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First Sunday of Lent, Year A
Recapitulation
One of my favorite hymns for Lent comes from a poem written by Blessed John Henry Newman that echoes the readings for today:
O loving wisdom of our God!

When all was sin and shame,

A second Adam to the fight

And to the rescue came.

O wisest love! That flesh and blood

Which did in Adam fail,

Should strive afresh against their foe,

Should strive and should prevail;

With his usual eloquence, Blessed John explains so well an ancient principle that St. Paul taught regarding the method by which Christ saved us.  The principle is called “recapitulation.”  In English the verb “recapitulate” means to repeat something, and that is partially what we see Jesus doing during his temptation.  Jesus repeats the situation of Adam in the Garden.  He is tempted directly by the devil to use his powers only for himself, then to put God to the test, and finally to serve the devil outright.  But this temptation happens not in a garden but in the wilderness or desert.  In this respect, Jesus also repeats the situation of Israel, the Chosen People.  For forty years they wandered in the desert undergoing temptation.  Jesus wanders for forty days undergoing his temptation.  
Jesus goes through the same trials as humanity and Israel.  He repeats their situation and temptations, but that is only part of the story.  The word “recapitulation” has a deeper meaning.  In Latin, the root for this word has to do with the head, “capitalis” or “caput.”  The literal meaning of “recapitulation” is “to put the head back on.”  This is the fuller meaning of what Jesus is doing.  He himself is the new head of the human race and of Israel.  He is giving leadership once again to humanity.  He is giving direction.  He is giving life again to everyone.  
Think of those movies or cartoons where a robot loses its head and has to wander around in confusing looking for it.  That was the human race.  That was Israel before the arrival of Jesus—wandering around in confusion.  Jesus sets us once again on the right track in his role as the second Adam, or New Adam, and the New Israel.  

On our own, we will keep repeating the mistakes of Adam and Israel.  We will continue to wander around in confusion throughout our life.  Only when Christ becomes the head of our life does life begin to make sense.   
We receive Christ as our head by enacting that principle of recapitulation in our lives.  We first repeat Christ’s  situation in our own lives.  That is the purpose of celebrating Lent each year.  Like Christ, we take a season to face temptation head-on by admitting where we fail.  We accept suffering as Christ accepted suffering when we fast and abstain from meat and other luxuries during Lent.  We confess our sins with special attention in the sacrament of reconciliation.  
After repeating Christ’s situation in our own lives, the second step is to accept his leadership and his direction.  We need to compare ourselves to Christ.  If we are not living as he lived or as he taught us to live, we need to change right now.  Lent is a time to change, a time to pray to the Father as Christ did, and a time to give up whatever leads us to sin.  

Every person has a leader in his or her life.  Everyone has somebody else at the head of his or her life, even if he or she will not admit it.  Only Christ is fit to be at the head of our lives because only he succeeded where everyone else failed.  Only he was acceptable to God the Father because only he remained faithful and lived as humanity was meant to live.  In Jesus Christ “that flesh and blood which did in Adam fail” strove “afresh against their foe” and did “prevail.”
Accept Christ as the head of your life so that in your life too Christ might prevail.
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