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Lent is a forty day period of prayer and fasting in preparation for Easter. It is in imitation and honor of  Jesus who, Scripture says, was led in to the desert by the Holy Spirit, and there for forty days fasted and was tempted by the devil (Mt. 4:1-2). Counting back forty days from Easter (excluding the Sundays because you never fast on Sundays) gives us Ash Wednesday  as the beginning day for the Lenten season.  
The Acts of the Apostles tell us that after his death and resurrection Jesus appeared on various occasions to the Apostles and disciples for forty days. Then promising them a fullness from on high, he ascended into heaven (Acts 1: 3; Lk 24: 50-52).  So the Ascension happens forty days after Easter, and that’s how we get Ascension Thursday. So counting back forty days before Easter we get Ash Wednesday and counting forty days after we get Ascension Thursday. But the Church nowadays moves the Ascension to a Sunday when we all have time to celebrate it.
Jesus bade a first farewell when he died on the cross.  We liturgically symbolize that on Good Friday by stripping the altar clean of candle and clutter. In simple and silent procession we transfer the Blessed Sacrament to some obscure place in the sacristy.  Then we throw open the doors of the tabernacle and the silent emptiness inside whispers, "He's gone!" We feel a bit lonely and empty like the tabernacle itself.

In the Ascension  (Acts 1:3) Jesus bade a second and final farewell.  He led the disciples out of the city as far as Bethany, raising his hands he blessed them and ascended into heaven (Lk 24:50-53). That, too, we liturgically symbolized in the old days.  After the reading of the Ascension gospel, a server would abruptly snuff out the Easter candle burning in our midst for forty days and would dramatically whisk it off to some dark closet in the sacristy where it rested until the next Holy Saturday. That liturgical gesture also quietly said, "He's gone!" And again we felt a bit lonely and empty.  

But because we are never without the presence of Jesus in our midst, liturgists later decided that the Easter candle should not be snuffed out on the feast of the Ascension. It now remains lighted in our midst until next Sunday, Pentecost Sunday—the feast of Jesus’ new presence with us in his Holy Spirit. Next Sunday, feast of Pentecost, puts an end to the Easter season. The Easter candle is no longer lighted in the Sunday assembly. It is not whisked off to some obscure nook in the sacristy. Instead it is now moved close to the baptismal font, where it is to burn brightly as we baptize our little ones into Christ. With Pentecost next Sunday we return to Ordinary Time, and we will coast long in Ordinary Time through the warm summer months and into late fall, when we will start the whole liturgical cycle over again with the First Sunday of Advent in  preparation of Easter. .

The taste of death

Farewells are difficult for everyone; they are particularly difficult for me. My parents were Italian immigrants who came to this country at the beginning of the last century. Here in Milwaukee, my father left behind a brother and a poor but very rich Italian community. He and my mother migrated alone as far north as Manitowoc. After our mother had been prematurely taken from us, my father was left without out a helpmate,  my sister and I without a comforter, and our house without a soul. To maintain community  with the Italian contingent we left behind, we’d make our annual pilgrimage to that far-off metropolis of Milwaukee, which for my father was "Little Italy."

When the visit was over and we bade farewell, my father always wept.  I always wept with him, though I didn't know exactly why we were weeping. I do know now. Because of that very early experience, I never say any of those goodbyes that life inevitably forces upon us. I simply disappear. I sneak out of the back door when no one is looking.  Because of that very early experience, I intuitively knew already as a little kid what the Orthodox theologian Nicholas Baerdeyev said about farewells: "They all have the taste of death about them."

A strange farewell
If farewells have the taste of death about them, then how strange is the farewell of the Ascension. Listen to my friend whose mystic thoughts I share with you periodically. She writes in a letter dated March 7th, 1978:  

Jesus departs from the disciples in Bethany on Ascension Day, and they are filled not with sadness but “with great joy.” What a strange farewell is that! The disciples return to Jerusalem in mystical Darkness and Silence. The earth is filled with Jesus’ absence, and their hearts are burning with great joy! 

Specialists in holiness, 

one and all

The cultural answer: Fill it up.
To fill the world with an emptiness that heals. That sounds terribly mystical, doesn’t it?  How do you unscramble it for people like you and me who aren’t mystical? The truth of the matter is that down deep in all of us there’s always a mystic yearning to be summoned.

To fill the world with an  emptiness that heals. That’s not only mystical, it’s also terribly counter-cultural . For to the question what do you do with emptiness, the culture cries out to us every step of the way saying, “For God’s sake, you fix it.  You fill it up. You fill it up with anything you can get your hands on. You fill up the emptiness up with boom-boxes and rap music and with the screeching of wheels turning corners and the revving of motorcycles on warm summer evening—anything to  block out the sound of silence. Workaholics fill up the emptiness with work, work, work. Kids fill up the emptiness by wearing their pants down below their knees with their underwear sticking out in order to get the attention they badly need. Others fill up the emptiness with food, giving rise to the nation’s most serious health problem. The culture fixes the silence for you; it switches you on to music just to make sure you don’t suffer withdrawal symptoms if the silence lasts too long.

Filling up the hunger

So in our very abundant culture hunger is an evil which we’re always fixing--an emptiness which we’re always filling up. When the tiniest onslaught of hunger is upon us, we dash off to find ourselves a fast-food joint or a supermarket where we pile our carts with carbs or fats. At the end of the day we fall under the  weight of the nation’s most serious health problem.

Who will proclaim from the housetops that it is OK to be hungry, that it’s an emptiness we don’t always have to fix?  The New Testament proclaims it.  “Jesus was lead into the desert by the Spirit to be tempted by the devil, and there he fasted for forty days and forty nights and afterward was hungry” (Mt 4:1). All the great religions proclaim it’s OK to be hungry.  Muslims proclaim it with the fast with Ramadan, Jews with the fast of Yom Kippur, and Christian with the fast of  Lent. Trappist monks were notorious for their fast and so were Capuchin Franciscans in the days when we were monks.  The religious tradition of fasting rests on the mystic conviction that you empty yourself in order to receive a fullness from on high. 

Filling up the silence

In our high-tech culture silence is another one of those evils which we’re always fixing--another emptiness which we’re always filling up. So if you’re waiting on the phone (because “all our operators are busy with other customers, and your call will be taken in the order it was received”) the culture fixes the silence for you; it switches you on to music just to make sure you don’t suffer withdrawal symptoms if the silence lasts too long (which it always does). The culture’s high-tech boom-box blasting away at the blessed silence of a summer evening is a good symbol of the culture’s fear of silence and its terrible need to fix it. 

Who shall proclaim from the housetops that silence is OK; that it doesn’t need fixing?  Who shall summon us to turn down our gadgets and to turn up the blessed sound of silence as Trappist monks do. In fact, they actually take a vow of silence.  They never talk except to God or to their spiritual directors or to themselves. They don’t turn on radios or TVs or VCRs or DVDs. They only turn on the sound of silence. My own Capuchin monastic formation was steeped in an atmosphere of silence.  We had two forms of silence in the monastery—one was called the evangelical silence—a basic sense of silence that you kept all day long. The other was the Great Silence: it started every evening with night prayers and it lasted until the next morning after Mass. If you broke that  silence you confessed it. That religious tradition of silence rests on the mystic conviction that in the sound of silence you can hear salutary voices.  

Filling up the aloneness

In our culture loneliness or aloneness is another evil we’re always fixing—another emptiness we’re always fixing. We fill up our aloneness with a crowd, a gang or a mob, which submerges us in a sea of blue-jean conformity, where we don’t think for ourselves but where the mob thinks for us, and where we do things we’d never think of doing on our own, like wearing our pants way down below our knees until our underwear sticks out.

Who shall proclaim from the housetops that it’s OK to be alone and even to feel lonely at times?  The gospel proclaims it.  Matthew writes, “After sending the people away, Jesus went up a mountain to be alone and to pray” (Mt.14: 23).  Monastic tradition proclaims it. This past summer a cousin took me up a mountain on the Adriatic side of Italy, near the seaside  city of Fano to visit the Camaldolese monks there. They all live within the walls of the monastic compound  but they live there as hermits each alone in his own little house or hut. They come together only for common prayer and meals. 

Aloneness is not some evil to be cured or fixed.  Rather it is a gift to be cherished.  In a  crowd you lose yourself. In your aloneness you can find yourself, sound your depths, exploit your potential and unleash your creativity.  You don’t fix your aloneness. It fixes you. It frees you from blue-jean conformity or political correctness, and it sets you marching to the tune of a different drummer.

Technicians of holiness

So Camaldolese monks and Trappists monks and Franciscan monks are good at fasting, good at silence and good at being alone with God. Monks are good at filling the world with an emptiness that heals. Where in the world are the faithful, the laity, the people of God?

Deitrich von Bonhoefer, that famous Lutheran minister executed and martyred by Hitler, in his book the Cost of Discipleship (the cost of following Jesus) makes an astonishing observation which deals a powerful blow at us Roman Catholics. He writes how Christianity in the course of time lost its faithfulness to Christ, how the following of Jesus eventually didn’t really cost people anything anymore, how anything at  all could go, and you could still be called Christian.

But the Church of Rome, he writes, did not lose the former vision of things. It was smart enough to find room for the monastic movement.  What that movement did was to create an exclusive group of specialists in holiness for the Church of Rome, namely monks in monasteries, friars in friaries and nuns in nunneries. They were specialists at fasting, at silence and at being alone with God. The Roman Church could then point to that exclusive group of specialists in holiness within her bosom and could then boast saying, “Look we have obeyed Christ’s command to be holy.”  But that gave rise, Bonhoefer points out, to a fatal double standard in the Church—a maximum standard for monks, friars and nuns, and a minimum standard for the rest of you. 

Don’t believe it!

Brothers and sisters in Christ, don’t sell yourself short. Brothers and sister in Christ, don’t fall for that double standard.  Brothers and sister in Christ, you are not second-class citizens in the kingdom of God.  Ite, Missa est. Go, the Mass is over. Go forth and you, too, be good Camaldolese monks and Trappists monks and Franciscan monks in the world. You, too, go forth and be specialists in holiness in the world. You, too, be good at fasting in order to keep yourself empty to receive a fullness from on high. You, too, be good at silence in order to hear its sounds. You, too, be good at aloneness in order to be with God. 

Conclusion
The fix that fixes
Don’t believe the culture that keeps  telling you that you have to “fix” all these things. At the end of the day, when the chips are down--when you discover that you have cancer, or when you have been notified that your son or daughter has been killed in Iraq, or when a lifelong partner, either through death or Alzheimer’s, has bid you farewell as Jesus bade farewell in the Ascension, the only fix that will fix things is to do what the Apostles did. Left empty when Jesus was taken up, they didn’t betake themselves to the nearest tavern to fill up the emptiness. Instead they went directly to the temple to hear the sounds of silence and to be alone with God and to wait there to be filled with a Pentecostal fullness from on high.

