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Signs and symbols, Lent and the Cathedral
Reading the title of this column might well prompt people to ask the connection between signs 
and symbols, Lent and the Cathedral. Yet, on the first Sunday of Lent, these three realities 
converged and provided me with the opportunity to connect life and religious experience. !
On the First Sunday of Lent, I was at St. Lawrence Parish in Raymond, Washington. I had 
stopped there in between celebrating the Rite of Election in Aberdeen and Tacoma. Raymond is 
a small community which is undergoing its own trauma and transition in light of the concerns 
facing the timber communities in our state. I woke up that morning to receive the message about 
the arson fire at the Cathedral of St. James in Seattle. With so many of you, I was shocked. !

Signs and symbols - key to religious faith!
The news of the Cathedral fire was more than the sadness which comes from hearing of any fire 
or tragic unwarranted destruction. It was rather the fact that what happened touched the life of a 
powerful symbol and sign of our life as a community of faith. The Cathedral of St. James is the 
parish church for countless people who gather at its many weekend and daily liturgies. But the 
Cathedral is also the sacred space for the Church of Western Washington. It is the gathering 
place for our entire local church to celebrate the significant events in our life as a people of faith. 
It is OUR Church as an archdiocese. It is a powerful sign and symbol of our religious faith and 
experience. !
What especially struck me was the faces of people in the congregation in Raymond when I 
asked for their prayers on behalf of the Cathedral and the cathedral parish community. It was 
obvious that the news was almost incomprehensible. After Mass, so many people came up to 
say words such as "I hope our Cathedral will be alright," or "It is always so good to visit the 
Cathedral. We always feel so welcome." !

Values that touch our lives!
Driving up to Tacoma that afternoon gave me a chance to reflect further on what was taking 
place. We had just begun Lent and during the weeks of Lent, we would be confronted with the 
powerful symbols and realities of the desert, the mountain top, the passion and death of Jesus, 
and the journey of faith of almost 1,500 catechumens and candidates who were planning to join 
our faith community this Easter. So often we could well take the religious signs and symbols of 
our faith for granted. !
Yet, people in this small and faith-filled community of Raymond would remind me of the 
significance of religious signs and symbols of our faith. They would let me know how important 
the sign and symbol of our Cathedral is and must be in our life as a community of faith. The 
Cathedral is more than a building of brick, wood and mortar. It is a living sign of who we are and 
what we must become. 
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The power of religious symbols!
In asking people why they find our Catholic faith so attractive and compelling, the answer for 
many is the ritual and symbolism that is part of our tradition. Signs and symbols are ingrained 
into who we are. It is tremendously disturbing when such signs and symbols are not present to 
us. This helps us to understand the pain involved in not having the celebration of Eucharist 
available to us as much as we would like as a result of the dwindling number of priests. It helps 
us appreciate the powerful impact of ritual and liturgy at significant moments of life and death. It 
enables us to see the unique place which Pope John Paul II holds in our faith community as the 
successor of St. Peter. It gives meaning to why ashes, palms, holy water and countless other 
signs touch all our lives, for these symbols point to something far deeper which connect our lives 
to a good and gracious God. !
It is obvious that the Cathedral is also such a sign and symbol. With the entire community, I too 
mourn over what took place. The charred walls, the smell of smoke, the burned vestments, the 
broken windows and countless other signs will linger not only within the sacred space of the 
Cathedral Church, but will also remain in my memory. Yet, the most powerful sign and symbol 
for us as Christians is the Resurrection. !
With all of you, I pray that these coming months will enable us to share a resurrection 
experience with our Cathedral church. I pray that our faith will help us appreciate the rich and 
powerful signs and symbols of our faith and never take them for granted. It is definitely amazing 
what thoughts come to one's mind as a result of beginning Lent and of hearing about a 
cathedral fire during a visit to Raymond, Washington. May God's peace, joy and hope be yours. 
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