LENT MEDITATIONS
Cardinal Basil Hume claimed a bishop’s job was to take people to places they never dreamt of going. If this were the test for a Lent meditation, then Janet Morley’s The Heart’s Time, would win hands down. For every day in Lent through to the Easter octave, Morley takes a poem, interprets it and applies it, marking a pilgrimage of the heart from Ash Wednesday to Easter. RS Thomas takes the lead with three entries, but Morley’s choice of poetry is catholic, ranging from the metaphysical to the modern-day, including Ann Griffiths’ startlingly erotic poem, Yr Arglwydd Iesu (I saw him standing), translated from the Welsh by Rowan Williams, whose own poem, Rublev, is also featured. 

The poems that have shaped me most have been recommended, read to me and explained by others. Morley presented me with 53 poems from 25 poets, some old friends, some new acquaintances, each interpretation making me feel as if I was gently taken apart and remade anew. The heady pace is kept up throughout the book, with the poems chosen for the Easter season as stretching and exhilarating as the first poems of Lent.
‘Our world would be different if for every act of oppression and injustice, people of faith raised a beacon of mercy, love, light and truth.’ 

‘When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint, when I ask why the poor have no food, they call me a communist.’

‘If you think you are too small to make a difference, try sleeping in a closed room with one mosquito.’

‘A theologian may reel off the Christological formulas, but a disciple walks the talk.’ 

Just a few of the life-shaping and life-changing quotes from Light Breaks Forth, the CAFOD Lent Book, which gives a short commentary for every daily Eucharistic reading from Ash Wednesday to Easter Day, ending with a thought and prayer for the day. The contributors, consisting of two Jesuit priests, an Augustinian Friar, a Benedictine monk, a professor of theology and CAFOD’s head of Spirituality, combine a distinguished spiritual depth with a breadth of arresting contemporary illustrations, many drawn from CAFOD’s projects, creating a lovely little book which will enable you to walk the Eucharistic talk this Lent.
Love Set Free is a new edition of the Good Friday addresses on the Passion of St John, first delivered at Trinity Church, Boston in 1997. Martin Smith is an eloquent and elegant speaker and writer, with the distinct voice of a Religious who humbly walks with God. Though the six meditations are brief, covering only sixty pages, each word has the quality of being long pondered and weighed in the balance, illustrated with haunting quotations, including Ann Griffiths’ Hymn XXII, Rhyfedd, rhyfedd gan angylion. Smith mirrors the multi-layered quality of John’s Gospel, which he likens to an X-ray, CAT, Ultrasound and MRI scan of Christ all combined!  Each time I read this classic, I see new depths, and would recommend reading, re-reading and re-reading manifold each week in Lent.
The Way of the Desert cheerily draws on the Pentateuch to weave a seamless journal of the Israelites’ Exodus from Egypt to the Promised Land. We feast on manna ‘with the shortest of shelf-lives’, reel at the ‘golden calf disaster’, conclude that ‘God is not a God to be messed with, jealous to the third or fourth generation,’ shudder as Balaam ‘wields weapons of mass destruction’ and admire Moses as ‘an old man remarkably fit for his age’ ascending Mount Nebo for his first (and ironically last) glimpse of the Promised Land. Andrew Watson has skilfully and sympathetically staged an Exodus soap for an age where the soap opera is king, making frequent and incisive links between the Israel’s forty years and Christ’s forty days, through to his own exodus from Calvary to the promised land of Easter.

Where Watson’s work differs from masters such as Jonathan Magonet is that he fails to reckon with source criticism, let alone any other form of biblical criticism. Our old friends, P, J, E and D, are the most convincing explanation of the Pentateuch’s contradictions, and would have spared Watson tying himself in knots with the narrative’s often bizarre twists and turns. Sadly rabbinic sources are also ignored, seriously skewing the story towards the anti-Judaic, forcing a false dichotomy between perfidious Jews and a Christ who ‘constantly gets it right.’ Significantly the only archaeological evidence cited is used to support the story of Balaam and his talking ass; I prefer to use biblical criticism, rabbinic sources and archaeological evidence as check on the text’s authenticity, rather than prop. 
As ever, Tom Wright comes to my rescue, likening much of Scripture to old cartoons which need carefully linking with the culture of their day before their penny drops. Yet his Commentary on Mark (with some extracts from the Psalms and John’s Gospel) is no dry scholarly tome, but has a definite freshness, shaped by his own translation. There is also a certain Markan urgency, with Wright bombarding the reader with image after image, most of which hit the nail bang on the head. 
Like Mark, Wright recasts ancient texts with a bold touch:  ‘I used to say to my clergy that I would only let them sing “the wrath of God was satisfied,” if, every second time they sang the hymn (and some churches sing it an awful lot), they sang “the love of God was satisfied”’ He emphasises God’s intrinsic kenotic nature: ‘Jesus is Lord! So from his throne eternal, in flesh he came to die in shame on Calvary’s tree.’ 
Like Mark’s Gospel, Wright’s pace gradually builds up, a massive locomotive steaming towards the ‘perfect storm’ of Holy Week and Easter, demanding a commitment costing not less than everything: ‘We cannot be Easter people if we are not first Good Friday people and then Holy Saturday people.’  A fitting end; and beginning.
