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Daily Lenten Meditations from the Works of Henri J.M. Nouwen

The 40 days of Lent are traditionally a period of meditarion, prayer
and spiritual renewal among Christians. Renewed For Life is a series of
meditations drawn from the writings of Henri J. M. Nouwen, who has
tried as fervently as anyone to help Christians renew their lives in the
often chaotic pace of the modern world. Renewed For Life is designed
to help you receive more fully the blessings of Prayer, Silence, Solitude
and the Presence of God in the world . . . not only during Lent but
throughout the year. Through the discipline of daily prayer with Scrip-
ture, you will foster your commitment to spiritual growth during Lent.

Fach reading is accompanied by a Scripture reading. After each medi-
tation, a summary thought or prayer is provided to capture the spirit of
the meditation. You may want to formulate your own prayer, but it is
helpful to keep a specific prayer in your heart and mind each day. This
Lenten meditation plan is personal; you do it by yourself or with other
members of your family or prayer group. May the words of Scriprure
together with the reflections of Henri Nouwen encourage and strengthen
your spirit in preparation for Easter.

—Mark MNeilsen, editor
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AsH WENNESDAY

God’s Mercy Renews

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love;
according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions.
Psalm 51:1

OUR TEMPTATION 1M LEMT 15 TO BE 50 IMPRESSED by
our sins and failings and so overwhelmed by
our lack of generosity that we ger stuck in a
paralyzing guilt, a guilt that leads to introspec-
tion instead of directing our eves to God. It is
guilt that becomes an idol and form of pride.

But Lent is precisely the time to break down
this idol and to direct our attention to our lov-
ing Lord. The question is: *Are we like Judas,
who was 50 overcome by his sin thar he could
not believe in God's mercy any longer and hanged himself? Or are
we like Peter, who returned to his Lord with repentance and cried
bitrerly for his sins#"

“You are dust, and to dust you will return.” This ancient formula
will be beard by millions of Christians all over the world this Ash
Wednesday as the sipn of the cross is made in ashes on their forebead.
This symbolic act is both a solemn reminder and an invitation to
renewal. Lord God, this Lent belp me 1o do my best to keep my
mind fixed on You and Your Kingdom.

THURSDAY AFTER AsH WEDMESDAY
Joy, Even In Suffering

The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by
the elders, chicf priests, and seribes, and be killed, and on the third
day be raised. Luke 9:22

THE DEEP TRUTH IS THAT OUR HUMAMN SUFFERING NEED NOT BE AN OBSTACLE
to the joy and peace we so desire, but can become, instead, the means
to it, The great secret of the spiritual life, the life of the Beloved Sons
and Daughters of God, is that everything we live, be it gladness or
sadness, joy or pain, health or illness, can all be part of the journey
toward the full realization of our humanity, Tt is not hard to say o
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one another: “All that is good and beautiful leads us to the glory of
the children of God.” But it is very hard to say: “But didn’t you
know that we all have to suffer and thus enter into our glory?” None-
theless, real care means the willingness to help each other in making
our brokenness into the gateway to joy.

When [ am tempted this Lent to worry about anything, belp me
instead to trust you to redeem everything in my daily life. When I
feel trapped, 1 will turn to your mercy for release.

Fripay AFTER AsH WEDNESDAY
Living With Interruptions

T'hen your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing
shall spring up quickly; your vindicator shall go before you, the glory
of the Lorp shall be your rear guard. Isaiah 58:8

WHILE VISTTING THE UNIVERSITY OF INOTRE DAME, I MET AN OLDER EXPERI-
enced professor who had spent most of his life there. He said with a
certain melancholy in his voice, “You know, my whole life I have
been complaining that my work was constantly interrupted, until [
discovered that my interruptions were my work.”

Don’t we often look at the many events of our lives as interrup-
tions? But what if our interruptions are in fact challenges to an inner

- response by which growth takes place? What if the events of our

history are molding us as a sculptor molds his clay, and if it is only in
a careful obedience to these molding hands that we can discover our
real vocation and become marture Christians?

Lord, You come secretly into my life in so many ways. This Lent,
give me a new sense of vision to notice your ways I bad overlooked
before. Renew me with a special sense of Your presence.

SATURDAY AFTER AsSH WEDNESDAY

Giving What Has Been Given

(Gladden the soul of your servant, for to you, O Lorp, I lift up my
soul. Psalm 86:4

IN SOLITUDE WE CAN SLOWLY UNMASK THE [LLUSION OF OUR POSSESSIVENESS
and discover in the center of our own self that we are not what we
can conquer, but what is given to us. In solitude we can listen to the
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voice of him who spoke to us before we could speak a word, who
healed us before we could make any gesture to help, who set us free
long before we could free others, and who loved us long before we
could give love to anyone. It is in this solitude that we discover that
being is more important than having, and that we are worth more
than the result of our efforts. In solitude we discover that our life is
not a possession to be defended, but a gift to be shared. It’s there we
recognize that the healing words we speak are not just our own, but
are given to us; that the love we can express is part of a greater love;
and that the new life we bring forth is not a property to cling to, but
a gift to be received.

Today, Lord, the first part of my Lenten journey has ended. This
Saturday I will spend at least two minutes to examine within myself
the many ways that I seek selfishly after power for myself; I will
renounce them and pray, “Teach me your

ways.”

FrsT SunpDay oF LENT
Te;mptatin ns

He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted
by Satan . .. Mark 1:13

Y‘ES, THERE IS THAT VOICE, THE VOICE THAT SPEAKS FROM ABOVE AND FROM
within and that whispers softly or declares loudly: “You are my Be-
loved, on you my favor rests.” It certainly is not easy to hear that
voice in a world filled with voices that shout: *You are no good, you
are ugly; you are worthless, you are despicable, you are nobody—
unless you can demonstrate the opposite.”

These negative voices are so lond and so persistent that it is easy
to believe them. That’s the great trap. It is the trap of self-rejection.
Over the years, | have come to realize that the greatest trap in our
life is not success, popularity or power, but self-rejection. Success,
popularity and power can, indeed, be a great temptation, but their
seductive power often comes from the way they are part of the much
larger temptation to self-rejection. When we have come to believe in
the voices that call us worthless and unlovable, then success, popu-
larity and power are easily perceived as attractive solutions.

Lord, help me to appreciate just how much you bave blessed me in
S0 MANY Ways.

Monpay, FirsT WEEK OF LENT

Love of God Means Love Of Others

Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that
are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from
the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food
. Matthew 25:34-35

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO LIVE IN THE WORLD WITH A TRULY COMPASSIONATE
heart, a heart that remains open to all people at all rimes? It is very
important to realize that compassion is more than sympathy or em-
pathy. When we are asked to listen to the pains of people and empa-
thize with their suffering, we soon reach our emotional limits. We
can listen only for a short time and only to a few people. In our
society we are bombarded with so much “news” about human mis-
ery that our hearts easily get numbed simply because of overload.

But God's compassionate heart does not have limits. God’s heart
is greater, infinitely greater, than the human heart. It is that divine
heart that God wants to give us so that we can love all people with-
out burning out or becoming numb.

It is for this compassionate heart that we pray when we say:
“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit
within me. Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not
take your holy spirit from me” (Psalm 51:10-11).

The Holy Spirit of God is given to us so that we can become
participants in God’s compassion and so reach out to all people at
all times with God’s heart.

Lord, when I fail to love others, as I often do, belp me realize that it
is because I've first failed to love you, the source of all love. This
Lent belp me to reach out to someone who is poor—in body or
spirit—someone whose love for you may be fading.

Tuesnay, FirsT WEEK OF LENT
Loving God: Our First Duty

O magnify the Lorn with me, and let us exalt his name together.
Psalm 34:3

THE UNFATHOMABLE MYSTERY OF GOD 15 THAT (GOD 15 A LOVER WHO WANTS
to be loved. The one who created us is waiting for our response to
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the love that gave us our being. God not only says: “You are my
Beloved.” God also asks: “Do you love me?” and offers us countless
chances to say “Yes.” That is the spiritual life: the chance to say
“Yes” to our inner truth. The spiritual life, thus understood, radi-
cally changes everything. Being born and growing up, leaving home
and finding a career, being praised and being rejected, walking and
resting, praying and playing, becoming ill and being healed—yes,
living and dying—they all become expressions of that divine ques-
tion: “Do you love me?” And at every point of the journey there is
the choice to say “Yes” and the choice to say “No.”

Lord, I confess that I have not tried as bard as I can to know and
love you. But I will try this Lent to revive the First Commandment
in nry life by attendance at church, private
devotional moments and reaching out to
others.

WEDNEsDAY, FirsT WEEK OF LENT
Searching for God

The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken
spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God,
you will not despise. Psalm 51:17

THE FACT THAT [ AM ALWAYS SEARCHING FOR GOD, ALWAYS STRUGGLING TO
discover the fullness of Love, always yearning for the complete truth,
tells me that I have already been given a taste of God, of Love and of
Truth. I can only look for something that 1 have, to some degree,
already found. How can I search for beauty and truth unless that
beauty and truth are already known to me in the depth of my heart?
It seems that all of us human beings have deep inner memories of the
paradise that we have lost. Maybe the word “innocence” is better
that the word “paradise.” We are innocent before we started feeling
guilty; we were in the light before we entered the darkness; we were
at home before we started to search for a home. Deep in the recesses
of our minds and hearts there lies hidden the treasure we seek. We
know its preciousness, and we know that it holds the gift we most
desire: a life stronger than death.

Lord, you bave given us a promise of eternal life, a promise you are
beginning to fulfill in my life even now. May I accept your word.

Tuurspay, FlIrsT WEEK OF LENT

We Are Sent Into The World

In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for
this is the law and the prophets. Matthew 7:12

IF YOU DARE TO BELIEVE THAT YOU ARE BELOVED BEFORE YOU ARE BORN,
you may suddenly realize that your life is very, very special. You
hecome conscious that you were sent here just for a short time, for
twenty, forty, or eighty years, to discover and believe that you are a
beloved child of God. The length of time doesn™ matter. You are
sent into this world to believe in yourself as God’s chosen one and
then to help your brothers and sisters know that they are also be-
loved sons and daughters of God who belong together. You're sent
into this world to be a people of reconciliation. You are sent to heal,
to break down the walls between you and your neighbors, locally,
nationally, and globally. Before all the distinctions, the separations,
and the walls built on foundations of fear, there was unity in the
mind and heart of God. Qut of that unity, you are sent into this
world for a little while to claim that you and every other human
being belongs to that same God of Love who lives from eternity to
eternity.

FEather, I am called to be your child. Today I will look closely at the
guality of the faith you bave given me—and marvel. What a miracle!
You bave chosen me.

Famay, FirsT WEEK OF LENT

Look No Further

I wait for the Logrp, my soul waits, and in his word I hope . ..
Psalm 130:5

AREN'T YOU, LIKE ME, HOPING THAT SOME PERSON, THING OR EVENT WILL
come along to give you that final feeling of inner well-being you
desire? Don’t vou often hope: “May this book, idea, course, trip,
job, country or relationship fulfill my deepest desire.” But as long as
you are waiting for that mysterious moment you will go on running
helter-skelter, always anxious and restless, always lustful and angry,
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never fully satisfied. You know that this is the compulsiveness that
keeps us going and busy, but at the same time makes us wonder
whether we are getring anywhere in the long run. This is the way to
spiritual exhaustion and burnout. This is the way to spiritual death.

Well, you and I don’t have to kill ourselves. We are the Beloved.
We are intimately loved long before our parents, teachers, spouses,
children and friends loved us or wounded us. That’s the truth of our
lives.

Lord, 1 have often thought that imitation of Christ was impossible
because it meant living a life like Christ. But doesn’t it mean living
my own life as your beloved child? Yes, I want to do that, and with
your grace, I can.

SATURDAY, FIRsT WEEK OF LENT
Prayer Has Power

Y ou have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and
hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for
those who persecute you . . . Matthew 5:43-44

WE OFTEN WONDER WHAT WE CAN DO FOR OTHERS, ESPECIALLY FOR THOSE
in great need. It is not a sign of powerlessness when we say: “We
must pray for one another.” To pray for one another is, first of all, to
acknowledge, in the presence of God, that we belong to each other
as children of the same God. Without this acknowledgment of hu-
man solidarity, what we do for one another does not flow from who
we truly are. We are brothers and sisters, not competitors or rivals.
We are children of one God, not partisans of different gods.

To pray, that is, to listen to the voice of the One who calls us the
“beloved,” is to learn that that voice excludes no one. Where [ dwell,
God dwells with me and where God dwells with me I find all my
sisters and brothers. And so intimacy with God and solidarity with
all people are two aspects of dwelling in the present moment that
can never be separated.

Today, I will examine my many worldly compulsions and how I
cling to them. I name some of them in my beart right now. Help me,
Lord, to cut free of them that I may listen to your Spirit of love.




