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The Progress

It is appropriate that we conclude the reflections on Pope John Paul II’s address to the 
bishops of France by focusing on how people celebrate life within the parish community. 
This is especially relevant for us this week as we wait to celebrate the great feast of life, 
Easter, and the resurrection of Jesus. !
The Holy Father has emphasized the importance of responsible community leadership by 
priests and lay people, and the challenge of evangelization as critical signs of vibrant 
parish communities. However, the pope concludes his reflections by saying, “It would now 
be appropriate briefly to recall the heart of ecclesial life: for the parish is the most 
important place for the celebration of the sacraments, and in particular, for the Eucharist, 
the source of sanctification for every state of life. !

The Eucharist!
The celebration of the Eucharist is “the source and summit of the Christian life,” according 
to the Vatican II Constitution on the Liturgy. The Eucharist is our response to the command 
of Jesus at the Last Supper: “Do this in memory of me.”!
In Eucharist, we meet the living presence of Jesus Christ. The pope tells us that today 
people “suffer from the fact that Mass can no longer be celebrated near their homes nor as 
often as formerly. Priests are less numerous and further away. !
“For this reason it is all the more important that we give the Eucharist its full value. A 
community is impoverished if it does not fervently discover this vital link with the Lord, the 
source of all Christian life and every apostolate. The Eucharistic gathering is the place 
where this fundamental reality of the faith is tangibly recognized.”!
The heart of our lives within a parish community is the celebration of the Lord’s Day and 
the Eucharist. To celebrate the Sunday Eucharist with others is a sign of belonging to the 
Christian community. It is an expression of our fidelity to Jesus Christ. !
Since it is essential for a priest to be present to celebrate the Eucharist, Pope John Paul II 
asks people to be aware “of the gifts bestowed upon his church by the Lord.” Hopefully 
this awareness “will invite people to value vocations to the priestly ministry, so that God’s 
word may be imparted, Christ be made sacramentally present and the people of God be 
guided.”!
The Christian community has the obligation to pray for and to encourage vocations to the 
priesthood. !

The gift of the sacraments!
In living out its mission and ministry, the parish celebrates the important moments of 
peoples’ lives in the gift of sacraments. In the sacraments, we meet Christ at significant 
times in our lives. Celebrating the sacraments is but another sign of the life and vitality of a 
parish community. !
The pope tells us, “No effort should be spared to make available the principal gifts, which 
are the sacraments, at every stage of our life.
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“Christian life begins with the sanctifying grace of baptism; young people’s entry into 
Christian maturity is strengthened by confirmation; the constitution of the couple and 
foundation of a family are consecrated by participation in marriage; in facing evil and sin, 
the grace of forgiveness and reconciliation is granted and explicitly signified by the 
sacrament of penance; suffering is linked to the cross in the anointing of the sick. At the 
heart of the Christian communities’ mission, preparation for the sacraments is obviously of 
primary importance.”!
Sacraments are community celebrations where we rejoice together on these graced 
moments of our encounters with Christ. However, we need to take the time to prepare 
ourselves well for these wonderful celebrations of grace. !

The challenge of limitations!
After presenting the ideals of parish life to the French bishops, Pope John Paul II becomes 
very realistic by describing the realities today in very practical terms. He says, “It is true 
that the vastness of your mission may seem to exceed the possibilities of communities 
which know their limitations and their poverty.” !
The pope reminds us of the first disciples who knew their weaknesses. Yet, these first 
followers of Jesus would lay the foundations of the church. In turn, Christ, the good 
shepherd, promised his fidelity to them. !
As we reflect on the poverty that some of our own parish communities experience 
because of lack of numbers, means, and abilities, the Holy Father “invites us to rely truly 
on the Lord.”!
The limitations we experience because of a lack of priests, insufficient resources, or a 
dwindling number of people are indeed limiting factors. Yet, these limitations become a 
challenge for all of us in our local church here in Western Washington. In reality, today we 
have an incredible dynamism that will help us overcome these limitations in a spirit of 
Easter hope. !
We must recognize and respond to the challenge of evangelization; we need to call all 
people to a commitment to stewardship that becomes a way of life; we need to encourage 
all people to pray for vocations to priesthood, religious life, diaconate and lay ministry. We 
do this together so that, as the pope asks us, we may advance in our various missions as 
“baptized persons in the organic unity of the church.”!

The Easter Challenge!
During this season of Lent, I used this column to reflect with you on the life of our parish 
communities. The basis of my reflections was the address that Pope John Paul II shared 
with the French bishops on their visit to Rome at the end of January. !
I believe the insights the Holy Father offered are especially valuable to us today as we 
look to the future here in Western Washington. In many ways, they are an Easter 
message of life and hope. !
The parish community is where people gather to celebrate life. The parish must reflect this 
life through its members. As we celebrate Easter this year and Jesus’ triumph over sin and 
death, we need to celebrate that same triumph as communities of faith.!
Life is a precious gift. I have learned this well over these past months. We cannot take life 
for granted. We cannot presume that the life of our parish communities will always be 
what it is now, or what is once was. Yet, I believe that as Easter people with a commitment 
to life, we can share our gifts as baptized daughters and sons of God to give new life and 
vitality to all our parishes. The choice is ours. May you have a blessed Easter and may 
God’s gifts of grace and peace be yours in abundance. !
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