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When our diocese was erected by the Holy See in 2012, Pope Benedict XVI chose Houston as the city 
to host our Cathedral and Chancery offices.  One of the oldest Pastoral Provision parishes, Our Lady of 
Walsingham Catholic Church, was already there, and in the past ten years the campus has only grown.  
We traveled down to Texas for the opening of the Chancery in 2015, and in the meantime the Cathedral 
campus has added a Rectory, a Music Education Building, a Convent, and most recently a High School, 
which will open next month. 

All the buildings on the Cathedral campus are beautiful, built with  native stone in an English gothic 
style that complements the on-site replica of Our Lady of Walsingham’s shrine in Norfolk, England.  I 
hope you have occasion to visit there sometime, but you must be prepared for something one does not 
often encounter in Pennsylvania.  For all of their beauty, most of the buildings that I have just described 
are surrounded by six-foot talk iron fences with spikes that point out on the top.  One cannot knock on the 
Convent or Rectory doors because those residences are completely surrounded by impassable gates.  No 
one from the sidewalk can actually approach the front door of the Rectory or the Convent. 

The gates are all rather imposing, and even if they are not intimidating, they don’t exactly put out the 
welcome mat.  This is so unlike how God came to be among us in Jesus Christ.  If Jesus had come on His 
throne, in all His regal majesty, a good portion of the population would be afraid to approach Him.  But as 
it is, the Lord Jesus came as a baby, in the form most inviting to human interaction.  When we see babies, 
we want to approach them, we want to get a closer look, we want to coo at them and have baby 
conversation.  If their mothers will let us, we want to hold them, and as every mother of a newborn can 
attest, complete strangers will compete to touch babies, even on their faces, such is our fascination, and 
such is the inviting countenance of every baby. 

The manner by which the Lord caused His incarnation serves as a lesson to us.  If we want to be 
inviting so that people want to approach us, we want to avoid the intimidation of an iron fence and 
gatehouse even as we embrace the accessibility of a baby’s smile.  We have done this here in Scranton at 
our parish in two ways.   

First, we have had the doors unlocked to St. Joseph Church all day long since March 20, 2020.  My 
initial reason for this was the pandemic, when so many churches went on lock-down.  I figured that if so 
many parishes are not offering public Masses and so many churches are locked up like Fort Knox, we 
could at least allow people to come in and pray.  We have since that time maintained this policy, so that 



from 6:00 AM to 5:00 PM most days, and sometimes later, people can come in here and adore the Lord, 
whose countenance is so inviting. 

Second, we have not erected gigantic fences to keep people away from the doors of our several 
residences here on campus:  119 and 115 Ferdinand, plus the Convent and Rectory.  For one thing, we 
don’t have money to do that, even if we were tempted.  But more importantly, even with a school on 
campus we want to appear receptive to visitors.  The fences we do have are intended to keep wandering 
youngsters in, not keep people out.  Fourteen thousand cars pass us on Main Street each day, and this 
means we occasionally get interesting visitors, some of whom we have to escort out; but most are 
harmless and want only to see the face of Jesus.  This no-iron-fence/open-door policy does, of course, 
make us somewhat vulnerable.  On one occasion in the ten years we have lived here, I have had to shove 
a person through my doorway to keep him from entering the Rectory.  And many of you have 
encountered residents from the home across the street often found lounging on our front stairs, smoking 
or waving a toothbrush.  Yet for all of our vulnerability we are like the Baby Jesus in our receptivity to all 
those who want to approach the Throne of Grace. 

I want you to do the same.  I want to encourage you to make your homes, within reason, the same 
way.  The Church is not the only place people come seeking solace, or assistance, or even just a listening 
ear.  They might also seek out you in your home, a vessel of grace meant to comfort and strengthen the 
needy and weak in this valley of tears.  Is your home a fortress or a nursery, and on which door are the 
naked and hungry more likely to knock? 


