

[image: ]
Lent: A season to grow 
Lent (Year A) resource for parishes and small groups
Leader’s guidance
Thank you for considering facilitating a Lent reflection group in your parish. This resource invites participants to journey through the Lent time of growth and repentance, in solidarity with our sisters and brothers around the world.
How to run the reflection sessions 
There are six sessions, one for each week, beginning in the first full week of Lent. Each one is a stand-alone session, so use as many or as few as you wish. Each theme for the Lent series is growth and this is explored through the Sunday gospel for each week.
We encourage all the participants to use the CAFOD Lent calendar alongside these reflections: https://cafod.org.uk/pray/lent-calendar 
Getting ready
Identify a suitable space and time, then advertise your gathering. One of the best ways of promoting the Lent reflections will be through personal contact and invitation. You could also advertise on social media, perhaps by setting up an event page, and in your parish newsletter.
If possible, ask in advance if you want anyone to read the scripture passages or prayers, so that they can prepare. 
On the day
This is not supposed to be a prescriptive list but rather some suggestions. You will know your community best:
Set up chairs in a circle so that everyone feels equally involved.
Greet participants as they enter. Tea, coffee and biscuits on arrival are always appreciated and encourage people to chat informally.
Ask individuals to introduce themselves to the group by saying their name. If people do not know each other well, you might invite them to share a little more as an ‘icebreaker’ such as what has brought them to the group or their best gardening tip.
If you have a large group (more than 12) consider forming small groups for discussions to allow individuals more time to speak. If you do form small groups, you may like to gather everyone and let groups report briefly on their conversations. 
Encourage people to participate by acknowledging and valuing all contributions. Invite, but don’t pressure, quieter individuals to share.
Introduce CAFOD as the international aid and development organisation of the Catholic Church in England and Wales. If possible, you may wish to share a short film, such as: https://cafod.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do or the information about our Lent appeal: https://cafod.org.uk/give/appeals/lent-appeal 
Introducing the theme

The word Lent finds its roots in the Old English word lencten, meaning "springtime." It describes that quiet, persistent season when the days begin to lengthen and the earth slowly wakes from its winter sleep.
This year, our parish devotional invites you to view your spiritual life through the eyes of a gardener.
Week 1 - Preparing the Ground:	Clearing the weeds of temptation in the wilderness.
Week 2- Planting: 	Sowing new ways of seeing ourselves and our neighbours
Week 3- Watering: 	Finding joy in Christ’s "living water" and seeking justice for the thirsty.
Week 4 - Light: Opening our eyes to see God’s work in the dark places.
Week 5 - New Life: Watching for the breakthrough as stones are rolled away.
Holy Week - The Harvest of Peace: Choosing the humble path of the Cross as the fruit of our journey.
As you read these reflections—many of which highlight the vital work of CAFOD’s partners around the world—we invite you to consider not just your own growth, but how we might help the whole world “bloom" as God intended.
May this Lent be for you a true springtime of the soul.




Week 1: Preparing the ground
Opening prayer
God of growth,
in the beginning
you planted a garden
and walked with us,
your beloved creation.
Teach us to tread lightly
as we care for all you made.
Amen.
Scripture (Matthew 4:1-11)
Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And after fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. And the tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 

But he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”

Then the devil took him to the holy city and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’”

Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. And he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.”

Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve.’”

Then the devil left him, and behold, angels came and were ministering to him.

Reflection 
On the first Sunday of Lent, our readings take us from the garden to wilderness. In the beginning, God created a world of abundant goodness, in which the needs of all could be met. Today, the climate crisis threatens to destroy the garden God created and makes it hard for many of our neighbours to grow enough food to eat.

In the gospel, we join a newly baptised Jesus in the desert. Amidst temptation, Jesus rests secure in his identity as God’s beloved child, setting the stage for the rest of his ministry. 

Although Jesus will not turn stones into bread to satisfy his own hunger, he will soon reach out in love to feed thousands with a few loaves and fish. He refuses to throw himself from the pinnacle of the temple but will later overturn the tables there. 

Instead of succumbing to the temptation to be an earthly ruler, Jesus chooses the path of service and love that ultimately leads to his crucifixion.

As we begin this season of Lent, let’s journey with Jesus into the wilderness, opening ourselves to the gifts and challenges of that place, so that we can join him on the costly path to the Cross.

For discussion
What images, feelings and thoughts come to mind when you hear this story of Jesus?
What might you do this Lent to love God and your global neighbours in this time of Lent? 
What growth do you hope will emerge in your faith through your Lenten practices?
Closing prayer
Loving God,
you walk with us in the wilderness, 
and call us your beloved children.
Help us to put you and your Word
at the centre of all we do.
Amen.
Week 2: Planting
Opening prayer
God the Sower,
you plant seeds of your Kingdom
in the soil of our hearts.
Water them with your Word
and weed out fear and selfishness.
Cultivate in us your compassion
so we may truly love our neighbours.
Amen.

Scripture (Matthew 17:1-9)
Jesus took with him Peter and James, and John his brother, and led them up a high mountain by themselves.  And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became white as light.  And behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him.  

And Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are here. If you wish, I will make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.”  He was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.”  

When the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified.  But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.” And when they lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only.  

And as they were coming down the mountain, Jesus commanded them, “Tell no one the vision, until the Son of Man is raised from the dead.

Reflection 
“There is no way of telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun,” wrote the monk and mystic, Thomas Merton, who on an ordinary day in an unremarkable shopping district in Louisville, had a profound experience of the glory and solidarity of the human family. “It was as if I could suddenly see the secret beauty of their hearts,” he wrote.

In today’s gospel the disciples witness Jesus transfigured. Has he changed or have their eyes been opened to see him as he truly is? Here is an invitation to us to see the world in a new light.

What if we could, like Thomas Merton, suddenly recognise the belovedness of every person? Or if we could see the signs of God’s power to bring new life, just as the digging, weeding and pruning of a patient gardener is rewarded by glimpses of beauty as shoots sprout and buds open?

In this season of Lent, as we seek to listen more deeply to Jesus, may we strive to see to see each person through God’s eyes, recognising the beauty in our sisters and brothers, 
For discussion
Have you ever had a ‘mountaintop experience’ where you felt God’s love in a new way or saw God’s glory in another person or in nature? What happened? 
Where do you see signs of God’s power to bring new life? How might the Lord be calling you to participate in this renewal?
How can we seek to be aware of God’s presence this week?
Closing prayer
Glorious God,
we give you thanks
for glimpses of grace,
for your abundant generosity
and for the strength of your love.
May we reflect your glory
as we walk in your way.
Amen.

Week 3: Watering
Opening prayer
Loving God, we hear your call
to all who thirst for a brighter future:
Come to the water.
Pour out your Spirit upon us
and lead us to walk alongside one another.
Let a desire for change well up within us.
May we overflow with compassion and love.
Amen.
Scripture (John 4:5-15)
Jesus came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that Jacob had given to his son Joseph.  Jacob's well was there; so Jesus, wearied as he was from his journey, was sitting beside the well. It was about the sixth hour. 

A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”  (For his disciples had gone away into the city to buy food.) 

The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.) 

Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.”

 The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water?  Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.”  

Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”
Reflection 
In a single conversation, Jesus shatters every social barrier: gender, ethnicity, and reputation. This Samaritan woman is an outsider, who may well be fetching water during the scorching noonday heat to avoid the scorn of her community. 

Yet, Jesus engages with her and reveals himself to be the Messiah. He trusts that she will see past all that divides their two communities. In response, she becomes an evangelist, abandoning her water jug to rush off and tell her neighbours the good news.

In our world today too many people thirst for water, and even more thirst for justice.
Ruwadzano works for Caritas Chinoyi in Zimbabwe. Part of her role involves ensuring women and girls have access to safe and clean water, freeing up the hours they previously spent collecting water so that they can focus on education, employment and community activities. Reflecting on her work, she tells us: “It's really inspiring to see women just be great.”
All over the world, women are bringing good news to their communities. Let’s seek to build a world where we may all be freed from the forces of violence, exclusion and poverty
For discussion
In your own journey of faith what women have been especially important?
How would your life be different if you had to spend hours each day walking to get water? What would you have to give up?
What do you thirst for in your life? What kind of justice and peace do you desire?
Closing prayer
Fountain of Life, 
let your love well up within us.
Together may we reshape the world,
so that the thirst for water,
and for justice, is satisfied.
Amen. 

Week 4: Light
Opening prayer
Jesus, light of the world,
you taught us how to reach out to others,
open our ears
to the stories that beg to be heard.
You who are light and warmth,
banish the darkness
and bring us hope.
Amen.
Scripture (John 9:1, 6-7)
As Jesus passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. He spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva. Then he anointed the man's eyes with the mud and said to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came back seeing.

If time allows you may wish to use the longer reading in the lectionary.
Reflection 

The fourth Sunday of Lent is Laetare Sunday. Laetare means ‘to rejoice’ or ‘to be joyful’ and there is much to celebrate in the readings. In drawing close to Jesus, the Light of the World, we can come to see things anew.  In the United Kingdom, it is also Mothering Sunday and it seems a fitting occasion to share the story of Rejoice, a mother from South Sudan.

Rejoice and her three children fled when the ferocious conflict engulfing South Sudan reached her village. Her husband was on a business trip. She still doesn’t know what happened to him. After a dangerous journey, she and her children reached relative safety in neighbouring Sudan, but when war broke out there too, they were forced to return home.

On arrival, however, Rejoice found her village submerged by widespread floods. She had no proper shelter and very little food for her family. At last a lifeline came, when she was offered training from CAFOD’s partner in techniques for growing food in floating gardens. 

She tells us: “This has improved my life. The yields from the garden help me feed my family.”

As we reflect today on the story of Jesus healing the man who was blind from birth, let’s pray that we will not be blind to the needs of others. Instead, like Jesus, may we seek to be a source of healing and love. 

This Lent, let’s pray that our gift of faith will illumine our hearts and minds to walk in God’s ways as ‘children of light’.

For discussion
What brings you joy? How have you shared joy with others?
Have there been times when you have come to see things in a new light or with a fresh understanding?
How can we open our eyes to the needs of others?
Closing prayer
Jesus, Light of the World,
give me eyes to see injustice
and to recognise you 
in my sisters and brothers.
Give me eyes of wisdom,
to know how to respond
to the needs of the world. 
Amen.

Week 5: New Life
Opening prayer
You raised Lazarus from dead, saying
“Unbind him, let him go free.”
You too were bound and laid to rest
in a cold tomb, freshened by myrrh and aloes.
Unbind us so that we may also go free.
Amen.

Scripture (John 11:38-44)
Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone lay against it.  Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” 

Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, by this time there will be an odor, for he has been dead four days.” Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God?”  So they took away the stone. 

And Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me.  I knew that you always hear me, but I said this on account of the people standing around, that they may believe that you sent me.” 

When he had said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.”  The man who had died came out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, and his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”
Reflection 

The readings for the fifth Sunday of Lent focus on the new life that God brings – Ezekiel tells of the dry bones coming to life, Paul reflects on the Spirit dwelling within us, and in the gospel Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead.

 “Providing water changes a place, its people, and their mindset. It makes everything around it bloom,” says Fr Johanes of Caritas Zimbabwe. Thanks to CAFOD supporters like you, many more communities can now access safe, clean water. 

Parched land has truly begun to bloom, as innovative techniques such as drought-resistant crops and solar-powered water pumps are enabling communities to grow food.

God wants all people to have life in abundance. Can we roll away the stones of injustice and ecological destruction and so participate in building a world where all people can flourish.
For discussion
Jesus was deeply moved – elsewhere in the passage he weeps. What does knowing Jesus experienced such emotions mean to you?
What areas of your life need God’s life-giving touch?
How might God through you bring hope and renewed life to others? 
Closing prayer
Compassionate God,
when our hearts are heavy with sorrow,
as we see all that is wrong in our world,
sustain our hope and strength.
Make us agents of your healing and new life.
Amen.
Holy Week: A harvest of peace
Opening prayer
God of Gethsemane,
you chose the tree of suffering
which would bring us new life.
May its roots grow deep within us,
inspiring us to seek justice
so all people may flourish
in the garden of your grace.
Amen.

Scripture (Matthew 21:1-11)
Now when they drew near to Jerusalem and came to Bethphage, to the Mount of Olives, then Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go into the village in front of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her. Untie them and bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, you shall say, ‘The Lord needs them,’ and he will send them at once.” 

This took place to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet, saying,
“Say to the daughter of Zion,
‘Behold, your king is coming to you,
    humble, and mounted on a donkey,
    on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden.’”

The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them. They brought the donkey and the colt and put on them their cloaks, and he sat on them.  Most of the crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road.  And the crowds that went before him and that followed him were shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!”  

And when he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred up, saying, “Who is this?”  And the crowds said, “This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee.”

Reflection 
There were perhaps two processions into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. New Testament scholars Marcus J. Borg and John Dominic Crossan suggest that as Jesus was entering the city of Jerusalem by the east gate, Pilate was entering by a different gate in another part of the city. 

Pilate’s procession would have been a striking display of state and military power, with soldiers and war horses. A warning perhaps, as the people celebrated their liberation from oppression at Passover, that they should not resist Rome’s control.

By contrast, the carpenter’s son from Nazareth rides in on a borrowed donkey. Matthew reminds us that this is in fulfilment of Zechariah’s promise of the king in David’s line: the king who will come riding a colt and banish the weapons of war, proclaiming peace to the nations.
 
On his way to carry out the saving work of the cross, Jesus once again shows the true power of non-violence and love. As we journey with Jesus in his final days, may we, through our holy lives, seek to bring God’s healing and reconciliation to our world.
 
For discussion
Can you imagine what it would have been like to be among Jesus’ disciples on Palm Sunday? What would it have felt like?
What do you have to offer the Lord? How can you walk with Jesus in this Holy Week?
How can we contribute to making our world a more just and peaceful place?
Closing prayer
Humble Saviour,
walk with us this Holy Week, 
and grant us the grace 
and courage to walk with you. 
Amen.










For more prayer resources, including daily Lent reflections see cafod.org.uk/prayers

CAFOD is the official aid agency of the Catholic Church in England and Wales and part of Caritas International. 
Charity no 1160384 and a company limited by guarantee no 09387398
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