
 

 

Introduction 

At the beginning of Holy Week every year the 
presider at the Eucharist greets the assembly 
stating, “Dear brothers and sisters, since the 
beginning of Lent until now we have prepared 
our hearts by penance and charitable works.”  
Lent is really a verb that brings together a 
collection of activities so that we can greet the 
dying and rising of Jesus Christ with the attention 
it deserves for our whole lives.  In-light of the 
continued challenges of COVID-19 there will 
naturally be questions in many people’s minds in 
different parts of the world as Lent begins this 
year: Without public worship, access to the sacraments, or 
gathering of the parish community, can I really take Lent 
seriously? 

I have written God’s Secrets: A Companion for Lent 
2021 as an answer to that question.  The answer 
is yes.  I invite you to use this series of short 
reflections to help and encourage you to 
creatively discover God afresh in Jesus Christ.  Because all of our lifestyles are so different and 
challenged at the moment, we should also expect that this Lenten season will bring alternative 
opportunities to undertake the practices of our faith that make us who we are: a people waiting on 
God.  I hope you will discover some Lenten ideas, inspiration, and questions for yourselves as you 
enter into others’ experience of God as you rest-a-while with these words.                    

The theme running through all of these reflections is God’s secrets.  Jesus’ short parable about the 
lampstand is made explicit by his explanation: “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, 
and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.” (Luke 8: 17)  I hope that 
you will find these reflections acting like a lamplight, so that you may be able to see with more clarity 
God’s secrets for you as they are revealed day-after-day. 
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Part One: Taking Winter Seriously 
 

Cycles of nature are meant to inspire because 
ultimately, they direct our gaze to a creator.  
Difficult as it may be, praise of cold, frost, and 
snow is necessary owing to the fact that winter 
provides enough resources to protect and nurture 
the soil in readiness for the new growth of spring.  
This is exactly why on Sundays and the Church’s 
greatest feast days we find ourselves at Morning 
Prayer reciting from Daniel’s Canticle, “And you, 
frosts and cold, O bless the Lord.  And you, frost 
and snow, O bless the Lord.  To him be highest 
glory and praise for ever.”  I spent my earliest years 
in a dangerous place as I was raised on a Wiltshire 
farm in south west England.  Allowing the atmosphere of the farmyard and the expanse of its fields 
to shape my first impressions of the world fostered a very natural love for the countryside, coupled 
with an appreciation as to how barren the natural world can be during the winter months, and why 
that is necessary.   

Similar to our experience of the changing seasons, we must also be attentive to changes in our spiritual 
lives. One of the stark moments of the year is when we present ourselves for reception of the ashes 
upon our bodies at the beginning of Lent.  The symbolism of the imposition of the ash-cross upon 
our foreheads is amplified as we hear the same startling words God gave to Adam: “Remember that 
you are dust and to dust you shall return (Genesis 3: 19).” Suddenly the fragility of our lives, of 
existence itself, is laid bare and we realize that the soil of who we are will always need a winter so that 
the life of the Spirit can be allowed to permeate every aspect of our lives.   

Without a winter, spring will never reap its own harvest, and in terms of the cycle of our faith this 
blossoming harvest is the abundant outpouring of God’s identity and life amongst us in Jesus Christ 
dead, risen, ascended and comforter in the Holy Spirit.  The nature of our spiritual lives was outlined 
poetically by John Macleod Campbell Crum, an Anglican theologian, whose 1928 hymn Now the green 
blade riseth has become increasingly popular amongst Catholic communities across the world.  Of our 
spiritual winters Crum described: “When our hearts are wintry, grieving or in pain, thy touch can call 
us back to life again; fields in our hearts, that dead and bare have been: Love is come again, like wheat 
that springeth green.” 

Reflect into life: 

• Recall your earliest impressions and perceptions that spoke to you about cycles of 
life: seasons, nature, dying and new life.  How do the changes and transitions that 
life brings reveal the abiding presence of God? 



• Return to a time or event that found “the field in your heart dead and bare had 
been”.  How did spring arrive into that situation?  How could this springtime bring 
growth to others whose hearts are wintry?     

 

Part Two: COVID-19: The 
Long Winter 

 
For nearly one whole year now the 
character of our lives has had both the 
appearance and sense of living one 
long winter.  Since early in 2020 health, 
government, civic and religious 
agencies across the world have 
attempted to coalesce strategies so that 
the most vulnerable can be protected 
from COVID-19 and health services 
would be able to accommodate 
necessary care needs.  This has led to a rather counter-intuitive approach to daily living.  

As a leader in Christian ministry my natural instinct is to bring people together into the fellowship of 
Jesus Christ through worship, prayer, and mission initiatives.  Of course, it should come as no surprise 
that the most authentic channel for this fellowship comes from our participation in the celebration of 
the eucharist.  However, the climate of this long winter, where often we cannot freely worship, shop, 
socialize, or share recreation together, finds its chill in the way individuation has become such a principle 
for our lives.  The coronavirus wants to bring people together so that it can thrive; we want to be 
together because that is an essential part of being human.  A variety of policies that bring social 
isolation and reduce as many avenues for contact in societies tell us that we are (for the time being at 
least) individuated.   

There is nothing new in asking God to show us who it is we are intended to be.  That invitation seems 
more enticing during these long days marked by individuation.  The entire momentum that is found 
in scripture and salvation history is built upon that vision.  As it was for God’s people in Egypt, 
Babylon, and the restored Jerusalem, so it is in Christ Jesus.  We have to allow ourselves to continue 
to ask what God is inviting us to discover as God’s physically separated children entirely adopted into 
Jesus’ sonship.  We can mine the depths of God’s purposes and discover afresh what God’s secrets 
are for his people and the world at large.  

Mining the depths of God is a courageous act of faith.  Certainly, we need perseverance because we 
are handing over our precious life schedules to God and that takes time.  Second, making discoveries 
of what God appears be inviting can be challenging. It may ask us to un-learn those things which we 
blindly accept as indispensable.  Finally, when God’s vision of who we are called to be during this long 
winter has its epiphany, the final challenge is to incarnate that vision in practical ways so that who we 
are and what we do brings a Godly touch to the world. 



Welcoming God’s vision into our everyday lives during any long winter changes its horizon.  That 
reality is reflected in Jane Kenyon’s poem Otherwise and the new horizon of cancer that she integrated 
into her life before her death in April 1995. 

I got out of bed on two strong legs.  It might have been otherwise.  I ate cereal, sweet 
milk, ripe, flawless peach.  It might have been otherwise.  I took the dog uphill to the 
birch wood.  All morning I did the work I love. 

At noon I lay down with my mate.  It might have been otherwise.  We ate dinner 
together at a table with silver candlesticks.  It might have been otherwise.  I slept in a 
bed in a room with paintings on the walls and planned another day just like this day.  
But one day, I know, it will be otherwise.1 

Reflect into life: 

• How have you mined God’s life for you during this long winter?  Identify 
how, and in what ways, your horizon is changing?  

• Reflect with gratitude on any Godly touches you have received from the life 
and inspiration of others during the long winter.  Your response…?   

 

 

Part Three: Sabbath Epiphanies and Godly Secrets 

 
How Lent began can have an enduring and 
distinctive voice within us this year. 

The Ash Wednesday gospel is repeated every year.  
Three chapters are devoted to what is called The 
Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s gospel.  
Beginning with chapter five, this concentrated 
episode of Jesus’ teaching corresponds with what he 
usually does: teaching and ministering to assembled 
crowds or groups.  However, as the sixth chapter 
begins the tone changes, and Jesus begins to 
explicitly address his hearers as individuals.  
Therefore, in Matthew 6: 1- 6, 16- 18, the Ash 
Wednesday gospel reading is one of the rare 
occasions when Jesus’ public teaching addresses 
individuals and private religious acts: 

 

 



But when you give alms, your left hand must not know what your right is doing; your 
almsgiving must be in secret, and your Father who sees all that is done in secret will 
reward you…But when you pray, go to your private room and, when you have shut 
the door, pray to your Father who is in that secret place, and your Father who sees all 
that is done in secret will reward you…But when you fast, put oil on your head and 
wash your face, so that no one will know that you are fasting except your Father who 
sees all that is done in secret; and your Father who sees all that is done in secret will 
reward you. (Mt 6: 1- 6, 16- 18) 

These directives can be received with greater clarity this year, because the gospel is a good fit for the 
beginning of a Lenten season marred by COVID-19 and the largely individuated lifestyles that comes 
with it.  You may have the sense that the kinds of expressions that Jesus adopts here describe very 
well the way that your life has looked in recent months, particularly in how so much of our life of 
prayer and worship has been taken indoors, and into the privacy of our homes.   

Some people access worship online, but that option is not available for everyone.  Some have 
commented how the long winter has been an unbearable time of isolation where they have been 
tormented by negative thoughts and deep longings to return to the life they once knew.  Others have 
expressed how not being able to worship together has brought with it an invitation to rediscover the 
centrality of prayer in their lives that had previously remained hidden.  One person recently told me 
over the telephone how going to Mass had been part of their life since childhood.  As public worship 
has not been made available for this person, a shocking discovery came to light: this person had not 
prayed for years and had forgotten how to pray.  In the middle of all of these scenarios is a waiting 
God whose life is imbued with secrets for us.   

Acknowledging that God waits brings about a radical change of perspective for some, and challenges 
how we look to God.  Our natural focus when it comes to approaching God is to be preoccupied with 
how we are waiting upon God: our words, posturing, actions, and intentions can take center stage in 
our undertaking of prayer.  Instead, how can we respond recognizing the waiting presence of the 
‘other’ in prayer: God?  Part of the creative challenge in getting to know God’s waiting upon us is to 
imagine the character of this divine waiting and what that looks like.  That God’s waiting eye is entirely 
focused on you becomes a beautiful secret of God when it is known and revealed in those private 
places of which Jesus speaks.   

The predominant taste of life in modern western societies is to cram our days by fulfilling functions 
placed upon us, as well as those we take upon ourselves.  Part of the challenge of greeting COVID-
19 has been discovering ways of continuing our highly functional lives in new ways that protect each 
other.  I have called representatives of different businesses during the last year and heard children’s 
television providing an audible backdrop.  Then I register that this is a parent simultaneously working 
from home and caring for their children.  As long as we approach prayer in like manner, as one 
function to be fulfilled with others, we will never be able to comprehend God’s eye, focused and 
waiting, because the emphasis in the doing of prayer rests solely with us.  

Perhaps this Lent is the time to give prayer the sabbath it needs.  As our ancestors appreciated more 
readily than ourselves, a sabbath brings about that freedom and space that God intended for us.  It is 
a conscious pause to anything that smacks of self-preoccupation and ushers in God-preoccupation.  
When we give prayer the sabbath it deserves then all our self-preoccupations and questions about 



‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘ought’ move aside, and we welcome in simple thanksgiving the realization that God 
has held God’s gaze and has been waiting for you, simply because God-is-God.  This sabbath-epiphany 
is simply thanksgiving after thanksgiving because thanksgiving is one-directional; away from ourselves’ 
and intended entirely for another.  Simple prayer emanating from a thankful heart is entirely God-
preoccupied because that is the direction thanksgiving takes.  Resting within this kind of sabbath-
epiphany is a giftbox, that when opened, gives divine speech to Godly secrets.  

Reflect into life 

• What is your usual approach to prayer and what motivates it?  Ask yourself 
“How much of prayer is taken up with devotions, issues, and attitudes that 
reflect self-preoccupation rather than God-preoccupation?” 

• What are the litanies of thanksgiving emerging from your life that God waits to 
receive? 

 

Part Four: Saint Peter Julian Eymard’s Approach – 

Discovering God’s Actions and Plans 

 
We don’t tend to think of God having secrets.  Part of the reason is because we often view secrets as 
something rather unsettling, we would rather know things than have them concealed from us.  
Overcoming this line of thought was a lesson that Fr. Eymard soon mastered not too long after his 
ordination in 1834.  During a 
June evening in the mid 
1830’s, this young priest 
experienced what he described 
as a grace-filled evening as he 
sat atop the rock of calvary, a 
mounted feature that hosts 
carved depictions of the 
stations of the cross, which 
sits in the middle of the 
cemetery at Saint-Romans in 
the Isère department of 
France.  As he gazed out onto 
orchards before him, and in 
the far distance foothills that 
would lead to the Alps, Fr. Eymard encountered a complete shift in how he would not only think 
about prayer, but also how to practice it.   

This was an intensely personal encounter with God.  Thirty-one years later, Fr. Eymard would refer 
to its secret.  Because this was a personal event, it was also private, and so little can be stated with 
confidence about how Eymard received this Godly encounter.  What we do know is its significance 



in how he carved out enough space for God to fulfil his divine purposes through this man who would 
be honored as the Apostle of the Eucharist in the twentieth century.  The permanent etch that was left 
upon Fr. Eymard, and through which he was able to teach and inspire others, was the gift he received 
of the secret of true prayer.   

What is the simplest way to describe this secret?  The maxim is helpful: How you look at something 
determines what you see.  How we approach prayer and look into it as something we do will also determine 
what we can discover in it.  Fr. Eymard found that when God becomes the first inspiration of prayer 
and its very purpose this leads to the discovery of a personal love dwelling in God, and from there 
God’s actions and plans.  So often the inspiration to pray is found in what we need to do or say, 
particularly when we are overburdened, pained, or carry a weight of guilt.  Very quickly prayer becomes 
centered upon what we do or say about ourselves and our priorities.  Here is the radical alternative: 
we pray because it is of God, and God alone.   

It would seem that Fr. Eymard dwelt within this secret for the remainder of his life, breaking its seal 
and revealing to Mme. Nathalie Jordan in 1867 how this secret of prayer that was given to him at 
Saint-Romans could also be her aspiration too: 

In your prayers, aspire to nourish yourself upon God rather than to purify yourself, or 
humble yourself.  In order to do this, nourish your soul with the truth personified in 
God’s divine goodness towards you, with his tenderness, his personal love.  This is the 
secret of true prayer; to discover God’s actions and plans in his love for us…But to 
attain such a living prayer, we must strive very hard to forget ourselves, to avoid 
seeking ourselves in any way in prayer.  We must especially simplify the work of our 
mind by a simple and calm view of God’s truths.  The secret of this simple view is to 
see things at first glance, under the aspect of God’s goodness for us, the reason for 
this grace, what it cost our Lord, its actuality and permanence for us…Oh! Dear 
daughter, how often I wish and desire that you may taste God in this way!  It lasts a 
long time; it is my rock of Saint-Romans. 2   

In that secret place of prayer what the Holy Spirit seems to have instilled within St. Peter Julian was 
the ability to know what to see first as prayer begins. He learned where to begin his prayer as he 
attempted, like all of us, to connect our praying to our concrete daily living.  Discovering that prayer 
is full of God’s loving actions and plans for each of us is a springtime for our life in the Spirit, a reality 
that becomes more evident if it follows a long winter. 

Reflect into life  

• What is your reaction to Fr. Eymard’s revelation that God has actions and plans for 
you? 

• Where does springtime need to flourish and blossom in your life this year?  

 

 

 

 



Part Five: St. Augustine’s Springtime: “Take and Read” 

 
The Confessions of St. Augustine established a pattern in Christian literature for witness.  Here we have 
an autobiography of a person whose long winter apart from God reaches its fulfilment in one of the 
classic conversion stories, second only to St. Paul on the Damascus Road.  Utterly disillusioned with 
his life, Augustine is in a 
crumpled state as he sits beneath 
a fig tree.  Suddenly he hears the 
mysterious sound of a child 
chanting: “Take and read, take 
and read.”  Capturing the 
moment, he randomly fingers 
through his copy of the scriptures 
and his eyes fall upon St. Paul’s 
letter to the Romans where the 
apostle speaks directly about 
behaving decently as in the 
daylight and be prepared to 
clothe yourself with the Lord 
Jesus instead of seeking self-
gratification in the flesh.  
Augustine had prepared himself intellectually and emotionally for God’s secret to be revealed to him, 
and in this apex moment he recalls, “I had no wish to read further, and no need.  For in that instant, 
with the very ending of the sentence, it was as though a light of utter confidence shone in all my heart, 
and all the darkness of uncertainty vanished away.”3 

The season of Lent is a focused time and always has been.  Its origins in the history of Christian life 
and worship stem from it being the final preparation time for receiving catechumens into full 
membership of the body of Christ, as well as receiving back into the body those who had been 
excluded or strayed.  The focus remains entirely Jesus Christ so that by the time Holy Week begins 
and our celebration of the sacred mysteries, we will know afresh exactly the significance of Jesus’ dying 
and rising as the pattern for everything.   

Augustine’s journey into the body of Christ was certainly dramatic, probably much more than most 
of us.  However, the revealing of God’s purposes and plan for Augustine is really no different for 
anybody else once a space is carved out in our lives to receive God’s secret for us.  We can certainly 
use the opportunity of a more isolated and socially distanced Lent this year to learn from Augustine’s 
own encounter with God and make our own responses to the beckoning voice of that child: “Take 
and read.” 

Part of Augustine’s discovery of God’s secrets was found in a new way of reading.  In his day the 
normal style of reading was much more akin to what today we would call performance.  When people 
read it was generally aloud, so that both the reader and listeners together could experience the script, 
and this also accommodated the many who could not read.  It was only when Augustine arrived in 



Milan and spent time in the company of Ambrose who astonishingly read silently that the 
prayerfulness of reading impacted upon him.  “Reading was nothing short of salvific for Augustine.  
Books had the power to heal and to transform…To read was for him to ingest, swallow, digest, and 
incorporate- to eat the text.”4   

In the simple act of silent reading into the carved out interior space that had lay waiting to be filled 
with wonder, God’s secrets for Augustine were slowly being revealed.  Just as a calm lake silently reads 
and reflects back the piercing colors, shades and drama of the sky that overarches it, Augustine found 
himself reading and reflecting back to himself God’s secrets.    

Just as Jesus had extended the invitation to “Take, eat”, Augustine received the invitation to “Take, 
read”.  How these two phrases mimic each other should not be accidental for us during this Lenten 
season.  Certainly, with current restrictions in different parts of the world curtailing the public 
celebration of the Eucharist, there remains the need to be spiritually fed with the presence of Christ 
dwelling within his Word.  Rediscovering the elemental practical skill of prayerfully reading scripture, 
devotional texts, and inspirational faith and witness (auto)biographies with our own inner speech while 
inviting God’s voice to speak simultaneously is an opportunity this season, especially if we can’t gather 
together for worship.  Without too many other voices around, perhaps we could be more attuned to 
God’s.  

Reflect into life 

• What pieces of literature that you have read filled your interior carved out spaces with 
God’s wonder and spoken of God’s secrets? 

• Receive for yourself St. Augustine’s invitation to Take and read.  What are you 
inspired to read to honor this invitation today?     

 

Part Six: “Love bade me welcome,”  
Re-visiting our Attentiveness to Love 
We discover God’s secrets not only through reading written 
words, but also by reading life.  Reading anything demands our 
attention.  Reading God’s life, actions, and purposes in the 
scriptures requires prayerful attention.  In the same way, 
reading what God appears to be communicating to the world 
today requires focused attention into the spheres of the world 
in which we play our part.  If faith is to have a voice, then we 
must give enough scope to honing our capacities to read life.  
God’s secrets are, after-all, revealed both within and outside the 
activities of the Church.  God’s secrets are to be found in our 
love and attention to God, certainly, but also in our neighbor, 
about whom Jesus spoke directly.   

In St. Mark’s account of Jesus’ presentation of the greatest 
commandment, love of God and neighbor, the teacher of the 



law and other witnesses were so astonished at how Jesus replied to questions that they ceased asking 
any more [Mark 12: 28- 34].  The two-fold commandment of love of God and love of neighbor 
brought them into the heart of Jesus’ moral imagination.  To acquire perception into that imagination 
and to receive God’s secrets in our attempts to love requires sustained attention.   

Simone Weil was a French twentieth century philosopher and social activist.  She grew up in a secular-
agnostic family home, but from childhood had an attraction to Christianity because she found Jesus’ 
command to love neighbor so compelling.  During 1938 she encountered the poetry of George 
Herbert who had been a country parson not too far from where I was raised in Wiltshire, England.  It 
was Herbert’s poem Love III, beginning with the words “Love bade me welcome” that turned her 
heart around; it was as though, she reflected, “Christ himself came down and took possession of me”.5  
The poem is a dialogue between Herbert and love, through which God is portrayed as slowly 
unravelling divine secrets.   

This was becoming mirrored in Weil’s own discoveries of God, and how to live with God and 
neighbor in the way that Jesus had envisioned through his commandment.  A major theme in her 
thought and writing was the absolute importance of attention in the Christian spiritual life.  She argued 
that “school studies” hone and train attention, which can prepare people for the undertaking of adult 
faith, in short, reading life through God’s presence.  Attention was about suspending or emptying our 
thought, so that we are ready to receive.  We love God by praying to God, she argued, and attention 
is really what prayer is.  Prayer is emptying our thoughts, and fixing a total gaze upon God, and 
becoming ready to receive God.  In the same way, people can love their neighbors by emptying 
themselves; being ready to receive their neighbor in his or her naked truth, by simply asking, “What 
are you going through?”6  As Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore succinctly put it, “The capacity to love our 
neighbor- to read his or her situation- comes from exactly the same cut of the cloth.”7    

Reading life can bring us into the heart of what it means to have discipleship as a way of life, which is 
at heart about doing the will of the master.  In that sense we cannot get very far as disciples before we 
stumble across Jesus’ commandment of love of God and neighbor, because it resembles Jesus himself.  
We see this particularly in St. John’s gospel as the disciples appear to us as listening to the master, 
certainly, but also paying attention to what’s going on as God’s secret in Jesus is being revealed before 
their very eyes.  The climax comes on Easter morning as Peter and John go running to the tomb.  In 
a very carefully crafted way, Peter looks into the empty tomb and notices, whilst John comes in and sees.    

Reading John’s gospel is a discovery that discipleship is both a state of awareness to what God is doing 
and a life marked by prolonged attention.  We can certainly be encouraged by using the opportunities 
that Lent brings to evaluate and renew both our Godly and neighborly attention.  Connecting with 
those who are isolating via telephone is a blessing that can be hidden from us by its simplicity. 
However, the vocal presence of one person to another says to the one whose phone is ringing, “You 
are not alone!”  That is, after all, what God is trying to say to us! 

 

 

  



Love III 
  
Love bade me welcome, yet my soul drew back, 
        Guilty of dust and sin. 
But quick-ey'd Love, observing me grow slack 
        From my first entrance in, 
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning 
        If I lack'd anything. 
  
"A guest," I answer'd, "worthy to be here"; 
        Love said, "You shall be he." 
"I, the unkind, the ungrateful? ah my dear, 
        I cannot look on thee." 
Love took my hand and smiling did reply, 
        "Who made the eyes but I?" 
  
"Truth, Lord, but I have marr'd them; let my shame 
        Go where it doth deserve." 
"And know you not," says Love, "who bore the blame?" 
        "My dear, then I will serve." 
"You must sit down," says Love, "and taste my meat." 
        So I did sit and eat. 
  

George Herbert 
 

 

Reflect into life 

• What is the most compelling thing about God that has focused and maintained your 
attention within your life so far? 

• Return to a time when a neighbor read you and extended their presence to you by 
asking “What are you going through?”  What is your response today? 
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