Pastor’s Pen: A Matter of Survival

As a pastor, | sit through a lot of meetings and conversations of various types. Add my
duties for the diocese and deanery, | sit through many more meetings. | listen to what people
are saying. That doesn’t mean | agree. It means | am hearing and trying to understand. The
way my mind operates, | am always looking for common themes and narratives that | hear many
times over. The way my spirituality works, it is based on the concept of a life of ongoing
conversion based on the teachings of the Gospel. | take you all on the ride | go on. | guess
parents do that.

| must confess that | have much hope for the future. | talked about hope this weekend in
the homily and remarked on how hope spurs us to action. Hope without action is merely
baseless wishing. | deeply believe that there is nothing we can’t do so long as we are doing the
bidding of Jesus Christ and are guided by the prompting of the Holy Spirit. The hope | have
spurs me to not give into the darkness, doubt, and problems that the present holds. | refuse to
allow us to define our individual selves or our parishes in such a dim light.

All this said, we do have issues to tackle. Many of these have piled up for years, were
deferred to future generations, and kicked down the road as an act of learned hopelessness and
helplessness. Ignoring these things will not make them go away. As a pastor, | have no
intention of slipping away into the night.

The issues we have are the ones we see throughout the western world. These issues
have cropped up as our priorities shifted to worldly pursuits and as our leadership played
complicit. Spurred by scandals which undermined the faith, we allowed those scandals to define
us and depress us. The resulting exodus from all these accrued events have left our pews and
clergy depleted. We can either sink into oblivion or allow the grace of God to spur us to healing
and a renaissance. As | remarked in the homily, hope spurs us to change what is defective,
sinful, mis-oriented, and weak.

There are three main issues | want to tackle: Evangelization, vocations (both marriage
and priesthood/religious life), and active formation. The lack of these three things developing in
the American Church have led to a steady and now speeding decline in Catholicism. We can
no longer afford the status quo on these nor the legion of excuses that keep the status quo in
place. These produce self-inflicted wounds. Recent talks about combining Mass schedules with
a neighboring parish are just the next step in this decline. At what juncture do we say the
decline must stop? It seems we hear of a consolidation, complain about the consolidation, and
then adjust to the consolidation. Then we become surprised when the next consolidation
arrives. It is easy to complain about the outside forces that led to such consolidations, but do we
ask ourselves what we did to bring on the consolidation? Things on the local level help
precipitate the consolidations. If we don't like the result, change the course.

Over the next three pastor’'s pens, | want to tackle these areas and start asking what we
can do to change the course for the future of our parishes. As | said when | announced a few



weeks back the coming new mass schedule, we need to tackle these things now so our children
and grandchildren don’t have to deal with these things. | want them to belong to parishes that
are vibrant and faith filled. | want them to feel in a very real way that their parish is an extended
family which wants their friends to become part of the family. | want the young men in the
seminary to be able to step into fathering these parishes with the same devotion and love they
would have for their own wife and children.

These things are well within our reach. God’s grace and the guidance of the Holy Spirit
will give us more than enough to make such transformations. | know many who read this will
dismiss it quickly because they don’t want to change. It’s their keister before the Lord. There
will be an accounting. If you are that person, ask yourself what defense do you think will work
before the Lord when you tell Him why His mission handed to us was not something you were
interested in? What defense will you give for an unwillingness for conversion that you believe
will move Him? Even if others won’t change, that is no excuse for any of us to follow suit. The
status quo that threatens our survival must end.

We have many people in place in our parishes who are already engaged. | am eternally
grateful for them. However, my task as a shepherd (a task | take very seriously) is to get ALL of
my flock into heaven; the engaged, the lukewarm, the disengaged, the lost sheep, the non-
believer, the wandering...all of them. Engagement is not merely going to Mass. Mass is
necessary to be sure. God’s sacramental grace is always necessary. Grace is given for
engagement in conversion. Mass is the beginning...not the totality.

| am hopeful for what can lay ahead of us. | need you to be hopeful as well.



