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Has anyone heard the name Jean Vanier?  Perhaps, some - but probably most have not.  But Jean Vanier, who just died  at the age of 90 this month - my bet is he will be a canonized saint one day.  Vanier formed the L’Arche community.  L’Arche is a network of homes for people living together with disabilities.  He changed how people with mental and developmental disabilities were treated.  L’Arche homes are community homes, in which the residents contribute - as much as possible, given whatever disabilities they have - to the life and decision making in the home.  Vanier’s L’Arche community homes broke away from the standard of warehousing or institutionalizing people with special needs, recognizing the inherent dignity and value of every person.  In his book, Becoming Human, Vanier wrote:  
	“In healthy belonging, we have respect for one another.  We work together, cooperate in a healthy way, listen to each other.  . . . 
	“This type of cooperation is not easy.  It takes time to grow to a maturity of the heart . . . This growth to maturity might mean that, at certain moments, authority has to be exercised with firmness.  Little by little, as we live and work with others, especially if we are well-guided, we learn to break out of the shell of selfishness and self-centeredness . . .
	“We all have to discover that there are others like us who have gifts and needs; no one of us is the center of the world.  We are a small but important part in our universe.  We all have a part to play.  We need one another.”

	Vanier was, I believe, truly inspired by the Holy Spirit.  Through the L’Arche communities that he founded, a little bit of the “new heavens and the new earth” - of which we heard in the second reading - is being realized.  It happens to be our calling, too.  

This week, I continue a series on our parish mission, and some next steps that we must take to go forward in pursuing our Mission.  The Mission of our parish is nothing less than to contribute to the creation of “a new heaven and a new earth” - lofty language, yes.  What it means for us right here, is that we have work to do in helping people come to a personal encounter with Christ, to become friends of Christ, disciples of the Lord, and to grow in that discipleship of Christ.  Everything we do must be ordered to that.  What Jean Vanier saw as the mission of his life - to reach out to people with disabilities and special needs, so that they could become part of a community, contributing their own unique gifts to the building of that community and becoming part of a more humane and loving world that can in turn open itself up to know God - that really does help us to know our own mission, and how to pursue it.   

Last week, I spoke about our common calling to share in the “shepherding work” of the Good Shepherd.  And yes - as a pastor, there are certain things that fall squarely on my shoulders that I’m responsible for.  But, no one is “off the hook” - every one of us is called to contribute what we are able, to contribute to the building up of the Body.  There are many different roles that must be filled if we are to grow and to thrive as a parish.  It is now almost one year since we have been formally established as St. Peter’s Parish.  There is a serious need to develop a particular role of leadership here.  We are over-due for creating a pastoral council for the Parish.  We really need to develop a body of “elders.” But how to do that?  Well, listen again to the Acts of the Apostles, which we just heard as our First Reading:  
“They appointed elders in each church and, with prayer and fasting, commended them to the Lord in whom they had put their faith.”  
	Did you hear that?  “With prayer and fasting.”  That is - very intentionally seeking God’s guidance, Holy Spirit-led decision making.  It’s more than simply putting up a few names on a ballot and having an election.

	And so going forward, that is what we will do.  We need a pastoral council - “elders,” if you will, who will assist me in shepherding this parish.  Those with whom I can consult.  Those who can strive with me to refine a vision for our parish as we go forward.  Life has changed dramatically in our culture, and in our local community over the years.  And it will require ongoing prayerful reflection and deliberation, and effort, to meet the changing atmosphere of our culture and community to bring the light of the Gospel in a fresh and compelling way.   

	Let me share with you some particulars about how we will form a Pastoral Council:

It will be more concerned with long term vision and planning, not just managing day-to-day affairs of parish, or representing “churches” or ministries
Everyone is invited to consider whether they’re called to serve on the Parish Pastoral Council
In addition to being a registered member of the parish who has received all the Sacraments of Initiation (i.e., Baptism, Eucharist, and Confirmation), one must also have completed, or be committed to the following:
participating in and completing an Alpha course
Read Divine Renovation by Fr. James Mallon
Complete the Clifton Strengths Finder analysis - a tool that can help discover one’s talents, aptitudes, strengths.  It will help in forming a team, to see where and how various members of a team complement one another.
Those interested, who feel that they might be called to serve on the Pastoral Council, will be invited to participate in an Evening of Prayer, and participate in a process of discernment to see what the Lord wants for our parish
After a couple of opportunities to hear about the Pastoral Council requirements, and more details about the responsibility, and to pray about this possibility, those who feel called to serve in this way will be placed on a ballot for us to choose.   

	Some of you already know that I’m impressed with the work of Fr. James Mallon and the Divine Renovation Network.  Their purpose for being is to help parishes move “from maintenance to mission.”  You’ve heard me speak about this in the past, and I have quoted from Fr. Mallon’s book, Divine Renovation, before.  I’m convinced that what he offers is what we need - re-thinking how we operate as a parish in the midst of a culture that no longer “props up,” or supports, our Christian ethos.  We cannot continue doing things the way they’ve always been done, merely striving to maintain what we once had as a parish and as a diocese in Northern NY.  The cultural forces and post-Christian world in which we live requires that we seek another way to fulfill our Christ-given mission and shepherding work.  We have to go forward without any illusions about the world in which we are called to evangelize and make disciples of Christ.

	Forming a Pastoral Council that is comprised of people who understand this reality of our post-Christian world, and prepared to shoulder the task of developing a pastoral plan that will face the truth about our current culture and state of affairs:  this is an urgent task.  I don’t want to keep doing things like we have always done them, trying to maintain whatever it is that we think we’ve always had - we want to go on offense.  We have souls at stake, and a world around us that doesn’t much care for what the Church is, does, or has to say.   I want us to go on offense, to engage the community and confidently go out to seek the lost and those separated from the fold.  And that is why every member of our new Pastoral Council will be required to read Divine Renovation.  Our Pastoral Council, together with me, will delve deeply into what Divine Renovation means for the life of our Parish.  But this doesn’t mean the Pastoral Council is to simply be a book reading group.  That’s just a starting point.  In addition to reading, reflecting on, and discussing Divine Renovation, the Pastoral Council will assist me in developing a good strategic plan.  A plan that keeps a firm grip on the ultimate purpose for our existence as a parish.  And that requires strategic decisions about what we need - and what we don’t need - to do what we have been called to do, and to be.  

	So, I ask you to pray.  Pray for those who are called, and blessed with gifts and talents needed to serve on a Pastoral Council that will assist me in the work of forming a vision and outlining a plan for the future of our Parish.  Pray, and ask God what it is you might be called to do to help St. Peter’s Parish become more and more what God intends for us to be - and as we pray, trust that what the Lord said from His heavenly throne, He meant for us as well:  
“See, I make all things new.”




