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We have arrived once again to this moment of reflection as we near the end of another year. As I look 

back over 2021, I see wonderful things to be celebrated. As I look forward to 2022, I am inspired with 

hope for the future. 2020 was a year of crisis for our world, our nation, and our parish community, in 

the midst of worldwide pandemic, a bitter and divisive political season, and the turmoil of living our 

Catholic Christian faith in an increasingly secularized world. 2021 gave us a little bit of breathing 

room and time to adjust to the new realities the world is throwing at us. And it has helped shape a 

new vision of ministry and evangelization in my heart. It is that new vision that I would like to 

present as the overarching theme of the upcoming year, a theme which I will present at the 

conclusion of this address, namely, that evangelization is precisely about personal invitation.  

First, I would like to take a moment to celebrate the successes and high points of 2021 here at the 

Basilica. In 2018, we formulated a five-year strategic plan that included a mission statement, a vision 

statement, and strategic priorities. This past year, we truly lived out our mission: 

The Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul in Chattanooga, Tennessee, exists to proclaim Jesus Christ, the font of all 

Truth, Beauty, and Goodness, and we continue His mission to form disciples from all peoples according to the 

tradition and patrimony of the Catholic Church. 

The primary way that mission is carried out is through sacramental fruitfulness. We have celebrated 

132 Baptisms, 111 Confirmations, 119 First Holy Communions, and 28 weddings. 37 people came into 

the Church through the rites of initiation. We assisted several couples in regularizing their marriage 

situation, and we have celebrated more than 25 funerals, burials, and memorials, of all ages, in both 

the Spanish and English communities.  

I would like to highlight the other vocation of service, that of Holy Orders. This year our parish has 

two seminarians discerning their call to the priesthood, and several others who are prayerfully 

considering how God might be calling them and are open to this radical vocation of service to the 

Church. Nicholas Hickman is in his second year of seminary at my alma mater, Conception Seminary 

College in northwest Missouri. His joy and enthusiasm are infectious, and we look forward to his 

continued growth and maturity as he continues to discern God’s call for his life. The other vocation is 

that of Kevin Doerge. He came to our parish as a young adult and jumped in with both feet, 

especially to our Haiti apostolate, among other areas of parish life. This past year, he discerned a call 

to priestly life in the community of St. John Cantius in Chicago, Illinois. He entered the novitiate on 

the Feast of St. John the Baptist this past summer and continues his discernment there. I encourage 

you to keep both of these young men in your prayers. If you would like to send a note or greeting to 

either of them, contact the parish office, and we will happily share their contact information to you. 

Pray also that many more young men would consider the priesthood. We would also encourage any 

other young men and women to consider the religious life if God is calling them in that way.  
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On the level of the spiritual life of the parish, we have been able to engage the Year of St. Joseph that 

Pope Francis called for through various devotions throughout the week. We have resumed many of 

our annual devotions, such as the Our Lady of Guadalupe procession, Stations of the Cross, the May 

Crowning, our Corpus Christi procession, and other devotional opportunities.  

We have had more than a year of the weekly celebration of the Traditional Latin Mass here at the 

Basilica. We had been offering this more ancient form of the Roman rite once a month, since 

Christmas 2014. And as we came back from the pandemic and opened our churches again, the 

community discerned that many of our parishioners have asked for and would benefit from a weekly 

celebration of this more ancient use of the Roman rite. The attendance has been strong and consistent 

and it truly is serving the needs of many of our parishioners and glorifies God in a very beautiful 

way. It is a great enrichment to the spiritual offering of our parish. We had a time of discernment 

when Pope Francis issued his motu proprio, Traditionis Custodes, but we are grateful for the support 

of Bishop Stika, who has graciously provided for the continuation of the celebration of the Latin Mass 

in our parish.  

Something new we have started this year is to highlight particular prayer intentions through our new 

Pray for Us ministry, which communicates needs and prayer intentions to the parish as well as 

partnering parishioners for mutual support and encouragement. Many people have been going 

through great tragedies and major issues, and I am proud of our parish’s response of accompaniment 

of parishioners who are struggling. I have seen the Spirit moving and alive in the midst of great trials. 

This is a true fruitfulness of our mission as a parish.  

We have seen growth in many areas of engagement with our parishioners and the broader 

community. Our internal ministries have seen growth in participation, even after being shut down by 

the pandemic – altar servers, usher ministry, altar ministry, sacristans, lectors, security team, and 

sacred music have all seen growth and commitment. In the Catholic Motherhood ministry, we have 

expanded the leadership team, communications, meal trains, and even created a new branch of this 

ministry for moms of infants. We continue to support the Young Adults group, Catholic Chatt, and 

its many activities, and our Middle and High School Youth Group has continued to thrive under the 

leadership of Kalista Bartee and Jenny Haug. There are still changes afoot in that area, as Jenny has 

been offered a great opportunity to return to her home city of Nashville to help lead the diocesan 

youth ministry there. We are discerning the next steps of the Youth Ministry with great hope and 

anticipation.  

We have resumed our Religious Education program, and it is going strong. This past year, our 

Director of Religious Education, Danielle Stradley, stepped down from that position in order to focus 

more on other areas of her life, though she continues to volunteer her time and talent in this area. As 

a result of that, we were able to discern a new leader and are pleased to have Florence Porter, who 

has taken up the mantle of Director of Religious Education. Under her leadership we have adopted a 

new curriculum and are expanding our offerings and hope to include, among other things, more 

Catechesis of the Good Shepherd in years to come. Our St. Ambrose Catholic Homeschool Co-op has 

resumed meeting on campus, as our parish effort to provide support for those who choose Catholic 
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homeschooling. We are still open to a future opportunity to support Catholic education at all levels, 

including the possibility of partnering with Regina Caeli Academy hybrid school. Our American 

Heritage Girls and Trail Life troops have started back in person, and I am grateful for the leaders and 

volunteers that make these wonderful opportunities happen for the benefit of the youth of our parish. 

I myself am a product of the scouting movement and fully support these efforts that form our young 

people in virtue.  

Our Hispanic Ministry continues to grow and thrive. We average about 750 people between the two 

Spanish Masses we offer every Sunday. We also support the work and ministry of two Houses of 

Prayer that engage our parishioners in their neighborhoods in prayer, Bible study, and social 

interaction. They are the front lines of evangelization, inviting people to the fuller life of faith through 

the sacraments in the Catholic Church. The Immaculate Conception House of Prayer has just recently 

entered into negotiations to buy the building that they currently occupy off Rossville Blvd., so they 

are excited to have the stability of this space for years to come. In 2019, we bought a building on 23rd 

Street, in conjunction with the Santa Cruz House of Prayer, as a replacement for All Saints Academy, 

which we had lost due to infrastructure issues. We tried to renovate this new building and to bring it 

up to codes and regulations, but after two years of planning and study, we discerned that it would be 

cost-prohibitive for us to continue, and we decided to sell the building for a profit and look for 

alternative means of serving the community. Meanwhile, we have found a location for our Hispanic 

parish ministries that Sister Imelda runs, in a building on North Holtzclaw Ave. In this space, many 

important community activities, education, and sacramental preparation classes are taking place. But 

our Santa Cruz House of Prayer community, for the time being, is using Varallo Parish Hall, as they 

continue to look for another suitable location for their ministry.  

We have also been able to reach out to the community at large through our many partnerships. We 

have conducted food drives for the Community Kitchen and helped out the St. Vincent de Paul 

Society. We continued to support the RISE UP Cooperative, founded by one of our very own 

parishioners, Sandy Pricer, which helps educate at-risk youth by giving them life skills to help them 

achieve success. Our Knights of Columbus Council has continued to be active and involved in many 

different events and efforts to help our community. Most recently we have begun a Buy-Nothing 

group, a convenient channel for practicing charity and solidarity within the Basilica community. We 

also have highlighted many parishioners’ involvement in the community at large, including Nathan 

Bird’s Chattanooga Civics website and podcast, La Paz Chattanooga, ecumenical outreach, and 

ministry and service to the poor and homeless. This past year saw a threat to the right to life by 

Planned Parenthood’s increasing presence in our community. Our pro-life ministry partnered with 

Greater Chattanooga Right to Life in stopping Planned Parenthood’s designs to enter the community, 

holding a rally at the Basilica to encourage people to sign a petition protesting their efforts. We also 

continue to support the Baby Bottle benefit for Catholic Charities Pregnancy Help Center. 

While this first post-pandemic year has not afforded many opportunities for concerts, we did have a 

well-received piano recital offered by Fr. Valentin, and we look forward to his next one, scheduled 

December 11. We also hosted two Chattanooga Symphony & Opera concerts at a time when they 

didn’t have a home.  
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The Fr. Patrick Ryan Cause for Canonization continues. In September of 2020, we opened the official 

Inquiry, and that Inquiry continues through our interviewing many people who spoke about the life 

and ministry of Fr. Ryan and his impact in their lives. We also celebrated the exhumation of his 

mortal remains and transfer of his body to the Basilica, where he is now entombed in the beautiful 

sepulcher underneath the fourteenth station of the cross. We hope that this Inquiry will be concluded 

sometime next year and that we can send our petition to the Holy Father in Rome for his 

consideration of the heroic offering of life of Fr. Patrick Ryan.  

We have experienced many transitions this year in our personnel at the parish. Besides the youth 

ministers and DRE’s I mentioned above, we also had a change of clergy. Fr. Moises Moreno, who had 

been assigned to the parish for Hispanic Ministry, was called to the Gatlinburg-Pigeon Forge area to 

serve the many Hispanics who have moved to that area and desperately need pastoral support.  

In September, we had the sudden death of our beloved Dcn. Tom McConnell, who had been such a 

wonderful part of our parish ministries since 2017. We will especially miss his beautiful homilies, his 

teaching and ministering, as well as his organizational help at the parish. I am happy to report that 

his wife Brenda, who is already very engaged in the parish, desires to take up the baton of The 

Deacon’s Table and continue this wonderful adult faith formation opportunity. I am immensely 

grateful for her dedication to serve the parish community in the many ways she does. However, even 

in the midst of the tragedy of Dcn. Tom’s sudden passing, we see the hand of God’s Divine 

Providence. Before we lost Dcn. Tom, the Lord was preparing another deacon in our midst. This past 

weekend we introduced Dcn. Joe Hartz and his wife Sherry to the parish. We look forward to getting 

to know them as they come on board. We are grateful for all the ministry that Dcn. Joe will be 

offering to our community in the months and years ahead.  

One of the ways that Dcn. Tom had helped me in the past year was facilities and maintenance. Our 

campus with many old buildings requires a lot of upkeep. In addition, we have been planning capital 

improvements that require a lot of oversight. Dcn. Tom had graciously stepped in to be my proxy in 

the Facilities Engineering Maintenance Advisory Council (FEMAC), comprised of several volunteer 

professionals from our parish community. I am grateful for the work of Dcn. Tom and all those who 

serve on the FEMAC.  

We had a very successful Under One Roof capital campaign that sought specifically to address our 

strategic priority of Facilities Preservation. The pledge drive took place this spring, and the pledge 

period will continue for three years. We have a total of $1.73 million pledged and already have 41% 

collected to date. How awesome is the generosity of our parishioners and those invested in the 

beauty of our parish! I am grateful for Debbie Cliche and Cathy Palisoc, who chaired this effort. As to 

the specific areas we raised the money for, we are getting close to realizing some of the projects that 

will accomplish our goal. Our long-awaited roof repair is scheduled to begin in November, as soon as 

the materials arrive. As you know, many things are delayed these days because of supply shortages. 

This is the case with our roof project. However, we are grateful to be able to repair the roof soon and 

protect the infrastructure of our beautiful Basilica church. It is thanks to the pledge payments we 

have already received that we are able to fund this project. We are also working diligently to finalize 
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the plans for the renovation of our heating and air conditioning of the church, and we hope to order 

the materials soon so that we can update these things before next summer’s heat wave. We do not 

expect to have to move out of the church to accomplish this. However, we may have to temporarily 

close down Varallo Parish Hall. We also continue to make plans to renovate the space below the 

vestibule to expand our usable footprint for large group gatherings.  

We saw some relief in our space needs this year with the move of the Tribunal for the Diocese of 

Knoxville, of which I have been named to serve as the Judicial Vicar. The Tribunal had been housed 

in our parish offices as of July 2020. As of July 1st this past year, we moved into a suite of offices 

across the street, and it has freed up the very cramped office space that we had shared and has 

allowed us to recapture the conference room and offices for our parish personnel once again. I am 

grateful for the parish and especially the office staff for their graciousness in sharing the space for a 

year with this important ministry that serves the whole of the diocese.  

Thanks to your offertory giving this year, we have now purchased a hearing assistance system for the 

hearing-impaired. This would have already been installed, had it not been for the two people heading 

this project falling ill with COVID-19. We are grateful that both are recovering. This new system will 

answer the needs of many who have asked us for assistance, particularly due to the parish’s natural 

resonance and the innate difficulty of amplifying the spoken word in a space suited to choral singing 

and Gregorian chant. Not a bad problem to have! 

A bonus to our successful capital campaign was that it gave us an opportunity for outreach to our 

parishioners. And that is the inspiration for the theme that I would like to develop for this next year. 

In the course of the capital campaign, we made personal contact with many, if not most, of our 

parishioners. This one-on-one contact generated a lot of excitement and enthusiasm, but also 

highlighted so many people’s sufferings and difficulties that otherwise would have been hidden or 

unknown to me as the pastor or to our fellow parishioners. It inspired me to contemplate this reality, 

that if we spent this much energy and effort to raise monetary capital, what would prevent us from 

spending this same amount of zeal and energy for the spiritual capital for which this parish truly 

exists? In the course of discussions, especially with the Parish Pastoral Council, we discerned the 

need to have a follow-up outreach campaign that our youth member termed “soul outreach”. It has 

led me to deepen this notion and ground it in the Church’s universal call for evangelization. What I 

discovered during the capital campaign is that every phone call and engagement we had with a 

parishioner was an invitation to invest in the parish, and this same invitation can be applied to the 

work of the spiritual life of the parish. The theology of invitation is the theology of evangelization. In 

this upcoming year, I would like us to focus as a parish on one-on-one outreach. There is Biblical 

precedence to this. In the Gospel of John, Chapter 1, we hear the story of Jesus’ calling of the first 

disciples. Two particular disciples highlight this theme, namely, Andrew and Philip:  

“Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, was one of the two who heard John and followed Jesus. He first 

found his own brother Simon and told him, ‘We have found the Messiah’…. Then he brought him to 

Jesus. The next day he decided to go to Galilee, and he found Philip…. Philip found Nathanael and 
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told him, ‘We have found the one about whom Moses wrote in the law, and also the prophets, Jesus, 

son of Joseph, from Nazareth.’ “ (John 1:40-45) 

These stories highlight the importance of personal invitation to a relationship with our Lord Jesus 

Christ and with his bride, the Church. I have been personally edified by the witness of many of our 

parishioners who naturally have this gift and this boldness to invite people to a deeper relationship 

with Jesus and His Church. Relationships of parishioners with one another and with visitors and 

strangers are the building blocks for community. My mother would always sarcastically quip to us 

when she was waiting for us to act on anything, “What are you waiting on? A personal invitation?” 

The truth is that many people are waiting on a personal invitation, and the easiest way to get people 

engaged is precisely this. No matter how many times we run an ad in the bulletin or post things to 

our website or social media, nothing outperforms a one-on-one invitation with the result of active 

participation and engagement in whatever activity we are hosting. But if we relied solely on the 

pastor or clergy to be making all these personal invitations, we would fail consistently, as the clergy 

are limited by our own humanity and capacities, just like everybody else. This is where the vocation 

of the laity enters in. Every single member of the Church receives the vocation of evangelizing from 

their Baptism. Many will balk at this vocation, perhaps even paraphrasing the question of Cain to 

God, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The answer through all divine revelation is a resounding, “Yes, I 

am my brother’s keeper, and I am responsible for announcing the Good News to my neighbor.” In the 

work of evangelization, every Christian has a part to play. In the Scriptures, we hear about the 

wedding feast being prepared, when the servants of the master are sent out to invite all to the 

wedding feast. They went into the highways and the byways to gather all they could find to come to 

the wedding feast. This is indeed a paradigm for evangelization.  

This is the particular vocation of the laity, who live in the world of work, of neighborhoods, of 

community centers. There in the highways and byways, they accomplish their unique role of imbuing 

the secular order with the spirit of the Gospel (Canon 225 §2). This one-on-one outreach and 

invitation is what will make the Church thrive and grow. It means that each of us must have our own 

deep relationship with the Lord our God and with His Church.  

The first step in this theme of evangelization as invitation is that we have to be evangelized ourselves, 

just like Andrew and Philip, before we reach out to the Simons and Nathanaels of our life. I would 

like to emphasize the individual life of interior prayer, that is the basic building block of Christian 

life. We first must have a one-on-one relationship with the Lord our God, who encounters us and 

loves us, so that we can be inspired to reach out to others. Only then can God use us to find the lost 

sheep and bring them back to the friend and lover of their souls. 

There are many spiritualities in the Church that help people to grow in the life of the Spirit. The 

spirituality that has inspired me over the years and to which I am now more closely committed is that 

of the Way of St. Benedict. St. Benedict was the father of Western monasticism. And the monastic life 

is the mastering of the interior life of the soul. This past fall at my retreat, I made my final oblation as 

a priest Oblate of St. Benedict, and I pray that this oblation will bear much fruit in my ministry here at 

Sts. Peter and Paul. The Rule of St. Benedict and the way laid down for monks can inspire even the 
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laity in shaping the interior life of the soul. While most of us cannot flee the world to a monastic cell, 

all of us are called to have our hermitage within. St. John Paul II characterized this as “contemplatives 

in action”. We have to make every effort to adorn the Holy of Holies in the temple of our souls, to 

plant the seeds of the fruits of the kingdom in the garden of our heart, and attend in silence and 

adoration, in the interior hermitage to which we must daily withdraw, to encounter the intimate love 

of our God. One concrete way that I have expressed this at the Basilica has been the two moments of 

silence in our Masses:  one following the homily, in which we invite the Word proclaimed into our 

hearts and minds, that it might water the garden of our soul. The other is the moment of silence after 

reception of Holy Communion, that we might invite the Lamb of God, whose Blood was shed on the 

Cross into the Holy of Holies of the temple of our souls, that He might redeem us by His Blood 

sprinkled in the inmost reaches. The doors of our soul must be open to Him as he stands at the door 

and knocks. These moments of silence are some of the concrete ways in which we enrich our 

individual life of prayer, so imperative to the work of evangelization. Before the pandemic, I had 

begun the meeting of a group of people inspired by the life and writings of St. Benedict to form a 

group of lay Benedictine Oblates. This group has not met since the pandemic. However, I would like 

to resume that somehow, to be discerned in the future. Whatever your spirituality, you must engage 

it, so as to encounter the living God, who sends us forth. 

Now there are many opportunities, once we do go forth, to encounter one another – that is, to do the 

“finding” of the lost sheep of those in need of being brought to Jesus, just like Andrew, who found 

Simon; and Philip, who found Nathanael. We just recently had a parishioner ask if they could set up 

an invitation table after the Masses, and I graciously said yes. It is as simple as having a place that we 

can invite newcomers to, to meet parishioners and to get plugged in to the many activities of our 

parish. This is a simple effort which I think will bear much fruit. It doesn’t have to be well-thought-

out or organized completely at the outset. Every effort can bear fruit, even if it is sporadic or 

makeshift. But there are certain ministries that have been established and are great opportunities to 

spring forth from for this ministry of invitation. We have our Blessed Virgin Mary Visitation Guild 

that visits our homebound parishioners. We have our new Pray for Us ministry that partners people 

with parishioners in difficult circumstances. And we are presently discerning a new ministry called 

the Saints Anna and Simeon Society, to help individuals in irregular marriage situations remain in 

the truth of Christ and find spiritual benefit in staying faithful to the vows of marriage, even when 

they can’t be lived in ordinary circumstances.  

If you are waiting for your personal invitation, here it is. I invite you to enter more deeply into the 

mission of our parish to evangelize and to invite people into a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. 

May Jesus Christ be praised! Now and forever.  

 

Humbly submitted by 

Very Rev. J. David Carter, JCL, JV 

Pastor and Rector 


