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The People of God
Rev. Rosendo Urrabazo, CMF
Provincial of Claretians

A
s a boy I learned to serve the Latin Mass. I 
was in awe at the mystery of all of the many 
rituals. I was told not to touch the sacred 
vessels with my bare hands. I felt honored 
to be allowed to be so close to what the 

priest was doing at the altar. I saw things that most people 
never saw. Just when I was getting comfortable, the “new 
Mass” was introduced in our parish. At the time it seemed 
like a revolution. Participation for the people changed 
from “hearing” the Mass to a real “dialogue” between 
the priest and the people. Mass changed from a personal 
devotion to communal worship. It was no longer about 
God and me but rather about us as a “People of God” 
entering into dialogue with the divine. Years later when I 
read the Council document, Lumen Gentium, it all made 
more sense. As a young adult, the notion of the Church 
being the “people” and not the “building” seemed like such 
liberation. We could be church anywhere, even a person’s 
home. My parents were part of a group that took turns 
praying the rosary in their homes. This was more than just 
the recitation of devotional prayers, it was the building up 
of a community, the formation of a new Catholic identity 
as God’s people. 

Along with participation in the dialogue of the Mass, 
some men and women were prepared to read the Bible 
during the Mass. They did this with such joy. My parents 
were lectors and they took such pride in being well prepared 
to read from the Bible in front of the whole congregation. 
The days when the priest would do everything and be 
assisted only by altar boys slowly changed to a whole cadre 
of helpers, lectors, Eucharistic ministers, commentators, 
cantors, etc. It was no longer the priest’s Mass. It was our 
Mass. We began to become aware of and to believe that 
we really do share in the priesthood of Christ and that 
we each have an important role to play in the Eucharistic 
celebration. 

What we read in the Council documents we lived out 
during the Sunday Mass. It was, at the time, a lot of fun 
and brought great joy especially for us young people who 
were trying to put our particular stamp upon the liturgy. 
We began to experience the “youth Mass.” These were the 
most sacred moments in our church and we were invited 
to play music and sing songs that were meaningful to us. 
We were encouraged to be creative with the liturgy of the 
Word, to do dramatic readings or even to put on skits to 
illustrate the Gospel, all aimed at the youth culture of the 
time. There was a flood of new creative music, involvement 
in social causes as well as charity work. The priesthood of 

the faithful was most dramatically seen in the involvement 
of youth in parish life. We saw ourselves as the church and 
the bishop, priests and religious sisters were there to help 
us live up to our baptismal calling of priest, prophet and 
servant king. Some of us entered seminaries and religious 
communities, but most developed and deepened that 
other sacrament: “matrimony.” Married couples, through 
the various movements in the church, began to see their 
unique role and share their gifts with the local church. 
My parents were one of those couples and my dad later 
went on to become a permanent deacon. When the church 
reinstituted this practice I had high hopes for many of our 
parish communities who are without a resident pastor. I 
knew that the church had made a great leap forward in 
responding to the needs of the people. 

With the teachings of the Council we began to 
understand the sacraments in a new light. Every effort 
was made to help people understand the theology behind 
each of the sacraments and how we are all participants 
in their administration and how we receive sustenance 
from them. It is not just the role of the priest to celebrate 
the sacraments. All of us began to see ourselves as active 
participants in the celebration with each of us having a role 
to play according to his or her status in life. The Council 
invited us and expected us to really understand the theology 
behind the sacraments and not just how to go through the 
rituals. Parents and godparents were taught that their home 
had to be a “domestic church” a place where the child being 
baptized would learn about God and the stories about God 
and his people found in the scriptures; they were taught that 
the child must learn about Jesus and the stories surrounding 
his life and teachings. The child must learn about what it 
means to belong to the church, participate in the sacraments, 
and be an active member of both church and society, to 
make the world a better place to live. 

Couples getting married were taught that they are the 
principal celebrants of their sacrament and that the priest is 
there as an official witness of the Church. It was the dawn 
of the Marriage Encounter movement and the Engaged 
Encounter. Couples learned that their shared sacrament 
mattered and needed to be taken seriously. They came to 
see that with their family they were a “domestic church,” 
foundational for both church and society. 

The Council also called upon the people of God to 
exercise a “prophetic role” in both the church and in 
society. Part of our identity as God’s people is to speak his 
word in the market place, to be a light of truth and justice 
in the secular world. We were told that to be followers of 
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Continued on page 13.

Christ it was not enough to be active inside the church; 
the Council was calling upon its people to be “the voice 
of the voiceless.” As a young seminarian I got involved 
in the farm worker struggle for better working conditions 
and the formation of a labor union. I followed the lead of 
many priests, religious sisters, and protestant ministers 
who went on the picket line wearing their Roman collars 
and religious habits. I saw the representatives of the church 
publicly taking the side of the poor and marginalized. I 
could not have been more proud of our church at the time. 
The Council challenged us to be credible disciples of Jesus 
Christ not only in our faith expressions but especially in 
those matters that touch the lives of the poor. Mathew 25: 
31–46 became a summary for the whole gospel.

We also learned to pray in new ways. The old prayer 
books gave way to more spontaneous prayers that came 
straight from the heart, most of the time. We believe that the 
Spirit sends the gift of prayer to those who ask for it along 
with a host of other charismatic gifts. The Council did a 
wonderful thing when it blessed these gifts as coming from 
God and an essential contribution to the life of the church. 
Thus we also had the gift of healing in many different 
forms, the gift of tongues, the gift of prophecy, the gift of 
teaching, of governance, of preaching, and so many more. 
The bishops gradually also began to give guidelines to 
discern the use of these gifts. 

As we moved in and out of different social environments 
in our efforts to work for justice and peace, we as Catholics 
began to leave our cultural ghettos and encounter the 
diversity that is our church. Many of our places of worship 
were ethnic enclaves and had their own schools and church 
societies. Gradually, we began to get to know Catholics 
of other races, cultures and backgrounds. The Council 
blessed this coming together and talked about unity amidst 
diversity. Each group brought its own particular stamp to 
Catholicism and their participation enriched us all. This 
was especially reflected in the music we began to sing in 
church. Within the same church there was Mass celebrated 
in different languages and at big common celebrations there 
was a commingling of the music from various cultures. An 
Easter vigil might have a Latin hymn and then a traditional 
Spanish song, followed by a traditional English hymn and 
then a youth group singing one of their songs and this 
followed by a Spiritual from the African American 
community. As a missionary I have traveled 
to many countries and have seen first-hand 
how the Church is blessed with such cultural 
and linguistic variety that I smile at those who 
argue for “English only” within our Church 
and society.

Throughout all of this diversity the Council 
called on all of us to exercise charity towards one 
another. Our bishops knew that this was a new 
experience for many Catholics and there was a 

constant call for patience and a welcoming attitude. 
While this was going on another phenomena began to 

take place which also required a leap of trust. We began to 
talk and work with Protestants. The civil rights movement 
and the peace movement, the many social programs to 
help the poor and underprivileged, put us alongside many 
other people of good will who were Christian but not 
Catholic, others who were not Christian, and a few who 
were agnostic or said they were atheists. The Council 
trusted that we would not lose our identity as Catholics if 
we entered into collaborative efforts for the common good. 
From religious isolation we moved toward mutual respect 
and collaboration. I stood side by side with Protestant 
ministers on the farm worker picket line. I worked with 
people of all faiths on social justice issues that affected 
our neighborhoods. Many of the young college graduates 
working to register people to vote said they were agnostic, 
or Christians with no institutional affiliation. I just kept 
Matthew 25 in mind. 

The Council language today may at times sound 
paternalistic and condescending, but at the time we saw this 
as a great step forward and a blessing upon us to work with 
all people of good will for the benefit of the common good. 
The Council reminded us that the Spirit goes where it will 
and is not limited to our circles of influence. For Catholics 
our salvation is with the Church but for others they must 
follow the dictates of their hearts and the guidance of the 
Spirit as they discern it. While the language in the document 
would certainly be more nuanced today, the intent is clear. 
The Council encouraged us to view those not of the Catholic 
fold with respect and perhaps even with a certain amount 
of hope, that by our working together we might see what 
the church in its fullness and inclusiveness has to offer. 
Again, today this is not how ecumenical or interreligious 
dialogue is viewed. Still, the Council moved the church a 
bit forward to just be able to listen to one another and take 
each other seriously. 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of our identity 
as Catholics that the Council brought to surface is 

the missionary dimension of our 
baptism. All of us, clergy and 
laity alike, are called to spread the 
gospel of Jesus Christ to the whole 
world. The Council reminded all of 
us of our obligation to see that the 
message of Christ reach the four 
corners of the earth. In the past this 
was done by supporting the work 
of missionary priests, sisters, and 
brothers in the “missions.” With the 
Council we have come to realize 
that this missionary thrust is part of 
our baptismal commitment. Thus 
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Sacraments of Salvation:  
Visible Signs of God’s Great Love
Rev. Matthew S. O’Donnell, 2012
Associate Pastor, St. Ailbe Church, Chicago

Imagine the change in people’s 
lives…if each baptized…fully 
embraced and fully believed in the 
saving effects of the sacraments—
sacraments of salvation, actions 
of life, moments of grace!

The sacraments of the Church are powerful signs of 
God’s great love for his people. The sacraments 
are moments of grace that remind individuals that 

they belong to a community of believers. The sacraments 
allow the Kingdom of God to be experienced on earth 
as we recognize, that through the sacraments, we are 
saved. The Second Vatican Council ushered in a renewal 
of sacramental life in the Church, and yet today we find 
ourselves in an era where that same renewal is just as 
necessary. Many cry out in desperation, lamenting feelings 
of abandonment: abandonment by God and neighbor. But 
as believers in the power of the sacraments we must help 
others discover that God never abandons his people and 
that God never stops loving his people—and the sacraments 
become the “outward signs of inward grace;” that is, a truly 
tangible sign of God’s presence in our midst. 

There is a desperate need for believers to bring 
the reconciling love of God into the world. Individuals 
and families suffering because of unemployment and 
underemployment, growing numbers of victims of domestic 
and gang violence, children bullied in school for who they 
are or how they act, and the inexplicable disregard for 
human life in American society demand immediate and 
faith-filled response from the baptized. Being washed clean 
in the healing waters of Baptism, 
and sealed as priest, prophet, and 
king, mandates each baptized 
believer to engage in the mission of 
bringing God’s love into the world 
through word and deed. 

It has to start, though, with a 
renewed spirit among the people 
of God that sacraments do in fact save—that through the 
exercising of the sacraments grace can conquer sin, that 
light can dispel darkness. All of the baptized have been 
consecrated for this mission, yet do we always recognize, 
and then accept, this mission? Or, has the “mission” been 
watered down so much that its prophetic and counter-
cultural characteristics have been lost? I believe in the 
powerful, life giving, saving effects of the sacraments, and 
I want others to come to this life changing belief.

As a newly ordained priest it has been amazing to see 
the effects of the sacraments in people’s lives, especially 
in the celebration of the Eucharist. The faith that draws 
the people of God to the daily celebration of the Eucharist 
reminds me of just how much I need to be strengthened 
and nourished by the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ. 

These last months have humbled me to recognize the 
awesomeness of God. In times of total desperation I have 
seen the sacraments bring about new life, particularly in 
Confession. People burdened by sin, weighed down by 
their own weakness, able to walk out of the confessional 
free of their burdens and strengthened by God’s love—at 
times physically freed of the burdens! 

What the world needs today is a reminder of God’s 
selfless and reconciling love. The Church has to remind the 
people of God that in Baptism sins are washed away and 
individuals are welcomed into the community of believers. 
In Confirmation, individuals are sealed with chrism and 
infused with the Holy Spirit. 

In Eucharist, people are strengthened and nourished 
by the sacrifice of the Mass and the commemoration of 
the Last Supper. In Reconciliation wholeness completes 
the brokenness of the sinner, and the eternal love of Jesus 
Christ is experienced. In the Anointing of the Sick strength 
and hope are brought to the suffering. And in Matrimony 
two become one flesh, thus becoming visible signs of 
Jesus’ great love for his bride, the Church. Imagine the 
change in people’s lives, and in the life of the Church, 
if each baptized, if each member of the Church, fully 
embraced and fully believed in the saving effects of the 

sacraments—sacraments of salvation, 
actions of life, moments of grace!

The sacraments of the Church are not 
just passing milestones in a Catholic’s life. 
Rather, the sacraments are monumental 
moments of grace that enable the people 
of God the power necessary to confront 
and overcome the earthly and spiritual 

obstacles faced in daily living. The challenge the Church 
faces nearly fifty years after the promulgation of Lumen 
Gentium is to inspire the people of God to rediscover 
the value of the sacraments—the power the sacraments 
have to strengthen and fortify them for the daily living of 
discipleship in the twenty-first century. This is why I am 
grateful to be a priest: because I have the opportunity to be 
an instrument of Christ to save souls and bring people to 
Jesus Christ each time I am privileged enough to celebrate 
the sacraments of the Church. And in that, I am reminded 
that I myself stand in the need of prayer—in the need of 
salvation—in the need of Jesus Christ. u
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How the Church Relates to Non-Christians
Rev. Pat McCloskey, OFM, Professed 1971, Ordained 1975
Franciscan Editor, Franciscan Media

Article 16 of the Dogmatic Constitution of the Church 
(Lumen Gentium) addresses how various groups 
outside the Catholic Church (Jews, Muslims, and 

those who “seek God with a sincere heart”) are related to 
it. Approved on November 21, 1964, this constitution is 
complemented by the Decree on Ecumenism (approved on 
the same day), the Declaration on the Relation of the Church 
to Non-Christian Religions (October 28, 1965), and the 
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 
and the Declaration on Religious Liberty (both approved 
on December 7, 1965).

The greatest affirmation of article 16 is probably the 
overall positive response that Catholics have given to 
the Pope John Paul II’s Day of Prayer for World Peace 
(October 27, 1986) and Pope Benedict XVI’s “Pilgrims of 
Truth, Pilgrims of Peace” gathering (October 27, 2011). 
The Church’s life would never be the same after that 
1986 day. The 2011 event widened the circle of dialogue 
through the participation of leading humanist—though 
definitely not Christian—thinkers. At the October 2012 
World Synod of Bishops on the New Evangelization, the 
Ecumenical Patriarch, Bartholomew, and Rowan Williams, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, addressed the bishops.

In 1964, not many Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, secular 
humanists or members of similar groups visited Assisi, 
the birthplace of Sts. Francis and Clare. That is not at all 
unusual today. The lives of holy women and men tell us 
something that the most updated catechism cannot.

For the most part, the people who I have encountered in 
my 37 years of priestly ministry (teaching, writing, editing, 
and offering weekend assistance in parishes) can scarcely 
imagine a Church that rejected Article 16. They would 
certainly agree with Augustine of Hippo that God has some 
people whom the Church does not have while the Church 
has other people whom God does not have. The latter 
situation is not carved in stone but can be changed only 
through conversion and cooperation with God’s grace.

Ecumenical and interreligious dialogue are not the top 
priorities today, but Catholics know that God’s work cannot 
be done exclusively through the Roman Catholic Church. 
They do not believe that only baptized people can go to 
heaven, and they are painfully conscious that Christians 
can be a countersign to the Good News of Jesus Christ—a 
point reaffirmed in the Pastoral Constitution on the Church 
in the Modern World.

When people today say that the Church is pulling 
back from Vatican II, I think they often feel that the 
“People of God” imagery and theology is being replaced 
by a more top-down, clericalized Church, one similar to 
the De Ecclesia text that was roundly rejected during the 

Council’s first session. In their second and third sessions, 
the bishops considerably changed LG’s chapter titles and 
their sequence. The Church as “mystery” and as “People of 
God” now come before the Church as hierarchical.

In the areas of the world where the Catholic Church 
has experienced its greatest expansion since Vatican II 
(Africa and Asia), the terms “inculturation” and “dialogue 
of cultures” are now taken for granted. Yes, there is 
still clericalism in these regions, but it is increasingly 
marginalized by lay people who accept the evangelizing 
responsibility that flows from their Baptism.

Born in 1948, I was a freshman in high school when 
the Council began. The terms “adult faith” and “faith 
journey” were not very important before Vatican II. Faith 
was basically a matter of content, not of relationship with 
Jesus Christ and his Good News. In those years, faith 
could certainly be weakened or lost, but it was hardly a 
relationship that grew amid life’s positive and negative 
experiences. The lives of saints then emphasized dramatic 
conversions much more than the daily, un-dramatic growth 
of opening oneself to God’s grace.

Most Catholics of my acquaintance see themselves 
as very much part of the People of God—even if they do 
not use that expression often. They may also choose not 
to involve themselves heavily in the Church’s liturgical, 
catechetical, or outreach ministries, but they know that they 
are Church and that God remains very much concerned 
with those who have never heard the Good News or have 
heard it but become discouraged because it seems to have 
so little impact on those already baptized.

Perhaps the two most searing photos of John Paul II’s 
pontificate show him meeting his attempted assassin in 
prison and later him praying before the Western Wall in 
Jerusalem. Both moments speak of God’s wide and faithful 
love for the entire human family.

In some ways, we live in a bigger world than we did in 
1964, and in other ways we live in a much smaller world. 
It is very sad that a 12-minute trailer of a hate-filled movie 
can cause violent religious reactions around the world. u
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Where is This Communio Now?
Rev. George Kane, 1951
Church of the Holy Spirit, Schaumburg, IL

Questions posed by this article: Can we today trust 
the Spirit as did the Council Fathers 50 years 
ago? What structures will be needed to bring this 

about?
Pope Paul VI insisted that the centerpiece of Vatican 

II would be the document on the Church, Lumen Gentium: 
“Christ, the Light of the Nations.” A primary concern would 
be the relationship of bishops to the Bishop of Rome, of the 
bishops in solidarity with each other, of national councils 
of bishops to the Roman Curia and to the Pope. Prior to 
these considerations concerning hierarchy, which make 
up chapter 3 of Lumen Gentium, chapter 2 was 
introduced, designating the Church as “The People 
of God.” This was an inclusive image to highlight 
that the Church is a “communio.” Baptized into 
Christ, all the members are one as disciples, all in 
their diversity are called to mission. 

Chapter 2 begins with section 9, speaking about 
covenant. “Covenant!” What an intimate word, 
calling to mind the union of husband and wife—a 
union of life and love. In this “communio” with 
Christ as Head, we are joined to him and to one 
another. A new covenant: the fulfillment of the 
promise made to Israel. “Behold, the days are coming,” says 
the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house 
of Israel, and with the house of Judah” (Jeremiah 31:31). In 
this opening section of chapter 2 as throughout the council 
documents, the Fathers evidenced the Sacred Scriptures 
as the primary reference point for their reflections. Who 
are we, we Christian people? Yes! WE ARE “A chosen 
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 
possession…” (1Peter 2:9). 

What are we about? With Christ as Head… in 
whom the Holy Spirit enlightens, strengthens… our 
way of life is to love as Christ loved (John13:34)… 
beyond time and space… beyond what appears. Its 
destiny—the destiny of all creation—The Kingdom 
of God... A slippery term, including past, present 
and future, holding in creative tension salvation, 
with its present and cosmic notion.

Now, in time, we believers are called, 
consecrated, sent to be the light of the world, the 
salt of the earth (Mt. 5:13–16) — to be a most 
certain seed of unity, hope and salvation for the 
whole human race... a communion of life, love 
and truth… always looking for, challenged by the 
cross… by Christ, crucified and risen.

What strikes me in this opening section 9 of 
chapter 2 is the vision of unity and hope the Council 

Fathers projected. They were not naïve. They knew the 
world of 1962–65: threats of war, upheaval of peoples, 
the cold war. As one Cistercian theologian recently put it: 
The Lord says, “I am with you. I love you. Trust me!” So 
were the bishops at the Council consoled and challenged; 
so did they embrace “hope in Christ.” 

We too are not naïve. Vatican II imaged Church as 
“communio.” The expectation was, and still is, that there 
would be structures to evidence this “communio.” Pope Paul 
VI, writing the encyclical, “Ecclesiam Suam” at the very 
time the Fathers of the Council were wrestling with Lumen 

Gentium, used the term “dialogue” seventy 
seven times. Again and again he emphasized 
listening, taking seriously the voices of all 
the baptized. The Fathers of the Council, with 
the humility of living out the Council’s spirit 
of “collegiality, collaboration, subsidiarity,” 
heard the voices of one another. 

But where is this “communio” today? 
Cannot our leaders today—Pope and 
bishops—trust the Spirit to call forth a new 
Pentecost? Or is Vatican Council II, as one 
bishop is purported to have said, “… a failed 

experiment?” 
We Catholics are a forgiving, patient people—at 

least those who have remained “on board.” But, come 
on! Enough ostrich-like pretending that all is well! How 
about a little action toward the concerns that the laity and 
“lower clergy” have surfaced? Goals are great, when we 
have structures to carry them through. u

The Fathers of 
the Council, with 
the humility of 
living out the 
Council’s spirit 
of “collegiality, 
collaboration, 
subsidiarity,” 
heard the voices 
of one another.
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Linked to Other Christians in the Holy Spirit
Rev. Terrance Smith, 1973
Parochial Vicar, Community of the Good Shepherd, Cincinnati, OH

It was a street named Reeves Place. Five houses were on 
this dead end street: the priest’s residence, the house of 
a widow who was the parish secretary, the convent, the 

home of a Baptist family, and the home of the Presbyterian 
minister and his family. The Catholic Church and the 
Presbyterian Church were across the parking lot from each 
other. The people on this street looked out for each other 
especially when there was any need in those homes.

The Presbyterian minister’s son was one of my best 
friends growing up. All of this was happening during the 
1950s. So, the publication of Lumen Gentium affirmed 
what had been part of my life growing up. Relationships 
with people of other Christian traditions were part of my 
every day experience. Those relationships have influenced 
my pastoral ministry as well. The minister’s son and I 
are friends to this day. I continue to learn from him and 
his involvement with Mission Outreach at his church in 
Boston. 

My first assignment as a priest was to teach in an all 
girl’s high school. Most of the girls who went to this school 
came from neighborhoods that were all Catholic. It was 
important in the religion curriculum to offer other Christian 
perspectives whenever the chance presented itself. It was 
an important opportunity to give them a sense of the wider 
Christian world. Today it would need to include various 
world religious perspectives.

I had two parish assignments where ministerial 
associations were very active. I enjoyed being part of those 
groups. We had a regular meeting each month. I enjoyed 
the camaraderie with those ministers, women 
and men. We shared faith and we shared prayer. 
Those opportunities were important for my 
faith development. Two Lutheran pastors and a 
Methodist pastor gave me a deeper appreciation 
for powerful preaching and ecumenical 
scripture scholarship. The communal services 
for Thanksgiving and Good Friday enriched 
me in hearing different perspectives on 
social justice, service to the needy and Christ’s death and 
resurrection. A Methodist bishop and a Catholic bishop 
enriched my understanding of the Eucharist during a panel 
presentation. I came to deeper appreciation of my own 
tradition for personal prayer because of a conversation 
with a Methodist minister who talked about the important 
of daily prayer and reconciliation in his life.

Ministerial Associations are not part of my life any 
longer. To some degree I miss that regular contact with 
people who broadened my understanding of Christianity. 
Now the pastoral ministry in which I am involved brings 

me into contact with 
ministers involved 
in Pastoral Care in 
hospitals, hospice 
and long term care 
f a c i l i t i e s .  H o w 
beneficial for me to 
be able to minister 
w i t h  t h e m  a n d 
continue to learn 
from them ways that 
together we can be present to the sick and dying in the 
name of Christ. I am in awe at how my brothers and sisters 
assure those who are dying the comfort and peace of the 
risen Christ day in and day out.

All of what I have said helps me to read Ephesians 2: 
19–20 with new vision: “We are members of the household 
of God built upon the foundation of apostles and prophets 
with Christ Jesus himself as the capstone.”—all of us 
together, not just a certain group. 

In October 2012, the Archbishop of Canterbury 
addressed the General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops 
in Rome. I quote from part of his address: “…The 
contemplative habit strips away an unthinking superiority 
towards other baptized believers and the assumption that 
I have nothing to learn from them. Insofar as the habit of 
contemplation helps us approach all experience as gift, we 
shall always be asking what it is that the brother or sister has 
to share with us—even the brother or sister who is in one 

way or another separated from us 
or from what we suppose to be 
the fullness of communion.”

Section 15 of The Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church says 
that we are linked in many ways 
“with those, who being baptized, 
are honored with the name of 
Christian…” I have been honored 

to have walked with and learned about prayer, faith, 
preaching, justice, service to those in need from dedicated 
men and women who witness to the fact “that the sign 
of Christ shines more brightly over the face of the earth” 
(Lumen Gentium, section 15).

I began this article describing Reeves Place. It no 
longer exists as a geographical location. However, the same 
Spirit which was at work on that street is still at work today. 
We are to continue to stir into flame the gifts that God has 
given us in so many ways through so many people. u

We shall always be asking what 
it is that the brother or sister 
has to share with us—even the 
brother or sister who is in one 
way or another separated from 
us or from what we suppose to 
be the fullness of communion.
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Do we really believe members of the laity are the 
“Priestly People of God?” Do they compete with 
ordained priests? And where is all of this taking 

us? The early Church contained a variety of ministries, but 
priesthood was not one of them. Nowhere in the Christian 
Scriptures is there a minister referred to as a priest. There 
are many mentions of the Jewish priesthood. There were 
presbyters to be sure. It was not until the middle of the third 
century that a presbyter started to be called a priest. The one 
priest found in the Christian Scripture is Jesus Christ—our 
eternal high priest—who we read about especially in the 
Letter to the Hebrews. One of the exciting developments 
of Vatican II in Chapter II of the Dogmatic Constitution 
of the Church is the emphasis placed on the laity as the 
priestly people of God. Developing 1 Peter 2: 9–10, we see 
it is baptism that makes all Christians “a royal priesthood.” 
This renewed emphasis of the Council has radically shaped 
my ministry as an ordained presbyter and the way I look 
at and treat the laity.

When I first entered the minor seminary, Vatican II was 
not even a dream. By the end of my first year of theology 
Vatican II was history, but the rest of my life has been spent 
in implementing the teaching and spirit of that council. 

Some contrasts might help. When I was ordained 
a presbyter in 1969, virtually all ministry was done by 
ordained priests. The only deacons were seminarians 
interning for priesthood. While we had started lay lectors, 
there were no communion ministers or ministers of care. 
There were no lay pastoral associates. There was no 
bereavement ministry. Indeed the word “ministry” 
referred to what Protestant clergy did since they 
did not have too many sacraments to dispense. If 
you used the word “minister” people thought you 
were talking about Protestants. In some progressive 
corners there were “lay apostles.” These were few 
and far between. 

What excited me back them, and still does, is 
implementing what the council called the laity to be: 
a priestly people. Very quickly I found my ministry 
evolving from being the one who did all the work of 
the Church to one in which I called and formed lay 
people to become the ones who did the work of Church. I 
formed not only liturgical ministers, but ministers of care, 
ministers to the engaged, youth ministers, and ministers 
to the parents of children to be baptized. Nowhere was the 
shift more dramatic than when I stopped giving “convert 
instructions” and began a catechumenate ministry based 
on the R.C.I.A. I quickly evolved from being the director 
of the catechumenate, to coaching the lay director, to just 

being a team member.
There is much concern over the decline in the numbers 

of men pursuing ordained priesthood. Yet with the advent 
of the permanent diaconate we have more clergy than ever. 
And even more exciting are the number of lay people who 
have gotten into ministry. I think that I can say without 
exaggeration that, never in the history of the Church, have 
we had more ministers or better quality ministry than we 
do now. Yes, we have many challenges. Never before have 
we had such a need for evangelizing, re-evangelizing, and 
a new evangelization. It is ironic that never, since the age 
of the Church Fathers and Mothers, have we had liturgy 
that better involves the people in exercising their common 
priesthood. Never have we involved so many people. And 
yet the numbers of those participating in the sacramental 
life of the church keep decreasing.

A little theological reflection on our history may help 
us. In New Testament time, through the early patristic 
era, there was a strong sense of being a priestly people. 
After Constantine’s conversion, Christianity became 
quite fashionable. What was lacking more and more was 
a radical spiritual transformation among the people being 
initiated into the Church. Those who insisted on real 
spiritual transformation became hermits and, later, religious 
communities. The desert fathers and mothers were looked 
upon as the “real Christians.” In the Middle Ages monks 
started to be ordained. Priesthood was seen as the real 
initiation into church life. 

Then came the Protestant reformers denying 
the ministerial priesthood. Lay persons, by virtue 
of baptism, were the priests. There was no ordained 
priesthood. To counter the new Protestant theology, 
the time after Trent deemphasized the priesthood 
of the baptized and only emphasized the ordained 
priesthood. Most lay folk saw themselves as 
spending most of their lives in mortal sin, not worthy 
to receive the sacraments but once or twice a year. 
The ordained priest offered Mass, not with them, 
but for them. The people paid him to do this and 
watched as he “read a Mass” for them.

The liturgical movement in the late 19th and 
early 20th century made possible the Constitution on the 
Liturgy that returned the notion of the people actively 
offering Mass with the priest. Lumen Gentium started with 
priesthood of the people of God and spoke of the hierarchal 
priesthood only after treating the laity. By baptism they 
are called to holiness and to be a priestly people. They 
participate in the mission of the Church. To be sure the 

Priestly People of God?
Fr. Michael Ahlstrom, 1969
Vicar for Diaconate Community

Continued on page 13
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A Former Protestant Minister’s Take on Chapter 2
Mark Kurowski (former Protestant Minister)
St. Victor Church, Calumet City

In all of Christ’s disciples the Spirit arouses the desire 
to be peacefully united, in the manner determined 
by Christ, as one flock under one shepherd, and He 

prompts them to pursue this goal.” (Lumen Gentium, 
Section 15)

“The wind blows where it wills, and you hear the sound 
of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where 
it goes; so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 
(John 3:8)

Through the pastoral practice and 
experience of this author, a former Protestant 
Minister, the remaining divide between 
Catholicism and Protestantism which prevents 
us from unity, is one of pneumatology and 
its effects on the understanding of what it 
means to be the “People of God.” This is 
shown most fully in the ordering of thought presented 
by sections 9 through 12 of chapter 2 of Lumen Gentium. 
These four sections give the Catholic locus of the “organic 
structure of priestly community” in the sacraments, and the 
missiological focus of Lumen Gentium on the gathering 
of a community over the salvation mission of the People 
of God. There is no more striking place of divergence 
of emphasis between Catholics and Protestants than on 
the effects of the Holy Spirit in the area of ecclesiology. 
The structure of these four sections indicates that Vatican 
II presupposed that the people of God are “A Messianic 
People” (Section 9), who form “A Common Priesthood” 
section 10, “organically structured” through the Sacraments 
(section 11) and then given “Charismatic Gifts” (section 
12). This structure is baked into the cake of Catholicism. 
There is an order in which the Holy Spirit acts and that is 
through the Church.

Protestants do see the Holy Spirit as orderly, in that an 
organic body is created, but “no one knows where it comes 
from or where it goes.” The Holy Spirit, for Protestant 
ecclesiology, enflames and breaks the prisoners free to 
be prophetic to the world in regards to the significance of 
Jesus Christ as Savior of all. The uniting factor of most 
separated brethren is not the Sacraments, but a prompting 
of the Holy Spirit to have a willingness to love Jesus Christ 
enough to die for him because he saved you personally 
from your sins. The quote, “The body of the faithful as a 
whole, anointed as they are by the Holy One, cannot err 
in matters of belief” (section 12), is a strange notion to 
Protestants. It is this discordant understanding of the work 
of the Holy Spirit that often leaves Protestant Clergy who 
have become Catholic lonely and empty. In my interviews 
and friendships with other Protestant Clergy who have 

become Catholic (nearly forty five over ten years) there is 
often a disillusionment with this bedrock understanding of 
how the Holy Spirit works in Catholic circles. Although 
former protestant clergy understand that God has anointed 
the Church with true Sacraments in a hierarchical laying 
on of hands, they come to the Catholic Church through a 
powerful movement, calling and prophetic sense, that the 
Catholic Church has something concrete to offer everyone 

in the encounter with Jesus 
in the Eucharist.

It is this “wildness” of 
the Holy Spirit that seems 
like a foregone conclusion 
within former Protestant 
Clergy in Catholicism 
that causes them to have 

difficulty once they become Catholic. They speak with a 
different lexicon, are extremely enthusiastic in the renewal 
of faith through a new found Incarnational Sacramental 
faith, and are often misunderstood and thought to lack the 
“unity” and “orderliness” that Lumen Gentium speaks of 
in these first four sections of chapter 2. They would order 
the chapters more in line with the following: 

“A Messianic People” (section 9), “Charismatic Gifts” 
(section 12), “A Common Priesthood” (section 10), then 
“Sacraments of Salvation” (section 11). It was tempting to 
include in this reordering the placement of the “Sacraments 
of Salvation” (section 11) after “Unity and Diversity,” 
section 13) to make the point of the emphasis on the Holy 
Spirit by the separated brethren. 

The separated brethren place such an emphasis on 
the Holy Spirit acting preveniently in each person to draw 
them into community that to have Sacraments as part 
of salvation is seen as an “after the fact” notion. This is 
exactly why some members of the separated brethren do 
not see the need to baptize infants: God acts preveniently, 
bringing the sinner to the Sacraments. Baptism serves them 
as a washing away of sin, Confirmation and Anointing of 
the Sick, in one. 

The adjustment of former Protestant Clergy to a 
Sacramental foundation of salvation is a relief while at the 
same time a frustration, because they bring with them a 
charismatic understanding of ecclesiology and a new found 
appreciation for their Incarnational theology located in the 
Sacraments they enjoy. These Sacraments are brought to 
them through Holy Orders which provides a unity and a 
constraint on their previous notion of the work of the Holy 
Spirit ecclesiologically. Within them, these former leaders 

They come to the Catholic Church 
through a powerful movement, calling 
and prophetic sense, that the Catholic 
Church has something concrete to 
offer everyone in the encounter with 
Jesus in the Eucharist.

“

Continued on page 17.
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Unity and Diversity Fifty Years Later 
Fr. Ken Fleck, 1976
St. George, Tinley Park, IL

Church to let in a breath of fresh air through aggiornamento. 
For some of the older generation the changes, simple 
as they were, were too much and challenged the iconic 
image of a Church that never changes or waivers, since 
it is the guardian of the absolute truth. Perhaps the most 
radical change was translating the prayers of Mass into the 
vernacular from the universal Latin. 

Even for me there was a certain flow, comfort and 
rhythm to the Latin chants that I sang as a young server 
and choir member in my childhood church. I devoutly 
memorized the Latin responses to the priest’s prayers 
although the meaning escaped me, but I knew that God 
knew Latin and must appreciate my prayers done properly 
and with the approbation of the nuns who trained us. The 
unity of Latin throughout the world would now fade away. 
The English that took its place also held a fascination for 
now not only could God understand my prayers, but I could 
as well. In the seminary our training changed. We no longer 
studied Church Latin, but classical Latin. We no longer had 
Thursdays off with school on Saturdays but were like other 
high school students. 

The real change which bonded me to my vocation 
as a priest was the challenge to make a difference. All 
the apostolates in which I participated informed my 
understanding of mission and ministry. There was now a 
diversity of students coming into my class from African and 
Hispanic ancestry. In and through these experiences I heard 
the voice of God calling me in many different languages 
not taught in school, but in the quiet time of reflecting on 
what I was doing. 

What is the challenge today that speaks to us from a 
document fifty years old? Celebrate diversity! Do not be 
afraid to change and speak your mind, for it may be the 
Spirit of God seeking a way of expression that had been 
ignored in the past. Learn to understand those around you 
by listening with your heart. Simon and Garfunkel sang 
folksongs which carried a message. One of them was 
“The Sound of Silence.” Just as I have learned to listen 
in and through my experiences, I wonder if the Church 
in the modern world is willing to listen carefully and 
compassionately to the diverse and gifted voices of the 
People of God. It is discomforting to change and grow. Life 
is difficult. But the alternative is to remain stagnant and seek 
that which is comfortable. I choose a life that is challenging 
and willing to exercise choices, accept responsibility, adapt 
with knowledge earned through experience, and rejoice that 
God’s Spirit has led us thus far by faith from the differences 
of Peter and Paul to the new visions created in the twenty-
first century. u

I now know why so many priests are bald or losing 
their hair—it is by splitting hairs over this question 
of how to recognize, respect and celebrate unity and 

diversity. It seems to have been an impossible task from 
the beginning of the Church. Therefore we pull out our 
hair in exasperation!

Why didn’t Jesus just use his power as God to “set things 
right”? Was this task of unifying the People of God even 
beyond the scope and wisdom of Jesus? Is the Holy Spirit 
on vacation or unavailable? Sometimes the answer to life’s 
perplexing questions, like “unity and diversity,” begs the 
question of the chicken and the egg: What comes first?

As a young priest I turned to my books, research, 
contemporary theological writings, as well as the Church 
fathers, for answers. In hindsight I am sure I gave many 
theologically sound homilies that put everyone to sleep. 
What I have learned from my decades of ministry and 
the diversity of the people from the inner city to the outer 
suburbs with whom I have served, is to love people as Jesus 
did. There is an old axiom, “God gave you two ears and 
one mouth, therefore, listen twice as much as you talk.” 
I talk quite a bit, but I have learned to listen in new ways 
over the years. It requires that I suspend my thinking of my 
response while someone is speaking so as to really hear 
what they are saying. If I am running home movies in my 
mind of my experiences which mirror theirs, or if I ponder 
the solution to their problem while they are speaking, I am 
not listening to them, but to myself. 

Does the Church do this kind of listening? Does she 
really hear the cries of the people in their need, in their 
diversity, in their wonderful giftedness? Or are the attempts 
to dialogue down through the ages muted by the clamoring 
of rules, laws, and “tradition” that prevent the seeds of 
change from germinating? I believe that God is in control 
of all creation. If we as well believe that, then change 
is a normal process of God’s presence. Not to change 
means death. Uncontrolled change leads to a tangle of 
issues without bearing fruitfulness or poor quality at best. 
Pruning may be a necessary part of controlling growth but 
overbearing protection also stifles growth and limits the 
full potential of what might have been.

This section 13 of chapter two, “The People of God” 
of Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, I 
believe, challenged the Church to change. She did change 
in many ways that enlivened the younger generation of 
that nascent era to speak out against political corruption, 
social injustices, and take a lead to promote change in and 
throughout society in general with and through the gift of 
their faith. Pope John XXIII threw open the windows of the 
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All Are Called to Spread the Gospel
Rev. Michael R. Billian, 1984
Most Blessed Sacrament & Corpus Christi Parishes, Toledo, OH

messenger of the Gospel.
“The obligation of spreading the faith is imposed 

on every disciple of Christ, according to his state.” This 
call of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church from 
the Second Vatican Council in chapter two, section 
seventeen, intensifies not only the role of the priest but 
of all the baptized in the missionary effort of the Church. 
While the priest, working with the Order of Bishops, has 
the important responsibility of leading and guiding the 
baptized members of the Church in this missionary effort, 
the responsibility belongs to all the members of the Church. 
The Constitution reminds us that “The Church has received 
this solemn mandate of Christ to proclaim the saving truth 
from the apostles and must carry it out to the very ends of 
the earth.” 

We would be making a mistake to think that the 
missionary effort of the Church is limited to those places 
where the Gospel has not been preached: in faraway lands 
that require ministers to be trained in the language and 
culture or places where freedom of religion does not exist 
and there is only an underground church. The need for the 
missionary activity of the Church that is called for in Lumen 
Gentium is also right in our backyard within our parishes 
and the territory of our own American Dioceses. If there 
is one thing that the New Evangelization teaches is that 
the promotion of the Gospel must start in our own hearts, 
families, parishes, dioceses and communities.

Pope Paul VI in his encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi, 
#14, instructs us that “Evangelizing is in fact the grace 

and vocation proper to the Church, her 
deepest identity. She exists in order to 
evangelize, that is to say, in order to preach 
and teach, to be the channel of the gift of 
grace, to reconcile sinners with God, and 
to perpetuate Christ’s sacrifice in the Mass, 
which is the memorial of his death and 
glorious resurrection.” Therefore, we must 
join with our brothers and sisters in the 
faith and consciously proclaim the Gospel 
of the Lord in all the activities of our daily 
ministry. We must also find new ways to 
make the Gospel come alive in the hearts 

of all those we encounter. Whether we use the spoken word, 
the written word, the texted word, the e-mailed word, the 
video word or the silent word with action, we remember 
we are sent to make disciples of all the nations. u

We all spend a certain amount of time celebrating 
the Sacrament of Baptism with the families of 
our communities. During these ceremonies 

we recall that before the Baptismal water is dry on the 
Christian infant, we anoint the crown of the child’s head 
with Sacred Chrism using the words: “God the Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ has freed you from sin, given you 
new birth by water and the Holy Spirit, and welcomed you 
into his holy people. He now anoints you with the chrism 
of salvation. As Christ was anointed Priest, Prophet and 
King, so may you live always as a member of his body, 
sharing everlasting life.”

This brings to mind that all of us who bear the name of 
Christ are anointed “Priest, Prophet and King” not because 
that is traditional “feel good” language but because it is 
the intense hope of the Church that all of us will become 
what is prayed over us at our baptism. With the grace of 
God and the inspired formation of the People of God, this 
is possible.

When we knelt before a Bishop during our ordination, 
he prayed, “Together with us, may he be a worthy co-worker 
with our Order, so that by his preaching and through the 
grace of the Holy Spirit the words of the Gospel may bear 
fruit in human hearts and reach even to the ends of the 
earth.” These words are also not just a nice platitude but 
express the prayerful desire of the Church for us to become 
a vital part of the missionary effort of the Family of God 
with all our baptized brothers and sisters. 

To embrace the true spirit of our baptism and 
ordination we must be people of sacrifice, mission 
and reflection. The events of our everyday life, the 
people we encounter, in fact the very history we find 
ourselves in, no matter when or where, are moments 
of grace. Our responsibility is to have an appropriate 
disposition to all we encounter. If we consider our 
engagement with the world only a mere bit of chance 
and we allow our encounters to go without our full, 
active and conscious participation, then we are being 
less than God invites us to be.

To approach all that is around us with the 
disposition of the Sacraments of Initiation and Holy 
Orders is to know and appreciate that blessings are 
gifts from God, sacrifices are opportunities to be one with 
Christ on the cross and that in every moment and place we 
have the opportunity to be people of mission, being one 
with the Good News of Jesus Christ and proclaiming it with 
our lives. When we reflect on our lives with the mind of 
Christ and the words of Sacred Scripture, we can become 
what the Church prays for us: Priest, Prophet, King and 

If there is one 
thing that the New 
Evangelization 
teaches is that the 
promotion of the 
Gospel must start 
in our own hearts, 
families, parishes, 
dioceses and 
communities.
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Sharing Christ’s Prophetic Office
Rev. Elliott Dees, 2011
Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Glenview, 2011

The gifts of the Spirit 
can be found anywhere 
in the Church… 
but it is the unique 
responsibility of those 
in Holy Orders to assist 
the greater Church in 
discerning these gifts.

A few months ago a parishioner wanted to see me to 
talk about some of the things that were happening in 
her life. She had reached the age where her children 

were no longer at home and they were becoming more 
independent and needed less and less attention. For years 
her sole focus was on the raising and care of her children 
and she gave them much of her attention. Suddenly she felt 
lost and confused; the thing that had driven her life for so 
long was not there anymore. What was she to do? Through 
prayer and frequent mass attendance she felt that God was 
calling her to serve the Church with her talents and time. 
She felt this strong pull to be of service but she did not 
know how. She came to me, anxious for some help and 
guidance, hoping to find a way to be of service to the larger 
community. Talking with her it became evident that she 
was blessed with many gifts of the Spirit: she is intelligent, 
driven, and deeply connected with her faith and belief. She 
has a strong knowledge of the Church and its teachings and 
has a love for Scripture that has nourished her throughout 
her adult life and fed a great thirst to learn more. It was clear 
that she would be perfect leading one of our parish bible 
study groups and, when I suggested this to her, her face lit 
up and she beamed with excitement. Today she is one of 
our best leaders, showing a great care and concern for her 
group that betrays her deep attitude of service. 

When I reflect on Lumen Gentium #12 and it’s reminder 
that “The holy People of God share also in Christ’s 
prophetic office” I cannot help but think of the great desire 
I have seen in my parishioners to offer their talents 
and spiritual gifts to the service of this parish and 
the wider community. There is such a deep thirst to 
share with others what God has gifted them that I 
am humbled and gently reminded of my own call 
to serve God’s people in ever greater ways. The 
greatest act of service that I can give to God’s holy 
people is helping them to discern where God has 
gifted them and where He is calling them to use 
their gifts for the benefit of others. This is a great 
responsibility and one that can only be carried out 
with prayer and an openness to discover the movement of 
God and the actions of the Holy Spirit within my parish. 
Surfacing candidates for ministry and leadership is no 
easy task, and yet it is one that the Second Vatican Council 
calls us to and which reminds us is at the very heart of our 
ministry as deacons, priests, and bishops. 

When I read this section, I am also reminded of what we 
recently read from the Book of Numbers. Moses takes his 
seventy elders up the mountain with them and they receive 
the Spirit of God to assist him in governing the people and 

adjudicating disputes among the various clans and tribes. 
They are given their share in the work of Moses so that he 
can attend more fully to his prophetic office. Yet the Holy 
Spirit is not constrained to this group of seventy elders; no, 
down in the camp Eldad and Medad begin to prophesy in the 
Lord’s name. The Spirit of God “distributes special graces 
among the faithful of every rank.” When Joshua consults 
Moses about these seeming upstarts, jealous for Moses’ 
sake, the response of the great lawgiver is incredibly telling: 
“Would that all God’s people were prophets.” This desire of 
Moses is now taken up by the Church, and the Holy Spirit 
pours out gifts upon a faithful people through the grace of 
baptism: “by these gifts the Spirit makes them fit and ready 
to undertake the various tasks or offices advantageous for 
the renewal and building-up of the Church.” The gifts of 
the Spirit are never given for the sake of the individual, but 
to build up the entire people of God.

The story of Eldad and Medad reveals a particularly 
important insight that we see reflected once again in 
Lumen Gentium. We read in chapter 12 that “judgment as 
to their genuineness and proper use belongs to those who 
preside over the Church, and to whose special competence 
it belongs, not indeed to extinguish the Spirit, but to test 
all things and hold fast to that which is good.” Before the 
prophetic gifts of Eldad and Medad can be accepted as 
truly from God, Moses is given the opportunity by Joshua 
to first pass judgment. Through his special proximity to 
God that is a consequence of his office as Lawgiver and 

Prophet par excellence, he is given a 
say in authenticating and verifying 
the gifts of Eldad and Medad. In his 
generous Spirit he is aware that God is 
truly present in these men and they are 
allowed to continue preaching. The 
hierarchical and spiritual charisms 
are too often seen in competition with 
one another; much too frequently 
we forget that the People of God 
includes the whole Church, both 

lay and ordained. These two groups are given spiritual 
and hierarchical gifts for the sake of the other and for the 
purpose of bringing more and more people to Christ. 

The gifts of the Spirit can be found anywhere in 
the Church, at any level or office, but it is the unique 
responsibility of those in Holy Orders to assist the 
greater Church in discerning these gifts. This is a serious 
responsibility that requires much prayer and attentiveness to 
the movement of the Spirit and, like Moses, requires a close 
proximity to God. It is important that we never extinguish 
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lay volunteers began to spend time 
in the missions of the church to 
share with them the charismatic 
gifts they have received from God. 
It was a time of Maryknollers in 
Latin America, of Jesuit volunteers 
on Native American reservations, 
of Claretian volunteers in Central 
America and so many more 
witnesses to the Gospel. 

Reflecting upon the changes 
of the last 50 years since the 
Second Vatican Council, and more 
specifically using the document Lumen Gentium, Chapter 
2 as a guide, I have a lot of happy memories about the 
optimism and hope that filled our churches at that time. 
We emerged from being passives listeners to the divine 
mysteries to redefining ourselves as a “royal priesthood,” 
a holy people of God and active participants in the dialogue 
of life with all people of good will, with all people who 
work for the common good. Therein we rediscovered that 
our salvation is not a just personal thing; it is us working 
and praying together toward the well-being of all, especially 
those in most need of God’s mercy. Today, we would surely 
talk about these things with more humility, aware of the 
need for more dialogue at all levels of the church and our 
society. We have grown up now. We are no longer altar boys 
kneeling in awe at the rituals. Now I stand in awe before 
the God who loves us and forgives us and calls us toward 
goodness. I now face the people when I celebrate Mass and 
stand in awe at their faith and love. I believe that the Holy 
Spirit will guide us through these difficult times because 
together we are the People of God. u

the Holy Spirit present in our people but rather that we test 
all things to discern that which is good and that which can 
be a distraction or cause division. 

Having been born and raised entirely after the Council, I 
can at times take for granted what the Church has expressed 
as her concerns in our day and age. The participation of the 
laity in the activities of the Church has always been a part 
of my life and I myself have always been involved in her 
ministries long before my ordination. It is a great blessing 
and a great task to always remind myself of the gifts of 
the Second Vatican Council, especially when it comes to 
its prophetic call to discern the movement of the Spirit in 
both my own life and the life of the greater Church. u

distinction between the priesthood of the people and the 
ministerial priesthood is clear and distinct. We do not 
have Eucharist or Church without the ordained priest. But 
no longer is it one against or above the other. I consider 
myself blessed to have an archbishop who does not like 
to celebrate Mass unless all the Church participates: the 
ordained priest, the ordained deacon, and the lay ministers 
all offering Mass with him as bishop.

Where does this leave us? What is our challenge for 
the future? Again I believe we have never been in a better 
position than we are now. Vatican II has underscored the 
vital role of the laity as a priestly people of God. We have 
so many people in ministry. In moral theology there has 
been liberation from the notion that most people spend 
most of their life in mortal sin. But the pendulum went too 
far and now people tend to deny any kind of sin. There is a 
secularism that influences people to prescind from God and 
Church. We act as if they are not central, or only relevant 
for key events and in times of crisis. Never before have we 
faced such monumental challenge. Yet never before have 
we ever been in a better position to meet that challenge. 
Here is where the priestly people of God need to be involved 
in the new evangelization, calling people to radical spiritual 
transformation. u

Priestly People of God?
Continued from page 8.

The People of God 
 Continued from page 3.
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Persevering in Charity: A Church that Listens
Rev. Frank Eckart, ’69
Diocese of Toledo

Section 14 of chapter 2 is part of the grand compromise 
between the liberal and conservative factions at the 
Council, and is one of the keys to understanding the 

Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium. 
Later in chapter 3 the premise that the Church in its essence 
is hierarchical is developed using scripture and tradition.

Along with the rationale for a hierarchical structure, 
a new emphasis on collegiality is set forth. Section 14 
of chapter 2 speaks of the necessity of belonging to the 
structure of the Church: “This sacred Synod….teaches 
that the Church…is necessary for salvation.” And later, 
“Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church 
was made necessary by God (for salvation) would refuse 
to enter or to remain in her, could not be saved.” Such 
language harkens back to formulations such as “outside 
the Church there is no salvation.”

Section 14 goes on to say that incorporation into the 
Church means accepting “her entire system.” Later in 
section 14 the element of persevering “in charity” is declared 
essential for salvation along with church membership. And 
elsewhere in Lumen Gentium accommodation is made for 
the role of conscience and for other religious traditions.

But what about this “entire system” that all must in 
some way be a part of? I would assume that most priests 
acknowledge the importance of accepting the system. 
After all, they are part of the system. But it seems that 
two significant issues could be raised about that system 
that Lumen Gentium declares all must accept. The first 
issue concerns the purpose of that hierarchical system. It 
would seem that if the Church is to be the embodiment of 
Christ in the world, it should have the same purpose as its 
Founder.

Jesus, in very specific words and in his ministerial 
actions, makes it quite clear that he came to serve and not 
to be served. And there is certainly no lack of examples 
where the Church has been of service to humanity in the 
past and in the present. At the same time church historians 
could easily point to examples where church leadership has 
been more interested in acquiring or maintaining power, 
both sacred and secular, than in being of service. That 
same critique of service should be applied to the leadership 
of the Church today. Is the model of servant-leadership 
sufficiently evident in the structure of the Church today? 
Many believe it is not.

A second issue that can be raised concerning the 
structure or system of the Church, which supposedly must 
be accepted by all its members, is the methodology of its 
choice of leadership. Too often debates about the nature 
of the Church are meant to be ended with the declaration 

that the Church is not a democracy. If not a democracy, 
then what is it? Is it a dictatorship or oligarchy or a 
theocracy? Certainly there have been various forms of 
governance throughout history, including some types of 
democracy. Bishops have been chosen by acclamation. 
Kings and princes and emperors have been instrumental 
in the appointment of church leaders either by proposing 
candidates or exercising veto power over the appointments. 
Democracy, despite its problems, seems to be the preferred 
form of governance in most of the world. Winston Churchill 
once said that democracy is a terrible form of governing 
until you compare it to all others. If not outright democracy, 
at least the Church needs to look at its criteria and method 
of choosing leaders, and have much more consultation with 
those to be governed.

One of the important images used to describe the 
Church in Lumen Gentium and elsewhere is that of a pilgrim 
church. In our time and because of our understanding of 
history, this seems more appropriate than Bellarmine’s 
“perfect society,” which would seem much too arrogant to 
modern ears. On its pilgrimage the Church has borrowed 
much from the cultures in which it was immersed. We have 
used the philosophy of pagans to illuminate and explain our 
truths. Our art and architecture often have secular origins. 
Things like our liturgical garb and symbols and coats of 
arms reflect past political trappings. So what can we learn 
from a world moving more and more toward democratic 
ideals?

My main experience of being leader is that of being 
pastor at the parish level. I was fortunate to be mentored 
by a couple of great pastoral leaders. What I learned from 
them and what I found to be true in my own experience is 
the importance of listening. One has to enter into dialogue 
with parishioners and especially the pastoral council and 
other leaders and take their advice seriously into account. 
One has to believe the Holy Spirit is at work in them. They 
too are interested in the goods of the Church and have a 
different perspective that is valuable. Also to be effective 
the pastor must be seen as someone who is interested 
primarily in serving than in ruling. I know that whatever 
effectiveness I may have achieved as a pastor was directly 
related to my attempts to consult and serve rather than to 
my position of power or any training I had received. 

Certainly the effective organization of the parish is 
important in order to fulfill its mission. Parishioners are 
part of that organization on the parish level and therefore 
on the higher level. And the same principles of effectiveness 
on the local level would seem to be important in all levels 
of Church leadership. u
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Priesthood of the Faithful: A Buried Treasure
Fr. Tim Foley, ’65 Retired
Christ the King Church, St. Louis, MO

When I speak to my parishioners about the 
priesthood, they think of me and other ordained 
priests whom they usually refer to as ‘Father.’ 

This makes sense for two reasons: I usually am referring to 
the ministerial priesthood and not the common priesthood 
of the faithful, and also because for all of these years we 
have failed to use the term “priesthood of the faithful 
or common priesthood.” On those rare occasions that I 
have used these words in a homily, I see blank faces. The 
people don’t think of themselves as “priests.” This lack 
of awareness is not their fault. We all can and should do 
better to unearth and make manifest this buried treasure 
from our scriptures. 

The confirmation that this treasure is 
an important element in the Church today is 
found in Vatican II’s The Constitution on the 
Church, Section 10 of chapter two and in The 
Catechism of the Catholic Church, #1546–47. 
The Constitution on the Church is very clear, 
“The baptized, by regeneration and the 
anointing of the Holy Spirit, are consecrated 
into a spiritual house and a holy priesthood” 
(Lumen Gentium, section 10).

To be fair to myself and most of the 
priests I know, we have used our priesthood to 
encourage the baptized to use their priesthood 
without directly referring to that priesthood. But we 
have encouraged and helped our parishioners to put their 
baptism into action in the numerous ministries, liturgical 
and otherwise, that flourish in many parishes. That’s good 
and it carries out the Council’s intentions which says “the 
common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or 
hierarchical priesthood are nonetheless related” (Lumen 
Gentium, section 10.) 

When I have instructed liturgical ministers and 
parishioners on the full, conscious and active participation 
in the liturgy, my intention is to treat them as equals because 
they are “a kingdom and priests serving God the Father” 
(Revelation1:6). When I have invited them into some form 
of service to others, my goal is that “they witness their 
priesthood…..by a witness to a holy life” (Lumen Gentium, 
section 10). In the future I need to speak more directly to 
the foundation for the entirety of lay ministry by preaching 
and teaching on the buried treasure, the common priesthood 
of the faithful. I know that we do this when we speak on 
the universal call to holiness, but even then the basic idea 
of their priesthood is hidden from their eyes.

Specific occasions to preach the priesthood of the 
faithful include the 5th Sunday of Easter (A cycle) and 

Thursday of the 8th week of Ordinary Time when we have 
the reading from 1 Peter 2:4–10. It says, “Let yourselves 
be built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood to 
offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ”; and, “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation, a people of his own.” On the Solemnity of 
Christ the King (B cycle) we have Revelation 1:6. It says, 
“To him…..who has made us to be a kingdom, priests 
serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion 
forever and ever” Also on Thursday of the 33rd week in 
Ordinary Time, Year 2, we have revelation 5:10 which 
says, “You have made them to be a kingdom and priests 

serving our God, and they shall reign on earth.” By 
encouraging you to preach the common priesthood 
of the faithful, I am committing myself to do the 
same and maybe together we can unearth this buried 
treasure for our people.

Here is a subversive thought. With all the 
efforts to promote the role of women in our Church 
(See Bishop Wecla’s article on expanding the 
deaconate to women in America, October 1, 2012) 
I make this simple proposal. Women are already 
priests in the Church by being members of the 
priesthood of the faithful. Lumen Gentium, section 
10, says in referring to the priesthood of the faithful 
and the ministerial priesthood, “Each of them in its 

own special way is a participation in the one priesthood 
of Christ.” That includes women too. It continues, “They 
(the faithful) likewise exercise that priesthood by receiving 
the sacraments, by prayer and thanksgiving, by the witness 
of a holy life, and by self-denial and active charity.” This 
sounds to me like a description of a lot of women in our 
Church. It seems to me that The Constitution on the Church 
has already laid a strong foundation for our women to have 
a larger role in the Church. Where is Phoebe when we 
need her? Perhaps she is already doing her Church thing 
in our parishes and institutions. It is time to help the whole 
Church find the fullness of the treasure of the priesthood 
of the faithful. u

I need to speak 
more directly to 
the foundation 
for the entirety of 
lay ministry by 
preaching and 
teaching on the 
buried treasure, 
the common 
priesthood of the 
faithful.
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A.C.P. Mardi Gras
February 10, 2013

The 46th Annual 
Mardi Gras Ministry 
Awards were held at 
St. John Brebeuf in 
Niles. 

Fr. Ed McLaughlin 
(top left) received the 
John XXIII Award. 
Rita Kattner (top 
right) was named 
Joseph Cardinal 
Bernardin Common 
Ground recipient. 
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A Former Protestant Minister’s 
Take on Chapter 2

Continued from page 9.
of the separated brethren embody the ecumenical question, 
“Now that we have found agreement in justification, what 
does that look like in the ordering of the Church?” 

Finally, the missiological locus found in the opening 
section of chapter 2 describes the 

Church as “a fellowship of life, charity and truth.” 
This is very strange to the former separated brethren. The 
focus of most separated brethren is on the salvation of the 
world. That is the first purpose of ecclesiology. The idea 
of “a fellowship of life, charity and truth” would be placed 
immediately after the order of priorities. The Scripture 
of choice here is Matthew 28:19, which urges all “Bible 
believing Christians” to go and make disciples before they 
baptize. For former ministers of the separated brethren, 
they must make a shift in ecclesiology as a community 
ordered around a bishop (in his place, the priest), providing 
the connection to God through the Sacraments and then 
leading people out to be a “sacrament” to the world. This 
tension, between evangelism and evangelization is ever 
present in those who are separated brethren and can cause 
irritation among the hierarchy. The chief issue is not that 
former Protestants consider the hierarchy bad, but that 
they understand pneumatology as much more active and 
palpable in a personal sense in addition to the communal 
and hierarchical sense.

Being the “People of God” as a unified body is 
hampered by an understanding of pneumatology. The 
issues are the movement of the Holy Spirit in forming the 
community, the locus of the Spirit’s activity dominantly in 
the Sacraments, and the emphasis of the first purpose of the 
Church spurred on by the Holy Spirit. Much more today, 
the ecclesiology of these issues calls for more dialogue. It 
is possible that former Protestant clergy could be a help 
in shedding light on these matters. These former clergy 
are an incarnational representation of what could unite 
the Church and the Separated Brethren. Hopefully, their 
witness and contributions will make us truly “one flock 
under one shepherd.” u
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1. Rev. Gabriel Fordjour.................................................$1,000
 Ghana, West Africa

Answer his plea for help due to lack of rainfall and increasing 
prices of food they now have to buy. Regular recipient.

2. Rev. Moses Yaboah ....................................................$1,000
 Ghana, West Africa

Food supply has been exhausted. Dry season, little rain, etc. 
Same story. Now must try to obtain food to help peope to get 
to next growing season.

3. Rev. Andrew Phiri ......................................................$1,500
 Zambia, Central Africa

Assistance for two programs—all developing poultry for 
food, and for selling if possible. Andy spent three years here 
at St. Giles and is our contact man in Zambia. He distributes 
funds directly to these men. Safer way to send it through their 
diocesan office. For Rev. Richard Phiri and Rev. Osric Banda. 
We have helped both of these men in the past.

Disbursements This Period:  ..........................................$4,000
Total Disbursements for 2013:  ......................................$4,000
Estimated Total Disbursements of Program:   ........$1,418,000
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Alive and Well

As I write before our winter edition greeting, it is 
Mardi Gras. The Church was shocked yesterday 
morning with the announcement from Pope 

Benedict XVI that he would resign as pope by the end 
of the month so as to elect his successor before Easter. 
I was not shocked. Rather, I was pleased that the Pope 
would embrace “change.” If you read the Fall 2012 issue 
of UptUrn, then you are aware of the ambitious goal the 
ACP Board has set for itself. We are committed to write 
pastoral reflections on the sixteen documents of Vatican II 
over the next four years. We approach this goal with the 
grace that comes with age.

Vatican II embraced change. This is the Holy Spirit alive 
and active. The same Spirit not only guided Jesus but was 
given to each of us in Baptism and strengthened through 
Confirmation. Change is never easy. The Church, giving 

FROM THE Vice-CHAIRMaN’S DESK…
Ken Fleck, 1976

St. George, Tinley Park

marriage is really not a debate: we have the natural law 
and the culture we live in has the law of individual choice 
and freedom that claims great privilege but often rejects 
an equivalent individual responsibility. These come head-
to-head in battle, and no one is really seeking an authentic 
dialogue/ intercourse that might help everyone to be able to 
share their stories, their experiences, their hopes and dreams 
that get to the deepest longing of every human heart, i.e., 
union with that which is eternal.

Natural law tells us that ‘God is Love.’ Love is not a 
static entity, an immovable object. Love, in its truest essence 
is always growing, always deepening, always in its purest, 
most chaste form, seeking fulfillment in life-giving ways 
that add-to, rather than subtract-from, our own evolution 
in spirit that also gives life to the world. God is that Lover 
who continues to court us, to shower us with affirmation as 
beloved sons and daughters, who compassionately reveals 
to us our insecurities, faults and failings, coaxing us, in 
spite of those things, to offer our God-given gifts for the 
good of the whole. God is that Lover who longs for unity 
with us and who often works through, with and in others 
to achieve that goal. 

witness to the love of God, must also change. It is both a 
legacy handed on to us to be built upon and a challenge to 
sharpen our pastoral focus to see the needs of the world 
around us and respond as Jesus would. He entrusted this 
ministry to us, the Church. This issue of UptUrn focuses 
on “The People of God.” Chapter two of Lumen Gentium 
embraces this spirit of change entrusted to us through 
Baptism and empowered through the sacraments and the 
grace of God. If you have not subscribed to Upturn or 
become a member of the ACP, I hope you will consider 
doing so. Through these pastoral reflections on the 
documents of Vatican II we will not only look at the change 
invoked fifty years ago, but how we have responded to the 
call of the Spirit. Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of 
change for us. Christians are invited to look within and 
journey with Christ. I invite you to do the same. This road 
leads to life everlasting.

If we are to evolve as a church into what God, through 
the Council Fathers, dreams, then we have some significant 
self-reflection to engage in. As a church we need to continue 
to discern our role in the mission of Jesus Christ in this day 
and age. We cannot be about preservation of a church that 
is more focused on triumphalism and dogmatism than on 
humility (depth of faith, diminishment of ego, strength to 
speak the truth with conviction and compassion) and self-
sacrifice (depth of courage, absence of ego and fear, and 
fullness of sharing).

Yes, the church is under siege, both from within and 
without. Many of the People of God are broken by a culture 
of death and rampant individualism. And many of the 
People of God are rejected by a church that has no room 
for them even as they may be longing, from a place they 
do not yet understand, to seek sanctuary where they are 
welcomed among other sinners like ourselves, who together 
are continuing to try to discern how best to live lives true 
to our God-given life-giving nature. There is much to be 
done to achieve the goal of Lumen Gentium regarding the 
People of God. Only with God, who is Love, can we begin 
to realize that goal, that dream of God for us all.  u

Not the Last Word… 
 Continued from back page.



Larry Dowling, ’91—Editor
St. Agatha, Chicago
denispadre@aol.com

Not the Last Word…

Continued on page 19.

One of the many sad realities of the last presidential 
election was the number of ways parties 
differentiated between who was ‘in’ and who was 

‘out.’ If you were Republican, you included the wealthy 
above $250,000 and excluded the 47% who ‘freeload’ off 
the government. Ironically, the 47% didn’t seem to include 
the wealthy who freeload off corporate welfare in greater 
amounts than the entire 47%. If you were Democrat, you 
included every possible living person outside the womb, 
with the exclusion of most of the wealthy and all of the 
unwanted unborn. 

Contrasting this dynamic with the ideal of the People of 
God expressed in Lumen Gentium, we realize the wisdom 
of the Council Fathers in seeking to capture God’s desire 
expressed through his Son, Jesus, ‘that all may be one!’ 
We struggle greatly inside the church community with 
this deep desire that comes from the very heart of God 
expressed most profoundly in the Final Discourse of Jesus 
in the Gospel of John.

Having just completed the Advent and Christmas 
seasons, we were reminded in the early weeks, and at 
the final celebrations of the Baptism of the Lord, that 
John the Baptist called people from all over Judea into 
the wilderness to declare their repentance and desire 
for baptism into newness of life. Those who came were 
many who would be considered the ‘in crowd’: Pharisees, 
Sadducees, and scribes. But there were also the outsiders: 
the regular people, tax collectors, soldiers and others. The 
wonderful thing about the wilderness is that it levels the 
playing field, makes everyone equal. In 
the wilderness, all are stripped of the 
securities of their daily lives and become 
totally dependent on what the wilderness 
provides.

We participate in a church that is still 
very divided theologically, ideologically 
and by many different ‘isms’ that 
permeate every level of the church. 
We claim a church where we proudly 
proclaim ‘all are welcome,’ but then we 
systematically and dogmatically place 
invisible ‘do not enter’ signs on our doors for those who 
long for a place of welcome, inclusion, and a desire within 
community to discern their God-given identity and how 
they might best offer their life-giving gifts to the world. 

The church, in many ways, has been going through 
growing pains as we face a culture of death, a culture 
of excess, a culture more and more separated and de-
personalized by technology and rampant individualism. 
Unfortunately we have to deal with the temptations of 
participating in that culture as individuals and sometimes as 
groups, e.g. the economic wealthy, the ultraconservatives, 
the ultraliberals, etc.. It is the temptation of every culture 
for certain individuals and groups, often despite the fact 
that they do much good, to think they are above moral, 
ethical and secular law and, sadly, above all others in the 
church and world.

Our response in recent years has been to try to reclaim 
the triumphalism of the glory days of the church. Our 
response has been to shore up our teaching and to exclude 
anyone who would publicly challenge that teaching. 
Our response has been to shore up our walls with moral 
absolutes and rules unyielding to any sense of pastoral 
sensitivity to individual life situations. Our response 
has been to discriminate against others while preaching 
a Divine Love which does not discriminate, a Divine 
Love which seeks to encourage first and foremost mercy, 
dialogue, relationship building… and from there the greater 
possibility of bringing wholeness to both the individuals 
involved and to the entire community.

One of the challenges we face in nurturing the future 
longed-for reality of the People of God becoming truly 
‘One’ is that we struggle—or don’t struggle enough—with 
our own inner divisions. When there are places within 

us in which we do not 
want God to enter, how 
much easier it is for us to 
compensate by erecting 
walls to prevent others we 
see as outsiders/sinners 
from the possibility of 
completing the ‘One’ that 
God longs for.

The Church today has 
a choice: to truly embrace 

the essence of the Council Father’s call to become the 
fullness of the People of God, or to continue to shore up 
our walls and ramparts. The current debate about same sex 

We cannot be about preservation 
of a church that is more focused on 
triumphalism and dogmatism than on 
humility (depth of faith, diminishment 
of ego, strength to speak the truth with 
conviction and compassion) and self-
sacrifice (depth of courage, absence of 
ego and fear, and fullness of sharing).


