salvation of this world has to
do not only with individual souls but
also with the human community. For

the Church to emphasize one at the
expense of the other is to deny Jesus.
To speak of the MDGs without the
incarnate Son of God is to abandon our
vocation. To focus on the “Friend We
Have in Jesus” without disciplined
compassion is self-indulgence.

My prayer is that in 2007 Lent be for
us more than an exercise in the release
of guilt. It is my most earnest prayer
that this year Lent may also be the
assumption of greater responsibility,
responsibility to live all those
commitments we made in our Baptism
for the glory of God and the fulfillment
of that for which we have been called in
discipleship of Jesus of Nazareth.

As we begin to enter the forty day’s
preparation for the celebration of Jesus’
bodily resurrection, my most profound
hope is that we will be born again to

enact the compassion of God our Father
in entering our life and triumphing
over our death. Our millennia-old
tradition is that God empowers, guides,
and prospers those who work with the
compassion Jesus embodied so that
they will be a blessing to many. I hope
that history will remember that our
diocesan community always grew in
its participation in the New Life of the
crucified and resurrected carpenter, and
accordingly tasted life in abundance.
“Just as you are doing,” as St. Paul said
to encourage us all to take a next step.
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In support of Bishop Katharine’s mission awareness, I am asking that on Fridays of Lent
this year you join me in abstaining entirely from food and drink (other than plain water)
so that we all may know more deeply what it means to be hungry. For some, this will mean
eating only at 7:00 a.m. and 7:00 p.m., but many will choose a full day without food.


