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E S C O M B PA R T N E R S H I P N O T E
The Listening Pope
1st Sunday of Lent (C) - Luke 4: 1-13
There are times when we seem surrounded by displays of power - who is doing what to whom.
Maybe its always been that way but by more subtle means. Being blunt, many things in your life
and mine are decided by other people with clout. Hopefully the good outweighs the not so good.
On the international scene the invasion of Ukraine is a stark reminder that power, prestige and
status can drive individuals with vested interests to override human rights and dignity in the pursuit
of personal ambition. Other wrongs emerge in the scrutiny and investigative reporting. Historians
are not surprised.
It may seem a big jump to turn to today’s Gospel. Jesus is led by the Spirit into the wilderness.
Away from the trappings of daily life he enters an arena he cannot shake off - he has to face himself.
Graphic descriptions in the Gospel are a storyteller’s tactic to engage our interest. It’s the skill to
slow us down, to ponder on the story before moving swiftly on. Grab a seat and look at what’s
happening here. We all have to grapple with personal demons. Jesus of Nazareth, God’s Son yes,
but as human as you and I, is effectively on retreat, sorting his head before going public with a once
and for all mission of love for the world. How he goes about it matters. Hugely. Note that he’s led
by the Spirit.
Perhaps we overlook the fact that Jesus is pondering and praying into every decision he makes. He
soaks himself in the presence of his Father, day and night, to demonstrate in human word and
gesture how his Father wishes human life to be lived. The buzz word he uses for it is ‘Kingdom’ - a
new realm with its own requirements to honour life in everyone and everything.
The Gospel story outlines tempting ways, considered and dismissed, about how he chooses to show
us the reign of God. He won’t turn stones into bread to feed his hunger - his power is for feeding
others. He shuns the enticing prospect of worldly power - it cannot take God’s place. And he won’t
buy into any dramatic headline spectacle alien to the relationship he has with his Father.
We can all be haunted by ‘what if’ possibilities, hounded even. Sorting out legitimate ways of living,
making constant and consistent choices of how we use personal power and influence to bring about
growth and care for others is our agenda as contemporary disciples. It always has been. Despite
appearances, we don’t lose out - “Seek first the Kingdom of God and what is right, and all these
other things will be given to you as well”. (Matthew 6: 33). It’s a great mantra for the start of Lent.

Today more than ever we need men and women who, on the basis of their
experience of accompanying others, are familiar with processes which call for
prudence, understanding, patience and docility to the Spirit, so that they can
protect the sheep from wolves who would scatter the flock. We need to
practice the art of listening, which is more than simply hearing. Listening, in
communication, is an openness of heart which makes possible that closeness
without which genuine spiritual encounter cannot occur.
Listening helps us to find the right gesture and word which shows that we are
more than simply bystanders. Only through such respectful and compassionate
listening can we enter on the paths of true growth and awaken a yearning for
the Christian ideal, the desire to respond fully to God’s love and to bring to
fruition what he has sown in our lives. But this always demands the patience of
one who knows full well what St Thomas Aquinas tells us: that anyone can have
grace and charity, and yet falter in the exercise of the virtues because of
persistent contrary inclinations.
Reaching a level of maturity where individuals can make truly free and
responsible decisions calls for much time and patience. As Blessed Peter Faber
used to say ‘Time is God’s messenger’.

- The Joy of the Gospel - para 171

