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Pastoral Visit and Look at the Future 

 
Fall 2016 

 
rom October 2014 to November 2015, I 
carried out a pastoral visit of the diocese. 

This allowed me to become more closely 
acquainted with our parish communities 
and their concrete lives with their richness 
and challenges. Many of the faithful 
confided to me that this provided them 
with an opportunity for a deeper exchange 
with others involved in their community. In 
fact, too often we see people who regularly 
cross our path in a very superficial way, not 
knowing their values and their deepest 
desires. People were willing to be open to 
sharing their faith personally. This was a 
real gift for me and I am convinced, for the 
other participants. This was a time that 
warmed the heart and revived us on our 
journey with the Lord. (cf. Lk 24: 32) 
 

ollowing my visit, I sent a report to each 
parish where I expressed my perceptions 

and proposed a few avenues for reflection. I 
thought that such an exercise at the 
diocesan level might interest the faithful as 
a whole, especially this year, when we have 
celebrated the centennial of the diocese. 
We have become more aware of the 
remarkable work done by those who built 
the Church and the society in which we live. 
This look at the past that arouses our 
gratitude, also invites us to turn toward the 
future … what legacy do we want to leave 
for our children? What Church do we want 
to build?   
 

hrough my present letter I wish, on the 
one hand, to echo my pastoral visit and 

on the other, to invite each one of the 
faithful and each community to reflect on 
the future of the Church that we are called 
to build here and now. 

 
 
 

 I-       Some considerations about our diocesan  Church           

 
1-  Throughout my visit, I met people happy in their faith and, alined with the pastoral 

priorities of the last two years, concerned with being a more visible and dynamic 
Catholic Church. Parishes, large and small, expressed what I call a “will to live”. For 
everyone, the parish and the parish church remain important elements of the life of the 
society and of the Church. They are major benchmarks, a constant resource. Obviously, 
we wonder about the future. In the face of the regular absence of new generations, we 
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wonder who will carry on. In a few years, what will be the face 
of the Church in our corner of the country? For how much 
longer will we be able to maintain our churches that have 
mounting expenses, generously assumed by a decreasing 
number of donors? 

 
 
a- At the service of communities I met priests, along with their collaborators: deacons, 

persons mandated for pastoral ministry, secretaries, caretakers. These people 
manage the daily life of parishes, their requests and diverse needs: accompaniment 
of people, liturgical celebrations, maintenance of buildings. There too, we are 
concerned about the future … in a few years, who will serve our communities?  

 
b- In addition to this reliable staff, our parishes can count on the invaluable and 

indispensable services of dedicated volunteers involved in sacramental preparation, 
liturgy, attention to the poor, to people alone, to the 
sick and elderly. Others serve with competence and 
generosity on parish councils: the pastoral council, 
finance council, committees (for liturgy, for the sick…). 
Movements like the Knights of Columbus, the Catholic 
Women’s League, les Filles d’Isabelle, Mess’aje, also 
contribute to the common good. In some parishes, the 
faithful are offered different programs of spiritual formation. The question of who 
will carry on arises everywhere.  

 
c- Our communities present distinct cultural faces: francophones, anglophones, First 

Nations, other nationalities. In daily relationships with one another, they are well 
organized around a nucleus of committed, involved and generous people.  

 
d- I visited our religious buildings: churches, rectories, parish halls, as well as a few 

cemeteries that we still manage. 
 
e- I also had the opportunity to visit our primary and secondary Catholic schools. I was 

able to appreciate the Christian conviction of the administration and staff. I talked 
with young people, many of whom had prepared questions.   

 
f- Although they are not under our immediate responsibility, I visited retirement and 

nursing homes as well as hospitals and shelters. I noted the respect accorded to the 
Catholic dimension by everyone concerned. I crossed paths with many volunteers 
there.  

 
g- In certain areas I was able to discover local resources for work, leisure, industry, 

business, sports, tourism and cultural facilities, the complexity of urban planning, 
some social problems … In fact, the Church is incarnated into the concrete world, 
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that is situated in different zones of proximity or distance from the Church (‘the 
periphery’ as Pope Francis would say).  

 
To my knowledge, there is no device to measure the degrees of faith like the 
thermometer measures degrees of temperature. Nevertheless, certain indicators 
reveal the vitality of the faith. The pastoral visit, as well as the people I met, enabled 
me to perceive a few of them. 
 

2- Faith is proclaimed. Christians witness to their faith by living the gospel daily. Every day 
we encounter people who allow themselves to be transformed by the Lord in giving, in 
service, in forgiveness, in attention to hardships of every kind. These people do it 
naturally, without pretense, allowing the source of life, who is the Lord, to burst out 
from their hearts.   

 
Faith is also proclaimed through the liturgy and in a special 
way, through the homily,  when priests and deacons 
explain the Word of God. In our Catholic schools, religious 
teaching communicates different facets of faith to young 
people. Pastoral animation allows them to live significant 
experiences. Sacramental preparation (Baptism, Eucharist, 
Reconciliation, Confirmation, Matrimony) constitutes a major 
element of evangelization.  Adapted liturgy enables children to deepen their 
understanding.  

  
 The parish bulletin provides information about the faith and its practice. Many Internet 
 sites also nourish the spiritual hunger of the faithful.  
 
 The New Evangelization team has begun its meetings and proposes to parishes 
 experiences of faith.  
 

3- Faith is celebrated. For many people, liturgy is the main, if not the only point of contact 
with the Christian community. In addition to Sunday or daily mass, many come to 
church for particular events: funerals, weddings, first communions, confirmations … 
excellent opportunities for evangelization.  

 
Parishes offer times for Eucharistic adoration, recitation of the 
rosary, Stations of the Cross. Many people are involved in the 
preparation and animation of liturgies: welcoming to church, 
proclamation of the Word of God, singing, music, taking up the 
collection, distribution of communion (at church or bringing 
communion afterwards to the sick and elderly)… 

 
 Times for celebrations are not always easy to set, particularly in parishes with issues of 
 language and distance, where one priest serves several communities and churches.  
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4- Faith is lived. Earlier, because it is a new principle that is changing the world, I 

highlighted the daily witness of the faithful who show that their faith is transforming 
their lives, infusing it with the dynamism of grace. This happens in daily life first of all … 
in the life of a couple, a family, at work, at leisure.  

 
Faith is also seen in service to others. The Holy Year of Mercy 
and my Pastoral Letter last Fall, extended an invitation to 
“open eyes, hearts and hands” to miseries of every kind. Many 
volunteers are involved in visiting the sick, the disabled or the 
elderly, in their homes, in hospitals, in specialized residences, 
putting themselves at their service on the human as well as the 
spiritual level. These people offer help with daily needs (all 
kinds of shopping, doing housework, accompanying people to 
visits with the doctor).  They collect clothing, collaborate with food banks, make up 
Christmas baskets and often along with non-Catholics. They care for people in prison.  

 
 Communities maintain dialogue and sharing … between parishes, between linguistic 
 groups (francophones, anglophones, allophones, First Nations).    
  

5- Spiritual Application : 
 

a. Let us thank the Lord for all of these people who are committed to their Catholic 
faith and who radiate charity.  

 
b. Let us directly thank those who generously serve the community, the Gospel, the  
      Church. A thank you doesn’t cost anything!  

c. Let us personally ask ourselves how to make our faith more committed, more visible, 
more dynamic. Let us look for our own ways to get involved.  

 
 

* * * 
 

 
fter these considerations of the Christian 
life of the Diocese of Timmins and its 

riches, we are invited to turn ourselves 
toward the future and look at the 
challenges that await us. We want to pass 
on the Catholic faith in such a way that it 
continues to be an inspiration for the life of 

the world. In order to do this, we are 
reminded of the Word of God and the 
reflections of our Holy Father Pope Francis 
in his November 24, 2013 post-synodal 
Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium 
(EG).  

 

A 
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   II-  To build today’s Church: draw from the sources of the faith  

 
 

The Church is the Body of Christ. If we want to collaborate in building the 
Church in our corner of the country, we must start with the mandate 
that the Lord himself gave to his apostles. At the moment of leaving 
them and returning into the glory of his Father, he said to them: “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 
obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age. (Mt 28: 19-20) 
 

 
 

6-  The first condition for building the Church as the Lord wants it, is to be his disciple. A 
disciple is someone who is inspired by a master he chooses and whom he seeks to follow 
closely. People have models, leaders in this sense: politicians, philosophers, prophets, 
gurus, stars, coaches, who become sources of inspiration for their daily lives. It would be 
interesting to identify the different models that our contemporaries follow and to look at 
the results that they produce.  
 
 
a- As Catholics, we are the disciples of Jesus ! We believe 

that he is the ‘way, the truth and the life.’ (Jn 14: 6) 
Following Saint Peter, we say to him: “Lord, to whom 
can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have 
come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of 
God.”  (Jn 6: 68-69)  
 
 

b- He is the one we follow, it is he who inspires our lives, the one who came to reveal 
to us that God is our Father, the one who loved us to death on the Cross, the one 
who rose from the dead and who offers us entry into eternal life.  

 
 
c-  The Church is the family of those who accept to follow Jesus, to walk in his 

footsteps. Therefore, no one can build the Church without a strong personal 
adherence to Christ. 

 
 
d-  Spiritual Application : 
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a. Where am I in my personal relationship with Jesus? 

b. Is he truly the one who constantly inspires me, whom I try to follow every 

moment? 

c. Repeat the ‘I Believe in God’ slowly.  

 
7- Jesus asks his disciples to baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit.”  Thus Baptism is necessary. Nevertheless, it must not simply be seen as a 
rite. On the contrary, it must be understood in its deepest sense, that is, to be baptized is 
to “be made subject to God”. (I Peter 3: 22) It is to be immersed into the mystery of God, 
like a swimmer who dives into a lake. It is to enter into an intimate relationship with God, 

who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It is to encounter him 
personally. Christian faith is not a set of rules or restrictions. It is 
the encounter of two loves: love of God who seeks each person in 
order to offer him or her true happiness, love for God in whom 
each person finds his or her perfect fulfillment.  

 
We might ask ourselves where we are in our personal history of 
love with God, with its highs and lows, its joys and difficulties.   

 
8-  After encountering the Lord, the true disciple of Jesus can do nothing 

else but be a missionary. Pope Francis clearly recalls that “every 
Christian is a missionary to the extent that he or she has encountered 
the love of God in Christ Jesus … The Samaritan woman became a 
missionary immediately after speaking with Jesus and many 
Samaritans come to believe in him “because of the woman’s 
testimony.” (Jn 4:39) So too Saint Paul, after his encounter with Jesus 
Christ, “immediately proclaimed Jesus.” (Acts 9:20; cf. 22:6-21) So 
what are we waiting for? (EG 120) 
 

9-  If our encounter with the Lord is true and profound, we will want others to know it too. 
We will want to offer them this treasure that dwells in our hearts. “The primary reason 
for evangelizing is the love of Jesus which we have received, the experience of salvation 
which urges us to ever greater love of him. What kind of love would not feel the need to 
speak of the beloved, to point him out, to make him known? If we do not feel an intense 
desire to share this love, we need to pray insistently that he will once more touch our 
hearts. ...How good it is to stand before a crucifix, or on our knees before the Blessed 
Sacrament, and simply to be in his presence! How much good it does us when he once 
more touches our lives and impels us to share his new life! What then happens is that “we 
speak of what we have seen and heard” (1 Jn 1:3). .. If we approach it in this way, its 
beauty will amaze and constantly excite us. We need to recover a contemplative spirit 
which can help us to realize ever anew that we have been entrusted with a treasure 
which makes us more human and helps us to lead a new life. There is nothing more 
precious which we can give to others.” (EG 264) 
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10-  Some people in the world propose the path of evil easily. For their part, Catholics can be 

hesitant and timid to propose faith, perhaps fearful of imposing something on others! In 
fact, people are on a spiritual quest. We have a 
treasure to share with them, a treasure that 
many are waiting for without even knowing it: 
“Sometimes”, the Pope writes, “we lose our 
enthusiasm for mission because we forget that 
the Gospel responds to our deepest needs, since 
we were created for what the Gospel offers us: 
friendship with Jesus and love of our brothers and 
sisters. If we succeed in expressing adequately and with beauty the essential content of 
the Gospel, surely this message will speak to the deepest yearnings of people’s hearts: 
The missionary is convinced that, through the working of the Spirit, there already exists in 
individuals and peoples an expectation, even if an unconscious one, of knowing the truth 
about God, about man, and about how we are to be set free from sin and death. The 
missionary’s enthusiasm in proclaiming Christ comes from the conviction that he is 
responding to that expectation.” (EG 265) 
 

11-  How to be disciple-missionaries? First and foremost, through our daily lives. The Pope 
explains: “Being a disciple means being constantly ready to bring the love of Jesus to 
others, and this can happen unexpectedly and in any place: on the street, in a city square, 
during work, on a journey.” (EG 127) 

 
a- That begins through attention to the other person, listening with kindness, in the 

way that Jesus accompanied the disciples of Emmaus. (Lk 24: 15) The Pope describes 
this attitude like this: “The first step is personal dialogue, when the other person 
speaks and shares his or her joys, hopes and concerns for loved ones, or so many 
other heartfelt needs.” (EG 128) Learn to look, to listen. 
 

b- The second step involves proposing the Gospel message in all of its beauty: “Only 
afterwards is it possible to bring up God’s word, perhaps by reading a Bible verse or 
relating a story, but always keeping in mind the 
fundamental message: the personal love of God who 
became man, who gave himself up for us, who is 
living and who offers us his salvation and his 
friendship. (EG 128) Proclaim to the other person 
that God is interested in him or her, no matter what 
their situation.  

 
c- Finally, the Pope concludes: “If it seems prudent and if the circumstances are right, 

this fraternal and missionary encounter could end with a brief prayer related to the 
concerns which the person may have expressed. In this way they will have an 
experience of being listened to and understood; they will know that their particular 
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situation has been placed before God, and that God’s word 
really speaks to their lives.” (EG 128) Pray for the other 
person, place the person in the hands of the Lord so that 
the Holy Spirit enlightens him or her!  

 
 

12-  The disciples of Jesus are missionaries and cannot be satisfied to stay in their own 
bubble. Jesus sends them out to “all nations”.  
 
a- Pope Francis goes back to this requirement with the word ‘peripheries’. We must go 

out to meet people and areas more or less distant that need the light of the Gospel. 
(EG 20) In this way, we can propose Christ and his Gospel to regular churchgoers, to 
people who have distanced themselves and to those who do not know the Gospel or 
who reject it. (EG 14) 

 
b-  We find many ‘nations’ in our region:  francophones, anglophones, aboriginals, 

allophones. Many share the same Catholic faith and attend our parishes. We are 
invited to get to know ourselves, to appreciate our distinct cultural heritages, to 
respect ourselves, to build bridges with one another.  

 
c- We will also meet people and communities who are not Catholic (Protestant 

denominations, Mennonites, Mormons, Muslims…) … to each one we bring the 
benevolent gaze of God himself.  

 
13- Our missionary approach assumes a ‘sower’ mentality. Jesus describes it well in Saint 

Matthew’s Gospel (Mt 13:3-23): The sower throws the seed out abundantly, all the while 
knowing that it will land on different fields: receptive, encumbered or closed. The seed 
will grow in competition with bad weeds. (Mt 13: 24-29)  
 
a- In the same sense the Pope writes: “God’s word is unpredictable in its power. The 

Gospel speaks of a seed which, once sown, grows by 
itself, even as the farmer sleeps (Mk 4:26-29). The Church 
has to accept this unruly freedom of the word, which 
accomplishes what it wills in ways that surpass our 
calculations and ways of thinking.”(EG 22) The disciple of 
Jesus cannot avoid being a sower, having confidence in 
the value of the seed and in its ability to bear fruit at the 
right time.  
 

b- Saint Paul explains this way: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So 
neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who 
gives the growth.” (I Cor 3: 6-7) 
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c- Spiritual Application: 
 

a- I should be a missionary in my daily life. How do I express my Christian 

convictions? 

b- Every day I meet people familiar with the Gospel, others more distant or even 

reluctant. How do I approach them? 

c- I live with people from other cultures. What bridges am I building to reach 

them?  

d- Jesus asks me to be a sower who often does not see the seed grow: “Someone 

would scatter seed … and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed 

would sprout and grow, he does not know how.” (Mk 4: 27). Am I a sower? A 

confident sower? 

e- Meditate on these words of Saint Paul: “The point is this: the one who sows 

sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also 

reap bountifully.” (2 Cor 9: 6) 

 

 
 

III- Four Elements of Church Life 

 
he book of the Acts of the Apostles tells 
how the first disciples applied the 

mandate of Jesus as found in Saint Matthew 
(28: 19-20). Let us listen to Saint Peter’s 
teaching: 
 
 “Repent, and be baptized every one of you 
in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins 
may be forgiven; and you will receive the 
gift of the Holy Spirit.... He exhorted them, 

saying: ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt 
generation’. 
 
 Those who welcomed his message were 
baptized, and that day about three 
thousand persons were added. 
 

hey devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking 

of bread and the prayers.” (Acts 2: 38-42) 

T 

T 
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he Apostles invited people to enter into 
contact with Jesus through Baptism, to 

receive his Spirit, to change their life.  
 

aint Luke mentions the four elements that 
describe the first Christian community:  

attentiveness to the teaching of the 
Apostles, to fraternal communion, to the 
breaking of bread and to prayer. They have 
permanent value and should still inspire us 

today. They are like the four wheels of a 
car… if one wheel fails, the car cannot move 
forward. Let’s look at them more closely. 
Then we can confirm to what degree our 
present parishes conform to the first 
Christian community. We’ll be able to see 
what adjustments we should undertake in 
order to respond to our true mission as 
Church.  

 
 

A)  Fidelity to the teaching of the Apostles  

 
14-  Since the Apostles, the message of Christ has been transmitted to us without 

interruption for 2000 years. It includes the Old Testament that had prepared it, then the 
four Gospels and the writings of the Apostles, who, inspired by the Holy Spirit, 
communicated it to us. The Church presents the various facets of it through the lives of 
the saints, the liturgy, the Magisterium.  
 

15- The Word of God is proclaimed in liturgical celebrations. It is commented on in the 
homily that describes its effects in our daily lives. Theologians and spiritual authors 
study particular aspects of it. Reflection groups help to deepen our knowledge and 
understanding. Many publications are an invaluable resource in this regard, just as some 
particular Internet sites. In the midst of this array of messages, the Magisterium of the 
Church is a safe beacon to guide us. I encourage the faithful to improve their knowledge 
of the Word of God, of the message of Jesus.  
 

16-  The teaching of the Apostles should be offered to new 
generations. They need to hear the Word of God, to be put 
into contact with the Lord, to meet witnesses who will 
guide them to Christ. The family holds a vital place in this 
regard. Parents and grandparents, godmothers and 
godfathers have the great responsibility of being the first 
evangelizers of their children. Indeed, children first learn 
about faith in the family. This is where they learn to pray, to 
know Jesus, to live like him, to share, to help one another, 
to be open to others. Young people need to see that faith 
inspires our everyday lives. Many recognize that the 
witness of faith by their parents or grandparents has marked 
them.    
 

T 

S 
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17-  Parishes are a major place for the transmission of faith. There, from his or her early 
years, the young child experiences the Christian community, made up of people from all 
walks of life and all ages, gathered together by their faith in God and concerned with 
living in his way. From birth to death, the parish accompanies people at all stages of 
their lives while passing through all kinds of events, some regular (like the Sunday 
gathering), others, more occasional (first communion, first confession, confirmation, 
graduation, marriage…). In some parishes, young people assume liturgical 
responsibilities (service at the altar, reading, singing, music). During sacramental 
preparation, young people meet more closely diverse and involved people. They 
discover other facets of church life. Parents are invited to bring their children into 
contact with the parish and its activities.  
 

18-  For their part, our Catholic schools fill an essential role in the evangelization of our 
youth. Indeed they provide teaching that gradually enables young 
people to know the Lord, the Gospel message as a whole, the 
different components of the faith (prayer, liturgy, commitment). 
They organize times for prayer and celebration. They offer activities 
for learning about Christian values (faith, hope, charity, respect for 
the other, welcome, gift, forgiveness, sharing, service, 
selflessness…).  
 

 
a- Over the years, the administration, teaching and support staff and pastoral 

animators, have a great influence on the young people entrusted to them. Therefore 
it is important that every educator in a Catholic school seek to be an authentic 
witness of the faith, through a daily life filled with the presence of the Lord.  

 
b-  Programs of religious teaching are an important place for dialogue between parents 

and children. Indeed it is good for parents to know about the religious teaching 
being provided to their children, then they can 
share their own faith convictions, offer a time of 
prayer, find avenues to apply what is taught. This 
dialogue is important in the early years, as in 
adolescence, when the great questions about the 
meaning of life arise. On this subject, I draw 
attention to the new Health and Physical 
Education Curriculum promulgated by the 
provincial government. Our schools present it 
with a Catholic perspective that is important to know and to promote.  

 
c- I note with pleasure that our youth are called to gradually commit themselves in a 

particular way to volunteerism. This opens their eyes to others. They discover that 
poverty exists even in our surroundings; they come into contact with people 
committed to the service of others; they experience the joy of giving that the Lord 
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speaks to us about. (Acts 20: 35) So not to be limited to a purely human or 
philanthropic approach, the youth have to find people near them to help them make 
the connection between what they live and the Gospel … educators able to interpret 
life in the light of faith that always invites us to go further. (Lk 24: 27) 

 
d-  Priests are welcome in our Catholic schools. Through their regular presence, they 

become integrated into the educational family.  
 
e- It is thanks to the family-parish-school partnership that young people will be able to 

perceive the beauty of faith … a family aligned with the school and the parish, a 
parish that reaches families and integrates the school.  

 
f- In Ontario we have the opportunity to have 

denominational schools, in conformity with the 
Canadian Constitution. We have to work to maintain 
them in such a way that our young people may 
benefit from an atmosphere that enables them to 
deepen their faith and to live it. We have to preserve 
our Catholic schools. We also have to keep our 
schools Catholic.  

 
 
g- Spiritual Application:  

 

a. Personally read the Bible, the Catechism of the Catholic Church.  

b. Subscribe to religious magazines, access Internet sites about evangelization.  

c. Participate in local bible study or other groups … faith sharing groups … 

d. Live the experience offered by the diocesan team for the New Evangelization. 

e. Work on the family-parish-school connection.  

 
 

   B)  Fraternal Communion    

 
 

he second element of the face of the 
Church is fraternal communion. With the 

coming of Christ and his message, a new 
principle of existence appeared in the 

world. In the image of the Holy Trinity and 
under its influence, human beings were 
called to enter into communion with one 
another.  

 
 

T 
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19-  This communion is lived out first of all in the couple and the 
family: man and woman give themselves one to the other in the 
marital union from which new lives come forth. Holy Scripture 
describes this reality well. The family forms the basis of society 
and of the Church and it merits all of our consideration and 
commitment so that it can fulfill its fundamental mission. It is a 
“domestic Church”.  
 

20-  Families are in contact with one another according to different factors (neighbourhood, 
friendship, culture, work, recreation, faith). Believing families come together in the unity 
of the parish. Pope  Francis describes it this way:  

 
a- “It continues to be “the Church living in the midst of the homes of her sons and 

daughters. This presumes that it really is in contact with the homes and the lives of 
its people … 
 

b-  The parish is the presence of the Church in a given territory, an environment for 
hearing God’s word, for growth in the Christian life, for dialogue, proclamation, 
charitable outreach, worship and celebration. In all its activities the parish 
encourages and trains its members to be evangelizers.  

 

c-  It is a community of communities, a sanctuary where the thirsty come to drink in the 
midst of their journey, and a centre of constant missionary outreach. 

 
d- We must admit, though, that the call to review and renew our parishes has not yet 

sufficed to bring them nearer to people, to make them environments of living 
communion and participation, and to make them completely mission-oriented.” (EG 
28). 

 
21- In addition to families, the parish is concerned with different 

categories of people: those who are alone, sick or elderly; 
those who are in the grip of economic difficulties, of problems 
with alcohol, drugs, violence, exploitation. The parish concerns 
itself with misery in all its forms, near or far. The reality of 
communion expresses itself in sharing, in pooling of resources 
that has no bounds. It is impressive to see people involved in 
comforting the poor whom they encounter and also helping perfect strangers at a time 
of disasters or catastrophes far away.  

 
22-  With their staff, their volunteers, the different services that they offer, our parishes 

form a fundamental element for the life of the Church.  
 
a- The parish is not a select club of people who come together because of their 

common interests. A place of welcome for every person and every situation, the 
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parish makes present the universal Church that includes 
saints and sinners, poor and rich, scholars and the simple-
minded, people of various nationalities and of every age. 
The parish is in contact with institutions that it encounters 
in its neighbourhood: hospitals, retirement or nursing 
homes, schools, workplaces, recreation centres …  

 
b- The parish maintains ties with other parishes, linguistic communities, other religious 

denominations. To this end, our diocese gathers parishes into three pastoral regions 
(two geographical to the north and south and one linguistic, Anglophone). There we 
can share experiences and work on common projects.  
 

c- The diocese itself is connected to other dioceses of the province and the country. At 
the same time, through its union with the Pope, the diocese is connected to the 
universal Church. For this reason, a parish gathering is never closed on itself. On the 
contrary, it is open to the diocesan Church, the universal Church, to the Church of 
the saints.  

 
d- In this way, fraternal communion remains an essential element of the Church that 

seeks to reach people in all places and all times.  
 
e- Spiritual Application : 
 

a. Look at how I experience communion with the people in my family, my 
workplace, with my neighbours. 

b. Explain what bridges I build with people from other milieus or cultures.  
c. Identify the different groups that work to unify people; bring my 

collaboration. 
d. Fraternal communion means pooling assets … indicate the material and 

spiritual goods that I concretely share. 

 
23-  Our parish churches are an important element in cities and perhaps even more in 

villages, where they constitute a major reference point. In a world tending to forget 
God, churches are a palpable evangelization, an immediate sermon. They proclaim that 
God exists, that the Christian community is gathering, in joyful times as well as in 
difficult ones. Our churches are not museums but places of life. Thank you to all those 
who work to maintain them.  

 
24-  Our parishes are experiencing weaknesses. 

 
a- I’m thinking in particular about staff, permanent staff, as much as volunteers. The 

people involved are getting older … they should retire and are not replaced. In fact, 
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it’s the faithful who are lacking. If every baptized person took their faith seriously, 
many difficulties would disappear.  
 

b- Parishes cannot function in a vacuum. They are no 
longer able to offer all services. In collaboration with 
other parishes, they could perhaps concentrate on a 
few. A baptismal preparation team could meet the 
parents from several parishes. In certain places, 
secretarial services could be shared …  

 
c- Some parishes are in good financial shape, while others live modestly or get by. 

Thought will have to be given to the economic situation :  sensitize the population in 
general (some people away from the Church will often contribute to the 
maintenance of the parishes), increase contributions to the Sunday collection or 
mass offerings, establish automatic withdrawal (pre-authorized banking debit), take 
up a collection at funerals, bequests … Volunteers already work generously to 
provide additional income (bazaars…). 

 
 

C) Breaking of the Bread      

 
n the Acts of the Apostles, the third 
element that Saint Luke mentions to 

describe the Christian community is the 
‘breaking of the bread’. This is the name 

that the first 
Christians used to 
speak about the 
Eucharist. This 
referred to the 
gesture of Jesus 
who “took a loaf of 
bread, and after  
blessing it he broke 
it, gave it to the 
disciples.” (Mt 26: 

26) It was through this gesture that the 
disciples of Emmaus recognized Jesus on 
Easter night. (Lk 24:30-31) In my Lenten 
Pastoral Letter this past year, I focused on 
the mystery of the Eucharist for which many 
of our brothers and sisters no longer see 
the importance … I invite you to return to it. 
The Eucharist is not something secondary in 
Christian life. On the contrary, it should be 
placed at its centre, since it is the gift of 
himself that the Lord makes for us. It is the 
sacrament of the new and eternal covenant 
that he gives to us.  
 

 
25-   In the words ‘breaking of bread’, I want to include the other sacraments, essential 

elements in the Catholic Church. Indeed the Catechism teaches: “The seven sacraments 
are the signs and instruments by which the Holy Spirit spreads the grace of Christ the 
head throughout the Church which is his Body.” (n. 774) They are “efficacious signs of 
grace, instituted by Christ and entrusted to the Church, by which divine life is dispensed 
to us. (n. 1131) Through the sacraments, we are in communion with Christ.   

I 
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a- However, for many years now, the faithful who attend the Sunday Eucharist have 

been less numerous … the level of ‘practice’ considerably lower.  
 

b- The same decrease has also been seen with the other sacraments. In 1975 we 
celebrated 1035 baptisms in the diocese. In 2015, 
there were 242 (the birth rate has also fallen 
considerably). In 1975 there were 536 weddings, 
compared to 25 in 2015. There has been an 
increase in the number of funerals outside of the 
church, in some cases, without any form of 
religious celebration.  

 
c- In recent years parishes have been reconfigured … 

there were 37 in 1975, as opposed to 24 in 2015. Because fewer of the faithful are 
attending church, some churches had to close.  

 
26- In fact we are observing the spread of religious indifference and even a practical 

atheism. While declaring themselves to be Catholic, some people are no longer 
attending the parish and church except on rare occasions: Christmas and Easter, 
funerals, first communions. Young people are generally absent from our liturgical 
gatherings, except for certain specific events. Very few come back after their first 
communion or their confirmation. Sports or recreation centres are attended more 
often. As for the sacrament of Matrimony, the difficulties are known: cohabitation 
without commitment, separations, divorces, reconstituted couples, reconstructed 
families …  
 

27-  The situation of the priests is hardly ideal either: there were 55 in 1975 and 17 in 2015. 
Without the invaluable contribution of African confreres (there are currently 6 in the 
diocese), 11 parishes and 2 missions would be deprived of priests. At the present time 
there is no one in the seminary.  
 
a- The situation in the diocese in 5 years is greatly concerning … priests are aging and 

are not replaced; the youngest priests in service are Africans and can be recalled by 
their communities.  
 

b- But priests are essential to the Church. They alone can celebrate the Eucharist, 
forgive sins, administer the Sacrament of the Sick, confirm in certain instances. Will 
we have a Church without priests? 
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c- I am convinced that the Lord is still calling to the priesthood, but I also think that 
some who are called are reliving the 
experience of the “young rich man” (Mk 10: 
17-31), unable to leave his riches in order to 
follow Christ. The prospect of giving up 
marriage or lucrative professions 
undoubtedly prevents some from responding 
to the Lord’s invitation.  

 
28- The decrease in the number of practicing Catholics, of priests and other ministers 

(permanent deacons, persons mandated in pastoral ministry), has repercusions on the 
daily life of our parishes. It is more and more difficult to assure the same number of 
celebrations as before … some alterations to the schedule are organized in such a way 
that one priest can serve the neighbouring parish when his confrere is absent (illness, 
holidays…). Parishes served by the same priest have to make “concessions” that take the 
needs of other communities and the priest himself into account. In certain locations, 
Sunday gatherings are organized while awaiting a Eucharistic celebration (Liturgy of the 
Word).   
 

29-  Spiritual Application: 
 

a. Rediscover the place of sacramental life in the Catholic Church. It is an 
essential element, since the sacraments are the actions of Christ who is 
building his Church.  

b. Help young families and the youth to become aware of the importance of the 
Sunday Eucharist.  

c. Promote a strong pastoral ministry for vocations to the married life and to 
priesthood.  

d. Lead the lay faithful to be more involved in services for the parish that do not 
require ordination.  

e. Foster the presence of the priest among young people … personal witness 
calls out to them.  
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D) Prayer 

 
 

he fourth element of the Christian 
community is prayer. I dealt with this in 

my 2014 Lenten Pastoral Letter: “And while 
he was praying, the appearance of his face 
changed.”  We can refer to it.  
 

rayer is a personal and loving dialogue 
with God, whom we listen to, to whom 

we express our feelings of adoration, our 
gratitude, our requests and our 
intercessions for others.  
 

e devote some time to prayer during the 
day, particularly in the morning and 

evening or at meals. We pray out in nature, 
at home, on the road, at church. We pray 
before holy images at church (like the 
crucifix, an icon, a statue). We pray in 
silence while reading the Word of God, 
before the Blessed Sacrament. We pray 
alone, as a couple, as a family, as a parish … 

We pray at certain events: a birth, a 
baptism, a wedding, a death. We pray when 
a great catastrophe happens (natural 
disasters, wars, epidemics …)  
 

oung people should be taught to pray, 
following the disciples who asked Jesus 

: “Teach us to pray.” (Lk 11: 2) 
 

ust as we see people constantly 
‘connected’ on their ‘IPhone or cellphone 

or Blackberry’ in 
order to stay in 
touch with  their 
loved ones, in the 
same way, might 
we find a way to 
regularly be 
‘connected’ with 
the Lord! 

 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
At the end of this reflection on our diocesan 
Church and the future that we should 
prepare for her, we recall the four elements 
with which Saint Luke describes the first 
Christian community and how essential and 
related to one another they are.  Together 
we must maintain fidelity to the teaching of 
the Apostles, fraternal communion, the 
breaking of the bread and prayers. To be 
deprived of one or the other of these four 
driving wheels is to prevent the vehicle of 
the Church from moving forward on the 
roads of this era. Each person and each 

community should examine themselves 
according to this plan in order to see what 
wheel seems the most fragile in their own 
reality and make the vital corrections in 
order to be faithful to the authentic 
Christian experience.  
 
I thank people involved in the life of our 
parishes. Many of them express the “will to 
live” of their communities.  
 
I invite the lay faithful to rediscover their 
vocation as ‘disciple-missionaries’ and to 
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respond by getting involved in the 
proclamation of the faith, in its celebration, 
in the animation and service of their 
communities. We are all invited to 
rediscover the missionary dynamism of 
Evangelization … to bring the Gospel into 
our daily lives, to transmit it to new 
generations through quality Catholic 
education.  
 
Let us rediscover the meaning of the 
Christian community … no one becomes 
Christian alone; no one remains Christian 
alone; each one needs the Church to be 
born into the life of God and to live from it; 

each one is invaluable for the Church; each 
one brings his or her irreplaceable 
contribution!  
 
Let us rediscover the indispensable 
necessity of sacramental life, the source 
and summit of our Christian life!  
 
Let us work for a vocation ministry, 
especially for the married life and 
priesthood.  
 
May the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost, as 
the image on the cover page of this letter 
recalls, enlighten and embrace us.  

               
 With my blessing.                                                  
 

 
 Serge Poitras 
Bishop of Timmins 
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 September 21, 2016, Feast of Saint Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist. 


