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PASTORAL LETTER
OF
BISHOP ALAN HOPES
To be read at all Masses in each parish of the Diocese of East Anglia during the weekend of February 6/7

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,
Wherever Jesus goes, S Luke records that the crowds surround him and jostle for his attention. The Gospels are full of the magnetic power and authority of Jesus.

But there were others upon whom Jesus makes a deeper and more permanent impression. They find in him something utterly compelling and awesome - in him they catch a glimpse of God himself.

Peter is the first to experience this. Sitting by the seashore washing the fishing nets, watching those crowds around Jesus, he and his fellow fishermen are dispirited and weary after a fruitless night’s work. 
Jesus gets in to one of their boats and asks them to move a little way out from the shore. Then he preaches to the many people gathered to hear Him. His message captivates Peter. So, although common sense tells him that he should give up and go home to bed, when Jesus tells him to let down his nets again into the waters, he feels compelled to obey. The results are startling! There are so many fish that the nets begin to break! 
The impact on Peter is profound. He falls to his knees before Jesus and admits his sinfulness: Leave me Lord; I am a sinful man. Like Isaiah, in the first reading, who is caught up in a vision of the glory of God and overcome by the sense of his own sinfulness, Peter has caught a glimpse of the glory of God in the words and works of Jesus - and he also acknowledges his sinfulness. 

For most of us, our first encounter with Jesus Christ is at the moment of our Baptism. Through grace, he draws us into friendship with him, which continues and grows throughout our lives as we try to live faithfully in communion with Him. For some of us our encounter with Jesus Christ will be more dramatic like that of Isaiah or Peter. And it might come after a long period of estrangement or unbelief or a life lived diametrically opposed to Christ. 
But Jesus will always surprise us when he comes to us! And then, we too will glimpse the Presence of God’s glory. It is a moment of conversion, a moment when we begin to turn our lives around. It is often a moment when we are brought up sharp and see ourselves as we truly are - without those masks and  veils with which we cover ourselves up. 
In the light of his dramatic experience, Peter says: Leave me Lord; I am a sinful man. We might be tempted to feel that way, too. But that is not God’s way! God has been waiting for just this moment. Far from leaving us to wallow in our sinfulness and so despair, he not only stays with us, he comes running towards us, like the father of the Prodigal Son. He embraces us and draws us into His immensely indulgent, loving and merciful Heart.  
Peter experienced that indulgent love on the sea shore. He experienced it when, after denying that he even knew Jesus three times, the Lord turned and looked at him – not in judgement but with indulgent love. And Peter wept! He experienced it again when, after the Resurrection, the Risen Lord reassured him of his forgiveness and gave him his mission.  

Next Wednesday is Ash Wednesday. If we try to keep Lent as well as we can, we will almost certainly be brought face to face with the reality of our lives, as we contrast them to the sacrificial love and generosity of Jesus Christ on the Cross. 
Will we say with Peter, Leave me Lord; I am a sinful man. No! Because at the very moment when we would expect Jesus to judge us, he shows us the true depth of his desire to forgive us. There is nothing that we can do that is beyond his forgiveness. During his crucifixion Jesus forgives the men who were nailing him to the Cross. He forgives the dying criminal and welcomes him in to Paradise. He never turns anyone away. Whoever seeks his forgiveness receives it. There are no exceptions and no conditions attached except the invitation to go and sin no more. 

His forgiveness is unlimited and unconditional.

At the heart of the Jubilee Year of Mercy lies the Sacrament of Forgiveness, for it is here that we can experience the depth of our heavenly Father’s mercy and love for ourselves. Here we come home to the Father who welcomes us and forgives us so readily. The priest is merely the agent of God’s love and mercy as he speaks those beautiful words of absolution:  I absolve you from all your sins. 

During Lent there will be many opportunities for you to make your confession. 

I will be celebrating the Lenten Station Mass in every Deanery – your parish priest will advertise the details in your Deanery. For one hour before the Mass, the priests of the Deanery will gather with me to celebrate the Sacrament of Forgiveness with you.

Pope Francis has also requested that each Diocese throughout the world should celebrate 24 Hours for the Lord on March 4/5, when designated churches will be open for all night vigils, with an opportunity for Confession. I have asked that the Cathedral, Norwich, Our Lady of the Annunciation, Kings Lynn, St Philip Howard's, Cambridge, St Pancras', Ipswich and St Peter and All Souls in Peterborough to make arrangements to remain open. A full list will be advertised later in the month. 

So take the opportunity this Lent – come home to the Father! Encourage those who no longer worship with us or have lost their way, to come home to the Father!  

And when you have done so, become a missionary of God’s loving mercy in your family, in your place of work or learning, in your local community, in your local Christian community. For Mercy is the beating heart of the Gospel and must be the beating heart of every Christian community and every Christian life.
May Mary’s prayers keep you close to her Son this Lent. May you catch a glimpse of his glory and so come to experience his merciful love and forgiveness. May each one of us become a missionary of his mercy.

With prayers and good wishes for the holy season of Lent and Holy Week,

Yours devotedly,
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Bishop Alan Hopes

East Anglia

