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3 February 2010
Dear Pastors, Lay Pastoral Animators and Parishioners,


As you can see, Msgr. Charles Lavoie and I returned safe and sound from our pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  This was an inspiring event, for which I am deeply grateful.  I have not usually been excited about such trips in my life (I need to work myself up to long flights), but this was worth it.  To be in the many places spoken of in the Scriptures, to stand where Jesus spoke and worked his wonders, to celebrate Eucharist on the tomb of Jesus – it was all full of wonder.  Scripture passages will have an added flavor for me from now on.
Of Life and Tragedy

Events such as the earthquake in Haiti bring out the fragile nature of life and our inability to control such tragedies, while at the same time showing the power of solidarity to bring people to the aid of others they do not know.  We saw this equally a few years ago when the tsunami devastated parts of south-east Asia.  These are signs of death and life on a global scale, but a similar saga is played out in our lives as individuals, in our families and in our communities.  We are given a life to live, and are called upon to live it in such a way that we impact positively the lives of individuals and communities around us.  What a sublime yet profound mystery is life!  I am sure that many you share my confidence in humanity when we see the gestures of kindness and generosity that flowed from the recent events in Haiti.
Father Jean Marsan, O.M.I.


The many Oblate Fathers and Brothers who served in our diocese in years gone by live their retiring years at Foyer Lacombe in St. Albert.  We will hear of their death when the Lord calls them.  And so Father Jean Marsan passed away on Tuesday, January 26th.  Father Marsan spent almost all of his priestly life in our archdiocese, serving in many parishes and for the last several years that he was here, at the chancery office itself.  He was the archivist, the chancellor, the librarian and the accountant.  He retired in 1996 when his health had reached the stage where he could no longer continue in McLennan.  Msgr. Charles Lavoie represented our archdiocese at his funeral in St. Albert.

Sacraments of the Church: Baptism


In my new series of reflections on the sacraments, let me begin with some thoughts on the Sacrament of Baptism.  Baptism of one of three sacraments that we call “sacraments of initiation”, because from earliest times, it was by Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist (these three) that men and women entered into the Church.  For those of you who have access to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Baptism is dealt with in paragraphs 1213 to 1284.  I will not attempt to repeat or even summarize what can be found there.  Let me simply highlight the following:

Baptism is the usual way by which we are lifted from the darkness of sin and ignorance to the life of light and grace.  In this sense, it is the exorcism par excellence (there is a prayer of exorcism in the baptismal ritual).  Baptism marks the beginning of life in Christ and in His Church.  Of course, this must be preceded by an experience of faith, which is what brings a person to baptism.  By baptism, we become members of Christ’s body.  We are grafted onto Him (see 1 Cor 12:12-30).  By this sacrament, a person’s very identity is molded into the person of Jesus Christ -- a fact that can never then be erased, just as I cannot “erase” other elements of “who I am”.  Despite the request by some people who later in life renounce their faith to have their baptismal record erased from the register, this cannot be done.  The only accommodation in such a case is to make a note on their record that they have formally denied their faith.


All humans are God’s children by creation; the baptized are God’s children by redemption.  Our Jewish or Muslim or non-believing neighbors are also “children of God” by human birth, and as such are loved and cared for by their Creator; those re-born in baptism share a special dignity as members of Christ’s body in the Church.

There is one pre-requisite for baptism, and that is faith.  We are baptized because we believe in Jesus Christ and in all that the Church teaches about Him.  This is the starting point for the life of grace in the Church.  In the case of the baptism of infants, who do not have a faith that they can stand up and profess, it is the faith of the Christian community, the parents and god-parents that suffices for the infant’s baptism.  It is into our faith and our community that the child receives its second birth.  Some Christians of other denominations question the Catholic Church’s practice of baptizing infants.  There are even some Catholics who claim not to want to “force” their child to be Catholic.  “What if my child doesn’t want to be a Catholic later in life, and I’ve forced this on them by baptism?”  My only answer to this is that parents have no choice but to raise their children to be like them.  If you are a Canadian, for example, you can only raise your children to be Canadian, like you.  You cannot raise them to be Mexican or Japanese.  When they reach adulthood, they are free to move to another country, claim their identity there, and renounce Canadian citizenship.  But the parents must (and will) necessarily raise their children to be like them.  I can only conclude that anyone who doesn’t want to raise their child to be a Catholic Christian must themselves feel ill at ease about being Catholic.

God-parents play a special role in the life of the baptized, as godparents encourage the life of faith in the newly-baptized.  This is a spiritual relationship, not simply a human one.  For this reason, godparents (or sponsors, in the case of adults being baptized) should be chosen carefully.  It is not enough to be a blood-relative or friend of the parents to qualify as a godparent.  

My next monthly letter will speak of the Sacrament of Confirmation.  In the next few days, I will also write a few words in preparation for Lent.  
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