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Chapter 1 – The Church of Stockton today and tomorrow

[sidebar]

Most Reverend Stephen E. Blaire 


“Alive for God in Christ Jesus” (Romans 6:11b) is Bishop Stephen E. Blaire’s motto. It expresses his deep belief that every fiber of our being must be vital and alive to the Will of God as taught to us by Jesus Christ. Appointed bishop of the Diocese of Stockton on January 18, 1999, he was installed in March of that year.


Born in Los Angeles, he grew up in the San Fernando Valley. He was the twelfth of  Edward Blaire’s fourteen children and Mollie’s first, since Edward had been widowed twice. He attended St. John’s College and St. John’s Seminary (earning a master’s degree in religion) before being ordained on April 29, 1967. Later he studied at California State University, where he earned a master’s degree in secondary school administration, then studied at the doctoral level at the University of Southern California. 


The young Father Blaire served as an associate pastor and as a high school teacher and administrator till 1986, when he was appointed chancellor  and moderator of the Curia of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles. Then-Archbishop Roger Mahony consecrated him a bishop in 1990 to serve as an auxiliary. During these years, he had a leadership role in implementing the reorganization of the archdiocese into decentralized pastoral regions. 


Cardinal Mahony described Bishop Blaire as “a very pastoral and sensitive bishop, a great organizer and administrator. He has a wonderful sense of humor and he loves people” (address delivered at Bishop Blaire’s installation in Stockton).


In his “Message to the People of God” at his installation as Stockton’s fifth bishop, Bishop Blaire committed himself to service, saying, “Together we are a communion of believers rooted in the Word of God, strengthened by the Holy Spirit and sent forth to transform the face of the earth. I wish to love you as Christ has loved us so that we might love one another. I wish to cooperate with all people of good will for that which is right and just.”  

[end of sidebar]

.........

A rich diocese 

When Bishop Stephen E. Blaire arrived in the Diocese of Stockton in March 1999, he noticed a “warm sense of belonging and a devout Catholic faith.” He recognized that the diocese’s rural character fostered ties of family, friendship and community, a spirit that builds church community as well.  


He recognized the richness of the diocese’s ethnic diversity and rejoiced to find many young people active in their churches. 


Bishop Blaire came with a sense of vocation, seeing the bishop as a source of unity for the local Church, “one in faith, prayer and service.” He acknowledged his role as also linking the local Church with the universal Church, in communion with the bishop of Rome. As part of the college of Bishops, each bishop shares responsibility for the universal Church. But that same connection exists in each parish as well. “The Church of Stockton is responsible for the Church in Africa, Afghanistan, etc.,” he says. 


Bishop Blaire finds inspiration in Pope John Paul II’s Apostolic Letter “At the Beginning of the New Millennium,” (ABNM). Its message echoed through a day of recollection for diocesan staff and volunteer leaders, with its focus on “the contemplation of the face of Christ: Christ considered in his historical features and in his mystery, Christ known through his manifold presence in the Church and in the world” (ABNM #15).

Thumbnail sketch

The Diocese of Stockton is made up of more than 216,000 Catholics, perhaps as many as 400,000 according to some estimates. Catholics represent nearly 20 percent of the total population of the counties of Alpine, Calaveras, Mono, San Joaquin, Stanislaus and Tuolumne, an area of 10,023 square miles. Within the diocese are thirty-two parishes, fourteen missions and two stations. Priests, sisters, brothers, deacons, lay ministers and countless volunteers serve the spiritual needs of a considerably diverse faith community. 

Even before there was an American diocese in California, Catholics had arrived in the Central Valley. The Gold Rush drew such a wide variety of people that from its beginning the area had a colorful diversity.  

Rooted in the land, the local Church grew among farmers whose fields and orchards provided food and cash crops such as walnuts, asparagus and grapes. The seasonal nature of the agriculture draws migrant workers, perhaps as many as 20,000, living part of the year in the diocese. Canneries also employ workers in seasonal patterns. The great inland port on the San Joaquin River employs dock-workers, whose labor sends the fruits of the rich land across the earth. The area has always been a magnet for immigrant groups, most of whom made their living on the land in the past. Small local businesses and a professional community developed to serve the community. 

A changing picture 

The traditional picture is changing rapidly. 

The small family farm is gradually but relentlessly disappearing in response to large-scale economic pressures. More people are hungry and/or homeless. 

Population explosion is driving changes. People and businesses that find themselves priced out of the Bay area have come to the Valley seeking more affordable homes and business sites. Increasing numbers are an obvious reality. So is the loss of farmland, and with it the rural identity. As bedroom communities mushroom, with their relatively transient population, tradition and stability are affected. More industry with low-paying jobs offers a fragile economic base for families. 

Several new parishes will be needed. 

Meanwhile, refugees from other countries enter the area with their distinctive needs.

Challenges for the Church

Bishop Blaire sees these new developments as challenges to the local Church. High among his major goals is strengthening and deepening unity and collaboration in and among  parishes and within local communities. His three years in the diocese have been devoted to this goal. 

Unity is  “experienced through actions connecting congregations,” he explains, “and through sharing material and spiritual gifts. We need to expand our minds and  hearts.”

Arriving on the threshold of the Great Jubilee of 2000, he drew upon that graced moment to initiate parish assemblies on the topic of forgiveness and four sacramental services of Reconciliation throughout the diocese to address divisions that had caused much pain in recent years (see Chapter 4). 

The bishop’s community-building is a two-way street. Welcoming priests to his home and hosting an open house for lay leaders each Christmas represent his wide availability. His visits to ethnic communities, such as Vietnamese, Hmong, and Khmu allow him to become better acquainted with their lives and distinctive gifts. Each year he makes an autumn pastoral visit to about ten parishes, preaching at all Masses, celebrating the sacraments, meeting with parish leaders, visiting the children, and spending some time with the homebound.

Liturgy is “the Church at its summit of activity,” says Bishop Blaire. He hopes that attention to the quality of parish liturgies will nourish the Body of Christ. A series of liturgy workshops addressed this hope. Multiple languages and cultures are enriching but also pose problems. According to Father John Foster, director of the Office for Worship, “Multicultural liturgy is the biggest challenge to the Church today, especially the Church in the West. We are asking, ‘How do you celebrate the one Paschal mystery of Jesus Christ where everyone can be together and celebrate as one family, one body of Christ?’ ”

In 2001, the diocese focused on liturgical education to enhance the prayer life of the worshiping community. In 2002, the focus is on social ministry, reaching out to those who are poor and most vulnerable. “Preaching the Just Word” is the theme of the priests’ annual retreat. Amid the rich cultural and racial diversity of her members, the Church seeks to build a unity centered in Christ. The year 2003 will focus on the catechetical ministry of teaching the word of God and forming all in the faith. 

Planning for holiness

Organizational planning lays a foundation, says Bishop Blaire, for a local Church ready to meet the future needs of God’s people. The Pope’s letter calls for pastoral planning for holiness, saying, “[T]he paths to holiness are personal and call for a genuine ‘training in holiness’ adapted to people's needs. This training must integrate the resources offered to everyone with both the traditional forms of individual and group assistance, as well as the more recent forms of support offered in associations and movements recognized by the Church” (ABNM #31). 

“How to hand on the faith in the family and in the family of the Church, and to support that mission in a systematic way?” That is the question faced by Chancellor Sister Barbara A. Thiella, SND de N, whose responsibility is coordinating ministries which serve the parishes. 

She affirms that the operating principal of the recent organizational restructuring is “communion,” that is, fostering of unity and communication. Inter-departmental brainstorming brings energies and resources together around overlapping issues, e.g., how to welcome new immigrant groups, from the perspectives of different ministry clusters: education, liturgy, social ministry, administration, etc.

A newly reorganized presbyteral council enhances networking among the priests and connects with committees on Liturgy and Spirituality, Social Ministry, Evangelization, Formation and Education and Priestly Life and Ministry all including broad membership. The new financial plan has put in place a council and a master trust in which each parish has a membership. This trust underlies one of Bishop Blaire’s chief concerns: that each part of the Body of Christ has a responsibility for the whole, whether in the diocese or in the Church universal.

Catholic education is alive and well, but funding remains a high priority in order for all children to have access. Sister Emilie Schenone, OP, Director of Formation for the Permanent Diaconate, notes that parish schools have traditionally been a place where Catholics of all ethnic and social groups have come together. 

Communication is an on-going concern, within and among the diocesan structures, among ethnic groups and between parishes. Bishop Blaire also wants to encourage ecumenical and civic collaboration. Monsignor Richard Ryan, the vicar general, observes that “Our success as Church will be based on our ability to reach out.” 

 The bishop’s other pervasive concern is to filter every activity or structure with the question, “How does this help those most in need, or the marginalized?” Social ministries address needs through direct services and through action for social change.   

The synod of 2005 

Addressing all these challenges will engage leaders from among the whole People of God in the Diocese of Stockton: Bishop, priests and deacons, laity and religious, men and women, all ethnic and language groups, in a diocesan synod, planned for 2005. This great event will lay out a pastoral plan. Preparations for it will be the responsibility of a diocesan pastoral council which Bishop Blaire will convoke in 2003. The same council will help to implement the synod results. The synod will seek to identify what needs in the parishes can best be served from a central point, with diocesan resources, says Sister Barbara.


What does Bishop Blaire envision in the decade ahead? A Church with 

· increased sense of community and interaction among ethnic groups,

· strong youth movement,

· strong religious education and religious formation programs,

· richer liturgies, 

· parishes with an increased sense of responsibility to the rest of the local Church and to the world.

“Forward in hope!”

The Church of Stockton marks its fortieth anniversary as a diocese in 2002. Rooted in faith, matured by shared suffering, it looks forward. 

In the words of Pope John Paul II, “Let us go forward in hope! A new millennium is opening before the Church like a vast ocean upon which we shall venture, relying on the help of Christ. The Son of God, who became incarnate two thousand years ago out of love for humanity, is at work even today: we need discerning eyes to see this and, above all, a generous heart to become the instruments of his work.... Now, the Christ whom we have contemplated and loved bids us to set out once more on our journey.... [W]e can count on the power of  the same Spirit who was poured out at Pentecost and who impels us still today to start out anew, sustained by the hope ‘which does not disappoint’ (Romans 5:5)” (ABNM #58). 

[sidebar] 

2002: Priests, 99; Brothers, 4; Sisters, 54; Permanent Deacons, 34; Lay ministers, 27; Catholic Hospitals, 3; High Schools, 2; Elementary Schools, 12; Infant Baptisms, 5893; Adult Baptisms, 333; First Communions, 3,871; Confirmations, 2106; Marriages, 868; Catholic Population, 216,919 registered; Parishes, 32; Missions, 12; Stations 2

