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Called to be the Body of Christ

Now, more than ever, Catholics need to come to grips with how to be more of a parish, more of a family.  That certainly is God’s plan for us – that we enjoy one another as family; that we truly love one another in His name; that we become aware of our magnificent vocation together in the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation.  Jesus wants us to become one with one another as He and the Father are one.  That was His yearning for us at the Last Supper and that is the way He yearns for us now.
Our vocation is magnificent!  It is within our power to make Jesus credible to the whole world.  Through our relationships with one another, the world is going to believe that Jesus is His Father’s Son.

Pope Paul VI expressed this crucial point very clearly in his 1975 letter on Evangelization.  Referring to the Gospel of St John, the Pope said that unity among us is “the proof that he (Jesus) is sent by the Father.  It is the test of the credibility of Christians and of Christ himself” (Evangelization, 77).  It is exciting just to get together with this ambition and vision in mind.  

One of the things we definitely have to do is to draw on each other’s strength.  We do not have to accomplish this alone, and as a matter of fact, we cannot do it alone.  No matter how sincere, determined, and good we are, no matter how hard we work at it,  we cannot do it alone.  It is simply impossible.
We need one another.  So, become more and more aware of the goodness of the brothers and sisters that surround you in your parish; really taste the grace that is in them.  Appreciate how much the Lord loves them, and how he has chosen them to be part of your life.  It is no accident that these very people belong to your parish and are part of your personal experience.  So, be sure to talk to these people.  Try to know a little more about them.  Become more aware of their positive qualities and virtues.  Really concentrate on that.

Too often when we talk to one another, it is mere chatting.  Sometimes – and this is even worse – we judge one another.  Or we simply gravitate toward those for whom we find a personal attraction.  Really work at becoming aware of the specific good points of as many of our brothers and sisters as possible.
Another thing we have to become aware of is that we are the Church.  Our parishis us, the parishioners.  We simply cannot leave it to just a few members of this parish – namely, the priests and sisters and those who have specific ministries.  It is up to us just how much of a love community and true family we become.  God truly calls us to a change of heart.  We cannot just keep “doing Catholic things”.  We have to welcome our brothers and sisters in the body of Christ. The real opportunities available to us are to build a closeness to one another – a friendship and a warmth that will make us all new again.
Our New Awareness

Right now just stop and quietly contemplate how generous and loving all the members of your parish leadership have been.  Your priests, your religious sisters, your dedicated lay leaders – they really care for you.  They have a tremendous interest in your well-being.

Together, you have begun to create a tremendous, loving faith community here in the parish. What can happen in their lives, and in yours, depends on each one of us making a definite commitment to live as a faith family.We are going to have to continue growing in wisdom, age, and grace,to discover more of each other, and exercise even more generosity as we go along.  

There are some very practical steps we can take to fulfill the Lord’s plan for us.  These basic steps are: (1) prayer; (2) Scripture; (3) frequenting the sacraments; (4) forming a more deeply Catholic conscience; (5) spreading the Good News.  In this booklet we will concentrate on the first four of these areas.

Prayer in the Body of Christ
Prayer is something that simply has to be part of a faith family.  We are not interested in merely getting along nicely with one another.  That is fine and good in itself.  But we are not just a family, we are a faith family.  Without prayer, we are simply not going to have the Lord in our midst as someone we relate to in a really personal way.

The whole purpose of prayer is to experience the living presence of the Lord.  This is what prayer is about.  Too often we concentrate on the fact of praying rather than experiencing him.  Prayer is essentially a communication aimed at listening and understanding the other person – the Lord Jesus, our Father in heaven, and their Spirit.  So, we can never be satisfied no matter what level of prayer we are on.  It is exactly like any other relationship; we cannot be satisfied that we are communicating well enough.  We have to grow constantly in our awareness of the other person.

The fact is, we simply do not have enough ambition when we pray.  We tend to settle in at some specific level and stay there for the rest of our lives.  We really have to ask ourselves,  “How much deeper into prayer are we now than we were a month ago, much less six months or a year ago?  Are we really closer to the Lord?”
The question we should be asking is:  What are the results?  That is the real question, and the results we examine should strictly focus in on who he is to me.  Otherwise, it becomes a self help type of activity – an exercise in personal perfection rather than a communion with God.

Private Prayer
There are many varieties of prayer within the Church.  For each of us, the best way to pray is up to the personal choice and inclination of each individual.  But there are some things that we should have in common.  First, we have to be serious about prayer.  We cannot just let prayer be something we do when the spirit moves us, or when we get around to it, or when we are in a group where everybody is praying.  So, being serious means being disciplined in how and when we pray.  It may be charismatic prayer or a discernment-of-spirits type of prayer, and most of us should plan on some combination of different types of prayer, according to our different circumstances and needs.

Another dimension that we ought to look at is how Catholic is our prayer?  This does not mean that we have to use “Catholic” words.  It means that when we pray, we pray specifically as members of the Body of Christ, we pray in the name of, for, and through the whole faith family.  We never pray just as isolated individuals.  This is not to suggest, of course, that we never pray alone.  Of course, we do that.  But even when we are alone physically, we are always conscious of our relationships in the Body of Christ; conscious that we appear before our Father with the power and glory of the whole community of believers.  It is just like a husband or a wife.  A wife always prays as a wife, because she is not a single person any more.  When she prays, she may be alone physically,  but she prays in the name of her relationship with her husband, and not as a single woman would pray.  The same thing is true of Catholics.  We have to pray as Catholics, not just as individual persons – because we simply are not isolated individuals.  We have a deep relationship with the people of God.
Communal  Prayer

Another thing we should recognize is that the Lord gave a special charism and power for communal prayer.  He said:  “Whenever two or three are gathered together, there I am in the midst of them”.  Obviously, the greatest form of communal prayer is the Mass.  There are also different forms of devotion as well as more spontaneous types of group prayer.  We should not excuse ourselves from communal prayer because it is not our particular bag, something that we do not feel comfortable with.  There is a special strength and grace that comes from praying with our brothers and sisters in the Lord.

In the liturgy, our prayer is in, with, and through Christ.  For us Catholics that means in, with, and through the body of Christ.  In this connection, we need to give serious consideration to the official prayer of the Church, the Divine Office.  Let us really examine the role it has in our lives.  Just how meaningful are we letting it be?  How much does it unite us with our Catholic people?  The Divine Office is our official prayer.  And we all agree that it is a fine prayer.  But does it lead us to a greater reverence for the Body of Christ, our Catholic people?

Most of our prayer centers on praying for ourselves.  Our prayer tends to restrict itself to prayer of petition.  This type of prayer is good; our Father certainly wants us to go to him with the things we need, but our basic, fundamental prayer has got to be a prayer of praise.  That is what the prayer of the Church is; that is what our Divine Office is.  Praise, furthermore, is a concrete way of praying  for the Church and with the Church, rather than just as an isolated person who happens to be Catholic.  We really find it difficult to understand that we are the Church.  We need to become more conscious in practical ways that we are praying as the Church, and not just as Joe or Mary.

Questions on Prayer

1.  How frequently do I pray?_______________________________
2.  What types of prayer do I use?____________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
3.  How disciplined am I in my prayer?  (This means in regard to having a regular time, a system of prayer, learning more about prayer, etc.)__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4.  Do I really expect my prayers to be answered, and do I continue to ask until I receive?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5.  Do I talk about prayer?__________________________________
     How and when do I talk about prayer? _______________________________________________________
     With whom?__________________________________________
     Why?To get them to pray, to learn more about how to pray?_____
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
6. Do I reject certain forms of prayer?  If so, why? (Consider, for example, meditative prayer, spontaneous prayer, communal prayer, private prayer, charismatic prayer, discernment of spirits, novenas, the rosary, Benediction)

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
7.  Do I consider my form of prayer superior?  Explain.

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
8.  Do I accept that there is a special charism to prayer in common (whether it is spontaneous, charismatic, the rosary, the liturgy)? Explain.

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
9.  Do I consciously pray as a member of the Church?  Explain.

_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
The Scripture and his Living Word

Scripture has to be something that constantly feeds us, a consistent source of nourishment in our lives.  If we are going to be truly Catholic, we have to take “our” Book in hand.  We are called to be people of the Book.  Scripture is not something we are free to take or reject.  It cannot be something we hear once a week at Mass on Sunday.  It has to be a real part of our lives.

We are his Living Word

The Gospel of John tells us “The Word became flesh”.  As the body of Christ, we today are that flesh of His.  Part of the way we become the living Word of God is to really immerse ourselves in Scripture.  Our vocation is to make ourselves spokespersons for Scripture by the way we live and speak.

The Psalmist says, “May your word be a light to my path”.  We are to be a light to the path of the Lord.  We are to lead people to him by the way we express ourselves in our conduct even more than in our words.

It is certainly right for us to reverence the Scriptures, God’s word in print.  But we must not forget that God trusts us much more than he trusts the Book.  We are His body, the Word made flesh.  He counts much more on our touching the lives of people by living 

His word than He counts on people reading.  Our Father trusts us incredibly.  We are absolutely essential to His plan for the happiness of all His children.

Scripture:  A Call to Belong

The basic question we are asking when we read the Scriptures is:  Where do I find myself in the midst of the Body of Christ?  The question is not merely, What does this passage mean to me or what does it do for me?  The question is:  How am I integrating myself more into the life of this faith community?  Am I living the way that this community is inviting me to live?  Or am I just living my own way (which may be very good)?  The Scriptures should immerse me more in the life of the people of the Book.

To become immersed in Scripture, we need discipline.  It is not a good idea always to open the Bible at random and then read whatever passages we find on the open page.  We should be more consistent and methodical.  Let’s follow through so that the whole Scripture is part of our lives, not just an accidental part of it from here or from there.

We have to remember that this is not just a book.  It is not even the good book.  It is the Book of the Church.  Before the New Testament writings were written down, they were memories spoken and passed on.  They were part of the flowing memory of the faith community.  The Gospels first came into being in the hearts of the people communicating their faith and love to one another.  What the four Evangelists wrote down was not an inspiration given to them privately, but an inspired word lived and communicated among the people.  The Scriptures are the Church’s memory of Jesus and of how much he meant to them.  When we read the New Testament we are reading the heart and feelings and faith of Christ’s Body, the Church.  We are reading our own very heart and memory.  Vatican II said that Scripture is a “mirror”.  When we look in that mirror we see a whole people – ourselves.  The mirror of Scripture reveals what we as a people believe – what we as a family are experiencing.  The Scriptures are a call from our family – a call to belong.
The Gospels came into being as people talked and communicated, in the presence of Jesus and His Spirit, and that is how the Scriptures are meant to be used today.  Scripture is meant to be talked over.  It is not meant to be just privately contemplated.  Private reading and praying of the Scriptures is a good beginning, but we really should be sharing with our fellow Catholics – sharing what we and they are experiencing through the Book.  When we use Scripture in this way, we can examine ourselves and our own response in terms of what the community is experiencing.  We do not have to take it privately.  In fact, Scripture is not meant to be a private revelation between Jesus and myself.  It is intended to help us to experience the whole community more meaningfully and more powerfully.  If we are not using Scripture that way, if that is not the effect of our Scripture reading, we are not opening ourselves to the full message.  We have to become very aware that the Book exists because of the Church.  The only reason we have Scripture is because the Church has handed it on to us.  Scripture is an appeal from the Church to read the Book in terms of where I belong in the midst of these people.

Questions on Scripture

1. How often do I normally read Scripture?

_______________________________________________________
2. Do I have any plan in the way I read Scripture?  Explain.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Am I educating myself through reading, classes, talking to people who are knowledgeable about Scripture?  Explain.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. How much influence does Scripture normally have on my daily decisions?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. Do I see Scripture as the Book of the Church?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6. Does reading Scripture bring me closer to the body of Christ, the people of the Church?  Explain.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
7. What do I think will happen to myself, to my relationship with my family, to my relationship with my parish if I begin reading Scripture on a regular basis?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

8. How often do I read and/or discuss Scripture with others? With whom?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Being his Body through the Sacraments

Frequenting the sacraments has to be terribly, terribly important to us.  We are not just a people of ritual or ethics or Scripture or prayer – we are very definitely a people of sacraments.  Sacraments are defining moments in the lives of Catholics.  Just how often do we frequent the sacraments?

The Sacrament of Baptism

First of all let us focus on the Sacrament of Baptism.  We are a baptized people.  That in itself is an incredible fact.  That alone should make us look at ourselves in wonder and awe.

Just look at yourself in the mirror and say:  I am baptized.  I have been immersed in the death of Jesus Christ and raised again to new life.  This reality makes us incredibly wonderful.

If we do not realize what our Baptism means in our lives, we miss a whole dimension of our relationship with others, especially those who are closest to us.  First and foremost we are a baptized people.

If I had a million dollars but didn’t know it, there would only be so much I could do for those I love – so much that I would not do simply because I failed to realize what I possessed.

That is a weak example of how things are if I do not make myself really conscious of the fact that my husband, my wife, my children, my brother, my sister, my friends, my priests, my religious sisters are baptized.  Everybody I deal with in this parish is baptized.  This is the Body of Christ!

At the root of our baptized being is a call to belong to one another, to all the baptized.  It is a call to recognize that I am incorporated into His body and linked to all the people who are that body.  My Baptism is not something that is just for me personally.  It is a gift to and from this community.  I am not baptized privately, in a void, by God.  It is these believing people who have given me their precious gift of calling me to belong to them when they baptized me.  It is their Baptism and their love that I am called to in this sacrament.  Baptism is a call to be immersed in the Church, a call to relationship within the Body of Jesus Christ, our Catholic people.

Ways to Appreciate Baptism

It is a wonderful thing we do when we celebrate birthdays of family members and friends.  By celebrating important points in their lives we are telling people that we really love them.

We ought to do the same thing on the anniversary of a person’s Baptism.  This is the person’s birthday into the Church – the anniversary of a person’s first experience of the Lord.  Celebrating a birthday is a good thing to do, but celebrating a Baptism has an even greater significance.  It is not just taking note of something that happened to one person, but of something that happened to us all.  Your Baptism is something that called you to me.  In a real way, it is a combination of celebrating a birthday and a wedding anniversary.  It is an individual’s birthday into the Church, but it is also the community’s choice of that person and the person’s response to the community’s choice.  There is a very real kind of spousal commitment involved in Baptism.

For example, a man can’t celebrate his wife’s wedding anniversary without celebrating his own.  The same thing is true of Baptism.  When I celebrate somebody’s Baptism into the Catholic Church, I’m celebrating my call to that person as well as that person’s anniversary.

It is an excellent idea to write down the Baptismal dates of everyone in all the families we are close to.  Having those dates recorded, we can then send cards to people for the anniversary of their Baptism, whether it be the fourth or the eighty-fourth.  We can take this even further.  One of the main ways we express to people how much they and their anniversary mean to us is through food and decorations.  We do that for all the high points of a person’s life.  If we ignore such things as a Baptismal date, it indicates how unimportant we consider Baptism to be.  

Going to a Baptism can be a wonderful family experience.  It can help us to relive our own Baptism.  It can also give us an opportunity to express to other members of the family what Baptism means to us at our present stage of life.  The point is not to deepen our intellectual grasp of what Baptism is, but to express what it means to us now – to express how we feel called to live out the gift that was given to us on the occasion of our Baptism.

A good teaching technique for youngsters is to show photographs or slides or home movies that we took of their Baptism.  There is a lot of fun connected with doing this, and a lot of opportunities for identification on the part of each youngster.  This is a chance for us adults to learn too – a chance to let the conversation roll on about what it meant and how it affects each person in the room.

A boy or girl of sixteen, for example, has no memory of being baptized.  But if we put it right on the screen before him or her, we are opening up possibilities for questions about “What does this mean?” and “What does that mean?”  A lot of times we won’t know the answer.  That’s good because it helps us to discover that we do not know enough about our own Baptism.  Then we can throw out questions like “Okay, where do we go with that?  Is that just something nice that was done to us a long time ago?”  The idea is not to put the kids on the spot; the adults have to answer the same questions.

Do we really reverence each other as baptized?  Do we really see one another as baptized people?  Is this little girl I’m bathing a baptized little girl or is this just a little girl.  Is she my little girl?  You see, she is more than “my little girl”; she is “our” little girl.  That little girl belongs to the Body of Christ and not just to one individual woman or man.
Is this person I’m eating with a fellow human being, or is this person linked to me in a deep way through Baptism?

Is this family that we’re having over to the house just a family, or are they a baptized family?

With all the people we are gathering around us in love, we must come to realize what a significant reality it is that we share the bond of Baptism.

Questions on Baptism

1. Do I see the members of my family as baptized members of the Church?  Explain.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. What effect does it have on me when I see my friends, in-laws, people at Sunday Mass, my parish priest, and sisters in religion as baptized members of the Church?  Explain.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sacrament of Confirmation

A great deal of what we have been focusing on is also true of the sacrament of Confirmation.  Every one of us, except for the younger family members, has been ordained by the Church.  Confirmation is a real ordination, a commissioning.  It is a real calling forth by the community of believers.  The individual who has been confirmed is commissioned to carry out the Gospel message, to make disciples of all nations.

How do we treat our Confirmation?  Do we even think about it except when we have a child in the family who is going to be confirmed this year?  When there is a Confirmation in the family, we make a big deal out of it for him or her.  But then, like every other event, it is over and done with.

Do we ever talk about our own Confirmation?  Do we recognize that Confirmation has real significance beyond our own personal lives?

Each Confirmation has untold significance for the whole Church.  How are we living up to the responsibility that the whole body of the Church has placed upon us?  Do we realize that they are counting on us?

The whole Church really does depend on us to express our relationship with the Body of Jesus Christ.  Remember, it is through our relationships with one another that the world is going to believe that we are the Body of Christ, that Jesus is his Father’s Son.  This entails a lot more than just acting right and “doing the right thing”.  It means living with such a depth of relationship to one another that people sense the call, the attraction to belong.

The Sacrament of Reconciliation

The sacrament of Reconciliation is probably the most abused and neglected sacrament of the Church.  We have basically abandoned this sacrament.  Meanwhile, Reconciliation is, in many ways, the most Catholic thing we can do.  It recognizes the Church dimension of sin.  Sin is not a private thing.  When I sin, I don’t just “do something bad” or offend somebody.  When I sin, I diminish the Church.

We all recognize this when it comes to priests and sisters.  If Father So-and-So has a bad temper he can drive people away from the Church.  So can we!  The same thing is true for all of us.  As a group, what is there about Catholics that is terribly attractive?  Do you hear people saying about us, “See how they love one another?”  No, you don’t hear that.  It is because of the sinfulness of each Catholic that the world does not see us as anything special, anything to respect with reverence.

When we fail to love one another, when we do not establish a real tenderness and sense of community among ourselves, people say:  “What is so special about Catholics?  Why should we pay any attention to them?  Why, above all, should we be interested in joining them?”  It is not just priests and sisters who drive others away from the Church.  All of us Catholics do that.  At the very least, we establish an atmosphere of indifference in the hearts of those around us.

Consequently, the Church has a very real investment in my sinfulness.  And I have to go to the Church to seek reconciliation for the credibility I have taken away from the Church in the eyes of others.

How much has my sinfulness diminished the unity among Catholics.  Sinfulness, of course, is not simply acts of commission; it is also acts of omission.  I sin by not treating Catholics as anything special, by not being willing even to be identified as a Catholic.  I sin by not partaking of the sense of family that we are called to.  I sin by not taking seriously the plea of Jesus at the Last Supper, that we integrate ourselves into his body with our fellow Catholics.

Why Go to Confession?

Confession helps us to recognize that our sin is not private.  Our sin is a sin against the Church, not just against God.  I can say to myself, “Well, I can go to God to get forgiven”.  There is no question that this is true.  But how are you going to reconcile with the Church?  If I am very unkind to my wife, I can go to God and get forgiven.  But if I don’t also go and reconcile with my wife, where does that leave our relationship?  It is just not good enough for me to go to God alone.

As a Catholic, when I sin, I lessen you, the Body of Christ.  I make you less believable, less credible, less meaningful, less attractive in the eyes of the world.  And so, anytime I sin, it is just as much by omission as commission.  I have to recognize the fact that it is a corporate sin; that I have involved you in my sin, and that I have to seek reconciliation with you.  I cannot just go to God alone. 

You see, God really meant it when he made us the Body of Christ.  He really meant it when he gave his Church power so that “whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven”.
We may ache for the privacy of going to God alone.  But we have been called to recognize that we are a family of the faithful.  What we do affects one another.  Therefore, the Sacrament of Reconciliation is an essential expression, a real admission, that we are not just a scattered group of people who happen to come together.  We really have a stake in each other.  We really belong to one another.  We really affect each other.

Too often we focus exclusively on a vertical forgiveness, so we go to God and ask him to forgive us.  And, of course he does, because he is a loving God.  But there is also a horizontal reconciliation that needs to take place.  We are so self-centered when it comes to forgiveness that we focus more on what happens to ourselves than on what happens to the person we may have offended.  Forgiveness is only half the story.  The real issue is not “Am I justified?” but “Am I Reconciled?”

Frequent Confession Deepens Relationships

Frequency of confession is very important.  If we do not go to confession frequently, we lose our awareness of just how responsible we have to be to our fellow Catholics.  The longer we stay away from confession, the more callous our conscience becomes.  The longer people have been away from confession, the less they have to say.  This is not because they are hiding anything or holding back.  It simply is that they have become so used to living in a certain way that they do not see anything wrong with the pattern of their lives.  One of the beautiful things about the Sacrament of Reconciliation is that it sensitizes us.  It makes us more aware of our opportunities to love and the ways we neglect these opportunities.

So, the Sacrament of Reconciliation should be experienced with some frequency.  Once a month used to be the norm, and it takes at least that frequency to develop a pattern of growth where each experience builds on the one before.  The real disadvantage of infrequent confession is that we get used to our sins and so, begin to diminish our awareness of sin.  The longer we go between confessions, the fewer sins we seem to have simply because so many sins have gone unreconsciled that a sin has to be really serious to make us uncomfortable.  Frequent Reconciliation sensitizes our conscience to anything that comes between us and our loving God. 
When we approach the Sacrament of Reconciliation, we should not use a “laundry list” approach.  What we should examine is our love relationships.  What we need to look at is how open we have been to true love, whether with God or man.

The place to start is with our own family.  The basic resource each one of us has is a capacity to love.  The main question is: How have I exercised my capacity to love?  In general, just how generous a person have I been?  How really thoughtful have I been toward the members of my family?  How conscious have I been of their feelings and needs?
Then get more specific.  Ask yourself:  How thoughtful have I been toward my husband, my wife, my sister, my son, the other families who are close to us, the people I go to school with, work with, shop with, my priest, and so on?

Next, focus on God.  Ask:  How open to really loving God have I been?  This does not mean, how obedient have I been to God, or have I violated his commandments?  It means:  Have I really loved God?  Even more significantly:  Have I allowed God to love me?  Have I really allowed Him to be intimate with me, to really touch my life?  Have I allowed myself to be moved by Him?  Have I striven to understand Him or to be understood by Him?
In relationships with our family, the question to ask ourselves is not, did I yell at the kids, or was I too harsh with them?  The question is:  Have I looked at them as a constant burden to me?  That’s the real point.  The question is not:  Have I played enough ball with them?  It is:  Have I allowed my children to have a father or mother?
Another area to examine is:  How Catholic have I been in spending money?  This means more than simply asking, “Have I earned it honestly?”  If I am making enough money, and I want something, do I just get it?  Money is a gift from God.  It is meant to serve all those whose lives we touch.  It is not just a personal, private preserve.

The same thing is true with my time, Do I just use my time for myself or for those I most enjoy being with?

Even more significant than my time is my attention.  We can spend time with our families and other families without really giving them our attention.  We insist on our topic of conversation, or we day dream, or think of what we want to say when the other person finishes talking.  Ask yourself:  “Do I really give my attention to people?  Am I fully immersed in the people who are close to me?”
Your Regular Confessor

One of the most vital areas in the Sacrament of Reconciliation is the choice of a regular confessor.  Unless I have a priest who knows me and is empathetic toward me, who is very conscious of my graces and gifts and can lead me to become the person God wants me to be, the Sacrament of Reconciliation will not be as fruitful as it could be.

If we go to confession just to get sins forgiven, we are not utilizing the real potential of Reconciliation.  We should concentrate on deepening our love in the Sacrament of Reconciliation rather than just getting out of trouble.

Today, we often substitute Communal Reconciliation Services for the individual reception of the sacrament.  As beautiful and as consoling as these communal celebrations can be, they do not allow for a deep examination of conscience nor give the priest an opportunity to really minister to the penitent.  If these are the only times we experience Sacramental Reconciliation, we will not experience the full gift of private individual confession.  When the Irish first introduced private confession, the confessor was considered a “soul friend.”  Having a regular confessor opens the door to this kind of relationship.
If we just pop in and pop out of confession, we treat the sacrament like some kind of “scrub machine”.  I go in, I unburden myself, and I feel better – I feel clean.  That is not the real purpose of the sacrament.  The purpose of Reconciliation is to re-live Baptism, to plunge into the death of Christ and be raised up again.  It is to offer new hope, new visions, and new determination.  It is not so much a look at the past as a gaze into the future in order to build up our urgency for a fuller life in the Church.

The real goal of the sacrament of Reconciliation is to deepen our relationship with the people of the Church.  It looks more to the future than to what has happened in the past.  In a real way, it is like the story of the prodigal son.  The son came to his senses.  Then he went and restored his relationship with his father.  Once the relationship was restored, what had happened in the past was irrelevant except as a spur to a greater present and future.  The reason we go to confession is not just to get released from the past but to deepen our relationship with our fellow Catholics.  That is why it is so terribly important that we have somebody who can really know us intimately; someone who can guide and direct us; someone who can help us to see our potential and lead us to a deeper oneness with the Body of Christ.

Some Catholics think that this sacrament is only for certain kinds of people – for example, people who have specific problems, or people who are tremendously holy.  The fact is, this sacrament is for all who are called through Baptism to be saints.  That means all of us.  We are all big-time Catholics, not just the priests and nuns.  Every one of us needs to select a confessor.  He should be someone we can be open with, someone we believe can understand us.  Each member of the family, young and old, should find a regular confessor.
The sacrament of Reconciliation is not a personal, private matter.  It is something that we should be talking about with one another, our families and our close Catholic friends.  How can we make more fruitful use of it?  That’s what we should be asking one another.  The Body of Christ is not an association of good people striving to be better individuals.  A basic norm we can use to find out how well we are doing as Catholics is to check our degree of closeness, warmth, and relationship with the members of the Church.

Questions on Reconciliation

1. How often do I experience the sacrament of Reconciliation?

_______________________________________________________

2. Am I conscious of the fact that my sinfulness diminishes the Church?  Why do I think this is so?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Sacrament of Matrimony

Do I look on our relationship as husband and wife as a marriage or do I see it as Matrimony?  There is a tremendous difference.

Do I understand the difference?  Does this statement make any sense to me?  Or do I say, “What’s the difference?”

As a Matrimonied couple, we have a special role in God’s plan.  We are to be a mirror to the people of the Church – a mirror that shows them just who they are:  the beloved of Jesus Christ.

Do I see my mother and father as the flesh-and-blood reality of the sacrament of Matrimony?  Or, do I see them as just another man and woman who happen to be my parents?

Do I look on the husbands and wives of the other families in my parish as nice couples?  Or, do I look on them as Matrimony?

Matrimony is an evolutionary experience, a constant growth process.  We are constantly falling more in love with one another, becoming more responsive to one another.  The same thing, meanwhile, is true of our relationship with the Church.  As a couple we become more aware of our responsibility to the Church, more conscious of our power to be true prophets of the Church’s own identity.

Consequently, one thing that a couple should be doing (and that those of us who are not matrimonied should be calling our couples to do) is to renew their vows on a daily basis.  When couples verbalize their willingness to marry each other every day, they grow in awareness that their sacrament is a living, breathing relationship, new every day, and that they are called to live their relationship with the same passion and enthusiasm that they had on their wedding day.  Start by renewing vows at least weekly.  A very good time and place to do this might be at Sunday Mass.

The Sacrament of the Eucharist

Unity in the Church is one of the terrible problems we have today.  The answer to disunity is the Eucharist.  The whole point of the Eucharist is to integrate us more into the Body of Christ.  It’s purpose is to increase our possibilities for unity and to give us the nourishment to become more united with one another.  Once we start taking the Eucharist seriously as a true meal with one another, we will start to understand each other better, be more responsive to one another, be tenderer, less critical, and more willing to let each other into our lives.

Daily Eucharist 

The real test of where we are with the Eucharist is:  Do we go to daily Mass and Communion when we can?  In the “Our Father” we pray, “Give us this day our daily bread”.  And our Father says to us, “Good, that’s a great idea!”  Then we say, “No, wait a minute, I exaggerated; I don’t want it daily, I only want it once a week”.

The question is not, did I go to Mass on a given day?  There are many occasions when it’s impossible or impractical to get to the Eucharist on a given day.  The question is:  Did I miss it?  Does not having been there make a difference to me?  Do I feel a sort of wistful “I wish I could have been there?”  If I have this attitude, then on any day I can be there, I will be.

If we are not going to Mass daily, the question is:  Why not?  We say we believe that this is the Body and Blood of Christ, but does our conduct indicate our true beliefs?

All too often, what we say is, “Well, those people who go to daily Mass and Communion, they’re not all that good.”  What we are doing, if we say that, is setting up an excuse for ourselves not to go.  Part of our real problem is:  The Eucharist is very Catholic, and we do not want to be too Catholic.
We can kid ourselves and say, “Well, there are other ways of spirituality”, and so on.  That’s true.  But one of the things we have to remember is that Scripture itself says:  “They recognized him in the breaking of bread”.  The most overwhelming way to become intimate with the Lord is through the Eucharist.  There are other ways to become close to the Lord, without a doubt, but this is the best way.  At the very least, it is questionable whether the other ways are really being utilized properly and to the fullest extent if we deliberately do not include the Eucharist in our basic spirituality, if we just make it a once-a-week occurrence.

Let’s face it.  One of the basic reasons why we do not go to daily Mass and Communion is not because we are too busy.  It is because we stay up too late at night.  We just do not want to give up late night TV.  We will say:  “Well, we have to relax, we have to unwind”.  Why don’t we look to the Lord to bring us His peace?

Preparing for the Eucharist

To make the most of daily Mass, we can’t just dash into church; go to Mass and dash out of church again.  We should get there five or ten minutes before Mass starts so we have a chance to talk to people.  This is very important.  It has to be a meal, and a meal is not just a feeding.  A meal includes people.  So, in going to Mass, we have to include the people; we have to have a relationship with them.  Otherwise, we are really depriving ourselves of the fullness of what the Eucharist truly is.

Certainly, one of the best forms of preparing for the Eucharist is to have real family meals in our homes.  It is very difficult to understand the Eucharist as a meal if we are not experiencing a meal in human terms with one another.  The family table is a beautiful and important liturgical preparation.  In fact, it is the key liturgical event of the domestic Church – which is what Vatican II (and Pope Paul VI in quite a number of his letters to us) called the family.
There is a close connection between family meals and the Eucharist.  This is true not only in family situations where there are parents and children.  This applies very much to our beloved single people and those who are living alone.  They definitely have to put into their lives a breaking of bread with other Catholics on a regular basis.  It is not a good practice to eat alone as a regular thing.
Daily Mass:  A Family Affair
Going to daily Mass and Communion should also be a family affair in every sense of the word.  We should ask the other members of the family to come along with us.  A good question to ask yourself is:  Have we deprived our children of daily Mass and Communion by never even bringing it up, or just considering it to be unthinkable?

One of the deprivations of our children these days is that they never see the Eucharist except in the context of a Sunday Mass.  So we should very definitely encourage daily Mass with our children.  It is a sad fact that many of our children don’t even consider the possibility of daily Mass.  In most cases, the reason is not that they’re not generous enough, or that they’re not growing in grace, it is simply that the opportunity is never offered to them.

Then there is the possibility of going to daily Mass with members of our wider family, other Catholics.  There are plenty of city center churches and Masses at noontime for people who work in major cities.  

We should start asking people in the office to go with us.  That can be a real evangelization of others.  By simply asking them to accompany us, we offer them an opportunity to really grow in the Lord.  We can say to ourselves, “Well, they know how good Holy Communion is; if they want to go they will go”.  But how do they know it is important to us that they go unless we invite them?  By inviting them we give them an added motivation that is coming from the body of Christ.

The Community Side of Communion

It is very important to recognize that Holy Communion is not merely a private experience of Jesus.  The whole point is that it is an experience of the Body of Christ, head and members.

When the priest holds up the Eucharist before us at Mass and says, “The Body of Christ”, we say, “Amen”.  When we say that, we are making a beautiful act of faith, saying, “This is not just bread; it is the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ”.  But in holding up the host, the priest is also pointing implicitly to the whole congregation and saying, “This too is the Body of Christ.  These people, these flesh-and-blood men and women are incorporated into this Body of which Christ is the head”.  So, one of the most basic goals of the Eucharist is for us to fall more in love with those people.

Now ask yourself:  Is that one of the effects of the Eucharist in my life?  When I go to the Eucharist with my brother and sister Catholics, do I find myself closer to them?  This does not mean closer to the Lord separate from them, but really closer to them; more attracted to them; more understanding of them with a feeling of a greater bond with them.
Never forget that the word Communion means co-union.  It means union with our brothers and sisters in the Lord.  It is not a body-less Lord we are called to belong to.
So let’s examine our consciences on this and see just what we are going to do about making the Eucharist a more meaningful part of our lives, and a more frequent part of our lives, because frequency is part of meaningfulness.

Communing Before and After Mass

One of the most important aspects of a weekday Mass is the people we experience there.  There’s a tremendous sense of community among those so-called little old ladies who rattle their rosary beads.  One of the things you discover is that when they expect to see you there and you’re not there, they worry about you.  So, when you come back, you know that you’ve been cared about.  You know that you have been missed.

Some of us may look down on these daily Mass-goers.  We may say that they just go there to gossip, but they’re right and we’re wrong.  They’ve been kind with one another, and that’s an awfully important aspect of breaking bread in the Lord.

When we go to Mass, we have to focus on the people.  Before Mass we have to make sure we meet people as they come in.  We have to find out a little bit about them, and what they’re experiencing right at this moment, if there’s anything we can do for them, or perhaps just listen to them.

Then afterwards, instead of dashing out of church, stick around.  Be available to chat a little bit.  We can’t underestimate the importance of chatting as far as being Church.  It’s not just doing the “holy thing”; it’s being a holy people with one another.  The Eucharist is an expression of our belonging to one another.  It is a call to recognize one another and to integrate each other into our lives.  We have a strong tendency to isolate the Eucharist (Jesus’ body) from the people (Jesus’ body).  So really make a strenuous effort.  Start to identify with these people, and not just with an isolated Jesus.  There’s too much of a personal-perfection mentality in the spirituality we practice.  We’re called to be a family even more than we’re called to be “good”. 

Questions on the Eucharist

1. What is my attitude toward going to Mass and Holy Communion during the week?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What practical effects do I believe more frequent participation at daily Mass will have on my relationships with those closest to me?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What or who will help me to go to daily Mass more frequently?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Developing a Catholic Conscience

The fourth step we can take in fulfilling God’s plan for us is to develop a more deeply Catholic conscience.

As Church, we are about building the Kingdom of God.  This is Jesus’ mission that he has left to us to accomplish.  It is not an individual task; it is something we share with the rest of the Church.  We have to live out this task as a community.  To be part of the Kingdom of God presumes that we are part of the Church, that we accept the values of this faith community, and that they become our values more and more as we become more a part of this family.  We need to be thinking with the Church if we are about the work of the Church.

One of the basic problems we have today is that we are not accountable to anybody.  We have a do-it-yourself religion kit; we keep to ourselves and make up our own minds about things.  The point is not that we’re making bad moral decisions.  We may be making excellent decisions, but the only persons we’re accountable to are ourselves and God, and that’s not the way it should be.  We simply have got to bring other people into our lives of faith in the basic decisions we make.

There are all sorts of fundamental decisions we make.  For example:  Where shall we live?  Where shall we send the kids to school?  What’s the best way to raise children?  What’s the best size for a family?  How shall we spend our money?  The areas are endless:  job; involvement in the parish; involvement in civic affairs; level of ritual practice in our home; our relationship with other people; the way we treat our parents and our in-laws; the question of grandparents for our own children; how we act as parents and how we call upon the godparents of our children to relate to our sons and daughters.  We could go on and on multiplying the basic decisions that have to be made in every person’s life.

When we make decisions by ourselves we do it from a limited perspective.  That is an unavoidable fact, and it is one reason we need other people in our lives.  Another reason for bringing others in is that it is a commitment to intimacy.  Trying to stay independent and make decisions by ourselves isn’t bad in itself, but there is a better way.  If we let other people into our lives and make ourselves accountable to them, we’re going to do much better.  
This doesn’t mean that we give up our independence.  It doesn’t mean that we become dependent personalities so that we can’t make a decision by ourselves.  It means that we’re interdependent.  It means that we bring up the things that concern us.  An example might be my attitude toward other nationalities, or toward the poor.  It could be any of the things mentioned above.  We often recognize that there’s something wrong in our attitude, but we don’t have the strength and insight to get out of it because we’ve been so well trained the other way.  That’s why we need other people.

So, we have to start talking to the people we’re integrating into our family’s lives.  We have to share the things that are pressing in on us – not so that they can make the decision for us, but so that our decision can be tested.

Talk to them about how your decision is coming out, what problems you’re facing, what failures you’ve had, what successes you’ve enjoyed.  Doing this is like going on a diet.  If you go on a diet by yourself, the success rate is much lower than if you tell people.  If you’ve told people, you don’t want them to know that you have copped out.
We really need the support of other people.  It makes a great difference to have others involved in the formation of our conscience.  One of the reasons we can go to confession time after time without really changing is because we look only within ourselves for the strength to improve.  But that’s not the way the Lord set it up.  That’s why he made us his body.

We have to recognize that we’re acting as the Church in everything that we do.  We’re deciding for the Church in the very decisions that we make for our own lives.  Therefore, the Church – that is, the people – have got to be involved in those decisions because they affect the quality of their lives as Church.

Basically, what we’re saying is that we as Catholics should have a communal conscience.  It’s just like being a family member.  When you’re really part of a family, the whole family should be involved in the basic decisions you make.  After all, the family is very strongly affected by those choices.  The same thing is true of being Catholic.  We don’t just live by ourselves.  We’re immersed in the Body of Jesus and every other member of that body is influenced very definitely by decisions each of us makes.

So, a Catholic conscience has got to be one in which we’re immersed in the community and influenced by the community, affected by the community and concerned with the community in the basic decisions we make.  As Catholics, we are called not to a private conscience but to a communal, family conscience.

Questions on Conscience

1. In what areas or attitudes do I feel least Catholic in my conscience?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. What makes me want to keep my conscience a purely private matter?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. With whom am I willing to begin talking about being more Catholic?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. When and how am I going to begin talking with these people?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

A Questionnaire

What this booklet offers you is a plan.  Part of the plan is that you take it upon yourself to fill in the following questionnaire.  The questionnaire only goes into what you’re going to do this week – not two weeks from now, or a year from now.  You are not being asked to make decisions or plans on a permanent basis.  You are being asked to take a practical step to start to become more Catholic during the next seven days.

In the course of the questionnaire, refer back to the paragraphs you have just read.  At each question, go back and re-read the part that makes it clear in your mind, the part that gives you a direction and an insight into how you can go.  The decisions and practical steps are your own.

In a very real way, this questionnaire should be looked on as an examination of conscience.  So, do it carefully. First, pause and bring yourself into God’s presence.  Don’t begin until you’re really experiencing our Father, and Jesus, with their Spirit right beside you; so that, you know you’re not alone.  They really want you to do into this with depth and sincerity, and they’re with you – helping, encouraging, and consoling you.

The only thing that’s important is what you are going to do in the next seven days.  Don’t be concerned about the past.  In looking at these questions, you may become aware that there are a lot of things you haven’t done.  That’s fine.  There should be a sense of penitence and purpose of amendment.  That’s what we’re after here, a purpose of amendment.  What you put down here is something that, in the presence of God, you really intend to do.  Don’t try to take on too much.  On the other hand, don’t just throw a few things into the pot so you can say, “Well, I’m in.”  Be very strong about it; definitely intend to do something significant in each area that is brought up.  The examination of conscience focuses around the four things we’ve just been talking about:  Prayer, Scripture, Sacraments, and Catholic conscience.  In these areas it is terribly important to make significant changes in our lives.
1. What will I do practically this week to increase my awareness that all my prayer is a prayer of the Church?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. With whom will I pray this week?

_______________________________________________________

3. With whom am I going to share Scripture this week?

_______________________________________________________

4. What specific things am I going to do to remind myself of the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and Matrimony of those around me?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. What am I going to do about getting a regular confessor?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. On which days will I receive the Eucharist this week?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. How will I let others into the forming of my conscience this week?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
8. Who are the Catholic friends with whom I am going to talk over these plans that I have just finished writing?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Follow-up

It would be a mistake if we made this questionnaire we just filled out a private self-improvement project.  What we’ve got to do first is to bring our family into it – our mother and father, brothers and sisters, children, wife or husband.

First, go over with them what you’ve done, and see if they think that it is significant enough.  See whether they believe that you have faced yourself honestly, whether they think that what you’ve put down is practical.  Sometimes they can recognize, better than you can, that you are tending to go overboard or tending to put down less than you really should.  So, become accountable to your family; there’s an intimacy involved in this which is very beautiful, and it’s a true gift to let them inside your life.

The second stage is to talk it over with them during the week.  Talk over how you’re doing.  It would be a very good idea if you asked them to also fill out the Questionnaire so that you’re all working together, participating more in each other’s lives.  It should be a topic of conversation all during the week.  At the end of the week, bring it up again with the family.  Go over and see where you stand, what your success level is.  Then do it again for the following week, with the experience you’ve had guiding you, plus the presence of your family guiding you.

Another good thing to do is to talk it over with the other families you’re making more a part of your lives.  You don’t have to show them the whole questionnaire.  But talk over with them some of the more significant things, some of the things you’re struggling with; some of the things that you find exciting, or do very well and are having a positive impact on the way you look at things.  Then encourage them to do the same thing.  Move away from individualism.  We are members of families.  The call of the Gospel is to love, not just to do the right thing.
It may seem at times that this is moving too fast, that it is calling for an intimacy that no one is prepared for, either yourself or the others.  But, really, this is something we have to push a little bit because we tend to be so private.  Any step we take to break out of our privacy is going to seem to be too quick, too soon.  We simply have to risk.

When a boy meets a girl he is nervous, worried about how she is going to react to him.  Unless he takes the jump and asks her out, nothing happens in their relationship.  We have to be willing to try.

Yes, sometimes it is not going to work and that is going to hurt, but we have got to get out of our present circumstances.  We simply have to build close relationships with our fellow Catholics, and it won’t happen unless we make it happen.

Final Word
Dear brothers and sisters in the Body of Christ:

Do you realize how extraordinary you are, just reading through the above lines and then responding to them by taking on what is being asked of you?  This is something that few people either would or could respond to.  Merely getting involved in this way reveals the grace you have allowed into your life.

We want to send you off to this week of excitement that lies ahead.  As you work with your family and friends to grow in the Lord, we want you to know that we are beside you.  We are very encouraged by you and very enthusiastic for you.  You will be very much in our hearts and in our prayers.  We look forward tremendously to seeing what you have accomplished, and to plan out even greater works of the Lord.  
We love you.

