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1st Sunday of Lent B (Feb. 21, 2021-STM: All Masses) 

The Christian author Vance Morgan writes the following:  

Hanging from the baldachin over the altar in Saint John’s Abbey in Collegeville, Minnesota, is a 
crucifix that satisfies both my Protestant sensibilities and my other-than-Protestant appreciation 
for liturgical arts and crafts. First, it rotates 360 degrees on its vertical axis, so that Jesus on the 
cross can face those in the choir stalls for daily prayers and liturgies, then turn around and face 
the sanctuary for Sunday services and larger celebrations. I watched a monk after last Sunday 
morning’s prayer take a forked pole about 4 or 5 feet long, grab the bottom of the crucifix with 
the pole and turn it 180 degrees to face the sanctuary. If I were a monk, that’s the job I would 
want — very cool. 

This cross is large (as is everything in the Abbey), but Jesus is small and abstract, probably no 
more than 2 feet tall, seemingly ready to step or ascend from the cross at any moment. And, as 
it turns out, that’s exactly what he does. Several years ago, a monk revealed to me at dinner 
that Jesus on the Abbey cross is magnetic. He sticks to the cross securely but is taken down 
during Lent. 

Magnetic Jesus — what a concept. I wonder what magnetic Jesus does when he’s not sticking to 
the cross? Hold up menus on the refectory refrigerator? Keep monastic art projects securely in 
place on a community bulletin board? How powerful is his magnetism? Do the monks have to 
keep their credit cards and thumb drives at a safe distance? Just wondering. 

Because she was an experienced church-going parent, my mother’s pocketbook contained 
various items carefully selected for the pacification and entertainment of fidgety and bored 
children in church. Guaranteed to work, at least for me, were two tiny plastic Scottie dogs, one 
white and one black, each standing on a rectangular magnet. I was endlessly fascinated by their 
love/hate relationship, how when I brought them together in one way, they instantly repelled 
each other, while in the opposite way they attached as if they’d been made for each other. 

Our relationship with the Divine is like that. We are spiritually equipped with hearts that are 
God-magnets, hearts that God cannot approach when they are turned self-ward. But when we 
turn our hearts outward, we attract the divine from every place imaginable. I seldom agree with 
Augustine, but at the beginning of his Confessions he expresses this dynamic well: “My heart is 
restless until it finds its rest in you.”—Vance Morgan, “Magnetic Jesus,” Patheos.com, July 31, 
2018. 

 

 My dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, we have now entered into this holy season 

of Lent.  This story provides a great image for us, I believe, here in Lent.  One of the goals of 

Lent is to turn our hearts toward God.  Often, we can live in a very self-centered world.   We 

think too much about “what is in it for me.”  We fail to be concerned with the needs of our 

neighbor. We lose sight of God.  But, with hearts turned outward, we wind up becoming 

focused on what is important and true and right and good.  Lent helps us to turn those 
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sometimes hardened  hearts of ours the other way.    Hearts are turned away from things like 

temptation. Jesus battled against temptation today.  He showed us the way. He showed us 

what can happen when we set our sights, our hearts, our eyes on God.  Jesus was always 

oriented toward the Father.  Lent is mean to reorient us, to get us back on the right path, back 

on the path that leads to Easter glory.  

 Now, all of this takes some work.  Lent is supposed to be work.    Some suggestions for 

how to have a good Lent, how to turn outward, rather than inward: 

❖ Ask yourself a question before making decisions, before acting: Is this action or decision 

one that will please God—and not simply me?  This will help us fight a little bit against 

this self-focused world of that we live in.  Exploring our motivation for doing a certain 

thing is a good practice.  

❖ To what have I become enslaved? To be free from slavery to sin, we mist not simply do 

what everyone else is doing.  We must spend some time alone with God, asking for 

changed hearts and a changed focus.  So, very simply, pray more.  Come to morning 

prayer here in the church at 7.  Come to adoration on Wednesday afternoon.  Come to a 

daily Mass. Pray each day in your home. Is there a place in home that you can set aside 

for prayer?  Maybe a corner of your bedroom. I find it helpful to have a chair, a spot that 

I use only for prayer.  It helps to have a site set aside just for that purpose.  Sacred 

space, whether in the church or at home, is important.  It is important that we  have 

focused time and a focused place for our prayer.  Another important thing to do is to 

take advantage of times for the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  All of this can help our 

turning toward God.  

❖ Here is something that sounds simple: help others.   Is helping  other people a priority in 

life?    Do we give of our time only when it is convenient?    How about the Lenten 

practice of almsgiving?  If you do not have a Rice Bowl yet, take one with you after Mass 

today.  And do not just put your extra coins in there.  Give sacrificially.  If not to the Rice 

Bowl, then give sacrificially to some good cause.    Sacrifice in life is good.  Let me say 

that again. Sacrifice in life is good.  It is good when we can freely part with some of what 

we have-our time, our resources, our money-for the good of others.  

These things will certainly help us to turn toward God this Lent, to give up a bit of our self-

worship, to focus on what is good and holy and right and just, to care for our neighbor and to 

prepare well for the great Paschal Triduum of the Lord.   You see, this is where all of this is 

leading. It is leading to the commemoration of the Lord’s dying and rising. It is leading to the 

cross, to that glorious, old, rugged cross. For it is there where Jesus has arms stretched 

outward, toward the Father.  Arms stretched outward showing us what self-sacrifice is all 

about.  What really love is all about. 

David Lose, in his reflection, “Like it or Not” writes this: 
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Tom, a member of our congregation, told me a story. Several nights earlier, Tom’s 6-year-old 
son, Benjamin, protested his bedtime. Frustrated by his father’s refusal to budge, Benjamin 
finally became so frustrated that he said, “Daddy, I hate you!” 

Tom, possessing the presence of mind I wish I more frequently had — especially when dealing 
with my children — replied, “I’m sorry you feel that way, Ben, but I love you.” 

And then what do you think Benjamin said? “Oh, it’s okay.” Or maybe, “Sorry, Dad. I love you, 
too.” Nope. 

When Tom told his son that he loved him, Benjamin yelled back, “Don’t say that!” 

Surprised, Tom continued, “But, Ben, but it’s true — I love you.” 

“Don’t say that, Daddy.” 

“But I love you, Ben.” 

“Stop saying that, Daddy! Stop saying it right now!” 

And then it came, Tom reported, almost completely unbidden: “Benjamin, now listen to me: I 
love you ... like it or not!” 

Even at 6 years old, you see, Benjamin realized that in the face of unconditional love he was 
powerless. If Tom had been willing to negotiate — “I’ll love you if you go to bed nicely” — then 
Benjamin would have been a player: “Okay, this time, but I’m not eating my vegetables at 
dinner tomorrow.” But once Tom refused to negotiate, refused to make his love for his son 
conditional on something Benjamin did, then Ben could do nothing but accept or flee that love. 

The same is true with us. If God makes God’s great love for the world and us conditional, then 
we, suddenly, have tremendous power. We can negotiate. We can threaten to reject God’s love. 
We can even tell God to go take a hike if we don’t care for God’s terms. But when God just loves 
us — completely and unconditionally — and when God just goes and dies for us, well, then the 
jig is up; there’s just nothing we can do to influence God. —David Lose, “Like it or not,” sermon 
on John 3:14-21, posted on Day1.org for 4th Sunday in Lent, Year B, March 18, 2012. Retrieved 
July 25, 2018. 

 This is what Lent teaches us.  That God loves us unconditionally. We cannot negotiate 

that.  Once we realize this, once we are entranced by this divine love, all we can is to respond to 

it by the choices we make in this life, by the way we live, by the way we act, by what we say.  

We can turn toward God and attract the divine from every place. 

 I do hope that this Lent will find your drawn more and more into the divine embrace.  Be 

sure to do all of those things that Lent calls us to so that we may arrive at an Easter of unending 

joy. Amen.  


