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WHAT are you giving up for Lent this
year? Probably something similar to
last year, and probably following the

same pattern as before: those with will power
lasting until the end, while those of us with less
self-control frustrated again after an initial rush
of enthusiasm. Is that what penance is sup-
posed to be about?

Before Irish monks arrived on the European
mainland, penance was understood as part of a
process of liberation of the people from sin and
oppression.

Penance was not viewed as something done
to help someone become ‘holy’, but was clear-
ly seen as an act of God, calling his people for-
ward to liberation, with God clearing the way in
front of them. Penance was an attempt to clear
the pathway of anything that hindered God’s
dream to become a reality.

What was that dream of God? “I will be your
God and you will be my people.” Here God
shares a vision of a new reality; and our call is
to remove anything that might hinder it coming
to fulfilment. This is the heart of penance.

Then the Irish monks come on the scene.
They managed to turn that dynamic under-

standing of penance on its head.
Penance was no longer seen as a liberating

process of removing all obstacles to the coming
of God’s reign.

Rather than encouraging people to look for-

wards towards the coming of the kingdom, the
monks encouraged people to look back to the
past, at sins committed or at good deeds left
undone.

Penance became viewed as a punishment,
rather than as a process of liberation.

Remembering the number of transgressions
took priority over the call to liberation.

Salvation was understood as saving one’s
soul. Penance then became a private practice
with the purpose of making the individual holy,
rather than as a means to liberate the commu-
nity from the tyranny of oppression and sin.

Holiness could be achieved by practising
self-denial and good habits, much like an ath-
lete preparing for competition – the more it
hurts, the more good it is doing you.

The world of the Irish monks was one that
largely saw the body as evil, and the soul as a
treasure to be protected.

The task of the Christian was therefore to sub-
due the body lest it lead you into sin. Penance
was then seen as a way of subduing the body
and its wicked temptations, rather than as a
path into liberation.

Vatican II however, spoke of “only one holi-
ness”, that of God himself, and discouraged the
notion of holiness being a reward for good lives
or something to be achieved by one person.

As individuals we are able ‘to share’ in the
holiness of God, but do so as a member of the
community. Penance is not therefore a way to
achieve personal holiness, or something that
is done by an individual, but as a commitment
from the wider Christian community to do all in
its power to realise the kingdom of God, here
and now.

This Lent, how can we find a rich meaning for
penance, life-giving but also enabling the com-
munity to build that kingdom of God together?

To do so, let us start at the end, and the Pas-
sion story.

The Passion is a simple statement of the
lengths God is prepared to go to bring about
his kingdom in this world.

The cross is a clear expression that God has
thrown his lot in with the poor and the op-
pressed; he wants us to stand in solidarity with
the poor, the rejected and those who do not
know love – the answer to what God expects of
us can only be heard if we listen to what those
people ask of us.

Penance today must be acts of service and
witness to others. It calls us to take sides, not
to sit on the fence of holy respectability, and to
take a stand with those who suffer or who are
oppressed.

Penance asks us not to reject the world as
evil, but to reject anything within the world that
scars the face of God that is present in the most
rejected of people.

Penance becomes a call to action as we take
up the cross of ridding the world of injustice
and oppression.

How might we take up this cross?
n the penance of opposition: taking a critical
stand against a culture that speaks only of per-
sonal wealth and personal fulfilment, and that
promotes the way to get ahead in life is to tram-
ple over others
n the penance of sympathy: the willingness not
to take an easy escape route from the mess of
peoples’ lives, but where we make a deliberate
choice of entering into the suffering around us
to listen to the heartbeat of others
n the penance of plurality: allowing the oth-
er person to be themselves and not trying to
mould them into my image, and where I rec-
ognise that diversity in life is something to be
cherished and not to be wiped out, even when
it goes against my own cherished beliefs
n the penance of powerlessness: to understand
the penance of powerlessness then, rather than
reading this article, you should be taking the
risk of getting your hands dirty, and entering
into the messy world where so many people

have little choice to be
n the penance of contrition: developing a con-
science that is sensitive not only to what we
have done, but also to what we have allowed to
happen to others
n the penance of humility: recognising the
world does not revolve around me, or even my
Church, but recognises God at work most pow-
erfully in those who might criticise
n the penance of risk: the call to stand in sol-
idarity with the suffering and the rejected. We
will not have to look too far, because they are
standing beside us in our parishes and are
walking past us in our streets. The risk is often
greatest from those nearest to us; you may be
called names and denounced as a maverick, as
you challenge comfortable mindsets.

Paul of the Cross told us that “the Passion is
the greatest expression of God’s love”. It calls
us to stand in solidarity; in powerlessness; in
humility; in sympathy; in opposition and humil-
ity, and even at times to take risks.

So what will you be doing this Lent?

n Brian McKee works with the Passionists at
Holy Cross Parish in Ardoyne, north Belfast
and Tobar Mhuire retreat in Crossgar. He is
director of Seedlings, a consultancy on pasto-
ral renewal.

Penance: liberation or burden?
Ahead of Ash
Wednesday and the
start of Lent, Brian
McKee asks if it is
time to reconsider
what ‘penance’ actually means

New bishop
installed

n congratulations: Papal Nuncio to Ireland
Charles J Brown congratulates Donal McKeown at
St Eugene’s Cathedral in Derry. The former auxiliary
bishop of Down and Connor was installed earlier
this week as the new Bishop of Derry. The diocese
had been without a bishop since the resignation of
Seamus Hegarty in November 2011
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Penance today must be
acts of service and
witness to others. It calls
us to take sides, not to
sit on the fence of holy
respectability, and to
take a stand with those
who suffer or who are
oppressed

– Brian McKee
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remembering the
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THE Passionist Community in Tobar Mhuire,
Crossgar, will be holding a day of prayer on
Ash Wednesday, March 5.
The focus for the day is to remember
all who have lost their lives through the
Troubles, particularly the Disappeared and
their families. It will be a chance to show
solidarity.
The day begins at 10am, and the chapel will
remain open all day for those wishing to find
a place of prayer.
The evening service begins at 7pm, and this
will be a special occasion to remember the
Disappeared and their families.


