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Readings This week: 

Genesis 9:8-15 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

Mark 1:12-15 

Psalm Your ways, O Lord, are love and truth to those who keep your covenant.  (Psalm 25) 

Today Today’s presider is Fr. Kevin Ballard. 

The Thomas Merton Center community worships and celebrates Sunday liturgy each 

week at the regularly scheduled 8:45 am parish Mass at St. Thomas Aquinas Church.  

Members of the Thomas Merton community plan these liturgies in the spirit of Vatican 

II and its call to “full, active and conscious participation” in Catholic liturgical life. 

The Thomas Merton Center is supported by your donations.  If you choose to donate 

by check or cash, every Sunday there is a donation basket in the back of church or by 

the coffeepot after Mass—or you can use the envelope in the bulletin the last Sunday 

of every month to mail your donation.  Please do not put your TMC donation in the 

collection baskets passed during Mass (these are for parish contributions only). 

From 
Thomas 
Merton 

The Thomas Merton Center for Catholic Spiritual Development, P.O. Box 60061, Palo Alto, California 

94306, was founded by a group of Roman Catholic lay persons in 1995, and incorporated in 1996, to offer 

Catholic liturgy; to augment, support and lead the development of ecumenical spirituality; and to foster new 

ways for Catholics and other Christians to develop a deeper spiritual relationship with Jesus Christ and, 

through him, with God.  From its Catholic roots, it seeks to join with members of other faiths, Christian and 

non-Christian, to support religious education and spiritual development. 

Calendar 

www.thomasmerton.org 

Next week: 

Genesis 22:1-2, 9a, 10-13, 15-18 

Romans 8:31b-34 

Mark 9:2-10 

Monday, February 19, 7:00 pm  Spiritual Education, Thomas House 

Even the darkest moments of the liturgy are filled with joy, and Ash Wednesday, the 

beginning of the Lenten fast, is a day of happiness, a Christian feast. . . . 

Ash Wednesday is for people who know what it means for their soul to be logged with 

these icy waters: all of us are such people, if only we can realize it. 

There is confidence everywhere in Ash Wednesday, yet that does not mean unmixed 

and untroubled security.  The confidence of the Christian is always a confidence in 

spite of darkness and risk, in the presence of peril, with every evidence of possible 

disaster. . . .Once again, Lent is not just a time for squaring conscious accounts: but for 

realizing what we had perhaps not seen before.  The light of Lent is given us to help us 

with this realization. 

Nevertheless, the liturgy of Ash Wednesday is not focused on the sinfulness of the 

penitent but on the mercy of God.  The question of sinfulness is raised precisely be-

cause this is a day of mercy, and the just do not need a savior. 

     —Seasons of Celebration 
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Cardinal Cupich: Pope Francis’ family teaching 

is a paradigm shift in the church: 

COMMUNITY  FORUM  
I d e a s   O p i n i o n s   R e f l e c t i o n s   C o n c e r n s  

Fr. Ballard to lead Lenten reflection: 

 

Today is Have a Heart Sunday: 

continued on page 3 

You are cordially invited to our Lenten Morning of Re-

flection—“I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  (Matthew 9:13)

—led by Fr. Kevin Ballard, SJ, on Saturday, February 24, 

9:00 am until noon at Our Lady of the Rosary Church 

Hall (3233 Cowper Street). 

Fr. Ballard will look at Lent through the lens of Pope 

Francis’s apostolic letter 

on Misericordia et Misera, 

a phrase used by Saint 

Augustine in recounting 

the story of Jesus’ meeting 

with the woman taken in 

adultery (cf. Jn 8:1-11).  It 

would be difficult to 

imagine a more beautiful or apt way of expressing the 

mystery of God’s love when it touches the sinner: “the 

two of them alone remained: mercy with misery.”  There 

is mercy for all of us. 

Fr. Ballard is one of our Sunday presiders and is also a 

retreat leader and spiritual director, often leading people 

in the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius.  His witty, 

accessible guidance is refreshing and enlightening. Come 

for a morning of retreat and renewal as we enter more 

deeply into Lent.  All are welcome.  Light refreshments 

available.  There is no charge, but free-will donations 

will be gratefully accepted.  For information, contact Jim 

Davis at jim_davis@pacbell.net or 328-2584. 

Today is Have a Heart Sunday, to help the homeless in 

our community with sleeping bags, rain ponchos, thermal 

blankets, winter hats, underwear for both men and 

women, warm socks, and the cash donations that we can 

use to buy these items.  Representatives of the Human 

Concerns Committee will be available after Mass today 

to receive your donations.  Please drop by and help out; 

money and items will be used for our unhoused clients at 

the Opportunity Center in Palo Alto. 

“Get on the Bus” is a project that gathers children and 

their caregivers and takes them to visit their mothers or 

fathers in prison.  It provides transportation on chartered 

buses to the prison and all meals during travel, at no cost 

to the families.  The visit provides a positive family inter-

action and allows children and parents to reconnect after 

what is usually a long separation. 

Get on the Bus is a project of the Center For Restorative 

Justice Works, and the local trip is organized by Sister 

Elaine Couteau and goes to Soledad prison, a 90-minute 

ride from San Jose.  This year the trip is scheduled for 

June 9, just before Father’s Day (June 17), and Sr. Elaine 

depends on your generosity to make it possible.   

If you can help out, contact Sr. Elaine directly at elaine-

couteau@att.net or (408) 223-2802.  You can also donate 

online at www.crjw.us. 

Get on the Bus: 

Abridged from an article by Michael J. O’Loughlin, February 

9, 2018, at www.americamagazine.org.  O’Loughlin covers the 

Catholic Church for The Boston Globe and is author of The 

Tweetable Pope (HarperOne).  

Arguing that “the complex realities that couples and 

families face today are singularly different from those of 

the past,” Cardinal Blase Cupich urged Catholic leaders 

to embrace Pope Francis’ “call to action” and to welcome 

“a new way of relating to the lives of families today.” 

The Chicago archbishop, delivering an address on Friday 

afternoon at the Von Hügel Institute, a Catholic think-

tank affiliated with the University of Cambridge, said 

ministry to families today must find “a balance between 

teaching and listening” that is “open to the possibility of 

By Heidi Russell, on February 9, 2018, at uscatholic.org.  Dr. 

Russell teaches at the Institute of Pastoral Studies, Loyola Uni-

versity, Chicago, and is a fellow in the Public Voices OpEd 

Project.  She is the author of Quantum Shift and The Source of 

All Love (Orbis). 

The movie Shadowlands is the story of C.S. Lewis and 

his wife Joy.  At one point in the film, after finding out 

Joy’s cancer has gone into remission, one of Lewis’ 

friends says to him, “I know how hard you have been 

praying, and now God is answering your prayer.”  Lewis, 

brilliantly played by Anthony Hopkins, replies, “That’s 

not why I pray, Harry.  I pray because I can’t help my-

self.  I pray because I’m helpless.  I pray because the 

need flows out of me all the time, waking and sleeping.  

It doesn’t change God.  It changes me.”  Lewis is speak-

Why pray if God knows what you’re going to say?: 



continued on page 4 

Cardinal  Cupich, continued: Why pray?, continued: 

learning from one another.”  He said that Pope Francis 

has encouraged church leaders to accept “a healthy dose 

of self-criticism” and called for “greater attention to the 

voices of the laity, especially on matters of marriage and 

family life. . . .In a genuinely synodal church,” he said, 

“there is no hierarchical distinction between those with 

knowledge and those without.” . . .[He said that the 

Pope’s] 2016 pastoral letter on the family, “Amoris 

Laetitia,” or “The Joy of Love” “is a paradigm change, 

and the text itself insists on this; that’s what is asked of 

us—this new spirit, this new approach!”  

. . .[Acceptance of]“Amoris Laetitia” has been seemingly 

slow in the United States, with a relatively small number 

of bishops vocally supporting the document and publiciz-

ing initiatives to implement it in their dioceses. . . 

.Although Pope Francis has encouraged church leaders to 

accept self-criticism, push-back continues. 

. . .Cardinal Cupich described the family as “a privileged 

place for God’s self-revelation,” and he said church lead-

ers must listen to the lived experience of Catholic fami-

lies, which “represents an enormous change of approach, 

a paradigm shift holistically rooted in Scripture, tradition 

and human experience.”. . .Cardinal Cupich also dis-

missed critics who claim the pope is undermining church 

teaching, saying they “misinterpret and misunderstand 

‘Amoris’ simply because they fail or refuse to take into 

account the present reality in all its complexity” and that 

they “limit their scope to an idealistic understanding of 

marriage and family.” 

. . .Philip McCosker, the director the Von Hügel Institute, 

called the cardinal’s talk “a breath of fresh air in a church 

riven by tribalisms and the false dichotomies of easy and 

trite answers to the moral issues of real life.” . . . 

The challenges families face today are different from the 

past, the cardinal said, highlighting social support struc-

tures that “have all but evaporated”; economic strains on 

ing of petitionary prayer, which requests something from 

God.  He points out that we don’t pray to change God’s 

mind.  God doesn’t grant prayer because we pray or be-

cause of how hard we pray; such a God would be either 

arbitrary or cruel.  Why would God grant one person’s 

heartfelt prayer and not another’s?  

Some might answer that question by pointing to God’s 

omniscience.  God knows something we don’t know, or 

God sees a bigger picture.  But I don’t find that answer 

satisfactory; in my experience in ministry and friendship, 

it is not comforting to those who suffer or who feel their 

prayer has not been answered.  God does not wave a 

magic wand and make everything turn out all right.  The 

person who has cancer still dies.  The car accident cannot 

be undone.  The person who breaks your heart doesn’t 

come back.  

Prayer is about participating in the relationship God of-

fers us.  We pray because part of being in relationship is 

sharing the things that are weighing heaviest on our 

hearts.  Friends or family may already know what I am 

going through, but I still want to talk about it.  They lis-

ten and are present to my experience.  The same is true of 

God in prayer. 

Returning to Lewis’ quote in Shadowlands, prayer nei-

ther changes what God knows, nor does it change what 

God does.  Instead, prayer changes us.  Prayer is about 

being in relationship with God and pouring out our hearts 

to God.  Prayer is about God receiving all that is in our 

hearts in love.  Prayer is about not being alone.  Prayer is 

about God Emmanuel, God who is with us in our darkest 

and hardest moments.  Prayer is about Jesus crying out 

on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you aban-

doned me?”  God is with us in those moments of feeling 

abandoned.  As Lewis says later in the movie, “We pray 

to know we are not alone.”  We pray because God cre-

ated us to be in relationship, and relationship requires 

communication and communion.  We pray to be with 

God. 

We walk this Lenten journey 

With immigrants and refugees, 

Lost, unsure of their journey’s end, 

Stall longing for a home. 

We walk with those in poverty, 

Unable to live lives of dignity, 

Besieged by hunger and fear, 

Trying to hold on day by day. 

We walk with those mourning 

What is happening to God’s Creation, 

Calling us all to better care and stewardship 

Of the earth, its creatures, and all growing things. 

We walk with women who are trafficked, 

Who are abused, who are harassed, 

Who still live in the silences, 

Lenten journey to Easter: 
And who want to flee the darkness. 

We walk with the peacemakers, 

Walking a very rocky road toward peace 

When so much conflict rages 

And so many fan the flames of violence. 

We walk with those carrying burdens, 

Yet we walk in faith and hope 

Despite the suffering of the Cross, 

We walk toward an Easter dawning. 

We move toward the seemingly impossible 

Resurrection, a time of justice and peace. 

We walk, called forward through the darkness 

By the Risen Christ. 

In his name we pray.  Amen. 

  —Jane Deren, Education for Justice 



Overcoming the divisions that divide us: 

families, including lack of equal pay for women; “alienation 

and isolation” that can lead to substance abuse; along with 

“seismic shifts in society” that “affect marriages and fami-

lies.” These realities, Cardinal Cupich said, make necessary 

“a shift in the way the church’s ministers interact with fami-

lies and married couples” that begins “with the understanding 

that families are not problems to solve.” He said bishops, 

ministers and theologians “should be ready to instruct” on 

issues related to family life—but always with “the sensitivity 

of a spiritual director or a close friend who can listen to the 

experiences of another humbly, not pretending to have all the 

answers, and always ready to help discern the movements of 

the Spirit in that particular moment.”  

Do you remember Fr. Ballard’s three tenets we all need 

to live by, from his sermon last week?  Here they are: 

God loves us. 

Jesus redeems us. 

The Church is our community. 

Abridged from an article by Fr. Ron Rolheiser, OMI, in The 

Valley Catholic, February 6, 2018.  Fr. Rolheiser is President 

of the Oblate School of Theology in San Antonio, Texas. 

We live in a world of deep divisions.  Everywhere we see 

polarization, people bitterly divided from each other by 

ideology, politics, economic theory, moral beliefs, and 

theology.  We tend to use over-simplistic categories to 

understand these divisions: the left and the right opposing 

each other, liberals and conservatives at odds, pro-life 

vying with pro-choice. 

Virtually every social and moral issue is a war-zone: the 

status of women, climate change, gender roles, sexuality, 

marriage and family as institutions, the role of govern-

ment, how the LGBTQ community is to be understood, 

among other issues.  And our churches aren’t exempt; too 

often we cannot agree on anything. . . .More and more, 

we cannot discuss openly any sensitive matter, even 

within our own families.  Instead we discuss politics, 

religion, and values only within our own ideological cir-

cles; and there, rather than challenging each other, we 

mostly end up feeding each other in our biases and indig-

nations thus becoming even more intolerant, bitter, and 

judgmental. . . . .How’s this to be overcome? 

. . .What’s needed is nothing short of religious conver-

sion, a religious change of heart, and that’s contingent on 

the individual.  The collective heart will change only 

when individual hearts first do.  We help save the sanity 

of the world by first safeguarding our own sanity, but 

that’s no easy task. 

It’s not as simple as everyone simply agreeing to think 

nicer thoughts.  Nor, it seems, will we find much com-

mon ground in our public dialogues.  The dialogue that’s 

needed isn’t easily come by; certainly we haven’t come 

by it yet.  Many groups are trying for it, but without 

much success.  Generally what happens is that the even 

most-well intended dialogue quickly degenerates into an 

attempt to by each side to score its own ideological points 

rather than in genuinely trying to understand each other.  

Where does that leave us? 

The real answer, I believe, lies in an understanding of 

how the cross and death of Jesus brings about reconcilia-

tion.  The author of the Letter to the Ephesians tells us 

that Jesus broke down the barrier of hostility that existed 

between communities by creating one person where for-

merly there had been two – and he did it this “by recon-

ciling both [sides] in one body through his cross, which 

put that enmity to death.” (Ephesians 2, 16) 

How does the cross of Christ put enmity to death?  Not 

through some kind of magic.  Jesus didn’t break down 

the divisions between us by mystically paying off some 

debt for our sins through his suffering, as if God needed 

to be appeased by blood to forgive us and open the gates 

of heaven.  That image is simply the metaphor behind our 

icons and language about being washed clean of sin and saved 

by the blood of Christ.  What happened in the cross and death 

of Jesus is something that asks for our imitation, not simply 

our admiration.  What happened in the cross and death of Je-

sus is an example for us to imitate.  What are we to imitate? 

What Jesus did in his passion and death was to transform bit-

terness and division rather than to retransmit them and give 

them back in kind.  In the love which he showed in his pas-

sion and death Jesus did this:  He took in hatred, held it inside 

himself, transformed it, and gave back love.  He took in bit-

terness, held it, transformed it, and gave back graciousness.  

He took in curses, held them, transformed them, and gave 

back blessing.  He took in paranoia, held it, transformed it, 

and gave back big-heartedness.  He took in murder, held it, 

transformed it, and gave back forgiveness.  And he took in 

enmity, bitter division, held it, transformed it, and through 

that revealed to us the deep secret for forming community, 

namely, we need to take away the hatred that divides us by 

absorbing and holding it within ourselves and thereby trans-

forming it.  Like a water purifier which holds within itself the 

toxins and the poisons and gives back only pure water, we 

must hold within ourselves the toxins that poison community 

and give back only graciousness and openness to everyone.  

That’s the only key to overcome division. 

We live in bitterly divisive times, paralyzed in terms of meet-

ing amicably on virtually every sensitive issue of politics, 

economics, morality, and religion.  That stalemate will remain 

until one by one, we each transform rather than enflame and 

retransmit the hatred that divides us. 

Cardinal  Cupich, continued: 


