Walking by Faith

This year we start off February by celebrating two very special events in the life of the Church. Later this week we will begin the holy season of Lent with Ash Wednesday, and four days later we will celebrate the first Sunday of Lent. Every year on the first Sunday of Lent the Church presents to us the Gospel that speaks of the temptation of our Savior Jesus Christ. Holy Mother Church invites us to reflect upon our Savior's sacred humanity, and how through the mystery of the incarnation the Lord Jesus embraced all aspects of our human nature except sin. This is so clearly stated in Eucharistic prayer 4, “He was a man like us in all things except sin." The Letter to the Hebrews enlightens us further when it states that he is able to sympathize with us in our weakness. Our holy father St. Augustine would say that when we meditate upon the temptation of Christ it is not so much that he was tempted as we are but rather that he was victorious over temptation. Since our Savior was victorious over temptation, we too, with Christ, can be victorious.

The second event that we will celebrate next week is that on February 11, 1858, a young French peasant girl named Bernadette, while gathering wood for her family, was visited in an apparition by the Blessed Virgin Mary. The series of apparitions of the Blessed Virgin to St. Bernadette became known as the apparitions of Our Lady of Lourdes. When the Blessed Mother appeared to St. Bernadette 150 years ago, she asked that a church be built in her honor at Lourdes and that people would come, having processions in her honor and seeking conversion of heart from her Divine Son. In the past 150 years, many physical and spiritual miracles have taken place, and the shrine at Lourdes has become one of the most famous places of pilgrimage for all peoples. 

By the divine providence of God, the first Sunday of Lent is followed the very next day by the 150th anniversary of our Lady of Lourdes next week. Perhaps we should ask ourselves what the Holy Spirit is asking of us or trying to teach us. Perhaps we should reflect on what the Virgin Mary called herself when asked by Bernadette, “What is your name?"  The mother of God responded by saying, “I am the Immaculate Conception!" The dogma of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary had been promulgated only four years before, in 1854. Holy Mother Church teaches in the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception that the Virgin of Nazareth was free from original sin from the first moment of her conception by a special privilege granted by God's grace. When our first parents disobeyed God and sinned, all sin entered the world. The human soul has been wounded ever since the time of Adam and Eve, and our own inclination to sin is due to the effects of original sin. Only our Savior Jesus Christ is without sin, except for the unique privilege granted to his mother at the moment of her conception. The war against sin that battles in every human heart is what we call temptation. How comforting it is to know that when our Savior Jesus Christ emptied himself out and became one of us he was willing to accept the weaknesses of the human heart in order to show us the path to victory. In a similar way the Mother of God invites us especially to turn to her as Our Lady of Lourdes, the Immaculate One, to seek healing of the heart and conversion of soul by turning to her Son.

The battle against sin and temptation can indeed be very strong, but we are never to become discouraged because the Lord has promised us victory over sin and temptation. When our struggles become difficult we should remember the little peasant girl Bernadette who was asked by the Blessed Virgin to go and wash herself in the water. At first Bernadette thought that the Mother of God was indicating the waters of the River Gave, but it was not the Gave she wanted her to wash in, but rather the water that was underneath the grotto at Lourdes. As Bernadette began to scratch in the ground, a little trickle of water seeped forth. The bystanders thought that Bernadette was mad as she scratched at the dirt, but Bernadette ignored them and kept digging at the ground! Finally the water began to flow, and, as we know, this water has been blessed with miraculous powers. Many a person has been cured of physical, mental or spiritual ailments. What a strong lesson we can all learn from this if we walk by faith and not by sight, as we read in the 11th chapter of the Letter to the Hebrews, for we will surely see the power, the glory and the victory of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We must never become discouraged but keep pressing on to the prize of victory. Like St. Bernadette we should realize, when all seems dark and muddy, that God's power and victory are near at hand.

Let us turn to the Mother of God, whose heart is burning for the conversion of every person, knowing that she will intercede for us and that she will assist us on our pilgrimage of faith.

