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The Progress

As individuals and as a community, we know life has many challenges. There are the 
ordinary challenges of preserving the gift of life, earning a living, having quality 
relationships, and using our gifts and talents in a productive way. As citizens of our 
country, we recognize the challenges that confront us from health care reform to 
immigration policies. As members of various organizations, we are aware also of the 
unique challenges involved in meeting the organization's goal and purposes. Yet, we are 
also people of faith. We belong to a church that calls us to recognize religious values that 
should impact our lives.!

The church in the United States is a wonderful mix of people of different cultures, 
languages and traditions. As a group, American Catholics have achieved a spectacular 
success in countless spheres of human endeavor. Catholics in the United States have 
responded enthusiastically to the challenges of Vatican II. They have become very much 
involved in the life of the church. There are definitely tensions present in the church today 
as we approach a new millennium. Different people could well identify any concrete 
tension in the church as the greatest challenge that we face. !

The challenge of faith!

However, I have to admit that I was fascinated by the reflections offered by Prof. John Dick 
of the American College of Louvain on the challenges facing American Catholics at the 
end of this century. For Professor Dick, the biggest challenge we confront is a problem of 
faith in recognizing the Transcendent in our lives. He writes: "(American Catholics) are 
using their Catholicism and their church involvement for its ethical instructional value 
(shaping behavior more precisely) and its social effectiveness of providing support groups, 
family and community in a highly mobile and uprooted society. Somewhere along the line 
the other part of religion - the part which deals with the awareness of the sacred and one's 
relationship to God is getting lost." !

In listening to the dreams and hopes of people in our parishes today, as well as reflecting 
on needs in my own life, I can appreciate the insight that Professor Dick offers. He offers 
harsh comments on his experiences in visiting parish churches when he returns to visit the 
United States each year. "I remain dumbfounded at how expertly many American Catholics 
trivialize the sacred and turn liturgy into some type of group dynamic or show-and-tell for 
the elementary school students. It is sometimes engaging and cute and more often 
offensive and boring. But it is not liturgy." !

A hunger for the sacred!

At the heart of religious faith is the reality of God. Who God is and what God means to me 
as an individual and as a member of a faith community are critical issues. Within the 
human heart, there is a yearning for more than meets the eye, a desire to go beyond what 
I feel, taste or touch. As Professor Dick says, “American Catholics are hungry for a taste of 
the sacred. They have tasted just about everything else. For many there is no way to go 
now except up. The need is there and the hunger is real.” 
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When we begin to face the need for the sacred in our lives, the challenge only begins. 
Somehow or other, when we acknowledge God’s presence, we know we must face the 
issues of accountability and responsibility. We then begin to discover the challenge of 
freedom which is not license, but the ability to choose the good, the true and the beautiful.  !

The difference God makes!

For Catholics in the United States, the challenge to recognize the presence of God in our 
lives is difficult. Our culture promotes the concrete, the immediate satisfaction, the 
approval and endorsement of all choices, the infallibility of the present moment. Yet, most 
of us eventually realize that the hunger remains for "something more." To recognize God's 
presence in who we are and what we do as people of faith could change our lives and the 
world in which we live. A return to the sacred brings new meaning to relationships in the 
family, envisions human labor as a cooperation with the works of God, calls people to 
consider vocations of service and ministry, introduces a whole new dynamic to the political 
process, and fulfills the best within the human spirit.!

It is always easy to name the challenges that confront us. The problem is whether we 
recognize the challenge and have the faith and courage to respond. May God's grace and 
peace be yours. !
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