Pastor’s Pen: A Time to Ask

In the next few weeks, | will be asking you to step outside of any and all comfort zones
you might have when it comes to personally inviting people.

Both of these revolve around two items that | spent much time writing on and preaching
about: evangelization and vocations. More than any other measure (including money) these two
metrics reveal the health of a parish and the willingness of each of us to engage determines the
long term survival of our parishes. The lack of these happening in our parishes (and every
parish in this diocese) has led to the greatest challenges we have in our long term survival.

To do this requires us to think long term. By long term, | mean far beyond the life of
every member of the parish, including our newborns. This may seem odd, but there is no person
in any of our parishes who was alive when these parishes were founded. Immaculate
Conception was founded in 1857, Sacred Heart in 1880, St. Mary in 1879, and St. Patrick in
1884. Will we be around in 20507 20757 21007 Will we have the priests and laity to serve these
churches? We need to think about these parishes long beyond the time we happen to be here.
So many times | get the impression that for some (even priests) that we don’t care if the parish
is here one iota of a second after my funeral. That short sighted and horribly selfish mentality
must stop. We need faithful clergy and laity to be in our churches until the Lord comes again. To
quote Scripture, “When the Son of Man comes, will He find faith?” (Luke 18:8). Will He find faith
in our towns because of the work we did and the chances we took today?

Evangelization

In past homilies, social media posts, and pastor’s pens, | have made clear that the field
of evangelization is quite plentiful here in north central Missouri. However, it is not easy.
However, did not Jesus and His disciples go into difficult territory? He reached out to the brutish
from the moment of His birth through the angelic hosts proclaiming to shepherds. He reached
out to pagans through the Star of Bethlehem. Much to the dismay of proper Jews (especially the
Scribes and Pharisees) He went into pagan territory and consorted with the brutes of his age:
public sinners, prostitutes, and tax collectors. He even scandalized His disciples by talking to
the Samaritan woman at the well. His love provoked Him to seek the lost where the lost were.
He didn’t want to leave them there. He didn’t found a country club. His disciples got that later
on. The Church spread through the poor and overburdened of Roman society. The outcasts
found a home in the Church.The Church also accepted the wealthy and the proper people. It
abhorred when those class distinctions were brought into the church (see | Corinthians and the
Epistle of James).

In evangelization, we ask anyone and everyone who is searching. They may be rough
and crude or well-spoken. They may be academically challenged or advanced. They may be
rich or poor or anything in between. They are all children of God. They are to be invited in the
community and communion of the Body of Christ. Some might have pasts. Some might not. All
will have some scars from where they come from. This is the reason the current pope and last



two popes have referred to the Church as a field hospital. Each person who comes in must be
treated with respect for their dignity and given the benefit of the doubt that they are capable of
change. Patience, mercy, and charity are the marks of a follower of Jesus Christ,

We are starting up the new OCIA (Order of CHristian Initiation, formerly the RCIA) in
March. We are handling things very differently. Initially, | would like to sit down with each person
for a chat. | want to hear where each person is coming from and about their background. If |
can’t do it, Deacon Lloyd will. As the new program does not want to take a one-size-fits-all
mentality. Instead, the process is more about being brought into a family relationship and not
jumping through hoops like a pledge being brought into a fraternity or sorority. | am setting time
aside in February and March to accomplish this. So the time to start asking is now.

Vocations

As some might know, we have started up a vocation team in our parishes. This is part of
a diocesan wide effort. As | have written before, vocations are wider...much wider...than
priesthood. We will, through the year, begin doing things to strengthen awareness. The first of
these in a diocesan-wide event that will happen on the weekend of February 8.

On that weekend, the diocese is doing a “Called by Name” weekend. Everyone will
receive a card on which to write suggestions of people they see from our parishes who might be
those we are looking for to serve us as priests and religious down the road. Any name we would
write down must fulfill the criteria of whom the Church ordains and will accept in monasteries or
convents. Leave your ideologies at bay here. This isn’t a place to grind axes.

We are looking for specific qualities. Obviously, we want people who are serious about
their Catholic faith. There needs to be a sense of self-giving service as well. Ask yourself, who
do you see — that with proper training and development — has the raw material to be the person
we could see serving us and our descendents in these parishes for decades to come. Pray
about this. Get out your directories. A letter will go from the diocese to the parents first and then
to those whose names appear. Any follow-up past that point is local. | will address that later.



