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Pastoral Letter 

 
“To become a more visible and dynamic Catholic Church” 

 
2014-2015 Pastoral Priority 

 
At its May 31st meeting, the Diocesan Pastoral Council (DPC) noted with enthusiasm the different parish 
initiatives in line with the 2013-2014 pastoral priority that was put forward in my letter “On the Way with 
Jesus”. There I presented the experience of the disciples of Emmaus as a source of inspiration for our Christian 
life.  
 
With “burning hearts”, the disciples returned to Jerusalem where their brothers and sisters were gathered. 
The Diocesan Pastoral Council wants to direct our reflection and our action this year toward this reality of the 
community of believers, that is to say, the Church, so that our Catholic Church becomes “more visible and 
dynamic”.  
 
There is a great need to rediscover what the Church is. Indeed, some find the Church pointless because they 
consider religion as a purely internal, personal and private matter. Others are looking for a “direct line” to 
God, without intermediaries, visible structures, hierarchy. Still others, faced with the improper or scandalous 
behaviour of some Christians and members of the clergy, turn away from the Church that they see less or not 
at all appealing.  
 
Is the Church a human invention or does she correspond to the will of Christ? That is the first question that we 
should ask ourselves. We must return to Christ, discover what his real plan is. Then we will be able to respond 
better to him as individuals and as communities.  
 
When we read the New Testament attentively we notice that Jesus wanted to found a Church. My objective 
here is not to present the complete vision offered to us by Holy Scripture. I simply want to mention a few texts 
that will help us to perceive the mind of Jesus.  

 
1- “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my Church” (Mt 16:18). Here Jesus 

shows that he is founding a community (Church) in which Peter will have a major 
role. “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Lk 10:16). Jesus speaks through those 
he has sent to proclaim his message. With the image of the “vine” (Jn 15: 1-8), 
Jesus describes his disciples as ‘branches’ that are joined to him, participate in his 
life and are called to bear fruit. Here is the fruit by which they are identified: “By 
this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another” (Jn 13: 35). 

 
2- In Chapter 13 of Saint Mathew’s Gospel, Jesus describes the Kingdom of Heaven, of which the Church 

is in fact the beginning on earth. Like the mustard seed that grows and becomes a tree (Mt 13: 31-33), 
the Church is called to expand. In the parable of the wheat and the weeds (Mt 13: 24-30, 36-43), Jesus 
reveals that God sows the good seed and the Enemy, the weeds (bad seed). Only at the end of time will 
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there be a total and definitive separation between good and bad. Until then, we will find good and bad 
in each person, as in each institution and in the Church. We find the same teaching again in the parable 
of the net that catches all kinds of fish, good and bad, before the final selection (Mt 13: 47-50). 

 
3- The first disciples of Jesus, called ‘Christians’ for the first time in Antioch (Acts 11: 26), transmitted this 

teaching and lived by it. In this way, when Jesus appeared to Paul on the road to Damascus, he 
declared: “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9: 5). Paul did not pursue Jesus, but his 
disciples, whom he wanted to make disappear! Jesus shows that he is alive and that he continues to 
live in his disciples … he really identifies with them. Thus, the Church is the Body of Christ (1 Cor 12 :27-
31). Saint Paul writes: “You are the body of Christ and individually members of it.” 

 
4-  This Church was present in different local communities to which Saint Paul addressed his letters: 

Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians. In these letters 
we discover the concrete life of the Churches, the rapport among their members, of whom Saint Paul 
mentions several names.  He wrote in a particular way to Timothy, Titus and Philemon. 

 
5- The Acts of the Apostles tell about the first steps of this community, after the major event of the gift of 

the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2: 1-12). Saint Luke describes four fundamental characteristics of it: 
“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2: 42). The disciples listened to the 
Apostles who transmitted the message of Jesus. It was Jesus who invited them 
into fraternal communion, namely to the establishment of a community of 
brothers and sisters who recognized one another because they were children of 
the same Father, in the Son and the Holy Spirit. They celebrated the breaking of 
bread, a meal instituted by Jesus on the night before his death. They ensured 
prayer, personal and community attention to God.  

 
6- Yet all was not perfect in this community because its members were marked by sin. In this regard, Saint 

Luke brings up the wrongdoing of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5: 1-11), who kept for themselves part of 
the money intended for the community. For his part, Saint Paul deplored the division that existed 
among the faithful, some aligning themselves with Peter, others with Apollos or with Christ directly (1 
Cor 1:12). He brings up the case of a man living with his step-mother (I Cor 5:1), people who selfishly 
ate their meals (I Cor 11:21) and still others who refused to work (2 Th. 3 :10).  

 
7- Nevertheless, by virtue of their union with the Lord Jesus, his disciples 

tried to improve their lives. In this regard they organized a collection to 
help the Church of Jerusalem that was caught up in great difficulty (II Cor 
8-9). Saint Paul urged each person to integrate the message of Jesus into 
their life. In this sense, he was asking for mutual support among believers 
(Gal 6: 1-11), love between spouses in the image of the union of Christ and 
the Church (Ep. 5: 21-33), caring relationships between parents and 
children (Ep. 6: 1-4), respectful attitude toward slaves (Ep. 6: 5-9)… He 
even wrote to his friend Philemon to ask forgiveness for his slave Onesimus.  

 
8- These few bible passages show that the Church fundamentally originated from the very will of the Lord 

who wanted her to be his Body in the midst of the world. She still has an extraordinary treasure that 
comes to her from the Lord himself. She is invited to be more and more like him. Every member does 
not always manage to do this, nor does every structure. This is undoubtedly why Pope Francis used a 
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strong image when he described the Church as “a field hospital after battle” (September 2013 
interview). In a hospital, we work on health. Everything is not constantly ‘perfect’ … it is full of the 
wounded and the sick for whom we dispense care! In the same way, the Church is not a castle where 
everything is spotless. It is made up of sinners journeying toward God and searching for spiritual 
healing.  

 
9- Spiritual Applications 

 

a. Thank the Lord for having made me a member of his Church through Baptism.  
b. Repeat and proclaim with conviction the phrase of the Creed: I believe in one, holy, catholic and 

apostolic Church.  
c. Enlighten my understanding, re-read the New Testament and see the beginnings of the Church.  
d. Look at and discover my diocesan Church and my parish.  
e. Deepen my knowledge of the Church with the help of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (n. 

748-975; Compendium n. 145-199). 

 
In order to become a more visible and dynamic Catholic Church, which is the Diocesan Pastoral Council 
priority, I am inspired by the words of Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta. One day someone asked her: “What 
must be changed in the Church?” Her response was immediate and illuminating: “You and me”.   
 

10- The first and most important transformation to make in the Church is the life of each of the faithful 
that should become more consistent with the message of Jesus. A street is clean when each resident 
cleans the front of his house. In the same way, the Church will become more visible and dynamic when 
each of the faithful, wherever they are, at home, at work, at their recreational pursuits, tries harder to 
let themselves be inspired by the message of Jesus. As the Second Vatican Council magnificently 
recalled in Chapter V of the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium (n. 39-42), everyone is called to 
holiness.  

 
11-  Indeed, Jesus invites his disciples to be “salt of the earth” (Mt 5: 13). It is 

worth focussing on this image to grasp its significance. Just as salt gives taste to 
food, in the same way, the Christian gives taste for life by revealing the 
profound meaning of it. In his faith he discovers the value of human life: it 
comes from God and not from chance; it leads to God and not to nothingness; 
it is constantly accompanied by God because Jesus promised to be with us 
“always, to the end of the age” (Mt 28: 20). Another aspect of salt can 
enlighten us. In Jesus’ time it was used to prevent food from spoiling and even 
to treat some infections. In the face of destructive forces at work within 
himself, as in the world, the Christian has recourse to the Gospel that is the antidote par excellence, 
the way of true life. Finally, salt was used for sacrifice (Lev 2: 13): the Christian makes a sacred offering 
of his personal life.  
 

12-  Jesus also invites his disciples to be “light of the world” (Mt 5: 14). We know 
the importance of the sun for life on earth through the energy that it provides. 
In the strict sense, Jesus is the light of the world (Jn 8: 12), but each of the 
baptized is touched by this light and releases it where they are. Let us recall the 
meaningful rite of the Easter Vigil. Beginning with the paschal candle, which 
represents Christ, each person lights his own candle, passes its flame onto his 
neighbour and the whole church becomes illuminated.  Through Baptism, the 
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light of Christ shines in our hearts and each person can spread it around. This is the very wish of Jesus: 
“Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father 
in heaven” (Mt 5: 16). 
 

13-  In this way, we are invited to reflect the light of Christ in our lives. To be authentic Christians, we 
should practice true worship that is pleasing to God. The Old Testament denounced the illusion of 
those who thought to please God only by sacrificing an animal to him. The Lord denounces this worship 
without a life change. “You make friends with a thief when you see one, and you keep company with 
adulterers. You give your mouth free rein for evil and your tongue frames deceit. You sit and speak … 
against your own mother’s child” (Psalm 50: 18-20). 

 
14-  Saint Paul describes the true way to be Christian : “I appeal to you therefore, 

brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be 
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so 
that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and 
perfect” (Rm 12: 1-2). Our reference point is not the style or the dominant 
thinking in this world but the will of God that we seek to know and put into 
practice. When we discover the mind of God, we made it pass into our body (our 
daily life). Indeed we cannot be satisfied with a simple internal conviction about 
the beauty of the Christian message. We must embody it concretely.  

 
15- To become a more visible and dynamic Church, each of us must be serious about our Christian life, our 

choice for Jesus and the Gospel. That might seem difficult but it is surely possible, as the history of the 
Church and the countless saints that she puts forward as models show. We must get our inspiration 
from them. People attach importance to all kinds of sports, artistic, financial and political models. They 
think that they will attain happiness by imitating them. Christians take their inspiration rather more 
from the example of the saints. “Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith” (He 
13: 7). “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every 
weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, 
looking to Jesus.” (He 12: 1-2) 

 
16-  To become a saint can seem like an impossible undertaking, beyond our reach. It is 

certainly beyond our strengths but “nothing will be impossible with God” (Lk 1:37), 
the angel Gabriel said to Mary. We just have to open ourselves up to his presence 
every day. Let us make a comparison. When we have a meal, we don’t eat it all at 
once but one bite at a time. When we have a long journey to travel, we know that 
there will be stopovers. What is important is to take the first step, to set out. It’s 
this daily effort that Jesus proposes to us by inviting us to ask for our “daily bread” 
(Mt 6: 11), because “today’s trouble is enough for today” (Mt 6: 34).  

 
17-  In this regard, Blessed Mother Teresa offers an extraordinary and compelling example. She saw the 

poverty in Calcutta: many people died alone, abandoned on the streets, like animals. She was not the 
first one to see this disastrous situation… she was the first who did something about it, first with one 
person, then another, then still another. Some were inspired by her example and followed in her 
footsteps. She explained her action in this way: if we look at a crowd, we will never get started (it’s too 
big for our strength); if we look at one person at a time, we can do something.  
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18-  Indeed it’s a frequent temptation in the face of a huge task: I feel too small to 
do something so I do nothing. But God asks us to make our contribution as small 
as it is. Do we remember the miracle of the multiplication of the loaves of 
bread… there was a crowd to feed!  Jesus asked the disciples what resources 
they had. They said that a young boy had five loaves and two fish (Jn 6: 9),         
which is insignificant to feed such a crowd. The young boy gave them to Jesus 
who multiplied them. Our action goes this way: it may appear insignificant, but 
in union with the Lord, it will bear fruit.  
 

19-  Spiritual Applications : 
 

a. Make the personal decision to become a better Christian. Young people who ask for Confirmation tell 
me that they want to become better people and they count on the Holy Spirit to this end. This is well 
said. We can become better people, that is to say saints, if we really desire it and if we rely on the Lord.   

b. Renew that decision every morning, when we offer the day to God. Every night, examine how we lived 
that resolution.   

c. Pray every day and leave room for God in our thoughts so that he dwells in our actions. My pastoral 
letter on prayer (Lent 2014) focused on this theme. 

d. To enlighten our daily behaviour, re-read the following advices regularly:  

 “Keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good 
conduct in Christ may be put to shame” (I Peter 3: 16). 

 Saint Paul explained: “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 
Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col 3: 17).  

 Saint John of the Cross (1542- 1591) expressed the same advice in this way: “Neither do anything 
nor say any notable word that Christ would not do or say, if he were in the state I am, as old as I, 
and with the same health” (Degrees of Perfection, 3). Imitating Christ does not mean ‘copying’ him, 
for example, riding on a donkey because that is how he made his entrance into Jerusalem. It’s 
about taking inspiration from him, acting as he would act in my place. It is up to each person to 
show faithfulness and creativity. Each saint is different and original in the way he or she is inspired 
by Jesus.  

e. Turn to the sacraments of the Eucharist and Penance to become better. No saint was sanctified without 
the Eucharist and confession having a place in his or her life. Jesus said to us: “Apart from me you can do 
nothing”  (Jn 15: 5). 

f. Be inspired by the Blessed Virgin, Mother of Christ and of the Church.  
g. Be inspired by the saint whose name we bear. If you are not named for a saint, adopt one. Learn about 

their life and ask for their intercession in your undertakings. The first biographer of Saint Ignatius of 
Loyola said this: “While reading the life of our Lord and of his saints, Ignatius began to think and say to 
himself: ‘If I did what Saint Francis did and what Saint Dominic did … Saint Dominic did this, therefore I 
should do it; Saint Francis did that, therefore I should do it’” (Office of Readings, July 31st). 

h. Learn about the patron saint of my parish, the patron of my diocese (Saint Anthony of Padua) and the 
patron of the Universal Church (Saint Joseph).  

i. Look around yourselves for true witnesses who are living the Gospel. As Bishop, I meet them every day: 
couples who love one another and love their children, people who work not only for money but who put 
love into what they do, others who dedicate themselves to relieving all kinds of material, emotional and 
spiritual poverty. These people emit real joy because they live in union with Jesus and provide the image 
of a vibrant and dynamic Church, attentive to the “periphery” like Pope Francis invites us to do. 
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To become a more visible and dynamic Catholic Church, we must also be aware of what 
the Gospel and the Christians who lived it have brought to the world. Indeed, the Gospel 
changed the world. I highlight a few of these changes, with their motivations. 
  

 
20-  By inviting his disciples to pray the “Our Father” (Mt 6: 5-15), Jesus introduced a revolutionary 

principle into humanity. God is not a distant being, indifferent to humanity. He is Father, that is to say, 
someone who is concerned about his children, who is attentive to their lives, close to each of them. 
The word “our” is also very fundamental. In recognizing God as their Father, human beings discover 
others as brothers and sisters. This is the vision of fraternity rooted in God that brought about the 
gradual disappearance of slavery, an essential element of the Roman Empire. Indeed, how does one 
treat a human being as something to be possessed when one recognizes that he is a child of the same 
Father?  

 
21-  The central message of Jesus is his invitation to love: “Love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 13: 

34). Christian faith changes relationships among people by placing love, charity, as the original 
inspiration: the poor man and the child are worthy of love, the slave should be free, even the enemy 
should be loved. Jesus draws attention to the different kinds of poverty that affect humanity. He 
identifies himself with people who are suffering: “I was hungry and you gave me 
food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink” (Mt 25: 35). In faithfulness 
to this word, the Church, throughout her history, has invented innumerable works 
to come to the aid of the afflicted: the sick, the deaf, the mute, the blind, young 
mothers, the mentally ill … In this regard, religious communities have dedicated 
themselves selflessly and established orphanages, clinics, hospitals. I draw 
attention here to the heroic example of Saint Damien de Veuster (1840-1889), a 
Belgian priest sent on mission into the region of Hawaii. He discovered the island 
of Molokai where lepers, left on their own, living like animals, with neither physical 
nor spiritual care, were confined. At the age of 33, Father Damien decided to go 
and live with them. His presence gave them back their human dignity. Five years 
before his death, he himself contracted this terrible disease. He illustrated 
magnificently what Jesus said and did: “The good shepherd lays down his life for his 
sheep” (Jn 10: 11). 
 

22-  The history of the Church is filled with figures like this, full of love and compassion for their brothers 
and sisters.  “True faith in the incarnate Son of God”, Pope Francis writes, “is inseparable from self-
giving, from membership in the community, from service, from reconciliation with others. The Son of 
God, by becoming flesh, summoned us to the revolution of tenderness” (Apostolic Exhortation The Joy 
of the Gospel, n. 88). 

 
23-  In this way, from the beginning, Christians promoted respect for human life from conception. They 

worked for the sanctity of married life.  They required free consent to marry, especially among women 
who too often married against their will.  
 

24-  The Church has also invested much energy in the field of education, which is the formation of the 
intelligence and the heart. The Church has obviously been concerned with the transmission of 
knowledge, with the acquisition of skills, in accordance with the parable of the talents (Mt 25: 14-30) 
where the Lord grants each person abilities that the person should discover and develop. However, for 
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the Church, the person should also be aware that his own skill (his work, his 
profession) places him at the service of others from whom he receives much in 
return. In this way the surgeon needs the nurse, needs people to ensure the 
cleanliness of the hospital, needs those who prepare medications, who transport 
the sick, who complete the files, who bring food … Each one has a unique, necessary 
and interdependent role. When one role is not filled, the others are affected. The 

doctor needs a plumber who needs a grocer, who needs a mechanic and vice versa. When looking at all 
of that, one gets the impression of seeing pieces of a puzzle. These different pieces fit one into the 
other in accordance with a model. In this way, Catholic Education seeks to help each person to place 
themselves into an overall vision. Each person has a particular mission in God’s overall plan. Since the 
12th century, it has been in this spirit that the Church has founded universities, allowing students to 
acquire their professional skills within a global vision of society, of the Church, of human existence. 
Many Catholic educators recognize the value of the Church’s vision on human existence and still 
propose it to young people, as many men and women religious who have marked the world of 
education have done.  

 
25-  In present society, we find many precious values, for example, respect for life, the search for justice 

and freedom, for truth and peace, altruism, competence, responsibility, openness to God. They are the 
result of the presence of the Gospel in ways of thinking. Alas, many do not see that origin.  
 

26- In a society tempted to forget what it is to live more deeply, 
Catholics are invited to offer the joy of faith (The Joy of the Gospel), 
to proclaim their pride in being members of the Catholic Church  
with conviction. The disciples of Emmaus returned to the 
community of Jerusalem because they wanted to share the joy that 
dwellt within them. They also wanted to undertake it through 
contact with others. In this sense, Saint John of the Cross said: “Coal 
does not keep its heat if it is isolated” (Writings to Françoise of the 
Mother of God, 7) To keep faith vibrant, the Christian needs the 
Church, the support of his brothers and sisters.                                                                                

 
27- In 2016, the Diocese of Timmins will celebrate 100 years of existence. I invite you to look at everything 

that the Catholic faith has brought into our region and to thank God for all the people (laity, men and 
women religious, priests) who have given the best of themselves in order to improve their human and 
religious environment. There is a whole material and especially human heritage to rediscover and 
appreciate. Then we will be able to rekindle the flame of faith and transmit it to the next generation. 
 

28-  Spiritual Applications 
 

a. Be aware of the extraordinary connection of the Catholic faith in the building of our world. 
Don’t be discouraged by the limitations or the sins of members of the Church. There is a 
proverb that says: “A falling tree makes more noise than a forest growing”. We can be that 
growing forest if, where we are, we live and proclaim the Gospel.   

b. Express our conviction to be Catholics with joy. People display their choice of a sports team or a 
political party. Why are Catholics not able to express the faith that inspires them and gives 
them life?  

c. Know and appreciate people in our midst who are involved in different fields: the parish, the 
world of education, charitable works.  
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d. Rediscover parish life. This year (2014-2015), as Bishop, I will make pastoral visits to the 
parishes of the diocese. This is an excellent opportunity for each person to look more closely at 
the life of each Christian community: how the faith is proclaimed there, how it is celebrated, 
how it is lived. We will discover wonders: people involved in the proclamation of the faith 
(priests and deacons, pastoral associates, school teachers, catechists for sacramental 
preparation), the celebration of the faith (people who prepare the celebrations, animate the 
liturgy, set up the church, greet parishioners and visitors …) the faith life (people involved in 
parish committees, visiting the sick, listening to the elderly, caring for prisoners and the 
afflicted, helping the destitute, sending aid to the missions, welcoming and accompanying  
strangers…).  

e. Contribute to the visibility of the Church by good maintenance of our buildings. When driving 
around town we recognize at first glance a library, a bank, an arena, a fire station with their 
own purposes. Religious buildings also have a purpose: they are a reminder of the existence of 
God and are places where the community gathers. We are invited to maintain them: churches, 
parish halls, rectories. The priest resides in the latter but they are also a fundamental place for 
welcoming people (parents presenting their newborn or wanting the sacraments for their 
children, couples preparing for marriage, people affected by a death or another difficulty …).  
The parish staff (pastoral associates, secretaries) is the first line of service for welcoming 
people!  

f. Find a way in which to make one’s own contribution. Rediscover the joy of giving:  time, 
listening, support, money.  

g. Follow the great debates in society: defence of life and the family, rights of persons, in 
particular the poor and the destitute. Bring the light of the Gospel to this.  

h. Encourage politicians in their fundamental work for the common good.  
i. Follow the broad actions of the Universal Church: the priorities of the Church in Ontario or in 

Canada, the concerns of the Pope in facing world problems.  

 
In this way, the Catholic Church, here and now, will be able to become more visible and 
more dynamic, because each of its members will be more involved in their faith, will 
work with their brothers and sisters to build a human and Christian community that truly 
corresponds to God’s plan: a people of brothers and sisters who are concerned for one 
another, who make their contribution there, where they are.  
 
This is the prayer that I present to the Lord, so that all the faithful of the Diocese of 
Timmins rediscover the joy of their faith and live it at all times.  

 
 
 

   Serge Poitras 
Bishop of Timmins 

 
 

September 8, 2014, Feast of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
 
 
 
 
 



8/09/2014 Page 11 
 

 
 
 
 

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

HAVE A GOOD PASTORAL YEAR! 


