
Reflections
by the!

Most Reverend Thomas J. Murphy

Montana Catholic Register

In the middle of July, I travelled to the northeastern comer of our Diocese to visit the 
communities of Culbertson, Medicine Lake, Bainville, Froid and Charlie Creek. In contrast to the 
ever-increasing and obvious signs of drought as you travel eastward along Highway 2, there are 
tremendous signs of life and vitality within the Christian community in these and so many other 
parishes of our diocese. At the heart of this vitality is the growing awareness and sense of 
Church which the people of these communities are integrating into their lives through a sense of 
lay ministry. !
Last year the priest personnel situation in our Diocese forced us into asking one priest to serve 
the entire Culbertson-Medicine Lake area - a segment of our diocese which stretches seventy 
miles in one direction and forty miles in another with five vibrant Catholic communities in this 
area. How would one priest serve such a vast area, lead people in worship and liturgy, and be 
available for the spiritual growth and development of the people? The response to these 
questions was found in the development of lay ministry among the people themselves. This 
response was occasioned by the shortage of priests in the area, but it is a response that should 
be a part of every parish community, whether there are a sufficient number of priests serving the 
parish or not. !
It was good to be with the lay ministers of this area for a weekend. Friday night involved a social 
gathering which is a regular occurrence among the lay ministers. It is a time for people to 
become better acquainted with one another, a time for informal discussion, a time to ask 
questions and to identify ways in which their ministry might be more effective. Saturday morning 
and afternoon found the group of lay ministers and others involved in a mini-retreat which I had 
the privilege of leading. This retreat offered a time for prayer, reflection and personal spiritual 
growth - essential qualities for all ministry in the Church today. !
The lay ministers have the responsibility of distributing the Eucharist and leading the community 
in worship when the priest is unable to be present. But lay ministry is more than a task or 
function. It involves a living witness to the faith we share; it asks people to assume a leadership 
and responsibility which belongs to the Christian community by reason of baptism; it calls people 
to spiritual growth.!
In instances where lay ministers lead a community in prayer on Sunday morning without a 
priest, there has been the regret of not being able to be present for the celebration of Mass. But 
we should be extremely grateful for the privilege which the Church offers today of enabling lay 
people to share the Eucharist and lead people in a service of the Word of God. However, the 
real value of lay ministry becomes more and more obvious in the witness and faith-sharing that 
members of the Christian community offer one another. !
A trip along the Hi-line can be long and tedious. But it is well worth it when one has the privilege 
of sharing faith and worship with the lay people of the Culbertson and Medicine Lake areas, an 
experience that is part of so many parish communities in our Diocese. It was a great experience 
in the middle of July – not only for being served three fantastic parish dinners in less than 24 
hours - but also becoming more aware of the growth in faith that is part of the Church in Eastern 
Montana. 
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