THE ROSARY – THE STATIONS OF THE CROSS – FASTING

I have been asked to speak to you tonight about the Rosary, The Stations of the Cross, and Fasting.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church says that there are many expressions of prayer and within these there are three major expressions of prayer: Vocal, Meditative, and Contemplative.

The Catechism says these have one basic trait - composure of heart.  The vigilance in keeping the Word and dwelling in the presence of God makes for intense times in or life of prayer

While all three are important, we are going to focus on the meditative expression of prayer.

The Catechism goes on to say that meditation above all is a quest as the mind seeks to understand the why and how of the Christian life.

You know how important physical exercise is to maintain the health of our bodies.  Well isn’t it more important to engage in Spiritual exercise to build our relationship with Christ?  Because while our bodies will die, our spirits and souls art eternal

So, our Christian prayer tries above all to meditate on the mysteries of Christ and that brings us to the Rosary.

Why the Rosary?

The Rosary is the prayer of the Gospel - A meditation on the history of our salvation from the announcement that the Messiah was to be born, His birth, His suffering, death and resurrection, and ending with His ascension into glory.

We cannot talk about the Rosary without talking about our Blessed Mother.  The Rosary is always associated with Mary and dates back several centuries when St. Dominic besought the help of Our Lady and was instructed by her to pray the Rosary as an antidote to heresy and sin and from that time on it developed throughout the world.

The Rosary then is a very powerful prayer.  It has been labeled as the chain that binds Satan.  And because of our meditation, it unites us with Christ and fosters our relationship with Him.

It has always been the role of Mary to bring about this union with her son as she first brought him to us through the incarnation and she has since kept that same role by continuing to bring him to us and us to him.

The Rosary is a tool – the tool in which this relationship is built because it leads us to meditation and through meditation we allow Mary to join us to Jesus.  This prayer goes beyond vocal prayer, which is important and a beginning of our relationship with Christ.  The Rosary engages our entire being: vocal, mental, as well as our emotions and actions.  We unite our souls with the Holy Spirit as we meditate on the life of Christ.  With our voices, we repeatedly ask the Mother of Christ for intercession all while our fingers are moving the along the beads progressing as they go to the finale of our meditation.

The Rosary is divided into 4 principal mysteries each containing five events called decades consisting of The Our Father, 10 Hail Marys and ending with the Glory Be To The Father prayer. 

The 4 mysteries are:

Joyful – Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity, Presentation, and Finding of the Christ Child in the Temple.

Sorrowful – Agony in the Garden, Scourging at the Pillar, Crowning with thorns, Carrying of the cross, Crucifixion.

Luminous (Mysteries of Light) – Baptism of Jesus, Marriage at Cana, (wrap of the Epiphany events which include the visit of the Magi), Proclamation of the Kingdom, Transfiguration, and Institution of the Eucharist.

Glorious – Resurrection of Jesus from the dead, Ascension of Jesus into Heaven, Decent of the Holy Spirit upon Mary and the Apostles, and the last 2 mysteries revolve around Mary’s Assumption into Heaven and Coronation as Queen of Heaven and Earth.

To give you an idea how our meditation may go, I would like to focus on the Joyful mysteries.  If I had to pick a favorite, I think these would be it because to me, they are the most intriguing.  If we look closely, they contain fear, unsurity about God’s will, Journey – spiritual as well as actual travel, they contain bad news, bad prophecy, undesirable birthing conditions, actually losing Jesus, and we call this Joyful.

So briefly, let’s take this joyful journey as we use our memory to recall the salvetic events, our imaginations as we form a mental picture of what is happening and our will as we resolve to be closer to Jesus by acquiring the virtues attributed to each event.

The Annunciation: We see a startled 15-year-old girl as this being appears to her telling her not to be afraid.  Mary expresses uncertainty, not doubt, about God asking her to bear a child (his child) because she had previously made a vow of virginity to God.  Then a spiritual journey (a quick one) from fear to humble submission to God’s will as she says “Behold the handmaid of the Lord, be it done unto me according to thy word.”  It is this humility that we pray to take on in our lives as we end the first decade.

The Visitation: Now, we have actual travel.  The angel Gabriel told Mary that her kinswoman, Elizabeth, who was thought barren, was in her sixth month and to go in haste to see her.  Nothing is impossible with God.  Now, all is possible because of Mary’s fiat (her yes).  All prophecies about the Messiah will be fulfilled.  So Mary immediately leaves and travels 3-4 days alone through the dangerous hill country to Elizabeth’s home.  This journey is through the same country that David came through with the Arc of the Covenant while returning it to Jerusalem.  We know from scripture this object was sacred because it held the Word of God (10 Commandments), the manna given to the Israelites in the desert (the bread of life), and the rod of Jesse’s stem that bloomed.  We know human hands could not touch this object or it would bring death.  So, we see Mary, the undefiled, the virgin, as the Arc of the New Covenant, traveling through this same territory alone, but untouched as she carried in her womb the word of God (God made flesh), Jesus, the bread of life, and Jesus the descendant of David (or Jesse’s stem).  Then we see Elizabeth prophesying to Mary that she is blessed among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb and she asks how is that the mother of my Lord should come to me (she calls Mary the mother of God).  Then she tells Mary that upon her greeting the infant in her womb leapt for joy.  The joy of this mystery is being in the presence of Christ.  And, in this mystery, our will is to have an ardent charity toward our neighbor.

The Nativity: Again, we have natural travel – to Bethlehem while pregnant and ready to give birth.  We see disappointment as there is no room in the Inn, but great humility as Mary and Joseph accept a nearby cave.  Joy came when the Christ Child was born and shepherds nearby came to adore their newborn king as angelic hosts singing surrounded them and praising God.  Our prayer is for detachment from material things.  

The Presentation In The Temple: After 40 days, according to Jewish law, Mary and Joseph again set out on a journey.  This time to the temple in Jerusalem for ritual purification and dedication of the first born to God the Father.  All was going well until an old and probably retired priest, Simeon, met them and to their surprise, took the child in his arms, looked up to heaven and gave thanks to God who had promised Simeon that he would not die until he had seen the savior.  Mary and Joseph must have been bewildered by Simeon’s prophecy that their child would be the cause of the rise and fall of many in Israel, that he would be a sign of contradiction and turning to Mary, he told her a sword of sorrow would pierce her heart.  Joyful news, huh??? But joy was returned as they listened to the prophecies of Simeon and the prophetess Anna confirming what they believed who this child really was.  The fruit of the mystery is purity of body and soul.

The Finding of the Child Jesus in the Temple: This is a strange one - they actually lost God.  How could this happen and not be negligent and not in anyway sinful?  So, we have to look back to the customs of the time.  We know Jesus was 12 years old and this was the age when boys were considered to be men.  Remember that travel during this time was done in caravans- safety in numbers and it was customary for women for women to walk together in a group and men in another group and they would meet in predetermined places.  It was also a custom for young boys under 12 to always walk with their mothers.  Upon reaching manhood, a color was added to the hems of their garments signifying manhood and they began associating with their fathers.  It was not uncommon though for 12 year olds to go back and forth between mom and dad.  So, we understand how each could have thought Jesus was with the other. Imagine the feeling when they discovered that Jesus was not in their company.  You who are parents know the feeling when your kids come home late and you imagine all sorts of things that could have happened.  So, enveloped with fear, they have to return the day’s journey back to Jerusalem.

Joy was returned to them however when they found Jesus teaching and listening to the elders in the temple.  We are told in scripture that Mary asked him, “Why have you done this to us?  Did you not know that your father and I would be searching for you?”  He answered, “Did you not know I had to be about my father’s business?”  The lesson is that doing God’s will has to be first in our lives and we express our will to resolve to find Jesus in the temple of our hearts and to do his will.  We are told that Mary pondered these things in her heart. (Meditation)

In this final joyful mystery we also saw a journey but this one was different than the others.  The reason they were going to Jerusalem in the first place was to celebrate the Passover.  So the custom was to make an annual Pilgrimage to Jerusalem, not to just recall the Passover, but to enter into the entire Exodus event, through their sacrifices, meditations and prayers including the physical journey they had to undertake.  And among the hardships that came with travel they experienced many blessings and graces that they carried with them after the pilgrimage ended.  

This practice of Pilgrimage extended into Christianity and continues today.

(Ask who has been on a pilgrimage and explain your own if time permits.)   

It is obvious however we all do not have the means or the opportunity to make a pilgrimage and that brings us to the Stations of the Cross.

THE STATIONS OF THE CROSS

Also known as “The Way of the Cross”, “Via Crucis”, and “Via Dolorasa”.  These names signify either a series of pictures or tablets representing certain scenes in the passion of Christ, each corresponding to 14 particular incidents connected with the Passion starting with Jesus being condemned to death and ending with his burial.  The object of the Stations is to help the faithful to make in spirit a pilgrimage to the chief scenes of Christ’s suffering and death, and has become one of the most popular Catholic devotions.  It is carried out by passing from station to station with certain prayers at each and devout meditations on the various incidents.  

The Way of the Cross made in this way constitutes a miniature pilgrimage to the holy places at Jerusalem.  It’s origin may be traced to the Holy Land where the Via Dolorasa was reverently marked out from the earliest times and was the goal of many pious pilgrims since the day of Constantine.  

I don’t want to elaborate on too much history on how it developed to the form we have today, but it was not common in churches until the 17th century.  The custom as we have it today originated with the Franciscans and some say by St. Francis himself, who realizing that few persons had the means of a personal pilgrimage to the Holy Land, was granted by Pope Innocent XI in 1686 to erect Stations in churches. The Pope declared that all the indulgences gained by visiting the actual scenes could now be gained by making The Way of Cross in their own churches - first by Franciscans and people associated with their order, but as time progressed is now granted to all.

So, let’s focus on the 14 Stations and see how we can meditate on them.  We start with a preparatory prayer and then on to the Stations.  Each Station starts with a prayer of our statement of faith “We adore you O Christ and we praise you because by your holy cross you have redeemed the world.  

Then a statement about the particular incident, which triggers our imagination for the mediation along with the visual –the pictures on the wall – then each, concludes with a corresponding prayer.  So, I will use the art in our church and the Way of the Cross booklet we use to lead you through this journey.  

1st Station  - Pilate condemns Jesus to die 

We think about Jesus already beaten from the scouring and the crowning of thorns standing before Pilate as he hears his sentence of death by crucifixion.  Jesus accepts this sentence through his humility and silence even he is innocent.  As Jesus begins his journey to Calvary, we pray for our own soul on it’s journey to eternity.

2nd  Station – Jesus accepts his cross

Again we see the humility of Jesus as he willingly accepts the cross.  In fact, in the art, we see Jesus as if he is running with arms outstretched ready to embrace the cross while thinking of us and offering to his father the death he is about to undergo.  Our prayer then is asking Jesus to help us pick up our cross and follow him with perfect patience and resignation.

3rd Station, 7th Station, 9th Station

These 3 stations depict the fall of Jesus under his cross.  At each fall, we consider his weakness as it progresses under the cruelty of the executioners who have bound him in rope, pulling him along, while at the same time continuing to torture him, so he probably under the weight of the cross many times.  We realize it is more the weight of our sins and not the cross that made him fall so many times.  So, why do we consider only 3 falls?  These falls represent the 3 temptations of Christ by Satan at the end of the 40 days in the desert after Christ’s baptism.  These temptations of Christ are the same 3 temptations we are faced with that cause most of our sinfulness.  They are the sins of pride, sensuality and vanity.  

(In Luke’s gospel, chapter 4, it says that Jesus fasted in the desert for 40 days and at the end of the 40 days, he was hungry and the devil said to him, “If thou art the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.”  The devil tempts Jesus to give in to the craving of the flesh by using his power for his own gratification.  Jesus answered, “It is written, not by bread alone shall man live, but by every word of God.”  We are reminded of our sins of the flesh and we ask Jesus to help us not to fall into these sins.  

Next, the devil led him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and said to him, “To thee I will give all this power and their glory for to me they have been delivered.  And, to whomever I will, I will give them.  Therefore, if thou shall worship me, the whole shall be thine.”  Satan tempts Jesus through the sin of pride to compromise his mission so that he may have control over all and be above all others.  Jesus answered, “The Lord thy shall thy worship and only him shall thy serve.”  We are reminded of our own pride of putting ourselves above others and we ask Jesus to keep us from falling into the sins of pride.  

Last, the devil led him to Jerusalem and sat him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, “If thou art the Son of God, throw thyself down from here.  For it is written, he will give his angels charge concerning thee to preserve and upon their hands, they shall bear thee up less thy dash a foot against a stone.” Satan tempts Jesus through the sin of vanity to throw himself down only to be preserved by angels so he will look special in the eyes of others.  Jesus answers, “It is said, thy shall not tempt the Lord thy God.”  We are reminded of our vanity and we ask Jesus to keep us from falling into these sins.)

The art depicts Jesus overcoming each fall.  In the 3rd station, he is on 1 knee and appears to be pushing himself up.  In the 7th station, more of his body is on the ground, but his upper body is rising.  In the 9th station, although on the verge of death, his head is raised above the ground.  We learn from this that united with Jesus we can overcome our temptations as well.  

The 4th Station -Jesus meets his afflicted mother.

We see Jesus rising after his first fall, practically naked, beaten, and all bloody – only to see his mother.  Imagine how humiliating it must have been for him for his mother to see him in that condition.  But, we see in their eyes fixed on each other, two hearts full of love for each other.  We also see a trust and her commitment to unite herself with him and with his suffering as the sword of sorrow prophesied by Simeon has now pierced her heart.  Our prayer is to ask Jesus for a truly devoted love for his mother and we ask her to never let us forget the passion of Jesus.  

The 5th and 6th Station

In the 5th and 6th Station, we see two different types of people.  Simon, who is forced to carry the cross behind Jesus and Veronica, a woman of great courage and compassion, wiping Jesus’ face.  We can relate to Simon as there are times we are forced to do things against our will and we can choose our reaction – acceptance or rebellion - as we ask Jesus as in the famous Serenity Prayer to be able to accept the things we cannot change, courage to change what we can, and the wisdom to know the difference.  

We see an example of that courage in Veronica who pushes her way through the soldiers and fearlessly comes to Jesus and wipes his face.  We are reminded how our own souls are wounded and disfigured by sin and we ask Jesus to wipe us clean.  

The 8th Station -Jesus speaks to the women.  

In the art, we see a group of the women who have followed Jesus and they are weeping at the sight of a battered and bloody Jesus, the one they have come to believe in as their Savior.  They wept with compassion, but Jesus tells them to weep not for him, but for their children – thus prophesying the coming destruction of Jerusalem.  We are reminded again that our sins cause destruction and caused the suffering of Christ and we ask for the gift of fear of the Lord which is a holy fear that we will displease him more so than the fear of the punishment of hell.

10th Station – Jesus is stripped of his garments

Again we see a humble Jesus as he is stripped of his garments.  We are reminded of the violence of this act as his garments has stuck to the blood of his wounds and as the soldiers stripped the garments, the skin comes with it reopening the wounds from his beating.  Our prayer is ask for his help in stripping ourselves of all unnecessary attachments to earthly things.

11th Station – Jesus is nailed to the cross

We can only imagine the excruciating pain of having nails driven through our hands and feet as he is attached to the cross.  We see Jesus depicted with arms stretched out willingly offering his life for our salvation.  Our prayer is that our hearts be nailed to the cross to love him and never leave him again.

12th Station – Jesus dies upon the cross

We consider Jesus in extreme agony on the cross for 3 hours before he dies.  He has to raise himself up to catch a breath.  Through all this, he forgives us and his executioners – he forgives a thief who through an act of faith steals heaven, he gives his mother over to us as our mother, and then abandoning himself to the weight of his body, he dies.  Our prayer is for grace at the time of our own death, to die in the arms of Christ. 

13th Station – Jesus is taken down from the cross

Two disciples, Joseph and Nicodemus, who through fear of Jewish leaders, were followers of Christ, although silent ones, take Jesus’ body from the cross and bury him.  In the art, we see Joseph and Nicodemus placing the lifeless body of Jesus in the arms of his mother.  We see a sorrowful mother holding her son with unspeakable tenderness as her heart was breaking.  Our prayer is to ask Mary to gain for us a love for Jesus that would be like hers and to help us repent for our sins.

14th Station – Jesus is placed in the tomb

We consider that Mary prepared his body for burial while his disciples prepared a place for burial.  His body is placed in a borrowed tomb and a stone is placed over the opening.  This last station is a station of hope.  Our prayer is our statement of faith that Jesus gloriously arose from the dead on the 3rd day and we pray that by his death and resurrection we will rise gloriously on the last day to be united with him to praise and love him forever.

(Offer invitation to Fri. evening Mass and Stations.)

FASTING

The Catechism of the Catholic Church calls fasting an interior penance and is thus an expression of conversion of oneself to God and to others. It is used as a means of forgiveness of sins, efforts at reconciliation with ones neighbor, repentance, concern for the salvation of others, the intercession of the Saints and the practice of charity.

So how does fasting relate to what we’ve been discussing? – Primarily involving our entire being in meditation in order to build our relationship with Christ and becoming more in union with Him.  

Some say we shouldn’t fast at all.  It’s true we get seemingly conflicting messages concerning fasting.  During Lent we are urged to fast and at the same time in our Liturgy during Lent we come across Is. 58; 1-9.  “Lo on your fast day you carry out your own pursuits, and drive out all your laborers.  Yes, your fast ends in quarreling and fighting, striking with wicked claw.  Would that today you might fast so as to made your voice heard on high!  Is this the manner of fasting I wish, of keeping a day of penance.  Do you call this a fast?…This, rather, is the fasting that I wish: releasing those bound unjustly, untying the thongs of the yoke; setting free the oppressed, breaking every  yoke; Sharing your bread with the hungry, sheltering the oppressed and the homeless;  Clothing the naked when you see them, and not turning your back on your own. Then your light should break fourth like the dawn and your wound shall quickly be healed;…Then you shall call and the Lord will answer, you shall cry for help and He will say: Here I am!”

Then we’re told of Jesus going off in the desert for 40 days of fasting giving us this practice of 40 days of Lent. 

Then in the Gospels of Mt., Mk, and Lk, Jesus is asked about fasting when he is approached by the disciples of John saying “we and the Pharisees fast much but your disciples do not.”  Jesus answers “can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them?  The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away and then they will fast.

So, Jesus doesn’t say not to fast, just don’t fast for the wrong reasons.  If our fast does not lead to reconciliation with our neighbor, repentance, service of others and charity then its not a true fast and it by all means should be abandoned.

A true fast has many benefits, - just like meditative prayer, we enter fasting with our entire being, body and mind, physical and spiritual.

Lets take a look at the benefits of a fast as explained by a Benedictine Monk from France who teaches at the Benedictine College in Rome.  In his book “To Love Fasting” Adalbert de Vogue explains “through fasting a feeling of freedom and lightness invades my whole being, body and mind.  Work becomes easier as does prayer, and spiritual joy comes over me.”  He goes on to say “since the process of digestion is under the control of the brain, its cessation gives repose to the brain, allowing it a vacation.” (I’ve been accused of my brain being on vacation quite often).

“During a fast, the digestive system gets a rest.  The body works on itself in a closed circuit, becoming itself the source of energy it uses and man enters a state of nonviolence and detachment relative to the outside world.”

This state of detachment is what we are urged to do during Lent along with prayer and almsgiving – we give up something that is pleasing to the senses – to help give us mastery over material things so that we can focus on the things of God.

On the moral level, the monk explains a connection between the vices of gluttony and lust and the corresponding disciplines: Fasting and chastity. (Remember talking about sensuality as a major temptation?) Fasting is the most effective help for chastity and overcoming fantasies and other lustful desires.  We also overcome our tendency to overeat.
Fasting also has an appeasing effect over all the passions including vanity (another major temptation), also anxiety, irritation, sadness, nervousness and envy. 

Fasting should also be offered as penance for sins, personal and social, and is a very powerful means of expiation of temporal punishment resulting from our sins.

I can tell you from my own experience that at the end of a day of fasting, you become very weak and that weakness, as St. Paul says, makes me strong – because now detached from outside influence we turn to God in prayer with our entire being, - our physical, moral and spiritual health are benefited thus strengthening our relationship with Him.

In closing, I urge you to make these three forms of meditation a part of your prayer life and experience the power that they offer and experience a closer relationship with Christ.
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