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March 8, 2023 6:00 p.m.  St. Augustine Cathedral 

Opening Mass of the first-ever Synod for the Diocese of Kalamazoo: 

“On Priestly Life and Ministry” 

(Jer.18:18-20; 1 Cor. 12:4-13; Mt. 20:17-28) 

My Brother Priests, Brother Deacons, all of us, Sisters and Brothers in Christ--- 
 
With the Gospel Reading from the Second Sunday of Lent just a few days ago, I 

feel like Peter in the moment of the Glorious Transfiguration of His Lord Jesus, on 
the mountaintop, along with Moses and Elijah, who didn’t know what else to say 
but: “Lord, it is good that we are here!”  And that’s what I say to all of you here in 
our beautiful Cathedral, along with all who may be joining us virtually, on this 
Wednesday evening, 14 days into our 40-day Lenten Journey:  It’s SO good to be 
here---together---at the end of a long, otherwise ordinary day of ministry, work, 
and parish/family responsibilities, to celebrate this special, “Transfiguration” type 
of extraordinary moment in the life of our Diocese. 

   
Under the maternal intercession of our Blessed Mother, I called for this first-

ever Diocesan Synod on her Birthday last September, and since then, somewhat 
quietly, the Synodal process has been underway: first through a small group who 
have been planning and designing the best process for us to follow, and have 
guided and coordinated the first two Phases of our Synod, the Listening and 
Consultative Phases, which have now been completed. 

  
This evening’s Mass is the formal Opening of the Synodal Phase: those who 

have been chosen to be the official Delegates: all our active priests, 
representatives from our Diaconate community, Religious Life, Lay Leaders from 
each of our five Deaneries, and from our special Lay Movements in our Diocese.  
Also present here this evening are many of the Faithful, who, along with the 
remainder of the Faithful of our Diocese, will be keeping us in prayer.  I am very 
grateful to all Delegates for your involvement; and to everyone else for your 
prayerful support.  And how essential it is that we begin with the celebration of 
the Eucharist, the “source and summit of our Faith”; here where we experience, 
not the Transfigured Jesus, but rather the Transubstantiated Lord Jesus, in the 



2 
 

fullness of His Word, and in His Real Presence in His Body and Blood, given for us, 
as our Food for the Journey. 

 
Jesus came to show us the Way, to reveal to us the Truth, and to help us to live 

the fullness of Life in Him.  And He has also shown us how to be Faithful to Him, 
no matter what the circumstances are of the world in which we live.  We heard 
Jesus reveal to His Apostles in this evening’s Gospel what He, the Son of God, 
would soon encounter when He arrived in Jerusalem: that He would “be handed 
over to the chief priests and scribes, who will condemn Him to death, hand Him 
over to the Gentiles, to be mocked and scourged and crucified---and that He will 
be raised on the third day.”  Jesus’ Victory over sin and death gives us the 
confidence to know that we can follow Him in our own day and time, in spite of 
our challenges and difficulties. 

 
Think of times of controversy, challenges to the very culture of the current 

time: sharp divisions of people: some struggling to hold to tradition, with others 
wanting to live and act in new ways; those who support and follow one group of 
leaders, while others advocate for authority to be placed elsewhere.  That 
summary of circumstances could describe our own day and time, but I was really 
describing the circumstances of the early Church, just a few decades after Jesus’ 
Ascension, involving the nascent Christian community trying to find it’s Way apart 
from all that they had known in their Jewish Faith.  How was this “new Way” to be 
structured; how were they to live; what would be their new procedures?  Their 
decision was to hold the first ever Synod, that we’ve come to know as the Council 
of Jerusalem, as they tried to sort out “weighty” issues such as circumcision, 
adherence to the Jewish dietary laws, how to establish their worship rooted in 
what Jesus gave them, and us, at the Last Supper. 

 
Those first Apostles gave the Church the procedure by which all future 

challenges and the “weighty” questions of future ages, were to be resolved 
through all the other Synods and Councils held throughout the 20 centuries of the 
Church’s history: by prayer, by listening respectfully to one another, by 
accompanying each other through the process, and relying on the guidance and 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  Resolving conflicts synodally is how Jesus showed us 
to resolve conflicts and differences.  Not by waging war; not by imposing the will 
of one group on another; and not by winning and losing.  But by Christ-like love, 
respect and humility; by accompanying one another along the Way. 
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That’s what we are about, dear Delegates, and all members of our Diocesan 
Family.  We are prayerfully seeking the guidance and direction of the Holy Spirit 
for our Local Church as we move forward into our second half-century of our 
young Diocese’s life, as we plan for our future, in light of our current 
circumstances. 

 
I have very much been looking forward to this Synod, because I believe firmly 

that we, as a Diocese, all need to take this time of reflection and planning, which 
will lead us to a time of renewal and a new sense of direction.  And I am 
convinced that the Holy Spirit has been leading us to this “moment” in our 
Diocese’s history. 

 
In 2019, we celebrated the “Year of the Eucharist” which began our efforts to 

recapture the zeal for and belief in the central mystery of our Faith, even before 
the three-year Eucharistic Revival was called for by the U.S. Bishops in 2022.  As 
we remember all too well, within a couple months, the worldwide Pandemic hit 
and “separated” us from one another for about 3 months (and we’re still trying to 
recover from the awful impacts of that ordeal).  In spite of that, I believe it did 
deepen our Love for the Eucharist. 

 
In September of 2020, we began to celebrate the “Jubilee Year” to lead us into 

our Golden Anniversary year of 2021.  And that led us into the “Year of the Holy 
Spirit”, which was very fruitful, I pray for all.  And finally we entered into this 
“Year of Priestly Spiritual Renewal and Prayer for Vocations” with a particular 
focus on “renewing” the priestly zeal of all us priests, with the purpose of leading 
the rest of our Diocese into a time of renewed commitment to our Faith.  It was 
also at that time that I announced that this Synod would be an integral part of this 
special Year, which was even before Pope Francis asked the whole world to 
participate in the Synod on Synodality. 

 
Another indicator of the Holy Spirit’s guidance for me are this evening’s 

Scripture Readings.  We didn’t pick these Readings especially.  Except for the 
Second Reading, what we heard are the Readings of this Wednesday of the 
Second Week of Lent.  But they could not be more appropriate. 

 
The First Reading from the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, which tell us of the 

serious challenges Jeremiah was facing as a priest/prophet, also reflect the 
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challenges facing anyone who seeks to lead God’s people. It literally describes a 
“conspiracy theory”. Even though Jeremiah, God’s chosen one, was honestly 
trying to help his people, the people of Judah and the citizens of Jerusalem are 
plotting against him. Anyone in a position of leadership today, in the Church or in 
society, knows what it feels like to be attacked, to have “adversaries” who seem 
to be plotting against them.  

 
However, we know that God is with us always, which is why we need to always 

stay close to Him. He hears us as we cry out to Him in the words of today’s 
Responsorial Psalm: “Save me, O Lord, in your kindness.” He invites us to place our 
trust in Him and to pray the words of that beautiful Psalm 31: “You are my God. In 
your hands is my destiny; rescue me from the clutches of my enemies and my 
persecutors.”  

 
But tonight’s Gospel hits the mark directly, at least for me, and I hope for all of 

you as well.  As Jesus and the Apostles were going up to Jerusalem, walking along 
the way, He decides to tell them what will happen to Him when they get there.  
Jesus bares His soul; He takes them into His confidence.  In that one, very long 
sentence, Jesus sums up the Kerygma----the essence of the Gospel.   And what’s 
their reaction?  They were distracted by their own maneuvering for positions of 
“leadership” among themselves, and arguing about who would get to sit at His 
right and His left when He, in their minds, would “lead the revolution” to 
overthrow the Romans.  They were absorbed in the “minutia” of this world, while 
Jesus was revealing to them the universal Plan for the Redemption and Salvation 
of the world. 

 
I love this Gospel because there’s a part of me that wants to be very critical of 

the Apostles; how could they be so short-sighted; how could they be so 
introspective; how could they be so dense.   But then, I realize that I’m guilty of 
that a lot; and I’ll bet many of us are as well.  We focus so much on the “minutia”; 
the details; the problems; the challenges----and perhaps we lose sight of the “big 
picture”---the Joy of the Gospel; the astounding news of the Kerygma that is given 
to us to proclaim, teach and shout from the church tops.  And maybe that’s 
because we’ve lost a bit of the fervor we once had, or maybe because we forget 
what’s most important of all in our lives as priests, deacons, religious, and those 
involved with ministry to those with whom we are on this Journey of Faith. 
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My prayer is that this Year of Priestly Spiritual Renewal and Prayer for 
Vocations can begin to help us reignite the “Fire of Love” within us; and my great 
hope is that this Synod on Priestly Life and Ministry will help us all, through the 
inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit, to fashion a Guide for how our Priests 
today, and those to come after us, can most fervently, faithfully, and fruitfully “be 
Christ” to our sisters and brothers, and to “bring Christ” to all our parishioners, 
and to figure out ways to attract that growing number of irregularly or non-
practicing Catholics, and those who have NO Faith, to come to join us along the 
Way.   

 
The Second Reading for today’s Mass provides us with an insight into how the 

Lord intervenes in Priestly Life and Ministry to ensure that we never have to be 
alone in carrying out the work that has been entrusted to us. As St. Paul observes, 
“There are different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; there are different 
forms of service but the same Lord.” Jesus never intended any of us---in fact, He 
doesn’t want any of us---to be alone in bearing the burdens (or the joys) of our 
ministry. The Holy Spirit works with us to empower the people we serve with all 
of the diverse gifts and talents that are needed to proclaim the Gospel and 
minister to the spiritual and temporal needs of God’s people.  If we can recognize 
this truth, and embrace it fully, we will find that, together, all of us are using our 
many different skills and talents for the sake of the mission we have been given as 
faithful disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ. For as St. Paul reminds us, “there are 
different workings but the same God who produces all of them in everyone.” 

 
Earlier this morning in Rome, at his weekly audience, Pope Francis reflected on 

this very fact.  I love this part of what he taught: “By virtue of the Baptism 
received and the consequent incorporation into the Church, every Baptized 
person participates in the mission of the Church, and in the mission of Christ the 
King, Priest and Prophet.  Every baptized person is an agent of evangelization.” 

 
This truth applies to all of us especially the Delegates who are asked to assume 

this great responsibility, by first of all being aware of your own particular gifts, but 
also to respect each other’s gifts (priests respecting laity, priests respecting 
deacons, and vice versa), putting them to use for the “common good”---for the 
growth and vitality of the Church.  As Delegates, you must all “do your part”, 
meaning that you must be attentive to your roles.  All Delegates must be 
committed to “synodally” participating: listening, respecting, prayerfully following 
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the prompting of the Holy Spirit.  This role  is so important that you will be asked 
to take an Oath of Fidelity right after we pray the Creed together following my 
Homily, promising that as you bring your own unique gifts, along with your 
opinions, experiences, backgrounds, and hopes, you also bring your desire to 
work together for what the Holy Spirit is always intending: for the common good, 
and the well-being of the whole Body of Christ.  In taking the Oath of Fidelity, you 
also promise to be respectful, to speak in truth with charity, and to be open to the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

 
There’s no doubt that there are lots of problems facing us in the world around 

us, and even in the Church that we love.  There are clearly issues that we as a 
Local Church are facing, not the least of which is an imminent change in 
leadership.  But we always need to keep in mind: we’re not here by accident.  
We’re here because God wills us to be here.  And This is our Moment as God’s 
faithful people in Southwest Michigan. And we have this great opportunity, and 
challenge, to help our Local Church to change and grow. 

 
In 12 days, it will be Spring.  Perhaps (though I haven’t seen them) some of the 

crocuses are beginning to force themselves through the frozen ground, and soon 
the world of nature will bloom forth into new life.  That is my prayer and hope for 
our Diocese---for a new Springtime; for a time of true “spiritual renewal”; a time 
to ask the Holy Spirit to “set us on fire”, to reignite our Faith and our Love for 
Jesus, and to hope for and work for a new focus that moves us from only being 
intent on the minutia of maintenance, into a renewed effort to embrace the 
Mission that Jesus gives to each of us---to bring the Good News to ALL who need. 

 
May the Holy Spirit in-spire our minds and hearts today as we set out together 

on this synodal journey.  
 
“Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of us Your faithful People, and enkindle within 

us the Fire of Your Love.” 
 


