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| greet you my fellow compatriots, in a traditional Polish way: Praised be
Jesus Christ!
in two days we will have Ash Wednesday, which begins Lent, which should be
a time of mortification and preparation for the solemnity of the Lord’s glorious
Resurrection! For the people of long ago Lent was a relentless necessity. Banquets,
and elaborate dinners at this time were a rarity, so much so, that the people
believed Lent was God’s law and every meal a providential miracle! Lent for the Jews
was more frequent and more stringent but conscientiously observed! The Scriptures
speak of Lent about one hundred twenty times! In the beginning centuries, Christians
fasted were very strict in observing Lent. They also fasted in preparation for the
Sacrament of Baptism as well when preparing for celebration of Easter. For trans-
gressions in non-observance of fasting public penances were given, i.e. the use of
discipline, putting ashes on one’s head or wearing a hair shirt. When the persecutions
ceased, the Catholic Church instituted Lent from Ash Wednesday before the solemnnity
of Easter. In fact, Ash Wednesday is the 46" day before Easter, but if we subtract
the six Sundays of Lent then we have even forty days of Lent. Time of Lent should be
for us a time of penance and sorrow for our sins. During this time we should meditate
on the passion of Our Lord to learn the ugliness of sin and the pricelessness of our
souls! Lent conscientiously observed, is the best preparation for Easter confession and
a joyful celebration of Christ’s Resurrection! Up to the First World War, i.e., 1914.
Lent was much more stringent than it is today; those of us who are older, I’'m sure
can remember Lent forty or fifty years ago. In most of the Polish households the
members did not see meat until Easter Sunday. No one died or got ill! To the curious
1 will tell what we ate throughout these forty days: peas and cabbage, cabbage and
peas, sour and sweet cabbage, zur, type of borsch made from sour flour, home-made
bread with jam and cheese lots of herring and piles of “pierogi,” after forty days of
such fasting, the mind clarified itself, the will became stronger, imagination quieted
itself, organism cleaned itself out, the mind became much more humble, the body
stopped cavorting and kicking, a soul donned a beautiful, festive gown. And now let

us listen to the talk entitled:

Why the Season of Lent ?

Lent begins with the so called Ash Wednesday and not without a reason.

It is a known fact that the first sin not only of a human being but also of the angelic
spirits was the sin of pride, and up to now pride is the source of all sins as it is

written in the book of Ecclesiastes and we read: “Pride is the beginning of every sin!”
That same pride, haughtiness, and pumped up self-respect, are main barriers to penance;
That penance which God established to annihilate sin! It is wise, very wise indeed, that
the Catholic Church, that at the beginning of Lent and the end of the carnival established
Ash Wednesday, on which day the Church reminds its faithful about their lowliness! Who
would dare to deny that this simple statement and action putting ashes on peoples’ head
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as a reminder that “dust we are and into dust we shall return.” More emphatically,
the Church encourages each one of us to mortification and penance; the Church
also reminds us of the fragility and shortness of human life and we do not some deep,
educated and enlightened arguments of the erudite. Death teaches us to be wise, turns
our steps from wide, comfortable and slippery path unto the narrow, rough and arduous
path of self-denial and penance. Ash Wednesday is the most eloquent and successful
preacher and teacher in the world! The ashes teach us that holiness and greatness of which
the world is so proud, and people are fed to surfeit; that possessions, honors, fame,
applause for which they so zealously strive. All of this is vanity, steam, vapor, fog, and
smoke! All of this passes and is lost. Death, that omnipotent lady, evens out all differences
levels what is not level! To those who are doubtful, | suggest to go to the cemetery, when
The grave diggers transfer the bodies from one place to another. They open the grave of
some poor person; what do they find there? A handful of bones, some ashes, and stench of
rottenness! Perhaps you will find something better in the marble mausoleums and tombs,
and golden caskets. But all you will find is a handful of bones, some ashes and stench. What
does all of that tell us: “Remember man that you are dust sand into dust you shall return!”
Those ashes on our heads teach us that believers and unbelievers that all our striving for
earthly riches, fame, honors, and not withstanding all our willingness, death will put limits
to all of this and lock it in six feet of heavy cold earth! All of this will turn into a handful of
dust because we are dust and into dust we shall return! Oh! This dust teaches us more,
much more! It teaches us that death will destroy and tear out all which we possessed and
called our own, and in a very short time will erase the memory of us. First they will stop
crying over us and finally stop thinking about us! Let us disillusion ourselves. Shortly after
death we shall pass unto the list of the forgotten! There will even be those who will rejoice
at our passing: those will be the ones who owe us, our enemies, and heirs! Finally, those
ashes teach us that that vessel of clay, being dust and earth, or as wrote Tertullian a “handful
of mud” fashioned into a person. We, then, have nothing to be puffed up about, because
within ourselves, we carry the proof of humility, that humiliations are within us, that every
part of our body, every nerve, every drop of blood, every pulse, cry out to us: “Remember
man that you are dust and into dust you shall return!” Ash Wednesday speaks to all of us,
teaches all of us, warns all of us, every age without exception of one’s state or vocation
Those who passionately seek pleasures or entertainment, those who see nothing else but
money. The young people, who immerse themselves in pleasures, then are left with dirt and
dissatisfaction. To the elderly who feel that the “hatchet is already at the trunk of the tree;”
And that death is at the door. In a word Ash Wednesday, on those ceremonial ashes seem to
be written the words of warning: “Remember that you are dust and into dust you shall
return!” The season of Lent is usually the time when we look deeper into our spiritual
matters and examining more deeply the state of our soul. The real state of our souls and the
values of our good deeds known only to God. In our times especially, Catholics seem to be
satisfied with such mediocre piety! Various people translate that variously. Chasing after
livelihood, household and social duties, demands of modern day life, encounters with other
faiths, or those total unbelievers dulled their feelings toward the spiritual and their
conception of Christian responsibilities! Consequently they turned away from God and care
of their souls and turned their gaze completely to the world and earthly things. They admitted
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that they did not possess abundance of virtues, but no one could accuse them of wallowing
in mud of grievous sins. They did not have any Christian ideals. They didn’t have any time to
direct their wills toward those ideals by sacrifices, good deeds and mortifications. Such
actions did not interest them! They admire humility in others, but they themselves did not
cultivate it or possess it. They admire mercy, but they avoid it like fire! Piety bores them!
They are happy with routine, cold, indifferent fulfillment of their obligations religious and
secular! But does this type of life gives them peace and satisfaction? Never, as we know from
our biblical studies or personal experience! Human nature is weak, always exposed to temp-
tation and sin! As a consequence of original sin, the human mind is dulled and the will is
weakened and becomes a vessel of natural inclinations as well as being toys in the hands
of their enemies: “The world, Satan and flesh.” No one is freed from the assault of these
three; not by a life-long practice of virtue, not by innocence. The Savior himself was exposed
to temptation in his human body, as a Man, despite the fact that He is the Way, the Truth,
and the Life. He is the incarnate innocence and purity. Satan put to the test Christ’s
mortification, his humility, his fidelity, and his obedience. If you are the Son of God “tell these
stones to turn to bread,” “ If you are the Son of God let yourself down!” For it is written: “He
commanded his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands so that you will
not strike your foot against a stone!” — “All this | will give you, if you will fall on your knees
and give me homage.
When did these temptations take place? When Jesus spent forty days and forty nights
in the unpopulated and unapproachable desert, which stretches from Jericho to Jerusalem.
What inclined the Savior, that after so many days of fast, inconveniences, mortification, and
prayer, he allowed himself to be tempted? Only to show that temptations are a common lot
of every human being. And so, the hermit, desert people, a nun in the cloister, a priest by the
altar, a father, a mother bent over the crib, an old sinner lamenting the sins of his youth, all
are exposed to the trial of fire, and all confirm that in them their blood boils between the
covenant of mind and the covenant of sin. But note, that Christ did not play with the tempter!
He had a severe admonition for Satan! “Get behind me, Satan!” “The Angels descended and
ministered to him.” This is the reward for each one who does not give in to temptation and
rejects Satan. To this many will answer: | am too weak! | cannot reject Satan! So says one
who lost the feeling of royalty and personal dignity, to reign and rule absolutely. The humans
don’t realize how much strength the Creator put into one’s soul to balance our weakness,
inherited from our first parents. (Adam and Eve) The fact is that no monarch in the world has
such authority like every human has! God has given humans power and strength, which he
does not limit which even hell cannot overcome. He gave us free will! Earthly rulers can throw
me into prison, lock me in the concentration camp, shove me into the gas or hunger chamber
or stuff me into the crematory, but they cannot change my “No!” into yes or my “Yes” into no,
unless | want to. And this free will of mine makes me an absolute lord as far as choice is
concerned! Add to his merciful help of always watchful God! This God, will always give us
adequate grace and strength to conquer our enemy in every combat, that man will not subject
himself freely. What weakens human will? Forbearance, leniency, give oneself a free rein in
satisfying every whim and inclination! What strengthens the will? Refusing oneself trivia,
mortifying oneself, denying oneself! Unfortunately man has no appetite for such because these
things are bitter and tart. Man directs his thoughts to comforts and honors! He loves only
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himself. He loves money, authority, loves being singled out! Being popular and enjoying world’s
good opinion! The person spiritually well disposed, a person of God, whose eyes are fastened
the supernatural, understands that material things could be useful, but not absolutely
necessary, in reality, for some, those goods could be downright harmful on the path to eternity,
which has to be earned by suffering hardships, drudgery, trials and humiliations! That is why
the person holds on to the admonition of St. Paul, the Apostle who “upbraids his body and
senses so that he may not be rejected!” He mortifies his senses and subjugates them to service
not to lord it over him. He denies himself even those things which are allowed. He is aware of
his weaknesses, and is careful not to walk on the edge of the precipice; he stays away from the
occasions of sin! He fasts to avoid lack of moderation and prays that he will not be led into
temptation. The world and psychiatrists call that self-control. The Church calls it mortification!
Jesus called it self-denial! Whoever wishes to follow me, let him deny himself take up his cross
follow me whoever does not pick up
his cross and does not imitate me is not worthy of me!” Every saint notwithstanding the era
which he/she lived, walked the narrow path of denial and penance! Sometimes we read what
athletes must observe. They to stick to a diet, must not smoke and drink alcoholic beverages.
They have to do all of this for monetary reward, or a silver or golden medal or cup.
Shouldn’t a Christian athlete do the same for an eternal reward? That is why during the
Lenten Season every believer who wishes to have enough strength to fight evil successfully,
he has to regulate his taste as to quantity and quality of food and drink, he
should slow down his whims and ambitions. Such a person becomes lord of himself because
he walks in the footsteps of the Lord. The person who allows himself everything, doesn’t
know how to say “No” to himself becomes a slave of the basest inclinations! Nothing in the
world ruins the heart so quickly and totally or pulls a human from God than closing oneself
in on himself when everything goes the way we wanted to. We become an object of
admiration by other people! Biblical rich man, Solomon, in his old age, are our example! The
Apostles left everything they had and went with Jesus. First Christians sacrificed their all
they suffered abuse, all kinds of indignities to gain an eternal crown. And in our present time,
we have noble, magnanimous persons, their name is Legion; who love discipline, fasting
and mortification, they lead lives of mortification, and willing denials, they bear up all kinds
of pains of body and soul in a truly Christian spirit, considering everything that befell them as
the will of God, the privilege and honor. These are truly the salt of the earth!
What can we say about those who wallow in surpluses and pleasures. They laugh and ridicule
the virtue and the virtuous. They forgot about Lazarus and the millionaire of whom St. Luke,
the evangelist, speaks. The millionaire who liked to dress in purple and jewels and did not
skimp in his daily meals! There was also a beggar, named Lazarus, covered with sores; he lay
at the gate of the rich man and hoped to satisfy his hunger with the crumbs which fell from
the rich man’s table but no one gave him any! And it happened that the beggar died ad was
carried by the Angels to the bosom of Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried in
hell. To his complaints and pleas for relief in his suffering, Abraham said: “Son, remember
that during your life time you received many good things, while Lazarus received bad things,
he receives consolation while you receive suffering!” It is not a mystery that people of the
world deride mortifications, laugh at self-control, denying oneself their whims! The motto of
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the worldlings is “Eat, drink and loosen the belt” “Make merry my soul while you still have
time!” “Do not deny your natural inclinations, because this is harmful to your masculinity and
femininity, because this causes the loss of equilibrium, makes you nervous, which in turn
harms your total well-being, and so on and on! In their simple-heartedness and thought-
lessness, forget that this pampered human body becomes an untamed wild horse which must
be tamed and trained, otherwise it will trample and destroy all God’s and natural laws; so
that in the end, man becomes stripped of all the moral ideals, will deride God and religion!
What does such life mean, how much is such life worth, it’s best not to say anything! Ancient
Civilization, so glorious, promising so much, bankrupted when they rejected mortification to
toughen up and to lead lives of strict Spartan virtues! Our civilization bends from one side to
the other and is getting closer to collapsing because people do not want to recognize the
need of sacrificing, and of denying oneself! Catholic Church is the only successful and
influential agent who announces truth when she calls: “All of you will similarly perish if you
do not do enance!” The Church admonishes that neither the body nor the soul can develop,
perfect and strengthen itself, by allowing oneself every whim and inclination; only by
mortification and moderation and controlling oneself! Doesn’t a doctor use the same means,
or athletic director or a professor in his class, and a mother in her family? Mortification of

all of our senses — that is the real fast, rewarding and salvific! All the entertainment and
pleasures should be put aside, prayers should be doubled; our appetites and desires, should
be held in check and subdued, so that we can ennoble our soul and cancel all evil! “Put on

a hair shirt and put ashes on your head” Jeremiah reprimands, and | will add that will be a
sign of your humility and penance, and will receive remission of your sins and a reward
promised to the penitent: Glorious Resurrection!




