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The Progress

Over the years of Pope John Paul II’s pontificate, the Holy Father has spoken in very 
practical terms about the challenge of being disciples of Jesus in today’s world. Where 
most Catholics find this challenge is within the parish or faith community to which they 
belong. !
There is no doubt that our experience within parish and faith communities has changed in 
recent years. Population shifts, economic realities and demographic changes have all 
contributed to a new understanding and appreciation of what a parish is and what it must 
be.!
In a recent address to the bishops’ conference of France (Jan. 25, 1997), Pope John Paul 
II spoke about parish life in a challenging way. He notes immediately the obvious decline 
in the number of priests and often in the number of practicing members. !
The Holy Father readily admits the causes of these developments are complex. It is more 
than the fluctuation in the number of clergy. He states, “Established customs and habits 
abandoned today may be regretted by some, but it is not a question of cherishing nostalgic 
memories of a past which has sometimes been idolized, nor of blaming anyone.”!
It is far too easy for some to say that the church and its expression in parish life must 
return to the way it was when many of us were young. Even young people have called for 
a return to a past that they never experienced. It is good to remember Pope John Paul’s 
comment that the challenge of today’s parish is not a “question of cherishing nostalgic 
memories of a past which has sometimes been idolized.”!

Essential mission of a parish!
What then is the challenge for today’s parish? The pope calls upon pastors to fulfill a basic 
mission and ministry which is to reorganize parish communities. Such reorganization 
involves a consultation process that calls for consolidation of parishes as well as the 
creation of new pastoral communities. Yet, priests and members of the church “must 
create the conditions so that the Good News can be proclaimed and the People of God 
guided and assembled by Christ’s sacramental presence.”!
It is interesting that the Holy Father emphasizes the priority the parish community has to 
proclaim and celebrate word and sacrament. To celebrate the proclamation of the Good 
News calls for a commitment to evangelization. It is the willingness of the pastor, pastoral 
and parish leadership to embrace a sense of mission more than maintenance. !
A parish community must look for ways to invite others to become part of the community, 
to preach the Good News without hesitation, to be faithful to the tradition that gives us an 
identity of who we are and what we must become as disciples of Jesus. !
The proclamation of the Good News is the responsibility of each and every member of the 
community. Consequently, there is the need to give a priority to the formation and 
education of adult members of our parishes so that everyone recognizes the call to 
ministry each one has from baptism.
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Secondly, the parish must recognize that it nourishes and guides the People of God when 
it celebrates the sacraments that share Christ’s presence with us today. Whether is it the 
celebration of the Sunday Eucharist, a communal anointing of the sick, the celebration of 
the sacrament of reconciliation, a funeral liturgy or a baptism, such celebrations must help 
us meet Jesus Christ. This does not happen by accident. It requires parish communities to 
appreciate the essential conditions for the proclamation of the Good News and the 
celebration of the sacraments that help us to encounter Jesus Christ.!

Fulfilling our mission!
More than anything else, Pope John Paul II tells bishops, clergy, and faithful “to base the 
daily fulfillment of your common mission ever more firmly on the rock of Christ, and on the 
communion of the whole church.” The focus of parish life must be on Jesus Christ.!
This is the challenge the pope offers to us in 1997 as we prepare for a new millennium. 
Moreover, each parish or faith community, as well as each diocese, is not a community 
unto itself. We are in communion with the church universal. !
We need to recognize the conditions that help parish communities fulfill their mission. A 
spirit of welcome and hospitality is essential. Such hospitality is neither artificial, contrived 
nor forced. It is rather a spirit of care, concern and availability at times of need. Such 
hospitality becomes a reality when the ministry of listening is a priority within a parish. 
Such listening will help to establish priorities. !
Liturgy becomes a powerful experience of spiritual renewal when it is faithful to the 
church’s challenge that calls for “full, active and conscious participation.” We need to 
recognize the unique roles the priest, deacon, lay person and the assembly have in our 
liturgical celebrations. To confuse these roles and responsibilities is to betray the very 
nature of liturgy. Liturgy calls people to be more than spectators, but rather participants in 
the saving action of Jesus Christ. !
During this Lenten season, I would like to continue to reflect with you on the challenges 
that Pope John Paul II asks of us as we help ourselves and all people experience a 
renewal of parish life. I look forward to doing so. May God’s grace and peace be yours in 
abundance. !
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