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Ongoing Formation 2/2018
The cold heart and the fire of Easter

The present article of ongoing formation offers you the Pope's message for Lent and an (old but
interesting) Sermon of the famous Eglish Baptist preacher Charles Haddon SPURGEON (1834-1892)
on the evangelical sentence chosen by the Pope as topic of his message: “Because of the increase of
iniquity, the love of many will grow cold” (Mt 24:12)

MESSAGE OF POPE FRANCIS FOR LENT 2018
“Because of the increase of iniquity, the love of many will grow cold” (Mt 24:12)

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

Once again,  the  Pasch of  the  Lord  draws near!  In  our  preparation  for  Easter,  God in  his
providence offers us each year the season of Lent as a “sacramental sign of our conversion”.[1] Lent
summons us, and enables us, to come back to the Lord wholeheartedly and in every aspect of our life.

With this message, I would like again this year to help the entire Church experience this time of
grace anew, with joy and in truth. I will take my cue from the words of Jesus in the Gospel of
Matthew: “Because of the increase of iniquity, the love of many will grow cold” (24:12).

These  words  appear  in  Christ’s  preaching  about  the  end  of  time.  They  were  spoken  in
Jerusalem, on the Mount of Olives, where the Lord’s passion would begin. In reply to a question of
the disciples, Jesus foretells a great tribulation and describes a situation in which the community of
believers might well find itself: amid great trials, false prophets would lead people astray and the love
that is the core of the Gospel would grow cold in the hearts of many.

False prophets

Let us listen to the Gospel passage and try to understand the guise such false prophets can
assume. They can appear as “snake charmers”, who manipulate human emotions in order to enslave
others and lead them where they would have them go. How many of God’s children are mesmerized
by  momentary  pleasures,  mistaking  them for  true  happiness!  How many  men  and  women  live
entranced by the dream of wealth, which only makes them slaves to profit and petty interests! How
many go through life believing that they are sufficient unto themselves, and end up entrapped by
loneliness!

False prophets can also be “charlatans”, who offer easy and immediate solutions to suffering
that soon prove utterly useless. How many young people are taken in by the panacea of drugs, of
disposable relationships, of easy but dishonest gains! How many more are ensnared in a thoroughly
“virtual”  existence,  in  which  relationships  appear  quick  and  straightforward,  only  to  prove
meaningless! These swindlers, in peddling things that have no real value, rob people of all that is most
precious: dignity, freedom and the ability to love. They appeal to our vanity, our trust in appearances,
but in the end they only make fools of us. Nor should we be surprised. In order to confound the
human heart, the devil, who is “a liar and the father of lies” (Jn 8:44), has always presented evil as
good, falsehood as truth. That is why each of us is called to peer into our heart to see if we are falling
prey to the lies of these false prophets. We must learn to look closely, beneath the surface, and to
recognize what leaves a good and lasting mark on our hearts, because it comes from God and is truly
for our benefit.

A cold heart

In his description of hell, Dante Alighieri pictures the devil seated on a throne of ice,[2] in
frozen and loveless isolation. We might well ask ourselves how it happens that charity can turn cold
within us. What are the signs that indicate that our love is beginning to cool?
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More than anything else, what destroys charity is greed for money, “the root of all evil” (1 Tim
6:10). The rejection of God and his peace soon follows; we prefer our own desolation rather than the
comfort found in his word and the sacraments.[3] All this leads to violence against anyone we think is
a threat to our own “certainties”: the unborn child, the elderly and infirm, the migrant,  the alien
among us, or our neighbour who does not live up to our expectations.

Creation itself becomes a silent witness to this cooling of charity.  The earth is poisoned by
refuse, discarded out of carelessness or for self-interest. The seas, themselves polluted, engulf the
remains of countless shipwrecked victims of forced migration. The heavens, which in God’s plan,
were created to sing his praises, are rent by engines raining down implements of death.

Love can also grow cold in our own communities.  In the Apostolic  Exhortation  Evangelii
Gaudium, I sought to describe the most evident signs of this lack of love: selfishness and spiritual
sloth, sterile pessimism, the temptation to self-absorption, constant warring among ourselves, and the
worldly mentality that makes us concerned only for appearances, and thus lessens our missionary
zeal.[4]

What are we to do?

Perhaps we see, deep within ourselves and all about us, the signs I have just described. But the
Church, our Mother and Teacher, along with the often bitter medicine of the truth, offers us in the
Lenten season the soothing remedy of prayer, almsgiving and fasting.

By devoting more time to prayer, we enable our hearts to root out our secret lies and forms of
self-deception,[5] and then to find the consolation God offers. He is our Father and he wants us to live
life well.

Almsgiving sets us free from greed and helps us to regard our neighbour as a brother or sister.
What I possess is never mine alone. How I would like almsgiving to become a genuine style of life for
each of us! How I would like us, as Christians, to follow the example of the Apostles and see in the
sharing of our possessions a tangible witness of the communion that is ours in the Church! For this
reason, I echo Saint Paul’s exhortation to the Corinthians to take up a collection for the community of
Jerusalem as something from which they themselves would benefit (cf.  2 Cor 8:10). This is all the
more fitting during the Lenten season, when many groups take up collections to assist Churches and
peoples in need. Yet I would also hope that, even in our daily encounters with those who beg for our
assistance, we would see such requests as coming from God himself. When we give alms, we share in
God’s providential care for each of his children. If through me God helps someone today, will he not
tomorrow provide for my own needs? For no one is more generous than God.[6]

Fasting weakens our tendency to violence; it disarms us and becomes an important opportunity
for growth. On the one hand, it allows us to experience what the destitute and the starving have to
endure. On the other hand, it expresses our own spiritual hunger and thirst for life in God. Fasting
wakes us up. It makes us more attentive to God and our neighbour. It revives our desire to obey God,
who alone is capable of satisfying our hunger.

I would also like my invitation to extend beyond the bounds of the Catholic Church, and to
reach all of you, men and women of good will, who are open to hearing God’s voice. Perhaps, like
ourselves, you are disturbed by the spread of iniquity in the world, you are concerned about the chill
that paralyzes hearts and actions, and you see a weakening in our sense of being members of the one
human family. Join us, then, in raising our plea to God, in fasting, and in offering whatever you can to
our brothers and sisters in need!

The fire of Easter

Above all, I urge the members of the Church to take up the Lenten journey with enthusiasm,
sustained by almsgiving, fasting and prayer. If, at times, the flame of charity seems to die in our own
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hearts, know that this is never the case in the heart of God! He constantly gives us a chance to begin
loving anew.

One such moment of grace will be, again this year, the “24 Hours for the Lord” initiative, which
invites the entire Church community to celebrate the sacrament of Reconciliation in the context of
Eucharistic adoration. In 2018, inspired by the words of Psalm 130:4, “With you is forgiveness”, this
will take place from Friday, 9 March to Saturday, 10 March. In each diocese, at least one church will
remain open for twenty-four consecutive hours, offering an opportunity for both Eucharistic adoration
and sacramental confession.

During the Easter Vigil, we will celebrate once more the moving rite of the lighting of the
Easter candle. Drawn from the “new fire”, this light will slowly overcome the darkness and illuminate
the liturgical assembly. “May the light of Christ rising in glory dispel the darkness of our hearts and
minds”,[7] and enable all of us to relive the experience of the disciples on the way to Emmaus. By
listening to God’s word and drawing nourishment from the table of the Eucharist, may our hearts be
ever more ardent in faith, hope and love.

With affection and the promise of my prayers for all of you, I send you my blessing. Please do
not forget to pray for me.

From the Vatican, 1 November 2017

Solemnity of All Saints

Francis

[1] Roman Missal, Collect for the First Sunday of Lent (Italian).

[2] Inferno XXXIV, 28-29.

[3]“It is curious, but many times we are afraid of consolation, of being comforted. Or rather, we
feel more secure in sorrow and desolation. Do you know why? Because in sorrow we feel almost as
protagonists.  However,  in  consolation the Holy Spirit  is  the protagonist!”  (Angelus,  7 December
2014).

[4] Evangelii Gaudium, 76-109.

[5]Cf. BENEDICT XVI, Encyclical Letter Spe Salvi, 33.

[6]Cf. PIUS XII, Encyclical Letter Fidei Donum, III.

[7] Roman Missal (Third Edition), Easter Vigil, Lucernarium.

A Prophetic Warning
C. H. Spurgeon 

"And because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall grow cold." (Matthew 24:12).

Christ had spoken to His disciples of earthquakes in divers places, famines and pestilences—but
these were only the beginning of sorrows. Such things as these need not trouble Christians, for though
the earth is removed and the mountains are carried into the midst of the sea, yet may the Believer be
confident and his heart may abide at rest. Even when the Master told His disciples that they would be
hated of all men for His name's sake, that needed not afflict them. He had taught them before, "Fear
not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear Him which is able to
destroy both soul and body in Hell." They were thus braced up to meet the fiery trial. Earthquake,
pestilence, war and persecution fail to disturb the serenity of Believers in Christ! But the evil spoken
of in our text—this is the wound, this is the sorrow! Here is something to tremble at! "Because
iniquity shall abound"—that is worse than pestilence— "the love of many shall grow cold"—that is
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worse than persecution! As all the water outside a vessel can do it no harm until it enters the vessel,
itself, so outward persecutions cannot really injure the Church of God. But when the mischief oozes
into the Church and the love of God's people grows cold—ah, then the boat is in sore distress! I fear
that  we are much in this  condition  at  the present  hour.  May the Holy Spirit  bless the  alarming
prophecy now before us to our awakening!

I.  THE CAUSE OF THAT GRIEVOUS CHILL OF HEART

Notice, first, THE CAUSE OF THAT GRIEVOUS CHILL OF HEART which is here spoken
of—"Because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall grow cold." When love grows cold, it is a
serious sign. Then the heart is affected—affected with a chill! Is not this the forerunner of death?
What is the cause of it? According to our text, it is the abounding of iniquity!

Sin does its best to destroy Divine Grace. So much sin, so much the less of holiness, so much
the less of every Christian Grace! Sin is like a poisonous atmosphere—if a man has to live in it, he
has good need to pray that he may not be overcome by it. You and I, seeing that we are in this world
and cannot go altogether out of it, will come into contact with evil. In our daily avocations however
careful we are, we must encounter this infection. We cannot but feel that the evil around us is a
hindrance to our holiness and a detriment to our growth in Grace. When the society around the
Christian becomes flagrantly wicked, corrupt and offensive, it is difficult for him to maintain the
purity of his life and the strength of his spiritual character. At this time, we live in an atmosphere
which hinders our growth, yet in the early days of Christianity the Lord's people had, as a, rule, to
live in worse society than that which surrounds us today! (…) Iniquity abounded and it was greatly
detrimental to Grace.

Again,  iniquity  is  especially  injurious  to  the  growth  of  love.  Because  iniquity  abounded,
therefore the love of many grew cold. Men inside the Christian Church found themselves betrayed by
other members of the Church. Frequently,  the heads of the Brothers and Sisters were sold to the
executioner by hypocrites like Judas. That would greatly tend to injure Christian love. Men began to
suspect one another. You did not know that the man who sat next to you at the Lord's Table would not
tomorrow inform against you and get blood-money for you! Therefore suspicion entered with its
wintry breath. It was natural that it should be so, albeit that there was sin in it, yet you and I would
have probably fallen into the same. All around, men were so loathsome that Christian love, which
teaches us to pity the most degraded and to do good to the most unworthy, found it a difficult struggle
to  live.  Godly  men  endeavored to  win the  ungodly from their  lusts,  but  they  found themselves
persecuted in consequence—the more they sought to do good, the more they were hated—and this put
their love to a severe test.

I think that you can see why our Savior has given us a warning in this particular form.

Iniquity is naturally opposed to Grace, but it is most of all injurious to the Grace of love. If sin
abounds in a Church, it is little wonder if the love of many should grow cold. Young members
introduced into  the  Church after  a  short  time  find  that  those  whom they looked upon as  being
examples are walking disorderly and using lightness of speech and of behavior. Those young people
cannot be very warm in love—they are led to stumble and are scandalized. (...)

Oh, Friends, if the frost of sin rules in a Church, every tender flower is injured and nothing
flourishes! Love is a sensitive plant and if it is touched by the finger of sin, it will show it. The lilies
of Love's Paradise cannot bloom amid the smoke and dust of unholiness!

Because iniquity abounds even in the professing Church, the love of many is growing cold
today. What a sermon one might preach upon this!—but I shall not do anything of the kind. I am not
so desirous to deplore the evils of others as to watch against evils within myself. I am not so anxious
to make you discover transgression in the Church as to make you watch against it in your hearts—for
rest sure of this—if you give sin any license in your heart, your love will grow cold! You cannot walk
in love to Christ and yet live in the love of sin. If today you have indulged an unholy temper, if you
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have given way to covetousness, if you have in any way transgressed against the Lord, you will not
feel that warmth of love towards Jesus Christ which you felt yesterday! Your life will have lost much
of its beauty and its sweetness. Cry to God that He would give it back to you! Do not rest satisfied
until it is perfectly restored.

II.  THE SERIOUS CHARACTER OF THIS EVIL

Now let us consider THE SERIOUS CHARACTER OF THIS EVIL. "The love of many shall
grow cold." It is a very dreadful thing that love in any man's heart should grow cold. Observe the
bearings of Christian love and you will see the sin of it under various aspects.

Our love is, first, a love to the great Father—our Father who chose us before ever the earth was,
by whom we have been begotten again and received into His family. If our love to Him grows cold,
what mischief that must bring! Coldness towards the father in a family—do you know any household
afflicted in that way? I should be very sorry to be a member of it! Coldness of love to the father?
Why, that household is scarcely a family! It has lost the bond which holds it together and constitutes it
a family. May the good Lord save us from this ruin of all holy unity!

Next, our love is love to Jesus Christ, "who loved us and gave Himself for us." If love to Jesus
should grow cold, the result would be grievous! Is there any spiritual Grace within you that can be in
a healthy condition when your love to Christ is declining? Are you right anywhere if your heart is
wrong towards your Lord? Can you do anything earnestly when love to Jesus is chilled? Can you sing
aright? Can you pray aright? Can you live aright? Do not let us dream of bearing fruit if we are
severed from the Vine! It is vitally important that we should love Jesus with all our heart, soul and
strength! (...)

Our love is also love to our fellow Christians. This is a vital principle. "We know that we have
passed from death unto life because we love the brethren. But when members of Churches have no
love to one another. When a (minister) does not care at all what becomes of his Brothers and Sisters,
has the Church any Christianity left? No, it has a name to live, and is dead! Christianity is gone when
the heart is cold—its very life is mutual affection.

Then, again, we are to love the ungodly and the unconverted. It is by love that we are to win
them to Christ. But if the Church has no love to the dying sons of men, what is she worth? Where will
be her missionary operations? What will be the use of her ministry? Think of her Sunday schools
without love to the children! Think of people pretending to win souls who have no love for them and
do not care whether they are lost or saved. Can the Church sustain a worse loss than the losing of her
fervent  love  to  perishing  men?  And  yet,  if  iniquity  abounds,  this  is  the  great  risk  we  run—
compassionate love will cease to minister to man's miseries!

(...) Let us ask Him to give us larger hearts and to fire them with the same love that is in His
own, that we may love Him to the utmost possibilities of affection!

Ah, then, Beloved, think again. Suppose our love grows cold—do you not see how it paralyzes
the entire system? If the reservoir is empty, you cannot expect to get much water from the pipes. If the
heart grows cold, everything will be coldly done. When love declines, what cold preaching we have!
All moonlight—light without heat—polished like marble and as cold! What cold singing we get—
pretty music made by pipes and wind, but oh, how little soul-song!—how little singing in the Holy
Spirit, making melody in the heart unto God! And what poor praying! Do you call it praying? What
little giving! When the hot is cold, the hands can find nothing in the purse and Christ's Church, and
Christ's poor, and the heathen may perish, for we must hoard up for ourselves and live to grow rich! Is
there anything that goes on as it ought to go when love grows cold? I should like to act throughout life
as I have when my soul has been stirred to its inmost depths with affection for my Lord! I would
continually act as if I had just seen Him and had put my fingers into the print of the nails! I would live
as if I had been just sitting with Mary at His feet, yes, and were still sitting there! I would speak for
Him, work for Him and give for Him as if I had freshly lifted my head from John's place upon His
bosom!
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III.  THE SOLEMN DANGER

Thirdly, THE SOLEMN DANGER of the spread of this mischief.

I will read you the text translated accurately. "Because iniquity shall abound, the love of the
many shall grow cold." That is a more saddening expression than "the love of many." It is, "the love
of the many." That is, of the major part of the Church—the bulk of it. This supposes a dreadful state
of things because when the many have become cold, they keep one another in countenance. One cold
Brother says to the other, "What is your temperature?" "I think I am far below zero." "So am I," says
the first one, "and we are about right." If the majority are warm, then the cold ones are thawed, but if
they are all below zero, then they freeze into a wretched compactness! It is the most sober, respectable
Church you ever knew—they have no quarrelling—everything is so comfortable and orderly. Alas,
they are frozen together, and their peace is that of death! The love of the many has grown cold and
they are full of mutual admiration for their quietness.

They have nobody to rebuke them. If the many have grown cold, then the few among them,
instead of being able to rebuke with authority, are themselves snubbed. "He is a terribly fanatical
young man! That zealous fellow never leaves anyone alone!" "He will grow out of that," says one, "by
the time he gets to my age he will be as prudent as I am." (…) Active people are looked upon as rather
troublesome when the love of the many grows cold. The few have a hard time of it and if they do
venture upon a rebuke, they are soon snuffed out— this confirms the evil.

And then the tendency is to grow still colder. They go on freezing. There is no telling how cold
people can be. I have been burnt with cold and I suppose you have been too. I have preached in places
whose spiritual temperature was that of an icehouse and, preach as hard as I could, nothing could
possibly come of it, for my words fell to the ground like lumps of ice! Colder and colder Churches
become till, at last, the great God who breaks up icebergs in due season, destroys a Church and its
place knows it no more!

IV.  A CALL FOR SERIOUS ACTION ON OUR PART

In the presence of the danger which is seriously threatening many Churches, there is A CALL
FOR SERIOUS ACTION ON OUR PART. What is that serious action?

Why, it is, first, that we should remember that if the love of the many may grow cold, then our
love may grow cold! What are we that we should think ourselves secure where others are in danger?
If other men as good as we are have gradually cooled down, may not we? Let us be watchful and
careful—and let us go to God for more Grace.

Let us notice, next, that if the love of the many grows cold, it is not much use our complaining
about it, but the few must get together and pray. The real vitality of a Church seldom lies in the many,
but generally in the few. Inside the election there is another election. Do you remember that out of
Christ's disciples there were twelve? Out of the 12 there were three? Out of the three there was one?
And so election has rings within rings. Inside the nominal Church—(we cannot say whether they are
all God's people or not)—the many may grow cold, but there ought to be a remnant who abide in life
and love. God grant that we may belong to it!

We must at once grow warmer. We must live nearer to Christ. We must be more enthusiastic.
Oh for a band of choice spirits—men fit to walk with Christ in white, for they are worthy— men who
will be prepared to follow the Lamb wherever He goes! The Spirit said, "You have a few names even
in Sardis which have not defiled their garments." And so in every Church there are some that have not
grown idle or heretical! Let them get together and help each other! I thank God for those whom the
Lord keeps very near to Him—may their number be daily increased! May each one of us be filled
with the Spirit! When I hear of one minister after another giving up the old-fashioned Gospel, do you
know what I say to myself? I resolve that I will stick the closer to it! (...). If professing Christians do
not exhibit the Spirit of Christ, we will ask our Lord to give us sevenfold of His Spirit, that we may
maintain His Truths!
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Suppose you expected a famine in London as there was in Paris during the siege? Everybody
who could do so, would get in a hundred-fold supply of provisions. Every good housewife would lay
out every penny that she could get and fill her cellars full of food. There is going to be a spiritual
famine—therefore buy the Truth of God and sell it not. Go to your Lord and get larger supplies from
Him. Do not go to one another for it. That will be like saying, "Give us of your oil"—and your
companions will wisely reply, "Not so, lest there be not enough for us and you." Go to your Master
and ask Him to fan the fire within you to a great heat, that if there should be cold everywhere else,
there may be warmth in your bosoms! The Lord help you to do this, dear Friends, for Jesus Christ's
sake! Amen.

(No. 3301)

A  SERMON  DELIVERED  BY  C.  H.  SPURGEON,  AT  THE  METROPOLITAN
TABERNACLE, NEWINGTON.
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