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January 21 & 22, 2012

+ JMJ +


3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
Reversing the Trend
A couple weeks ago, on January 6th, Pope Benedict appointed 22 new members to the College of Cardinals.  As you probably know, the cardinals are like advisors to the pope regarding the situation in their own countries, and one of them will be elected pope after he passes.  I was surprised at first to hear that of the new cardinals 16 are European, and 2 are American.  That means over 75% of the total number of cardinals are from Western countries, even though the world population of Catholics has been shifting for years to Africa and Asia.  The Catholic newspaper Our Sunday Visitor made sense of the numbers, when it wrote: “Appointments reflect Pope Benedict XVI’s focus on new evangelization of Europe, North America” (January 22, 2012).  
Bringing Westerners back to Christ has been the pope’s concern since before he was elected.  He co-authored a book entitled Without Roots, that drew attention to the declining birth rate in Europe and North America.  Not only is ours a culture of death that kills unborn children and the elderly, but our culture itself is dying out because it does not even want to reproduce itself.  Many of you remember the days of ten-children families.  Another priest once told me people thought it was strange that his parents had only four kids.  The trend in the West now is below even that, below replacement level, in fact, so that societies are imploding.
Sadly, we Catholics have been buying in to this same mindset.  The number of baptisms and marriages has decreased.  Attendance at Catholic schools has declined.  The number of priests, monks, and nuns has fallen off.  These issues are all inter-related.  Fewer children means fewer priests and religious because there are fewer members in the family to carry on the family name and provide grandchildren.  Fewer priests and religious means fewer to witness powerfully to Christ in teaching and evangelizing, to be counter-cultural.  As a result the culture wins out, faith declines, marriages decline, baptisms decline, education in Christ declines.
But thankfully the fact that all these downward trends are related means that reversing them can be as simple as reversing one trend.  For us alone, it is a complicated problem.  But with God, it is very simple.  We only need to let God build His Kingdom by answering his call.

Look at Jesus in the Gospel.  In one minute he gains four seminarians, four future priests.  He calls; they answer.  The Church builds from there.  

This must be our plan of action today.  We must answer the culture of death with men and women who answer Christ’s call.  Only this beginning will bring life back to our Church, because the initiative does not come from us—the initiative comes from Christ, who still calls out today "Come after me, and I will make you fishers of men."
If we reverse this one trend—vocations to priesthood and religious life—we reverse all else.  All vocations in our Church are vitally inter-related.  Husband and wife bring new people into the world.  By Holy Matrimony they witness Christ’s love to their children.  By presenting them for Baptism, they bring them eternal life in Christ.  Children then know Christ and can answer his call to be priests and religious.  

Priests and religious in turn strengthen marriages by their teaching and example.  They call husband and wife to a deeper appreciation of their love and to purify their love for eternity as they prepare one another for heaven.  It is no accident that the most profound teachers regarding marriage were not married themselves: Jesus, St. Paul, St. Augustine, and Blessed Pope John Paul II.  This is not surprising, because the life’s work of priests and religious is to serve marriages and families through the sacraments and teaching.
All vocations, all callings in our Church, are vitally inter-related.  We can reignite the fire of life in our culture if we let God build His Kingdom by answering His call.  Our own parish, too, will be re-vitalized if our youth—and some adults too—answer God’s call to be priests, monks, and nuns.  The initiative is Christ’s.  He is already calling a number of you.  All we need to do is encourage and support those who are called.  Encourage youth to pray and listen for God’s voice.  Encourage them to talk with a priest, monk, or nun about that vocation.  Support them when they express an interest.  Help them find out more.  

For my part, I will be taking our youth to seminaries and convents where they can learn more.  I will be asking several of them to think more seriously about a vocation.  Please, all of you, lend me your support.  The calling comes from Christ, but the support comes from us.  Let us help our people answer the call of Christ, so that Christ will build his Kingdom and build his Church into a culture of life.
Rev. Eric Culler
