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Are Parishes still necessary today?  Is the parish the right structure for us to be church today?  I would suggest that whatever structure we use, leadership remains the key to that structure.

Given the fact that we still have the parish structure today, I would like to suggest that we look at the focus of the parish.  In the following remarks I am indebted to Bishop Howard Hubbard of Albany, New York, and the remarks he made on this topic several years ago.

Jesus, therefore, must be the focus of the parish’s life.  It is his mission that the parish must be about, his message that it must strive to communicate to others, his ministry that its members must seek to extend into the world.  If this is not the case, if the Jesus dimension is not the central thread interwoven throughout all of the parish’s life and activities, and his Gospel values are not the ultimate norm and criterion by which its decisions are made and against which its results are evaluated, then the parish is little different in scope and purpose than that of a neighborhood association or fraternal organization.  And its activities, successful as they may be from a humanitarian or fiscal perspective, will fail to impart the life-giving power, strength and inner peace that Jesus alone can give and for which people today are desperately hungry and thirsty.

Jesus must be central to the mission of the parish.  At times, unfortunately, it seems that the person of Jesus gets lost in translation.  Just look at some mission statements, especially those of our Catholic high schools.  The name of Jesus is never mentioned.  Our better parishes do a great job in explaining the Scriptures and our creedal statements and moral positions, in sacramental preparation, in advocating issues of social justice, and in fostering a sense of service and community, but at times our people, while well informed, well-motivated and well intentioned, wind up acting more on the basis of knowledge, altruism and enthusiasm for a cause than out of love for a person.  In other words, I suppose we could say that they are catechized but not evangelized.

Important as such knowledge and information may be for a person’s understanding of faith and religion, however, they are not the heart of discipleship.  Rather, discipleship is about the surrender of our life to Jesus as the person whom we seek to follow and imitate.  In this third millennium of Christianity, our parishioners need to know that it is possible to be a disciple, to give a loving response to Christ’s invitation to come follow him, but only if we have truly met Jesus and responded to his presence in a personal way.

Today’s parishioners, then, must learn how to enter the mystery of Jesus, seeing how his life, his words, his temptations, his choices, his facing death, and his overcoming death relate to the demands of the day, to the needs of God’s people and to the fears of our contemporary world and society.  Our parishes, then, must do a better job in helping people understand that Jesus is present to them here and now, walking the path of discipleship along with them.

To most people it matters little that Jesus walked on water some 2,000 years ago and that Peter walked with him.  What matters to them, however, is to know that when they are sinking, this Jesus in whom they have put their faith and trust will lift them up.  What matters to them is whether they can muster the courage to step out of the boat and into the storm.  What matters to them is whether they can invite others to take bold new steps into unfamiliar territory, with confidence in this Jesus.  

Pastoral leaders, therefore, must constantly emphasize how all of the parish’s worship, faith formation and social services are related to the mission of Jesus.  The lector at Mass, for example, must be helped to appreciate that he or she is proclaiming God’s holy word and that when this word is read with clarity, sincerity and conviction, it has the power to touch lives and change hearts.  The woman who is preparing youngsters for first communion and the man who is instructing the confirmation candidates must recognize that they are not just helping out because there has been a decline in vocations to the ordained and vowed life, but they must understand that this is a way of fulfilling their baptismal call to holiness and ministry, and the command of their brother Jesus “to go forth and proclaim the good news to the end of the earth.”  The members of the pastoral council must appreciate that they not only have the responsibility to see that the parking lot is paved and the annual fiesta conducted, but that they share responsibility for making the mission and ministry of Jesus tangible and real at this particular moment in history and in this particular place.  

So, too, must the music, youth, Eucharist and bereavement ministers, those preparing couples for marriage, those exercising the ministry of hospitality, or those working the parish soup kitchen, food pantry or thrift shop, or those engaged in outreach to the elderly, the sick, to gays and lesbians or the unchurched.

And each moment spent, each gift shared, each contribution made is a real participation in and extension of the mission of Jesus.  It is only when this is fully understood that one’s participation in the life of the parish can be transferred from a rather begrudging and perfunctory fulfillment of a burdensome task and responsibility into an exciting, challenging and spirit-filled adventure that truly makes Jesus alive and present in our day.

Some years ago the USCCB (in a document I can’t name or locate) listed the characteristics that are needed for healthy, mature, spiritually alive faith communities.  These are: first, good liturgy and preaching.  People earnestly desire worship services which help them to pray well and preaching which gives meaning to their faith lives.  Second, the ability of the parish to help people deal practically with their life concerns, such as alcohol and drug abuse, poor schools, crime and safety issues, unemployment and job stability, and especially their concerns about family and children.  Third, a feeling of ownership on people’s part, a feeling that they belong, that their concerns are being listened to and that they have had the opportunity to affect parish policy and practice.  Fourth, an alive quality to the parish; the sense that something is going on, that there is something happening for everyone.

Sometimes an old guard can gain a grip on the parish council and parish committees, and remain content to go with the tried and true, without realizing that the community and its needs have changed significantly or without being willing to yield responsibility for parish leadership to those who may have a better pulse on contemporary realities.

I want to say a word about parish pastoral councils which I think are absolutely necessary for a vibrant parish community but which for the most part continue to be in an infancy stage of development, mired in tensions over power, authority and control, and more concerned about winning these battles than enhancing the mission of Jesus.

And so, for our councils to become the collaborative and visionary structures they are meant to be, we must continue our efforts to move from strictly business boards to a community of servant leaders; from decision-making groups that happen to pray to prayerful communities that have to make decisions; from crisis management to long-range planning and stewardship of gifts and resources; from parochialism to outreach; from rule by an elite group to participation and ownership for decisions by many parishioners; from “we have always done it that way” to creative re-centering; from damaging conflict situations to a recognition of the need for healing; from a dualism that assigns spiritual matters to the priests, deacons and religious and temporalities to the laity toward a shared responsibility for the total mission of the church by all.

The key, as always, is pastoral leadership.  Without the pastor or PLD articulating and promoting a collaborative approach, the ideal cannot and will not happen.  On the other hand, when our pastoral leaders empower council participation and when our council members truly root themselves in the message and mission of Jesus and devote as much time and effort to being as to doing, the result is that the doing is so much more effective and the council experience itself so much more enriched.

I would say that the issue of responding to the alienated, the fallen away and the unchurched continues to be the No. 1 challenge confronting our church and the parish. The critical question, however, is how do we respond effectively and constructively?

There are four movements to evangelization as found in the gospel:  koinonia (friendship); diakonia (service), kerygma (proclamation); eucharistia (thanks and praise).

Evangelization, then, is first and foremost an exercise in communication and developing relationships.  All communication and relationships must begin with listening; otherwise we end up talking to and communicating with ourselves.  Therefore, we must recognize that even if we get no farther than the first thrust of this process (friendship and service), we are evangelizing.  And when we look at the mission of the parish we need to give special attention to our performance on these first two.  For example, when Jesus cured the SyroPhoenecian woman’s daughter (Mk. 7) he gave the mother what she asked for, then sent her home happy.  He didn’t say, “I’ll see you at the synagogue on Saturday.”

The fact is, we can help people connect or reconnect with the parish and the church only insofar as we have befriended and loved them.  After all, God didn’t appear to talk to us.  God came down in the person of Jesus and lived among us: washed our feet, cried with us, laughed with us, drank our wine and touched our world.  He especially touched the people on the edge, the poor, who today are those with no meaning in their lives and, therefore, the poorest of all.  At the heart of the problem is a lack of relationships, both in terms of our people being willing to engage others in their search for meaning and of being confident that such an engagement is not so much a matter of having answers to questions they may have or providing programs for their information and edification, but evangelization is a matter of being willing to listen, to understand and to walk with them in their spiritual quest.

And so I’m convinced that through a person-to-person, peer-to-peer approach to sharing faith with others, we can break the quiet, reserved, privatized posture and the programmatic response to evangelization that have tended to characterize American Catholicism and offer a dynamic new approach to evangelization – one that is not coercive, that is not flamboyant or hysterical, one that does not engage in spiritual mugging, if you will, but an approach that emanates from the love of the Lord and the movement of the Spirit within us, and that responds to the call to discipleship that has been given to each of us.

In emphasizing this call to evangelization, I am not unmindful of the problems, difficulties and challenges that confront us.  We are a sinful people and live in a church that is ever in the process of reformation and renewal.  And because of such, there are some who would maintain that the time is not ripe for evangelization, especially in the wake of the clergy sexual abuse scandals; that we should wait until either we personally or the church at large is in exemplary spiritual condition, with all questions and doubts resolved and all living in perfect harmony.  But as the late Father Alvin Illig, the great promoter of evangelization, so rightly said: “for 2,000 years the church has never been in perfect order and never will be.  Christ told us to preach the good news of hope and salvation, but he also told us that there will be obstacles to plague our steps.  If we wait for the perfect time, either for ourselves personally or for the church as a whole, we will wind up doing nothing at all.”

Finally, just let me say that all of this, most of which you have no doubt heard before in various ways, will demand renewed determination, zeal and enthusiasm on the part of all.  For these are challenges that do not readily admit of facile solutions, and humanly speaking we might want to cling to the status quo or to retreat to the serenity of a previous age where life and ministry in our church seemed more stable, more secure, more clear-cut, to a time when there seemed to be a consensus in the church, wherein roles were clearly defined – where answers appeared black and white, and where the ideological litmus tests, mean-spiritedness and lack of civility that polarize people and poison the debate in our contemporary climate did not exist.  While we can eliminate the ideological litmus test, the mean-spiritedness and lack of civility because such have no place in the community of love, healing and reconciliation the parish is called to be, we can’t turn back the clock; we can’t hide our heads in the sand and pretend that the knotty  problems and perplexing challenges which God has laid at our doorstep do not exist.  They are real, and the tensions and ambiguity which they produce cannot be ignored.

Too often parishes seem more like gas stations rather than loving communities of faith and service.  People pop in to fulfill an obligation rather than to gather around the altar as the people of God.  The parish liturgical team prepares a great feast, while many parishioners just want a quick bite before racing out to watch football, to go shopping or take the kids to soccer.  This is not surprising, because today’s urban and suburban territorial parishes by and large do not build on any natural sense of community, and even ethnic and rural parishes have often lost the close-knit ties that formerly bound them together.  While we in church leadership may see the parish as our primary community, many parishioners would place the parish far down the list of places to which they belong after their homes, the schools their children attend, the places where they work, their golf or country club or even the neighborhood bar.

This reality that for many people the parish is not the primary community in their lives may give us the feeling that we are failing.  But as the Dominican theologian Father Timothy Radcliffe notes: “The archetypal Christian community was the Last Supper.  Think what a dismal failure that community was.  One of the disciples sold Jesus, another went on to deny him, and the rest ran away.  Jesus failed to gather them into a community on that last night (after three years of intensive formation), so we should not be surprised that we do no better than he did.”

“What Jesus did was to offer the sacrament of communion; a sign of the kingdom that is to come as a gift in its own good time.  If the parish is not a great and dynamic community, then this may not be a sign of pastoral failure at all.  Sometimes we can do no more than enact signs of what is to come.”

And so, as Father Radcliffe suggests, the Last Supper is our foundational story, the story of God’s covenant with us and with all.  The paradox of this story is that our community was founded just at the moment it was in the process of breaking up.  And that has been true down through the course of Christian history: at Pentecost, in the persecution of the early Church, during the fall of the Roman Empire and the emergence of the Dark Ages, at the time of the Reformation to the Avignon Papacy, the collapse of the papal states and the modernist controversy and now in the face of the present crisis of trust and confidence created by the clergy abuse scandals.  And just as at the Last Supper the moment of betrayal and shame became a moment of gift and grace, the present crisis can be one of rejuvenation and joy.  It can lead us to become a church where it is clear that Jesus came to call sinners, not the righteous; it can help us be a community which finds a place at the table for those who have been excluded by virtue of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation and marital or immigration status.  It can bring to birth a church that is less clerical and secretive, and enable us to be a more transparent church in which the laity are recognized and empowered to exercise their full dignity as baptized Christians.  It could mark the end of a church functioning as a sort of a multinational business, operating through a distant and unaccountable bureaucracy, and can lead us to become more evidently a community of disciples.

Most of all, then, we need to be people of hope.  For living and dynamic hope is the quintessence of the Gospel message.  Hope was more than a theme of the apostles’ preaching, it was the very purpose of that preaching.  For example, St. Paul wrote the Colossians, “Hope is the lesson you have learned from the truth-giving message of the Gospel.” (Col.1: 4-6)

The renowned theologian Teilhard de Chardin stated that the world will belong to those who can offer it the most hope.  His fellow Frenchman Cardinal Jean Danielou put it this way, “It is not that the world doubts Christians, but it is Christians who no longer believe in hope in themselves.”

This, I believe, is the problem of our day.  Too often we as Christians present to a world starved for hope not, as St. Paul proclaimed, the image of a people sure of who we are and what we stand for, but the image of a people more cowed by fear than borne up by hope.

Granted this is a tall order and that the battle against cynicism, discouragement, disillusionment, apathy and indifference is a constant one, but the hopeful mystery of the death and resurrection of Jesus requires nothing less on our part.

For this to happen we must grasp the challenges of the moment with the boldness of Jesus Christ.  We must evidence what might be called evangelical daring.  Evangelical daring is not power, it is vulnerability; it is not pure calculation, but simplicity of heart and trust in the wisdom and power of God.  Evangelical daring is not a clenched fist, but open arms.

It is what Archbishop Oscar Romero showed when he tenaciously proclaimed the good news in the face of deadly hostility.  It is what Mother Teresa evidenced when she left her original religious community to found the Missionaries of Charity to work among the poor and forgotten on the streets and in the garbage dumps of Calcutta.  It is what Cardinal Bernardin demonstrated when he forgave the man who accused him falsely of sexual misconduct.  And it is what Jesus witnessed to when he accepted fully our human condition and transformed the scandal of the cross into his throne of glory, and it is what we must evidence if we are to be his faithful disciples in today’s world.

May we then embrace this challenge, accept it and fulfill it for the honor and glory of God and for the hope, peace and betterment of God’s people.
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