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The Progress

In his reflections with the bishops of France in late January, Pope John Paul II offered 
some tremendous insights into the life of the parish community. A parish fulfills its mission 
by recognizing that its foundation rests on Jesus Christ and the relationship to the 
universal church.!

By its nature, a parish is part of a neighborhood or community where people live, work, 
recreate and take advantage of educational opportunities. The neighborhood concept of 
the parish has been part of our history. Yet, today people often seek out parish 
communities beyond their local neighborhood that respond to their spiritual needs. !

However, whether people are part of the neighborhood parish or a parish located 
elsewhere, the parish community must be open to all people. The pope says, “Whatever 
its size, it (the parish) is not merely an association. It must be a home where members of 
the Body of Christ gather together, open to meeting God the Father, full of love and 
Saviour in his son, incorporated into the church by the Holy Spirit at the time of their 
baptism, and ready to accept their brothers and sisters with fraternal love, whatever their 
condition or origins.”!

The parish: A place of welcome for all!

Pope John Paul II offers a powerful challenge to parish communities when he reminds 
them that they are to be welcoming communities of faith. No one should feel excluded 
from the life of the parish. Parishes today are experiencing tremendous demographic 
changes. No longer do all members of parish communities share the same language or 
culture. Ways must be found to meet the needs of the many people who comprise the 
multicultural communities in our local church. We must be sensitive to the language, 
religious and cultural needs of countless people who have moved to Western Washington 
and whose presence enriches our faith community.!

Not only do parishes today have a varied representation of people of distinct languages 
and cultures; parishes also have people of different ages and needs. We could easily 
forget the older people who have invested their lives into a parish community. We might 
ignore the needs of teenagers, young families or single parents. !

Our local church today is trying to reach out to young adults and to tap into their energy 
and gifts by identifying their needs. Yes, the parish community must find ways so that it 
becomes a welcoming experience for all people.
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Services of a parish community!

The pope goes on to describe the services that a parish community should offer. He says, 
“The parish institution is meant to provide the church’s great services: prayer in common 
and the reading of God’s word, celebrations, especially that of the Eucharist, catechesis 
for children and the adult catechumenate, the ongoing formation of the faithful, 
communication designed to make the Christian message known, services of charity and 
solidarity and the local work of movements.”  Yes, a parish does have many obligations in 
fulfilling its mission and ministry.!

Primary among the obligations of a parish is its need to help people be a praying 
community that is rooted in God’s word and the celebration of the Eucharist. Ways must 
be found to help people appreciate the word of God and to experience God’s powerful 
presence in the Eucharist. This does not happen by accident. It requires time, effort, 
preparation and an enthusiasm for the gifts that God shares with us. !

The pope emphasizes the need for catechesis for children and the adult catechumenate in 
addition to the ongoing formation of the faithful. A parish must give a priority to its 
educational and formational mission. !

In addition to the Catholic school in some of our parishes, the catechetical program for 
children and young people must try to the best of its ability to pass on the gift of faith to the 
next generation. We do that best when we provide parents, teachers, and all adults with a 
solid appreciation and understanding of our faith tradition. !

For this reason, local and archdiocesan initiatives for adult formation and education at the 
parish level must be a priority. Likewise, we should look for ways to invite members of our 
community to join us through the adult catechumenate.!

Yet, so much of who we are and what we do is ineffective unless we find ways to share 
the message of the Gospel and the church in effective ways. Communication is critical. 
Parish bulletins, parish meetings, and neighborhood gatherings are but some of the ways 
in which we can make the Christian message known. !

Finally, our faith calls us to action. Such action becomes concrete in our outreach to 
others in need. Do we know the needs of our people? Do we take time to listen to the cry 
of loneliness of the elderly, the cry of care and concern of the dying, the cry of support and 
assistance from countless others?!

The parish: Where faith comes alive!

These insights into the life of a parish by our Holy Father have a great deal of wisdom. 
The recommendations he offers will make a difference in the life of a parish community. It 
is a difference that becomes apparent when we describe our parish as more than a “place 
where,” but a “people who.”!

Yes, it is the parish that makes a difference. May we look for ways to make all our 
parishes vibrant communities of faith characterized by a spirit of welcome and hospitality. 
May God’s gifts of grace and peace be yours. !
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