
 The Excitement of the Lenten Journey….  
   Yes, Excitement! 

 During the middle of this year’s Lenten season I will be accompanying the Grade 10 
class of Loyola High School in Montreal on an immersion trip to the Dominican Republic. About 
80 students, along with their adult companions, will visit and stay with local families in a rural 
part of the Dominican Republic for 6 days to learn about their lives and help in community 
projects. Most often these projects consist in repairing family homes or helping in their 
agricultural needs. Who wouldn’t take advantage of 80 strong young men!? Immersed for 6 
days in an utterly foreign, impoverished environment - especially with 80 grade 10 students! - 
sounds quite exciting… or completely horrifying, depending upon your attitude and past 
experiences of similar experiences. But upon reflection I can’t think of a better Lenten 
experience for young people than this. 
  

 When we think about the personal virtues we are encouraged to be attentive towards 
during Lent - Charity, Reflection, Mercy, Repentance, Penance and Fasting - it is Charity and 
Reflection that these students will most directly be immersed in during these coming days. 
Visiting people who are visibly so much poorer than we are can be a jarring experience. It 
churns within ourselves so many emotions and questions. It has been said that when students 
from past years returned from their Dominican Republic experience they were clearly moved 
and changed, inspiring them more than any other experience of their Loyola years to become 
young men for others - one of the significant goals of a Jesuit high school education. In the 
midst of this immersion experience they instinctively reached out to those around them in 
charity, responding to their immediate needs in the few days they were present with them. Then 
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they returned home full of reflective emotions, trying to make sense of this experience and how 
they could continue to respond to the many social needs of those around them - near and far. 
    

 But does being more charitable and reflective make these young people more merciful? 
Does their initial experience of immersion and charitable work lead them to a sense of 
repentance of how they may have indirectly fed these realities of inequality in our world? 
Experiences of charity towards others and personal reflection only lie on the surface of our 
experiences if they don’t lead us towards a deeper change in how we relate to one another, a 
presence with one another that is more merciful, compassionate and contrite in our relational 
weaknesses and neglect. I cannot say for sure how Loyola students in the past have been 
changed in a lasting way from their immersion experiences beyond being just momentarily moved 
at the time, this being my first year at Loyola. But the hope of their ‘exposure’ to other realities 
vastly different and more impoverished than their own is that Loyola students will begin to look 
upon others with more understanding and compassion, that they will become more merciful 
young persons through seeing others in a different, more human and sympathetic light, having 
been exposed to other people’s realities beyond their previous imaginings. It is also hoped that 
this immersion experience will also help them look upon themselves in a different light, a light that 
will now enable them to see with greater clarity their own sense of responsibility for the 
inequalities that have been growing in our world… and with this greater sense of responsibility a 
deepening capacity for repentance in having allowed - directly or indirectly - these social 
injustices and inequalities to grow. 

 This is not the end of Loyola students immersion journey though, nor our own Lenten 
journey. Loyola students are called to go a little further, we are called to go a little further - 
beyond charity, reflection, mercifulness and repentance. What good would our own personal 
change be if such change was not reflected in the world around us? What good would the life-
changing experience of Loyola students be to people struggling in developing world conditions if 
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their conditions were not also changed somehow, even if just a little? The people of the 
Dominican Republic do not host Loyola students each year merely for the benefit and growth of 
the students. Dominicans also have a hope from such an immersion and experience… that we in 
the more economically developed societies will change our ways and behaviour, not merely our 
hearts and eyes. Loyola students will hopefully act upon their sense of mercy and repentance 
growing within them through penitential behaviour that is relationally renewing by making more 
thoughtful decisions in the choices they make and the potentially negative effects they may have 
upon other’s lives, both near and away from them.  
 The temptation is to look upon Lent as mere days 
of sacrifice… of more prayer than usual and a giving 
up of things that we are attached to. It is tempting 
to look upon Lent more as a negative, of what we 
can give up as a means towards a goal. What 
sounds so exciting about this kind of journey? 
Perhaps we can look upon the Lenten journey in 
the light of the experiences Montreal’s Loyola High 
School students live through in their time of immersion 
in the Dominican Republic, as a time of personal      

 preparation in growing more 
charitable, reflective, merciful, repentant, penitential and steadfast in 
living our lives more conscious of the lives of others less fortunate 
than ourselves…. all of this begun through a wonderful immersion 
into lives so much different than our own, leading us to desire to 
give something of ourselves to a world in need of our cooperation, 
resources and the gifts we have been given. Perhaps we can look 
upon our Lenten journey as a time of preparing ourselves to grow 
closer to Christ upon the Cross and closer to people in their own 
impoverishments and sufferings…. all begun through an exciting 
immersion into their experiences and lives, leading to a giving of 
ourselves to them as seeds planted in waiting soil.       
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