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Once, after a parish gathering in which our children had been taken to activities and then returned to join adults and youth for the end of the evening, I overheard a parishioner remark, “This is great! We’re best when we’re all together.” 

Recently, members of our stewardship commission were reflecting on how being in covenant with God calls us into covenant with one another. One woman commented, “It’s hard for me to even think about what this means. I know what it means to be in a covenant relationship with my husband; our children will learn what this means as they get older and we struggle together to be for each other; but to be in community, to be in communion, with so many is amazing to consider. We didn’t choose one another, you know?” 
Yes, to be a community of faith, committed to living the Gospel together, is an astounding proposition. Yet, from our earliest beginnings as Church, we have known that faith in Christ draws us to have faith together, with and for one another. Parishes today, as in every age, face the challenges of being Christ’s presence, and together we wonder: what does it mean to truly be a community? How does the parish reflect and respond to changes in neighborhoods, cities, Church, and world? At a time when many parishes face changes in demographics and the impact of fewer priests, how can we form communities as present and future Church? 
As the two conversations above illustrate, we know the power of and need for community, even though it is difficult to attain. We believe in the vision, even though our reality is often far from it. Christians have experienced this since Jesus’ time. Jesus tells the disciples to “love one another as I have loved you,” yet their experience included many moments in which they found the difficulty of such love (remember the day James and John asked to sit at the right and the left of Christ in glory? The rest of the community wasn’t too thrilled). In the post-Pentecost Church, we are given the vision of the ideal community in the Acts of the Apostles: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of the bread and the prayers… All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.” (Acts 2: 42ff) Yet, we know leaders had to be chosen to make certain that favoritism wasn’t preventing proper care and the epistles of Paul are filled with praise, admonishment and correction for early communities attempting to live the vision of loving one another as Christ. 

And still, “we’re best when we’re all together.” In community, we support and are supported; we grow and learn and love, we discover the best and worst of what it means to give oneself to another, and we receive more than we would “dare to ask or imagine.” (Ephesians 3:20)  How we vision ourselves as a community of believers provides an ideal toward which we strive, even while our day-to-day reality may not meet that ideal. How might we articulate a vision for parish community in the present that will serve us in the future, together? I wish to offer a few observations of current ways of visioning community, and to propose a way of drawing those images together. 

The People of God

Since Vatican II, we have reflected on who we are as the faithful of Christ, the Church. We have intentionally sought ways to bring about “full, conscious and active participation” in the liturgy, and that participation has given us an image of how we are called to actively live as Christians. We are learning together to call forth the gifts of all in our communities, and we have developed structures within our parishes to draw upon those gifts, in pastoral councils, finance committees and myriads of ministries.
Sacrament of Christ

Christian discipleship is not a static “me and Jesus” thing. We remember Christ’s mandate to wash one another’s feet, and we realize that we are called to be a sign of Christ’s presence for others. That call to live sacramentally, as sign and symbol of a reality greater than ourselves, is both challenging and compelling. We experience glimpses of the reality toward which we point in our sacramental celebrations, and we are sent forth to “love and serve the Lord.”  When communities are conscious of this call to lavishly serve, God’s love becomes evident in work toward justice and peace and selfless ministry to the poor and disabled, with a deep respect for all of human life.
Formed and Sent

Particularly in our catechetical documents, we are given the vision of the parish as the place where disciples are formed and from where they are sent out to live and spread the Gospel. In the introduction to Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us, the U.S. Bishops say it this way: “We seek to form parishes that are vitally alive in faith… We seek to form adults who actively cultivate a lively baptismal and eucharistic spirituality with a powerful sense of mission and apostolate. Nourished by word, sacrament and communal life, they will witness and share the Gospel in their homes, neighborhoods, places of work, and centers of culture.” (OHWB, introduction) Many parishes have taken this vision seriously and have set to work, designing engaging faith formation opportunities for adults, and strengthening children’s and youth programs to include knowledge of the faith and many other aspects of  a living, growing relationship with Christ. We’re all learning together how to effectively evangelize, beginning with those who are already actively living the faith and spreading to those who have never met Christ.
Naming Grace

How might we take these images of the people of God who are sign and symbol of Christ’s presence, formed and sent, and draw them into a vision of community for today and tomorrow? In her book, “Naming Grace,” Mary Catherine Hilkert gives a model of preaching that I believe can serve us as well. Hilkert says the art of preaching is that of helping people to name the grace that is present in their lives and to live that out in dynamic, challenging and holy ways.  She says, “In the end, however, it is not the cross that the baptized community proclaims but the paschal mystery of life that emerges beyond death. All that Christians have to live on are the stories and witness of those who have gone before them in faith and the power of the Spirit who keeps the story of Jesus alive. Naming grace means ‘naming the present’ – trying to identify where the Spirit of God is active in contemporary human life and in communities of believers who make the gospel a concrete reality in limited and fragmentary, but still tangible, ways.” (Naming Grace, p. 193)
I find this a powerful image: as a community of believers, we are to help one another name the grace of God that is present in our lives, to celebrate it, be nourished by it, be formed in it, and to live it out in wonderful and holy ways. What would such a community look like? Drawing from our earlier exploration, a “naming grace” community would:
Recognize every person as a child of God

Regardless of how old one is, whether we just arrived in a community or have been part of the parish all of our lives, no matter what our native country or language, each of us needs to know that the community values us as a person. This sounds like a ‘no-brainer,’ yet we all know situations in which people meet prejudice or marginalization within their parish community. Building a community of love and care requires commitment and the willingness to tackle difficult situations head-on. How do we welcome spouses or family members who are not Catholic? How do we open our doors to those who have been away from the Church for some time or those who wish to inquire about Catholicism? How do we build a fabric of warmth for those who are gay, single, married, divorced, or re-married? What about our elders, the disabled, unemployed, or the poor? How do we personify Christ’s forgiveness and mercy?
Provide opportunities for people to come into relationship with Christ

It’s amazing how many adults with whom I speak who, while a Catholic all of their lives, point to a specific moment as an adult in which the spark of a living relationship with Christ was lit. It can be easy for us to assume that every member already is immersed in the life of Christ, but sadly, this simply is not so. How do we offer opportunities for people to “jump start” such a living relationship? Do we offer retreats, spiritual direction, and a variety of prayer experiences?
Call each person to full, conscious and active participation in the liturgy and in parish life

Celebrate the liturgy well! Pay attention to little details that, when not attended to can detract from prayer. Encourage people to prepare for the celebration through reflection on the Sacred Scriptures and on the paschal mystery in their lives. The lives of individuals and of the community will become an image of Christ’s presence as a result.
Develop processes that help people to find God’s presence in all of the moments of their lives, to support one another in meaningful ways, and to share the richness of Christ with others


How do we become people who name the grace of God’s presence in our lives? Quite possibly by offering support for people in all of the stages of their lives: at marriage or baptism, in illness or change of life situation, at the death of a loved one, in times of spiritual or emotional crisis. All of these are opportunities for parishioners to discover God’s love through the support of others. When we become people who recognize the Spirit’s presence in life’s situations, we live our faith differently, and we’re able to share that faith with others.
Form every person as a disciple, calling all to on-going conversion in Christ


Many of us have become keenly aware of the need for lifelong catechesis. Faith formation will necessarily be multi-faceted, and requires a commitment on the part of the community; often this isn’t so much about financial resources as it is of time and commitment in the hearts of pastoral leaders and community members. Through on-going conversion in Christ, people will find the intersection between contemporary culture and the Gospel, and the community will thrive as a result.

Encourage Gospel living through selfless service, work toward justice and peace, and reflection that embraces growth over time


While many parishes offer opportunities for service to others, and many communities have active justice and social action groups, how many of us offer time for people to reflect on the service they provide in a way that embraces continued growth? Such reflection powerfully impacts children, youth and adults, and together we become more open to patterning our lives on Christ.
Be evangelized and evangelizing

We are blessed and holy people! While still weak in our humanity, we are filled with the Spirit of God. Does our community offer opportunities for people to witness to their life in Christ? Do we learn from one another’s stories? Are we actively seeking ways to draw others to God and to the community of faith, using all of the resources we possess? How do we build connections between families or in neighborhoods? How do we spread the Gospel in ways that speak to all generations?

Grow in gratitude and generosity


Growing in love of God leads us to recognize that all we have and are and will be are pure gift. When we allow the Holy Spirit to form us as stewards of our many gifts, we find rich blessing.

Let us commit ourselves, then, to being “namers of grace,” as a community, best when we’re all together.
