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4 January 2010

Dear Pastors, Pastoral Animators and Parishioners,

We have come to the beginning of a new year.  The name of the month "January" comes from the ancient Roman god Janus, who is depicted as two faces, back to back.  The legend goes that Janus was able to look both forward and backwards.  How fitting for this time of year, as on New Year’s Day we "review" the year gone by, as well as make resolutions for the year to come.  As I do this, I am grateful for many events of the past year. 

Among the highlights that come to mind are the arrival in the archdiocese of Fathers Clifford Sherwin, Marianna Sathuluri, Abraham Azhakathu and Sylvanus Omali; the visit of the delegation of First Nations and Catholic leaders to the Holy Father; the Archbishops' Dinners in High Level and Falher.  As I look ahead to 2010, I anticipate personal graces from my pilgrimage to the Holy Land in January, and of course the diocesan-wide Mission in November.

Reflections on the Sacraments

This time last year, I told you that in these letters in 2009 I wanted to reflect on certain chosen Christian virtues.  Each month I chose a different one to reflect on, always within the physical confines of the space that these letters allow.  For much of this year, I want to speak to you of the seven sacraments of the Church.  This month, I will devote some space to the sacraments in general, and what may be said of them all.  Starting in February, I will take each sacrament in turn.  This may not be in every monthly letter, but by the end of this year I will have spoken of all seven sacraments.  So I begin with some reflections on sacraments in general.

A sacrament, by its broadest definition, is a visible, tangible, human action which puts us in touch with a divine, spiritual, intangible reality.  Those of you who are of older vintage may recall the Baltimore Catechism definition: a sacrament is an outward sign instituted by Christ to give grace.  The outward signs that are used are perceived by our senses: you can see, hear, and touch them.  But the grace is invisible, imperceptible to our human senses of sight, sound, taste and touch.  Some theologians have extended this thought by suggesting that the Church itself is a “sacrament”, or that Jesus Christ is the “sacrament” of God … we can imagine the historical Jesus, whereas we have not seen the face of God.  In that sense, there may be several “sacraments” that we acknowledge in our life.  In the Church’s long history, there have been at times as few as six and as many as thirty sacraments, but the Council of Lyons in 1274 would seem to be one of the earliest sources that decreed definitively that there are seven, and that they are these seven: Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Penance (or Reconciliation), Anointing of the Sick, Matrimony and Holy Orders.  All other rituals besides these were thereafter termed “sacramentals”.

In this beginning reflection, I wish to point out a few characteristics that apply to all seven of the sacraments.  

· First of all, that all seven sacraments are celebrations, they are rituals.  To differing degrees, they make use of actions, words, songs, readings, physical elements.  The sacraments belong to the Church, the community of believers, and are best celebrated by Christians gathered together in community (as opposed to individually or privately).  

· It is the responsibility of Church leaders (the hierarchy) to determine the precise words and rituals that are to be used.  No individual, not even an individual bishop, can arbitrarily define the manner of celebrating the sacraments.  

· Bear in mind as well that the sacraments all have a history to them.  Like all things on this earth, they evolved and developed over time.  The way in which we celebrate any of the sacraments is not the exact way they celebrated it in the early Christian centuries.  In each age and in some very different cultures, the Church has balanced the timeless beauty of the sacraments and the needs of each time and place.  One of the principles that guided the reforms in the liturgy following the Second Vatican Council was to return to the sources, the ancient traditions of liturgical celebration, while at the same time being conscious of the needs of modern-day men and women.

· The sacraments are for the living.  They are about life on this earth, and are for our very benefit as we grow in holiness.  We do not administer sacraments to those who have died; we may speculate that in heaven, where the blessed are in the presence of God, there is no need of sacraments.  

· We are guaranteed of the effectiveness of the sacraments – that they are the work of God and we can rely on the action of the Holy Spirit when they are validly celebrated.  The effectiveness of the sacraments does not depend on the virtues or the holiness of the minister.  At the same time, for the sacraments to bear fruit in the life of the recipient does depend on that person’s openness and disposition.  The sacraments are not “magic” that works against the will and cooperation of the persons receiving them.  


Much more can be said about “sacraments in general”, but let this be sufficient for this letter.  In my letter for February, I will say a few things about the Sacrament of Baptism.

Holy Land Pilgrimage


As you know, Msgr. Charles Lavoie and I are on a pilgrimage in the Holy Land from January 13th to 23rd.  We can still be reached through the Chancery Office in case of emergency.  If you wish to follow this holy journey of ours, I am told that there is a daily “newsreel” of sorts on http://www.catholic-convert.com/category/pilgrimages/
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