OUR LADY OF MERCY PARISH

Boca Grande, Florida
Father Anthony Hewitt, Pastor
Mailing Address:
P.O. Box 181, Boca Grande, Florida 33921
(941) 964 - 2254
Mass Schedule:

Daily (except Saturday) 8:00 A.M.
Saturday Vigil 5:00 P.M.
Sunday 9:00 & 10:30 A.M.
OUR LADY OF MERCY CHURCH | Confessions: Saturday By Appointment
pocAgrRuE 7oA ) Web address: ourladyofmercy.church
OnlineGiving: https://ourladyofmercy.church
FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT FEBRUARY 18, 2024
LENTEN ACTIVITIES

Tuesday Adoration and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament 10:00 am
Stations of the Cross on Friday at 4:00 pm
Individual Confessions by appointment. Email the parish at Anthony.hewitt@olomcc.org

First Sunday of Lent reflection: Our busy and demanding world exposes us to a whole lot of loud
and conflicting voices. Many of these voices wear us down and challenge us to remain faithful to the
God we love. They threaten the very core of our relationship. How quickly we forget the ash smeared
on our foreheads just a few days ago. This Lent, which of the voices will we silence? Which voices will
we reject? Lord Jesus, faithful Son of God, protect us from the voices that lead us away from being the
person you have called us to be.

Parish CFA goal $105,000.

The CFA Catholic Faith Appeal Donations in action throughout the Diocese of Venice in Florida.

To reach as many of the faithful as possible, the Diocese of Venice Department of Communications
televises Sunday Catholic Masses that are hosted at various Parishes across the Diocese of Venice.
The entire process involves a Parish Priest, planning, a production crew, Parishioners, and, of course,
paid airtime. This televised Mass allows the homebound, elderly, hospitalized, incarcerated, and those
unable to attend Mass at a local Parish, the opportunity to view and pray along with the Mass. Your gift
to the Catholic Faith Appeal supports this important ministry.

MESSAGE OF THE HOLY FATHER POPE FRANCIS FOR LENT 2024
Through the Desert God Leads us to Freedom

Dear brothers and sisters!

When our God reveals himself, his message is always one of freedom: “I am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Ex 20:2). These are the first words of
the Decalogue given to Moses on Mount Sinai. Those who heard them were quite familiar with the
exodus of which God spoke: the experience of their bondage still weighed heavily upon them. In the
desert, they received the “Ten Words” as a thoroughfare to freedom. We call them “commandments,”
in order to emphasize the strength of the love by which God shapes his people. The call to freedom is
a demanding one. It is not answered straightaway; it has to mature as part of a journey.
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Just as Israel in the desert still clung to Egypt — often longing for the past and grumbling against the
Lord and Moses — today too, God’s people can cling to an oppressive bondage that it is called to leave
behind. We realize how true this is at those moments when we feel hopeless, wandering through life
like a desert and lacking a promised land as our destination. Lent is the season of grace in which the
desert can become once more — in the words of the prophet Hosea — the place of our first love

(cf. Hos 2:16-17). God shapes his people; he enables us to leave our slavery behind and experience a
Passover from death to life. Like a bridegroom, the Lord draws us once more to himself, whispering
words of love to our hearts.

The exodus from slavery to freedom is no abstract journey. If our celebration of Lent is to be concrete,
the first step is to desire to open our eyes to reality. When the Lord calls out to Moses from the burning
bush, he immediately shows that he is a God who sees and, above all, hears: “I have observed the
misery of my people who are in Egypt; | have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, |
know their sufferings, and | have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up
out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Ex 3:7-8).

Today too, the cry of so many of our oppressed brothers and sisters rises to heaven. Let us ask
ourselves: Do we hear that cry? Does it trouble us? Does it move us? All too many things keep us
apart from each other, denying the fraternity that, from the beginning, binds us to one another.

During my visit to Lampedusa, as a way of countering the globalization of indifference, | asked two
questions, which have become more and more pressing: “Where are you?” (Gen 3:9) and “Where is
your brother?” (Gen 4:9). Our Lenten journey will be concrete if, by listening once more to those two
questions, we realize that even today we remain under the rule of Pharaoh. A rule that makes us weary
and indifferent. A model of growth that divides and robs us of a future. Earth, air, and water are
polluted, but so are our souls. True, Baptism has begun our process of liberation, yet there remains in
us an inexplicable longing for slavery. A kind of attraction to the security of familiar things, to the
detriment of our freedom.

In the Exodus account, there is a significant detail: it is God who sees, is moved, and brings freedom;
Israel does not ask for this. Pharaoh stifles dreams, blocks the view of heaven, makes it appear that
this world, in which human dignity is trampled upon and authentic bonds are denied, can never
change. He put everything in bondage to himself. Let us ask: Do | want a new world? Am | ready to
leave behind my compromises with the old? The witness of many of my brother bishops and a great
number of those who work for peace and justice has increasingly convinced me that we need to
combat a deficit of hope that stifles dreams and the silent cry that reaches to heaven and moves the
heart of God. This “deficit of hope” is not unlike the nostalgia for slavery that paralyzed Israel in the
desert and prevented it from moving forward. An exodus can be interrupted: how else can we explain
the fact that humanity has arrived at the threshold of universal fraternity and at levels of scientific,
technical, cultural, and juridical development capable of guaranteeing dignity to all, yet gropes about in
the darkness of inequality and conflict.

God has not grown weary of us. Let us welcome Lent as the great season in which he reminds us: I
am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Ex 20:2).
Lent is a season of conversion, a time of freedom. Jesus himself, as we recall each year on the first
Sunday of Lent, was driven into the desert by the Spirit in order to be tempted in freedom. For forty
days, he will stand before us and with us: the incarnate Son. Unlike Pharaoh, God does not want
subjects, but sons and daughters. The desert is the place where our freedom can mature in a personal
decision not to fall back into slavery. In Lent, we find new criteria of justice and a community with which
we can press forward on a road not yet taken.



This, however, entails a struggle, as the book of Exodus and the temptations of Jesus in the desert
make clear to us. The voice of God, who says, “You are my Son, the Beloved” (Mk 1:11), and “You
shall have no other gods before me” (Ex 20:3) is opposed by the enemy and his lies. Even more to be
feared than Pharaoh are the idols that we set up for ourselves; we can consider them as his voice
speaking within us. To be all-powerful, to be looked up to by all, to domineer over others: every human
being is aware of how deeply seductive that lie can be. It is a road well-travelled. We can become
attached to money, to certain projects, ideas, or goals, to our position, to a tradition, even to certain
individuals. Instead of making us move forward, they paralyze us. Instead of encounter, they create
conflict. Yet there is also a new humanity, a people of the little ones and of the humble who have not
yielded to the allure of the lie. Whereas those who serve idols become like them, mute, blind, deaf, and
immobile (cf. Ps 114:4), the poor of spirit are open and ready: a silent force of good that heals and
sustains the world.

It is time to act, and in Lent, to act also means to pause. To pause in prayer, in order to receive the
word of God, to pause like the Samaritan in the presence of a wounded brother or sister. Love of God
and love of neighbour are one love. Not to have other gods is to pause in the presence of God beside
the flesh of our neighbour.

For this reason, prayer, almsgiving, and fasting are not three unrelated acts, but a single movement of
openness and self-emptying, in which we cast out the idols that weigh us down, the attachments that
imprison us. Then the atrophied and isolated heart will revive. Slow down, then, and pause! The
contemplative dimension of life that Lent helps us to rediscover will release new energies. In the
presence of God, we become brothers and sisters, more sensitive to one another: in place of threats
and enemies, we discover companions and fellow travelers. This is God’s dream, the promised land to
which we journey once we have left our slavery behind.

The Church’s synodal form, which in these years we are rediscovering and cultivating, suggests that
Lent is also a time of communitarian decisions, of decisions, small and large, that are countercurrent.
Decisions capable of altering the daily lives of individuals and entire neighbourhoods, such as the ways
we acquire goods, care for creation, and strive to include those who go unseen or are looked down
upon. | invite every Christian community to do just this: to offer its members moments set aside to
rethink their lifestyles, times to examine their presence in society and the contribution they make to its
betterment. Woe to us if our Christian penance were to resemble the kind of penance that so dismayed
Jesus. To us too, he says: “Whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they
disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting” (Mt 6:16). Instead, let others see joyful
faces, catch the scent of freedom, and experience the love that makes all things new, beginning with
the smallest and those nearest to us. This can happen in every one of our Christian communities.

To the extent that this Lent becomes a time of conversion, an anxious humanity will notice a burst of
creativity, a flash of new hope. Allow me to repeat what | told the young people whom | met in Lisbon
last summer: “Keep seeking and be ready to take risks. At this moment in time, we face enormous
risks; we hear the painful plea of so many people. Indeed, we are experiencing a third world war fought
piecemeal. Yet let us find the courage to see our world, not as being in its death throes but in a
process of giving birth, not at the end but at the beginning of a great new chapter of history. We need
courage to think like this” (Address to University Students, 3 August 2023). Such is the courage of
conversion, born of coming up from slavery. For faith and charity take hope, this small child, by the
hand. They teach her to walk, and at the same time, she leads them forward.!"]

| bless all of you and your Lenten journey.

Rome, Saint John Lateran, 3 December 2023, First Sunday of Advent.
FRANCIS



A LENTEN MESSAGE FROM BISHOP DEWANE OF THE DIOCESE OF VENICE IN FLORIDA

My Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

As the Lenten Season approaches and we prepare to celebrate the Paschal Mystery of our Catholic
Faith, it is my hope that you will recognize the opportunity to grow in faith that the Season presents. In
Lent, Jesus invites us to step outside of our ordinary commitments and daily routines and grow closer
to Him, by living a unique experience of spiritual discipline.

Lent is a time — indeed, an opportunity — for prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. However, Ash Wednesday
will fall on February 14th, Saint Valentine’s Day this year. Being a romanticist at heart, | appreciate the
recognition of love and commitment that Valentine’s Day affords, but perhaps celebrating that special
holiday on February 13th is warranted. After all Ash Wednesday, a day of fasting and abstinence,
deserves our observance.

| invite you to participate in another opportunity for spiritual growth this Lenten Season. You are aware
of the ongoing National Eucharistic Revival, meant to restore reverence for the Real Presence of Christ
in the Holy Eucharist. Under that umbrella, the Diocese of Venice will host an inspirational Eucharistic
Conference, to be held Saturday, March 16, from 8:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., at Bishop Verot Catholic High
School, 5598 Sunrise Drive in Fort Myers.

Great talks by nationally known Catholic speakers will be presented, in both English and Spanish.
Topics to be addressed include “How the Eucharist Can Heal, Restore, and Protect You, Your Family,
and Your Parish,” by Crystalina Evert, and “Defending the Eucharist,” by keynote speaker Steven Ray.
The event will open with Mass (8:30 a.m.) and will include opportunities for Adoration and Confession
throughout the day.

Details, along with the complete schedule of the day, can be found on the Diocese of Venice website.
On the same site, please find a link to register. Why not join us for this important celebration of the
Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist and launch a holy journey this Lenten Season? | look forward
to seeing you there and wish you and your family a Blessed Lenten Season!

Sincerely yours i




UPCOMING EVENTS — SAVE-THE-DATE:

e March 1st - Fish Fry — Parish Life Center
e March 4t - Boca Grande Preschool — Beach Ball — Gasparilla Inn Beach Club

e April 12th — Barbecue — Parish Life Center

Parish Dinners — A Lenten Fish Fry is scheduled for Friday March 1st and a BBQ dinner is scheduled for
April 12th- All parishioners are invited. Dinners will be from 5 to 7 PM in the Parish Life Center and will be
catered by JT Turner. Water and sodas will be provided, BYOB. The cost will be $45/person, cash or check
accepted. Seating is limited to 120 per event and tickets will be available in advance ONLY. Tickets will be
sold after the masses prior to the event, and at the rectory on Tuesdays and Thursdays, or you can contact
Sandy Hemm at 937-418-1881 or sandyhemm@yahoo.com. Volunteers needed for night of the event and
to provide cookies/bars. To volunteer please contact Angela Steffan 941-855-1277 or
aksteffan@gmail.com.

ANNUAL COLLECTION BLACK & INDIAN MISSION

February 3, 2024

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

The annual Black & Indian Mission Collection exists to assist African American, Native American and
Alaskan Native communities in their parishes and schools.

This Collection assists parish-based catechetical programs, helps educators reach students in remote
villages, empowers ministries to sponsor events and formation that encourage living the Christian life in
culturally appropriate ways, and encourages vocations to the priesthood and religious life. However,
your generosity is needed to help, particularly with religious education, seminary formation and lay
ministry training.

The Diocese of Venice will be taking up the collection for the Black and Indian Mission the weekend of
February 17 and 18, 2024. By contributing to the Collection, together we can give hope, which is often
difficult to find in these areas. Thank you for your generosity and my God bless you and your family.

| take this opportunity to extend to you my continued consideration as well as my prayers throughout
this Lenten Season.

Sincerely yours in Christ,

+ Frank J. Dewane

Bishop of the Diocese of
Venice in Florida
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