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And he gave some as apostles, others as prophets, others as evangelists,

others as pastors and teachers, to equip the holy ones for the work of ministry,
for building up the Body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of faith and
knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the extent of the full stature
of Christ.

(Ephesians 4:11-13)

This is the Spirit-driven task we take up together as the Church in Harrisburg with a

diversity of God’s gifts for the good of the whole Church and for the good of all humanity.

In 2018, our Diocese celebrated 150 years of proclaiming the Gospel of Christ and
engaging in the Church’s mission in south-central Pennsylvania. Those years, and the
ones that have followed, were filled with both blessings and challenges. The early years
of our Diocese focused on building up the Church through the faith and sacrifice of

The Robert Owings Mass House in Conewago was used for the celebration of Mass starting in the 1720s.
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pioneer Catholics, religious women, and missionaries. The homes of devoted Catholics,
like Mary Brindle in Mechanicsburg and those of the Bollinger and Hart families in New
Freedom, were first used to gather the faithful together for Holy Mass and catechesis.
Jesuit missionaries later laid the foundations of churches and rode on horseback to
outposts of Catholics in Adams, York, and Lancaster counties. Religious sisters came to
teach in schools which began in church basements and in convent common rooms. Their
zeal for the Gospel and their love for God'’s people laid the groundwork for the Church of
today, and for this inheritance we give thanks.

Despite our celebrated past, more recently, we have had to confront honestly another
side of our history: the shameful crisis of clergy sexual abuse within our local Church.
These wounds have left deep sorrow and lasting harm. This has led us to soberly repent
for the sins of those whose trust was betrayed by those entrusted with their care. The
witness of survivors has humbled us and called us to reckon with the profound impact
that those sins have waged against innocent persons failed by the Church. This failure
can never be forgotten. We must have a continued determined engagement with our
past. Because of that, the last several years have also been a time of purification. The
truth of these actions has beckoned the clergy and the Diocesan institutional structure
to be better suited for the healthy and holy ministry of God’s People while attending more
diligently to the safety and protection of the most vulnerable among us. Because we will
never forget, we can humbly move forward, carefully and vigilantly safequarding the most
vulnerable among us.

These difficult years were entrusted to the faithful and gentle leadership of my esteemed
predecessor, Bishop Ronald W. Gainer, whose concern for the healing of the survivors
guided many painful yet necessary decisions that led us forward. Passing through the
fire of the grand jury report and subsequent bankruptcy has purified us with “the refiner’s
fire" (Malachi 3:2) to be more focused on what truly matters as we strive to do the work
of the Church in our time. While the work of rebuilding the trust of those who have been
hurt and alienated by these actions continues, so, too, the essential work of the Gospel
becomes ever more urgent. We must claim the presence of the Kingdom of God in our
midst and assume the necessary role each of us has in inviting our family members,
friends, and neighbors to encounter the power of the Risen Lord among us. It is only in
Christ that we can find the healing and reconciliation, the joy and peace, for which every
heart longs.

In the last two years, we have been guided toward a greater self-reflection with the
assistance of the Catholic Leadership Institute. Each parish was invited to participate in
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the Disciple Maker Index (DMI), as a way of self-reflection
and receiving feedback to help us honestly and carefully
assess the current state of the Church in our Diocese.
Overall, the report revealed that the life of Catholics in
our area remains strong but is experiencing a moment of
real transition. General mistrust of institutions, cultural
changes to the understanding of the sacred dignity of
the human person, increasing secularization, and the
enduring effects of the worldwide pandemic continue

to shape our present moment. Sunday Mass attendance
continues to diminish while the practice of the Catholic
faith is often reduced to a minimal list of preferred
beliefs, limiting the beauty and power bestowed by our
Catholic faith in its completeness. Approximately 25%
of registered Catholics attend Sunday Mass each week
in the Diocese of Harrisburg, following the trend seen
throughout the United States. Our concern is not only to
enrich more deeply the faith of that 25% but to also seek
out the other 75% and the many individuals throughout
the fifteen counties of our Diocese who do not attend
any church community, to invite them to a fuller and
richer participation in Catholic life from Sunday Mass to
Christian service.

And so, at this moment in our history, we are called to
stir into flame God’s gifts that we have been given to
experience the fullness of Catholic faith and to claim

our place in the lives of our brothers and sisters in our
part of Pennsylvania as we renew our response to do the
work of the Gospel here and now. Already, there are signs
of hope, as we are seeing an increase in the number of
catechumens and candidates entering into the Catholic
Faith, almost doubling our numbers from last year. This
pastoral letter is announcing a new impetus to take up
the divine project entrusted to us. It invites us, especially
leadership bodies within our local Catholic communities,
to reflect more deeply on who we are and what we are

called to do today. My hope is that pastors, with their pastoral councils, will take time
to read and reflect on each of the chapters below to better discern our path forward and
stir into flame God's gifts given to us for this work.

Bishop George Leo Leech, the longest-serving bishop of the Diocese of Harrisburg, once
spoke of this work with an urgency to the priests of the Diocese on December 16, 1943.
These words still speak powerfully to all of us today, clergy and laity alike:

There is work to be done ... there is work to be done, and it is the transcendent
work of Jesus Christ. There is work to be done, and there is so little time for
its doing. There are ... priestly souls to be sanctified in the Holy Spirit of God,
.. flocks to be fed, ... lost sheep to be found and rescued, ... little ones to be
taught, ... youth to be trained, ... poor and sick and suffering to be befriended.
There is Christ, ‘the Way, the Truth and the Life, to be made known and loved
and followed, and made to reign in the minds and wills of men in private and
public life, in home and family, in employer and worker, in school, in leisure, in
politics, in government - in every field of man’s activity and experience. There
is work to be done. It is the work of Christ and only we ... can do it.

The priorities before us today are not all that different from Bishop Leech’s, despite
living in a drastically different time. We recognize that at the heart of our lives as
Catholics is a dynamic and life-giving celebration of the Sunday Mass, a robust approach
to learning and living our faith, the encouragement of a culture that helps our young
discern their vocation within the Church, to support priestly life, a commitment to
Christian service and social concern, and the ever-present impulse to announce the Good
News of Jesus Christ to our world today. The pastoral vision laid out in this letter seeks
to guide our parishes and institutions to rekindle the fire given to us in Baptism and
Confirmation. To borrow once more from Bishop Leech: this is the work that needs to be
done. It is the work of Christ and His Church. And only we can do it as we stir into flame
the gift of God bestowed upon all of us.
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. Reflection Questions

*  How do | understand the words of 2 Timothy 1:6-7 as they apply to me and my
vocation?

+ In what ways have we experienced a change in the circumstances of society in
these last years? How have they affected the Church? How have they affected
our families and my own life?

* How is God calling me and my parish to take up the work of the Gospel? Are
there new initiatives? How can | use my gifts to build up the Church and society?

Ignite the Flame of Divine Worship

forward through the power of the Holy Spirit, is to worship God who loved us

into existence and redeemed us in Christ. We have been created for God and in
God we find our true purpose and meaning. Therefore, Divine Worship is the source and
summit of the entire Christian life. The Second Vatican Council taught clearly,

God comes first in our lives. The Church’s greatest work, our work carried

From the liturgy, therefore, and especially from the Eucharist, grace is poured
forth upon us as from a fountain, and the sanctification of men in Christ and
the glorification of God to which all other activities of the Church are directed,
as toward their end, are achieved with maximum effectiveness.’

As we seek to rekindle the flame of grace in our Diocesan life, our first recourse is to the
fountain of all graces that flow from the Paschal Mystery, from Jesus, present truly and
substantially among us in the Eucharistic mystery, especially the Sunday Eucharist, from
which all of the other work of the Church flows.

Saint John Paul Il reminded us that Sunday, the Day of the Lord, is also the Day of the
Church. For, among the many activities of a parish, “none is as vital or as community-
forming as the Sunday celebration of the Lord’s Day and his Eucharist.”? Indeed, as
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“the Church draws her life from the Eucharist”® so the parish’s life is centered upon and
derives its entire orientation from the Sunday celebration of Holy Mass. For “parishes are
communities of the baptized who express and affirm their identity above all through the
celebration of the Eucharistic Sacrifice.”* More than an obligation, the Sunday Eucharist
fashions the parish community as the local expression of the Church infused with divine
grace and sent forth for the work of the Gospel.

Throughout our Diocese, the Sunday
celebration of the Holy Eucharist
forms the hearts, minds, and lives
of our parishioners as they come
from their homes to become the
presence of Christ “where two or
three are gathered in [his] name”
(Matthew 18:20), reverence the
leadership of Christ in the Church'’s
minister,® hear the voice of Christ in
the proclamation of the Scriptures,®
and, above all, encounter the Risen
Christ “in the Breaking of the Bread”
(Luke 25:35). We discover in the
Sunday Eucharist all that we need
to engage our daily labor and
undertake our work for the sake of

developed during the worldwide pandemic, not realizing that what is viewed through
technology can never replace what is celebrated and received in-person. For those who
are able to attend in-person, viewing Mass virtually does not fulfill the Sunday obligation.
We must lovingly invite our parishioners to take their place in the Sunday assembly, for
their own good and the good of the whole Church.

At the same time, | wish to express my gratitude for the reverence, generosity, and care
with which the Sacred Liturgy is celebrated in so many of our parishes. | have heard
exceptional choirs that serve in some of our parishes. | have received the proclaimed
word of God from deacons and lectors who believe and understand what they are
announcing. | have stood beside altar servers and Extraordinary Ministers of Holy
Communion whose reverence humbles me as | stand at the altar of the Lord. | have
been welcomed in kindness by ushers and greeters whose service is to open the door
to those seeking hope. And | know of the depth of faithful love so many of our priests
and deacons express in their celebration of the Sacred Liturgy. The DMI also revealed
encouraging signs: 81% of parishioners would recommend their pastor to others, 80% of
them find growth from preaching they hear, and 79% are growing spiritually because of
their attendance at Holy Mass.

Parishoner feedback received through the Disciple Maker Index (DMI):

the Gospel. Here, we worship “the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, who has blessed us in Christ
with every spiritual blessing in the
heavens” (Ephesians 1:3).

“More than an obligation, the Sunday Eucharist fashions
the parish community as the local expression of the

81%

80%

79%

Church, infused with divine grace to undertake the work of
the Gospel.”

Yet we note with sorrow that weekly Mass attendance is far from what it could be and Would recommend their
what it should be. As acknowledged earlier, in the Diocese of Harrisburg, approximately pastor

one in four of registered parishioners attend Mass each weekend. Many of our brothers

and sisters do not see the essential link between their lives and the public worship of

Find growth from
preaching

Are growing spiritually
because of Mass

the Church. Some are so busy with family life, with work, and with various distractions
that Sunday Mass is neither a perceived obligation nor a priority. Others have contented
themselves with a virtual attendance of Mass, an unfortunate misconception that
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However, there is an unevenness, particularly since the pandemic, and room for genuine
renewal so that the celebration of Holy Mass becomes not only the fullest expression of
the Church’s supreme act of worship, but also the beautiful beacon of light calling back
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our brothers and sisters who are absent. Some of our parishes are still operating under
the principle of minimalism and efficiency, depriving the Sunday Eucharist of its supreme
power to captivate the hearts of the worshipping assembly.

In his Apostolic Letter Desiderio Desideravi, the late Pope Francis reminded us that
the only way to engage fully the power of the Sacred Liturgy and to break down
the tendencies for self-sufficiency regarding our spiritual lives is in the communal
celebration of the Sacred Liturgy. He writes,
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.. for the Liturgy to be effective, we are required every day to rediscover the
beauty of the truth of the Christian celebration. | refer once again to the
theological sense, as n. 7 of Sacrosanctum Concilium so beautifully describes
it: the Liturgy is the priesthood of Christ, revealed to us and given in his
Paschal Mystery, rendered present and active by means of signs addressed
to the senses (water, oil, bread, wine, gestures, words), so that the Spirit,
plunging us into the paschal mystery, might transform every dimension of our

life, conforming us more and more to Christ.’
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In the Liturgy Christ is at work in and through us. There is a transformative effect of the
full and active participation in the Sunday Mass. The beauty of the Mass is certainly
expressed through the exterior signs, symbols, words, and gestures that form the ritual
celebration; yet its deepest beauty is foremost present in the interior disposition that
allows us to encounter Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit and to be lifted up with
Him in an act of perfect love and worship to the Father. Together the exterior and the
interior dimensions of participation form an integral element without which our worship
could risk becoming mere externalism or pietistic individualism. Pope Francis explained
this plainly,

Let us be clear here: every aspect of the celebration must be carefully tended

to (space, time, gestures, words, objects, vestments, song, music...) and every
rubric must be observed. Such attention would be enough to prevent robbing
from the assembly what is owed to it; namely, the paschal mystery celebrated
according to the ritual that the Church sets down. But even if the quality and the
proper action of the celebration were guaranteed, that would not be enough to
make our participation full.®

While we will continue to work diligently to form priests, deacons, and all the laity who
help to serve the apostolate of the Sacred Liturgy in the ars celebrandi - the “art of
celebrating” - through proper knowledge and adherence to the rubrics and norms of the
Sacred Liturgy, it has become all the more essential for us to underscore the priority of
interior worship through liturgical catechesis and formation in interior participation. For
when we teach people to pray the liturgy, it becomes for them the necessary heart of
their spiritual lives and the source of grace for their daily living. This will help them want
to make the Sunday Mass the “one thing necessary” (Luke 10:42) each week that gives
meaning to and orients the rest of the days of the week.

Such renewal needs to begin with Diocesan support of our parishes and the formation

of priests, deacons, and laity who share in the liturgical apostolate. This will help us to
unlock the treasury of grace that impels us to “let [our] light shine before others, that they
may see [our] good deeds and glorify [our] heavenly Father” (Matthew 5:16). From the
inside out our liturgical life then can become a bright space of welcome and conversion
for all who come our way on Sundays, for baptisms, weddings, funerals, and within the
sacred space of the confessional. It is time for us to rediscover the centrality and beauty
of our Sunday worship so that it can become the ignition switch for the rest of the work
entrusted to our hands.
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. Reflection Questions

+ Do I see Sunday Mass as the opportunity for me to be filled with the graces |
need to accomplish all that God calls me to do in my daily life and to fulfill my
vocation?

* How do | prepare for Sunday Mass and the other sacraments | receive? Do |
review the readings? Do | make a good examination of conscience?

+ How do | participate in Sunday Mass? Is it in the exterior ways of posture,
responses, song? Is it in the interior ways of spiritual communion, careful
attention to the word of God and the prayers? What holds me back?

+  How do I understand my obligation to attend Sunday Mass? Can | explain that
obligation to others without sounding legalistic?

« Am | being called to serve my parish community in the apostolate of the Sacred
Liturgy as a Lector, Extraordinary Minister of Holy Communion, Usher/Greeter,
liturgical musician?

Action Plan for Diocesan Leadership

+  Support our parishes in the vibrant and full celebration of the Sunday Eucharist
by enhancing the ongoing formation of lay persons involved in the liturgical life
of their parish or institution.

+ Develop ongoing liturgical formation opportunities for clergy and lay ministers.

+ Designate a Sunday each year for parishes throughout the diocese to welcome
estranged Catholics and those searching for a spiritual home.

Further Reading
* Pope John Paul Il, Dies Domini, May 31, 1998.

* Pope Francis, Desiderio desideravi, June 29, 2022.

« Abbot Jeremy Driscoll, What Happens at Mass?
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Ignite The Flame of

Priestly Life & Vocations

and unrepeatable individual. Each person is created for a reason. And God will

supply the graces you need to do his will. He has given you your personality,
talents, abilities, and even what might be considered as your weaknesses, to discover
and follow his holy will. To do the will of God is the most important thing we will ever do.

God has a loving plan for your life. He has created every person as a unique

The vocations to married life, consecrated life, and priestly life each manifest the most
beautiful expressions of a person’s gift of self for their own good and the good of others.
Each is a response to the universal call to holiness. Saint Augustine once preached, “In
the Lord’s garden are to be found not only the roses of his martyrs. In it there are also
the lilies of the virgins, the ivy of wedded couples, and the violets of widows. On no
account may any class of people despair, thinking that God has not called them. Christ
suffered for all” (Sermon 304, 1-4). | see this same glorious garden flourishing within our
Diocese: in the faithfulness of men and women knit together in the “bond of inseparable
love” of marriage;® in the hidden and quiet prayer of cloistered nuns and the generous
and active service of religious sisters, friars, and hermits bearing witness to the Kingdom
of God; and in the devoted lives of the bishops, priests, and deacons who faithfully and
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diligently serve the people of this Diocese in parish ministry, chaplaincies, and even each week throughout the Diocese? Who will celebrate Holy Mass and call down the Holy .
in their retirement. At the same time, it is evident throughout our Diocese that the Lay Spirit to bring Christ anew into the world?

Faithful love their priests, deacons, and consecrated
religious. This is a sign that we truly form one family
of God in Christ.

Prayer is the foundation to forming a Catholic culture that nourishes holy young people
and encourages them to a life of total service to God’s People in consecrated life and
ministerial priesthood. For we need to “ask the master of the harvest to send out laborers

From the moment of my installation, as witnessed for his harvest” (Matthew 9:38). This past Lent, | asked that Wednesdays be designated
by the prayer printed on the commemorative card, as a day of fasting for the increase of priestly vocations. This coming November, we will
| have encouraged us to pray intentionally and again have a “Called By Name" initiative and invite you to submit names of young men
perseveringly for vocations. That appeal remains who might have a vocation to the priesthood.

urgent, and | renew it here with confidence in the

providence of God: Yet there is something more that needs to be done with great care and intentionality:

we need to foster a culture within our Diocese, within our parishes, within our Catholic

Heavenly Father, homes, that supports both hearing God's call and

through Your holy providence the courage to respond to it. Priests do not drop “Yet there is something more

You never cease to watch over Your Church out of the heavens like dew; they are home-made, :
conceived in the domestic Church and refined by the that needs to be done with great

with the aid of shepherds and co-workers
fashioned after Your own heart.

greater Church. care and intentionality: we need
to choose to form a culture

within the diocese, within our
parishes, within our Catholic
homes, that supports both the
hearing of God's call and the
courage to respond to it.”

Stir up within the Diocese of Harrisburg
young men and women who will hear Your call
to priesthood and consecrated life.

Lead our families, parishes, and schools

to sow the seeds that will reap a harvest

of sacred workers for Your Church.

We must continue to pray for holy men and women in each of the vocations of the
Church. Yet, here, without diminishing the importance of the others, | would like to speak
about the priestly vocation. We are at a decisive moment in the life of our Diocese. In the
coming years, we will experience a period of time without priestly ordinations, the first
since 1999. We need several ordinations a year to keep up with the projected number of
priests retiring or passing away. This coming academic year, we hope to have thirteen
men in priestly formation in the seminary. We need more annual priestly ordinations to
sustain the sacramental and pastoral life of our local Church. The decline in the number
of priests compels us to ask some sobering questions: Who will anoint our loved ones
when they are seriously ill? Who will hear the countless hours of confessions offered
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Here we see clearly an interconnectedness to the various vocations and states of life, a
sign of the communion of the Church. Holy spouses form holy families from which the
Church calls forth priests who respond to the divine call of total consecration in service
“for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven” (Matthew 19:12). Strong and holy families rooted
in their Catholic faith and formed by the teaching of the Church become the first garden
in which the seeds of vocations germinate and mature. Yet not all families desire this for

their sons. Sometimes well-meaning
parents are more concerned about
future grandchildren or carrying on the
family name than the divine summons.
There was once a time when it was
considered an honor to give the best of
our families, indeed the best we have,
to God and to His Church. | pray that we
can recover that sense once again in
our Diocese.

We seek candidates for the priesthood
who would make exceptional spiritual
husbands to the Church and spiritual
fathers to God’s people, who would

be effective teachers and preachers,
whose talents would richly endow the
life of the entire Church. You can see
this already among the priests of our
Diocese. For to be a man, whether
ordained priest or married husband
and father, means being ready to do
as Saint Paul told the Ephesians, “Love
.. even as Christ loved the Church and
handed himself over for her to sanctify

her” (Ephesians 5:25). The great love, heroic and beautiful, prepared to “lay down one’s
life for one’s friends” (15:13), shines forth in both husbands and fathers as well as in
the man who is espoused to the Church and begets spiritual children through the grace
of the ministerial priesthood. In this we can find a great expression of Christian love
and service brought to birth in our families. We are well-reminded of the words of Pope
Benedict XVI, “Family is ... the closest ally of priestly ministry. .. No vocation is a private
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Bishop Senior, priests and seminarians from the diocese gather for a group photo during the 2025 Quo Vadis Days

discernment retreat at Mount St. Mary’s Seminary, Emmitsburg, Md.

matter, and even less so is the vocation to marriage because its horizon is the entire
Church."® Holy marriages beget holy priests.

From last year's Disciple Maker Index, we have a clear indication that parishioners
throughout the Diocese have known this kind of authentic love from their priests
and truly love them in return. Priests continue to leave their mark on our parish
communities as they share the lives of their flock, serving them with genuine care.

Our Diocesan history is replete

with stories of heroic priests,
compassionate priests, and priests
with larger-than-life personalities
who have helped to bring Christ to
the faithful and build up the life of
the Church in our region. Some are
remembered widely, holy priests like
Saint John Neumann and Servant

of God Demetrius Gallitzin served
the people in our territory; and many
others whose sanctity is known

only to the Lord and those who have
experienced their pastoral zeal. These
priests served along with saintly
religious women like Venerable Maria
Kaupas and Saint Katharine Drexel,
forming the Church in our Diocese.
And this will continue into the future.

At the same time, the DMI
acknowledged that you are concerned
about the welfare of our priests,
particularly being stretched beyond
their capacity in service. Another

aspect of forming a culture that promotes vocations, especially to the priesthood, is
encouraging and supporting the priests who serve among you today. | often receive
messages from parishioners who express their deep appreciation for their priests. |
always encourage those individuals to go out of their way to tell the priest himself.
This is good news that helps us to heal from the wounds inflicted by the few who were
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not faithful. Draw your priests into your lives, not just when there are times of challenge
and suffering, but in the joyful moments so that your joy may lift them up and bring them
strength. If you notice they are weary under the ordinary burdens of ministry, help them
to rediscover the joy of priesthood. And pray for your priests. We need it more than you

know!

Building a culture that promotes vocations to the priesthood begins in the home and

spills over into the parish. When young people encounter their pastor at prayer, or

assist him at the altar, or stand beside serving those in need, they see the beauty of the
priesthood as a gift given to the Church. Teachers and catechists should invite priests
into their classrooms to share their vocation stories and to break open God’s word.

Too often the only experience some children have of their priest is from a pew or at a
distance. We must create opportunities for genuine encounter, because vocations are

often awakened through witness, friendship, and trust.

Our priests’ personnel committee and | remain committed to ensuring that dynamic
priests serve in high school and university campus ministry programs. For these young
people, especially young men who are discerning their path in life, the encounter with

joyful and faithful priest
chaplains can awaken a desire
within them to serve the Church
more fully. Indeed, every
Catholic man should prayerfully
consider whether God is

calling him to the ministerial
priesthood at some point in

his life. And all of us should

be on the lookout to ask those
same young men that question
as well. Look around and see
those who are demonstrating
the qualities befitting a priest.
Could they benefit from a

little encouragement from

a parishioner like you? Your
inquiry could be just what he
needs to ignite a response to
God’s call.
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Reflection Questions

Who are some of the priests who have impacted my life and the life of our
parish? What has their service and ministry meant to us?

Does our parish have a vocation committee which engages youth and young
adults in our parish? Do we pray for an increase in vocations to the ministerial
priesthood and consecrated life?

Do catechists and teachers seek opportunities to promote vocations,
encouraging young people to discern a call to serve Christ in ordained or
consecrated service?

Are our families equipped to fashion a holy household where vocations
are formed and encouraged? How can our families foster vocations to the
priesthood and consecrated life?

Action Plan for Diocesan Leadership

Continue to invest in the promotion of vocations in our Diocese and the
formation of priests, forming the next generation of priests to shepherd our
parishes.

Provide tools that will support parents in encouraging their children to discern a
priestly or religious vocation.

Promote prayer and adoration for vocations in our parishes, as well as prayer for
priests throughout the Diocese.

Further Reading

Brett Brannen, To Save a Thousand Souls
Brett Brannen, A Priest in the Family

Rhonda Gruenewald, Hundredfold: A Guide to Parish Vocation Ministry
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. decline in the number of children, as well as fewer religious sisters, this also indicates a .
cultural shift within the parish communities and within the educational landscape of our
time. Yet these changes do not lessen the Church’s duty.

Indeed, the mission of Catholic education has become even more urgent. As Pope Leo
explains, the place of the Catholic school has not been eliminated. It has been enhanced
even more because it serves the family and the human person in a profound way. He
writes,

The Catholic school is an environment in which faith, culture and life intertwine.
It is not simply an institution, but rather a living environment in which the
Christian vision permeates every discipline and every interaction. Educators are
called to a responsibility that goes beyond the work contract: their witness has
the same value as their lessons. For this reason, the formation of teachers -
scientific, pedagogic, cultural and spiritual - is decisive. Sharing the common
educational mission also demands a path of common formation, “an initial

o o o and permanent project of formation that is able to grasp the educational
Ignlte the Flame Of CathOIIC Educatlon challenges of the present time and to provide the most effective tools for
dealing with them... This implies that educators must be willing to learn and
develop knowledge and be open to the renewal and updating of methodologies,

t the end of Mass, one of the options for the dismissal is this clear missionary but open also to spiritual
Acommand, “Go, and announce the Gospel of the Lord.” This echoes the words and religious formation and

of Jesus on the mount of the Ascension, “Go, therefore, and make disciples sharing.” Technical updates are
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy not enough: it is necessary to
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have commanded you" (Matthew 28:19-20). We cultivate a heart that listens, a
are called to be baptizers and teachers, to undertake the work of giving spiritual birth to gaze that encourages, and an
God's adopted children and forming them in the life of Christian faith. Baptism gives birth intelligence that discerns."

to the Christian life and demands the teaching of the faith that follows. For this reason,

, o . The Diocese of Harrisburg has been
the work of Catholic education is at the heart of the Church’s mission.

richly blessed by a long and noble

Recently Pope Leo XIV commemorated the 60th anniversary of the document on Catholic history of Catholic schools that
Education from the Second Vatican Council. In it, he reiterates the Church’s enduring reach back to the beginning of the
conviction of the necessary place Catholic Schools occupy in the life of the local nineteenth century. Some of our
Church. In the sixty years since the Council, much has changed in society and in Catholic current schools have deep roots,
education. Few would have predicted, particularly in the United States where parish connecting them to the original
schools were often constructed before parish churches, that Catholic education would institutions by which children were
experience such a drastic change. More than simply the shifting sands of demographics, first gathered together within the
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parish community to be taught by lay persons aided by their pastors and eventually of human sexuality. Built on the foundations of biblical truth and Catholic doctrine, the .
by religious women. | give thanks to God for this inheritance. At the same time, | meaning of the human person, bodily and spiritually, becomes one of the foundational

recognize with deep concern that the future of Catholic education cannot be taken for elements of a Christian way of life and a remedy for what ails society.

granted. Throughout our Diocese there is an urgent need to secure the gift of Catholic
education, especially in the poorest and most depleted regions, in our urban settings,
and among our immigrant population. We need to expand access to Catholic education
through tuition assistance and invest in our facilities, many of which are aging and have
significant deferred maintenance.

When Catholic education is strong, families are strengthened, parishes are renewed, and
society itself is enriched. The family remains the most basic unit of society, both within
the society of the Church and the civil society, and the first school of faith. The Church
confesses this belief,

Authority, stability, and a life of relationships within the family constitute the
foundations for freedom, security, and fraternity within society. The family is
the community in which, from childhood, one can learn moral values, begin to
honor God, and make good use of freedom. Family life is an initiation into life

In a unique way, our Catholic schools stand as a counter-cultural witness forming the
hearts and minds of young people with the ageless principles and enduring values of
the Catholic faith. Forging a partnership with parents, the Catholic school becomes a
privileged place of cooperation where the Church can fulfill the promise made at the

Baptism of children: “we offer you our support in raising your children in the practice in society.™

of the faith.”? At the same time, the Accordingly, the cooperation between parents and institutions of education becomes
Catholic school is an environment a partnership of formation that shapes the mind and heart of students to better serve
where parents re-encounter their faith both the family of the Church and civil society. My hope is that, working more closely
through the eyes of their children, with families, our Catholic schools and religious education programs, in every part of our
allowing them to engage anew the gift Diocese, are integral partners with parents, finding ways to not only fulfill the expressed
of Catholic faith and culture. mandate of education but also to better integrate our school families into the ordinary
From our schools and religious life of the parish.

education programs to our campus Sometimes school communities can become

ministry programs at local colleges detached from parish life, operating on their

and universities, the work of own calendar, shaped by their own rhythm

formation in the Catholic faith of life, and insulated within itself. Whether a

becomes an antidote to the errors and parochial or interparochial grade school, or

falsehoods promised by the secular one of our regional middle or high schools, the

word. In this light, | am grateful that Catholic school does not exist apart from the

Saint John Paul II's teaching on the parish which remains the ordinary center of

theology of the body has again found Catholic life. Therefore, with the assistance of

a central place in our educational the Secretariat for Catholic Education, we will

efforts. Christian anthropology as work to strengthen the bonds between school

taught by the Church serves to correct communities and the parish community. There

the dishonesties of gender-ideology, is room for every school family in our parishes,

absolute individualistic possession and there is room for every aspect of parish life

of the body, and redefining the gift in our schools.
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While Catholic schools often garner the greater attention, the majority of our school-age
students are educated in the public school system. The Church does not want to diminish
the quality of public education at the cost of Catholic schools, for to do so would be to
undermine the education of a large number of our youngest members. Yet room must
also be made in accordance with the laws already in place for religious observance and
formation for our children. And parents deserve the right to choose the educational
institution which would best form their children. To this end, the role and quality of parish
religious education programs remain a priority for the Diocese. Catechists, along with
Catholic school teachers, deserve optimal training and opportunities to grow in their faith
so that they might assist families in the formation of the young and old alike. We need

to ensure that we have a robust formation for catechists so that they understand and
profess the beauty of the Catholic faith in its fullness.

This will necessarily impact the great work of faith formation provided for the whole
family and for parishioners throughout the Diocese. The call to lifelong conversion and
deeper discipleship belongs to every baptized person. Adult faith formation programs
and opportunities need to be generously offered on parish, deanery, and Diocesan levels.
Creative ways of sharing resources and dynamic catechists beyond parish boundaries
will help to build up the whole Church throughout the Diocese.

Within this wider mission of Catholic education and faith formation, | wish to emphasize
in a particular way the importance of campus ministry in our high schools and in the
colleges and universities throughout our Diocese. We have thousands of students in
those programs and the Diocese staffs twelve college campus ministry programs. These
years of transition from adolescence into adulthood is such a decisive time for young
people as they discern who they are in Christ and the life to which God is inviting them.
None of us can question the challenges that plague young Catholics and the young in
general by a world that seeks to live in the absence of God, without religious faith and
practice, and according to the false principles of isolated self-determination. Through
campus ministry, our young people discover an environment where being a Catholic is
not a deterrent from the freedom of living, but the very means by which they can become
truly free in Christ. With their peers, they plumb the depths of the Scriptures and Catholic
teaching, celebrate the Sacred Liturgy of the Church, and find the support to live the
unique and beautiful adventure of the Catholic way of life.

| find great encouragement in the increasing number of young people seeking Baptism
or full communion with the Catholic Church both in our parishes and in our campus
ministry programs. A recent national survey of Catholic college students showed that
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Bishop Senior celebrates Mass for students at Bucknell University, Lewisburg, Pa.

91% of students say their Catholic beliefs and identity are very or somewhat important
(NCR survey taken between October 17 and 25, 2025, National Catholic Reporter,
December 5-18, 2025)."* Another 90% of those young people understand the drive of
Catholic social teaching Another 90% of those young people understand the drive of
Catholic social teaching to help the poor and the sick. The faith is strong among young
Catholics, many of whom make more frequent use of the sacraments and attend Mass
more faithfully than generations older than they. The optimism and idealism of youth
is not a handicap; it is their strength as we embrace the simple truth that they are not
the Catholics of some future Church: they have a role here and now to help reignite the
Church of today.

In this same spirit, | am grateful for the presence of Catholic FOCUS missionaries who
have entered our Diocese to strengthen the “good work God has begun” (Philippians
1:6) in these young people. FOCUS missionaries are young people who dedicate

a year or two of their lives to support campus ministry programs by helping with
evangelization, outreach, and discipleship among their peers. They heed the call of
Christ to “go” into the mission territory of everyday life to bring others to Christ. | dream
of having FOCUS missionaries at each of our current campus ministries throughout the
Diocese. And | would hope to be able to expand our campus ministry beyond its current
footprint to the other colleges and universities that presently have no Catholic campus
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ministry, so that no young person seeking Christ will feel forgotten by the Church.

Because the work of Catholic education is so central to the future of our Diocese, it
requires a serious examination. To that end, over the course of this past year | have
invited a team of professionals and experts to form a commission to help us evaluate
our current reality and chart a responsible path forward that will involve funding Catholic
education, educational priorities, teacher formation, and strengthening the Catholic
identity of our schools. In due time, | look forward to sharing their findings with you. For
now, let us work together, especially on parochial levels, to build communities that form
hearts and minds and bodies as disciples of Christ.

In recent times, several young saints have been enrolled in the Church’s canon of saints
including Saint Pier Giorgio Frassati and Saint Carlo Acutis. Both recently canonized,

Pier Giorgio represents the power of encouraging one’s friends and peers to embrace the
adventure of faith joyfully. Saint Carlo is the first millennial saint whose devotion to the
Holy Eucharist was coupled with his computer skills to educate others on the wonders

of Eucharistic miracles. Yet, it was Carlo’s simple witness of living out his faith during a
terminal illness that continues to impact the world today. His wisdom, “Life is a gift, don't
waste it,” continues to inspire young and old alike to stir that gift into flame.
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Reflection Questions

* How do I understand the cooperation between parents and schools/religious
education programs in forming young people in the faith? How does my family
support and foster vocations?

+ Is there a strong connection between schools/religious education programs and
ordinary parish life in my parish? How can | help bridge my parish community
and my school community?

«  How can | help support and further the work of Catholic education in my parish?

«  Why is Catholic campus ministry important? How can we support it?

Action Plan for Diocesan Leadership

Strengthen Catholic education by supporting teachers, innovating curriculum,
and ensuring families can access our schools.

Build up the Diocesan Catechetical Institute for the formation of catechists and
Catholic school teachers.

Assist pastors who bear the responsibility of overseeing Catholic schools to
better understand the practical administrative skills needed to run their schools,
strengthening the Catholic identity of our schools, and build a bridge between
the parish and school communities.

Further Reading
*  Pope Leo XIV, Drawing New Maps of Hope, October 27, 2025.

* Ryan N.S. Topping and Sister John Mary Fleming, O.P,, The Case for Catholic
Education: Why Parents, Teachers, and Politicians Should Reclaim the Principles
of Catholic Pedagogy

+ Congregration for Catholic Education, The Identity of the Catholic School for a
Culture of Dialogue - Instruction of the Congregation for Catholic Education
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. poignantly translated into English as “martyrs.” We are to be ready to give up everything .
to proclaim Christ to a world that does not know Him and yet needs Him desperately.

Everything we say and the way we live our lives testifies to the profound reality of being
conformed to Christ. We cannot help but hear the call to follow in the footsteps of the
Apostles.

Without a doubt, any bishop would tell you that one of the ministries that occupies a lot
of our time is the celebration of the Sacrament of Confirmation. Together with Bishop
Gainer, | am happy to travel throughout the Diocese to bestow this Sacrament of Initiation
upon our young people. | see firsthand that a lot of care is taken to prepare our middle
school students for the celebration and to understand the nature of this sacrament. Our
parish catechists and parents dedicate themselves to this apostolate with diligence. For
that generosity | give thanks. What concerns me is what happens next. For many see this
as a kind of graduation from the “school” of religious education and not as it truly is: a
divine commission to get to work. The Holy Spirit is given not so that we may become
comfortable disciples, but so that we may become courageous witnesses.

Ignite the Flame Of Evangenzation One of the options we have at the end of the Confirmation ritual, which | prefer to use,

bestows this blessing on the newly confirmed,

Confirm, O God, what you have brought

fter “tongues of fire" (Acts 2:3) descended upon the Apostles at Pentecost, Saint about in us,
A Luke tells us that “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak and preserve in the hearts of your faithful

in different tongues, as the Spirit enable them to proclaim” (Acts 2:4). Filled the gifts of the Holy Spirit:
with gifts for the good of others, they were compelled to go forth from the Upper Room may they never be ashamed to confess
that had been both a place of revelation and a place of protection into the wide world, Christ crucified before the world
fulfilling the prophetic words of David: “/ will proclaim your name to my brothers and and by devoted charity may they ever
sisters” (Psalm 22:23a) and “proclaim God’s marvelous deeds to all the nations” (Psalm fulfill his commands.'®
96:3). With courage and zeal, the Spirit of God impelled them to proclaim Christ, allowing _ ,
their message to resound through all the earth (cf. Psalm 19:5). Confirmation bestows the grace to give

public witness to the power of the Crucified

By Her very nature, the Church is apostolic: built on the foundation of the work of the Savior expressed particularly in lives of self-
Apostles and sent forth to continue their work in every age and in every place. Through giving. We witness best when we imitate the
Baptism and Confirmation, you and | are called to share in this great endeavor. For Jesus sacrificial love of Christ in our lives. It is my
told the disciples, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you hope that we can be better engaged to move
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem ... and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). These final from worship into service, putting into practice
words of the risen Lord, as Saint Luke records them, remain a summons for the Church the grace we have received through this
in every generation. With the gift of the Spirit comes the call to be witnesses, or more Sacrament to continue the Spirit-driven work
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of the Apostles to bring Christ to the world.

We live in a time when the former institutions of Christendom no longer hold sway over
the minds and hearts of the populace. Some Catholics are mistrustful of their leaders
and question Church teaching. Whether this is a post-Christian age or not, | cannot say.
One insightful commentary suggests, “We are dealing with the first culture in history that
was once deeply Christian but that by a slow and thorough process has been consciously
ridding itself of its Christian basis.”” Clearly, we are living through a time of great
secularization when many do not see the relevance of religion or faith, especially in its
enduring forms through the institutional Church. No doubt failed leadership within the
institutional Church has contributed substantially to this shift within the last century.
Yet, as the Second Vatican Council teaches, the causes of this attrition and its fruit of
practical atheism are many and cannot simply be reduced to one source:

Undeniably, those who willfully shut
out God from their hearts and try

to dodge religious questions are

not following the dictates of their
consciences, and hence are not free
of blame; yet believers themselves
frequently bear some responsibility
for this situation. For, taken as a
whole, atheism is not a spontaneous
development but stems from a variety
of causes, including a critical reaction
against religious beliefs, and in some
places against the Christian religion
in particular. Hence believers can
have more than a little to do with the
birth of atheism. To the extent that
they neglect their own training in the
faith, or teach erroneous doctrine,

or are deficient in their religious,
moral or social life, they must be
said to conceal rather than reveal the
authentic face of God and religion.™
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My purpose in naming these realities is not to assign blame. Rather, | hope only to
impress upon us all the urgent need to live our Catholic faith more visibly and actively,
with integrity and humility, with clarity and intentionality, as the antidote to a society that
has misplaced its need for God and substituted with earthly things that “God-shaped
vacuum in the heart of every man which cannot be filled by any created thing, but only by
God the Creator, made known through Jesus Christ” (attributed to Blaise Pascal). | call
upon each of us to draw upon the grace of Baptism and Confirmation so as to become
true missionary disciples in our homes, our neighborhoods, our workplaces, and our
parishes. Our family members, friends, and neighbors need God, even though they might
be seeking Him in the wrong places.

Every human heart longs for God; for by Him and for Him we were created. Evidence

of this can be seen in the ways people are grappling with the emptiness inside. And
this ought to be no more evident than when we look into our own hearts. The work of
evangelization as missionary disciples is founded first upon each of us attending to our
own call to discipleship. The renewal of the Church in Harrisburg and throughout the
world begins with each of us being renewed as followers of Jesus. An old axiom puts it
this way: “you cannot give what you do not have.” We cannot invite others to know and
love Christ and His Church without first doing so ourselves. The conversion of the world
begins, by God's grace, with the conversion of our hearts.

With this in mind, each of us must allow ourselves to be re-evangelized through prayer,
study, participating in the parish’s sacramental life, and sharing our faith. At its core,

to be “evangelized” means to be imbued with the Gospel, since the Greek root of
evangelization is the notion of gospel, good news, the saving message of Jesus Christ.
The Gospel, before anything else, informs us and forms us. It shapes the choices we
make for ourselves and in our various capacities in the world. It bestows the parameters
of our relationships and orders our passions. It gives us purpose, meaning, and
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life. Each of us is to be thoroughly formed by the power of the Gospel affecting our
political outlook, our family choices, our opinions, our social media posts, and how we
engage others, especially those who disagree with us. Catholic Christianity cannot be
compartmentalized and segregated from our everyday living. It is the fuel to live life
well. Far from constraining us, the Gospel frees us to find the joy of living in fulfillment of
Jesus' own word, “I came so that they might have life and have it more abundantly” (John
10:10).

Like the early disciples, we find
ourselves in a world that does not
know Christ or His way. This can be
disconcerting and confusing at times.
The first proclamation of the Gospel
also seemed strange, even foolish, to
many who heard it. Indeed, as Saint
Paul reminded the Corinthians, “The
message of the Cross is foolishness
to those who are perishing, but to us
who are being saved it is the power

of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18). And he
presses on, “For Jews demand signs
and Greeks look for wisdom, but we
proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling
block to Jews and foolishness to
Gentiles” (1 Corinthians 1:23).

The world we live in today shares
some similarities to the apostolic
times. “During this time the Church
functioned in an apostolic mode, by
which is meant that she was making
her way against the current of the
wider society and needed to articulate
and maintain a distinct and contrasting
vision."’® | believe, therefore, that

this is a moment for our Diocese to
embrace with renewed seriousness an
apostolic approach to evangelization.
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Fueled by the fire of the Spirit, we are called to use the divine power bestowed on us

to be witnesses. Pope Saint Paul VI reminded the Church, “Modern man listens more
willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because
they are witnesses."" Credibility and trust impress more deeply upon the heart and the
mind than clever arguments and corporate plans. How did Mother Teresa garner the
affection and support of the world? Not because she wrote a compelling theological
treatise. And by what corporate plan did Pope John Paul Il help to topple the powers of
communism and tear down the iron curtain? None that is recognizable by any country or
organization at work in the world today. Their lives bore witness to the power of Jesus
Christ alive in them and in the Church. Their words and actions revealed the presence of
Christ transforming and refashioning the broken world.

Being witnesses, martyrs to Christ, means that we make the sacrifices needed to live in
this world but not to be of this world. This is often a harder martyrdom than the shedding
of our blood because it involves the daily renunciation of the prevailing falsehood in
favor of the truth and beauty of the Gospel; it means taking our faith seriously enough

to live according to a rhythm that does not align with the frenetic pace of this world; it
means plumbing the depths of silence to find God amidst the noise that shouts down His
“still, small voice” (1 Kings 19:12); it means rejecting greedy consumerism to embrace
the simplicity of living. Ultimately, it means taking up our cross each day and following
Him:

Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and
follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his
life for my sake will find it. What profit would there be for one to gain the whole
world and forfeit his life? Or what can one give in exchange for his life?

(Matthew 16:24-26)

The Cross always leads to the Resurrection and the fullness of life to which you and |
are called, to which God invites every single human being. To be authentic witnesses to
Christ in the world today means that we cannot select only those parts of the Gospel
that suit our preferences; instead, we must use the wisdom and fortitude bestowed upon
us by the Holy Spirit to strive to live it, even when it is difficult, and even when we find
ourselves imperfect in its pursuit. God does not ask for success, as Mother Teresa has
reminded us, He asks for faithfulness.
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As we rekindle our own faith, hope, and charity, we need to see an outward looking
dimension that calls us to a kind of discipleship that is missionary in nature. We are
being sent forth to share our faith and to call others to discipleship. The recent Disciple
Maker Index revealed that, despite a lively faith among those who took the survey, there
is a sense of inadequacy in sharing our faith with others and inviting others to share in
our Catholic Christian way of life. Without a doubt, this is an important pastoral priority
for us as a Diocese. We need to learn how to speak about Christ and our experience of
His love in our lives. Our witness, although not reduced to our words, needs words to
express better what we believe and why we believe it. With our actions to back up that
message, we will become great instruments of reconciliation, peace, and healing in our
world through our proclamation of Jesus Christ to those around us. Let us ask the Holy
Spirit to set us aflame with a desire to learn more about Christ and Church so that we
might possess this gift to give to others as a gift.
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Reflection Questions

How has witnessed the faith of Christ in my life? Who are my models or heroes
in the faith?

How do | witness to Christ in my daily life, especially when | am at work, in the
grocery store, among strangers? How do | explain to others what | believe as a
Catholic Christian?

Am | ever afraid to bear witness to Christ and my Catholic faith?

What am | doing to grow in my faith through prayer and study? What resources
have helped me to give witness to what | believe?

In what ways do | invite others to know the joy of the Gospel and of following
Jesus? Can they see that in me?

Action Plan for Diocesan Leadership

Ignite faith formation and evangelization so that every Catholic is welcomed,
formed, and sent as a missionary disciple.

Provide parish and deanery retreats on discipleship and Catholic Christian living.

Assist parishes in forming small communities of families for prayer, study, and
fellowship.

Further Reading

Instruction of the Congregation for the Clergy, “The pastoral conversion of the
Parish community in the service of the evangelizing mission of the Church”, July
20, 2020.

University of Mary, From Christendom to Apostolic Mission: Pastoral Strategies
for an Apostolic Age. Bismark, University of Mary Press, 2020.

Susan Windley-Daoust, The Four Ways Forward: Becoming an Apostolic Parish in
a Post-Christian World, Huntingdon: Our Sunday Visitor Press, 2022.
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. As a young priest, | was sent to Boston College to study social work and business .
administration so that | might serve Christ in the poor through our Catholic Charities in

the Archdiocese of Philadelphia. That experience left a lasting mark on my priesthood.

It deepened my personal commitment to social needs governed by the Lord'’s law of
charity. Since coming to Harrisburg, and especially as President of the Pennsylvania
Catholic Conference, | have embraced my role as an advocate for the poor and the
vulnerable in society in the Capital of our Commonwealth, recognizing that for me,
teaching and living the authentic life of charity and the defense of the vulnerable through
social outreach must remain a pastoral priority for our local Church.

Throughout the Diocese of Harrisburg, the works of charity and mercy are undertaken
by parishes and parish organizations and religious communities, as well as through
the agency of Catholic Charities. We are also
blessed by the presence of Catholic Worker
houses that daily bear witness to our solidarity
with the poor. Through programs that assist
Ignite the Flame of Charity with food insecurity, clothing needs, support
for expecting mothers, medical treatment,
mental health support, incarcerated persons,
immigrants, and refugees, our local Church

hen asked which is the greatest commandment in the law, Jesus said, “You strives earnestly to put into action the mandate
WShaII love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and with of the Lord. Our outreach strives to recognize

all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second that our neighbor is not only the Catholic
is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matthew 22:37-39). The twofold law sitting beside us, but any person in need or
of charity, love of God and love of neighbor, forms the core of the Christian life. The struggling along life’s way. In cooperation with
“likeness” of the second commandment to the first is further explained by the parable of other Christian communities, with private and
the sheep and the goats. Here, Jesus makes it clear that loving our neighbors, especially governmental agencies, we extend a broad reach
those in need of mercy, identifies with loving Him, “Amen, I say to you, whatever you did of care, acting as “/ight” in the darkness and
for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matthew 25:40). Saint Teresa of “leaven” in our world (cf. Matthew 5:16; 13:33).

Calcutta powerfully reminded the Church to find Christ “in the distressing disguise of the
poor.” Saint John underscores the practical implications of this teaching, “If anyone says,
‘I love God,’ but hates his brother, he is a liar; for whoever does not love a brother whom

he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. This is the commandment we have
from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother” (1 John 5:20-21). Dorothy Day
summed up this teaching famously, “I only love God as much as | love the person | love
the least.” Charity, then, is never an abstraction. It is the concrete and demanding form of
Christian love.

Our time directs our attention to the particular
needs arising throughout society, including
concerns about immigration, human trafficking,
conflicts within our nation and abroad,
homelessness, prison reform, and many others
that deserve our attention. The social teaching
of the Church, echoing the very voice of Jesus
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Christ, cannot remain silent nor can we be reduced to mere words. As “doers of the
word” (James 1:22) we hear the call of the Lord to respond to those in need following the
example of the Good Samaritan, recognizing that we, too, are recipients of His command,
“Go, and do likewise” (Luke 10:37).

Regarding the crisis of immigration, | join the voices of the bishops throughout the United
States in calling upon our elected officials to achieve meaningful immigration reform that
respects human dignity and the sanctity of families while at the same time securing our
national borders. The Catholic Church does not promote a notion of “open borders” that
would disregard the right and obligation of every nation to protect its citizens and those
within its care. Despite the narrative sometimes painted in society, this is the official
teaching of the Church, reiterated by Pope Leo and his predecessors. Pope Francis once
responded succinctly to a question, “Can borders be controlled? Yes, each country has a
right to control its borders, who enters and who leaves, and countries that are in danger—
of terrorism or the like—have more right to control them more."? This is the long-standing
teaching of the Church derived from natural law and taught in light of the Gospel.

What the bishops of the United States and others have criticized is not this natural right
of the natural society of the nation, but the failure to enforce these legitimate laws in

a manner that preserves, respects, and fosters the dignity of every human life, which
means preserving the right to due process, respecting the right to defend oneself in legal
proceedings, and protecting every human person from demeaning and dehumanizing
means of incarceration or mistreatment while in custody. It has been estimated that

as many as 70% of immigrants currently held in detention do not have a criminal
background. Even those accused of and, perhaps, guilty of illegal entry into the nation
or other acts of criminality never cease to be human beings who are identified as our
“neighbor,” despite the sometimes “distressing disquise” donned by their bad actions
which need to be addressed in the proper way for sake of justice. The pursuit of justice
does not license anyone to act contrary to the law of charity, respecting the inherent
dignity of those created “in the image and likeness of God” (Genesis 1:26). At the same
time, our outrage at actions that exceed the bounds of justice and charity does not give
us license to act or speak in a manner that contradicts those very virtues as well. Saint
Paul reminds us of this way of humble correction, “Even if a person is caught in some
transgression, you who are spiritual should correct that one in a gentle spirit, looking to
yourself, so that you also may not be tempted. Bear one another’s burdens, and so you
will fulfill the law of Christ. For if anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he is
deluding himself” (Galatians 6:1-3).
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In the enforcement of our immigration laws, special
care must always be taken to preserve the family

unit, which is the building block of any just society.

We must continue to advocate for the government

to respect sensitive locations such as schools and
churches during enforcement actions and for the
continued access of our brothers and sisters in Christ
to religious services during detention. We must call
upon our elected leaders to draft comprehensive
immigration reform, which includes a legal path for
immigrants who have been here for many years and
have become active members of our communities, as
well as young adults and children, sometimes called
“Dreamers,” to receive legal status for them and their
families. We must remain vigilant and continue to fight
the scourge of human trafficking across and within
our borders. These are just a few of the myriad of
interconnected issues, but they are all centered around
one inseparable call - to love one another as we would
ourselves.

Most of those immigrants who have helped and
continue to help build up society and the Church in
central Pennsylvania have come to the United States
in pursuit of the American Dream of a better life for
themselves and for their families, having entered

the country through proper channels. Some have

been called here to serve the greater good through
the special gifts they have been given in academics,
science, and the arts. Each has left the land of their
birth to seek not only their own good but to enrich
American society which has been, since tolling the bell
of freedom 250 years ago, a diverse community where
peoples of every race and culture stand shoulder to
shoulder, equal in dignity and equal in their American
identity. Their presence is nothing less than a gift to
be received with gratitude and fraternity.
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. At least, this is the noble goal toward which every one of us should be striving, especially

we who are the Church in the Diocese of Harrisburg. For we know our churches and
schools have been built upon the faith and determination of immigrants from throughout
the world, particularly of European heritage. And our faith community continues to be
enriched by Latinos from many nations, Vietnamese, Korean, Indians, and other Asian
countries, and those from the continent of Africa. We are not afraid of diversity, we
embrace the powerful work of the Holy Spirit which brings together peoples from every
nation, culture and language into the Body of Christ, the Church. To welcome this gift is
not simply an act of hospitality; it is an expression of Catholic faith. And such faith can
never be diminished by any form of racism or xenophobia.

Yet, some of those immigrants, find themselves struggling as they enter society not only
with prejudice but also exploitation. In last year's pastoral letter on human trafficking, |
noted,

In our Diocese, there are legal migrant workers whose living conditions and
salary are not commensurate with the daily labor that helps to pick the apples
and peaches grown in some areas. Too often they live in squalor and are
underpaid for their work. The interconnectedness of fair labor practices with a
greater awareness of the means by which we benefit from the work of others
helps us to see that slavery in our contemporary world does not always involve
shackles. Instead, coercion, fear, and intimidation are tactics used to exploit
men, women, and children alike to keep them constrained in ways that are not
befitting their dignity and our society.?’

We are called to act with urgency to assist those whose way of justice is stifled by such
injustice and criminal exploitation.

In my visits to the prisons throughout the Diocese, | have encountered faithful men

and women whose failures have become the source of faith and strength in their lives.

| am deeply grateful for the clergy, religious, and laity who attend to the needs of the
incarcerated and share the light of Christ with them. Like them, | have discovered more
often that, even as | go to encourage others, | have received the gift from those in prison
who, by the honest assessment of their lives and actions, have come to embrace the faith
that heals and reconciles. At the same time, we encounter a prison system that is also in
need of greater reform. Too frequently, in conditions that dehumanize and degrade, even
those in prison are suffering from criminal exploitation. Sexual abuse within prisons and
other forms of coercive activities demand the attention of lawmakers who appreciate the
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fundamental truth, as | noted above, even those who are guilty of breaking laws warrant
a treatment that is just and befitting of their dignity as human beings.

Pope Leo, like his recent predecessors, has called us to reexamine the institutionalized
death penalty, recognizing that the time has come to support initiatives which abolish
capital punishment in our world. The Church stands as a clear witness to the truth that
no person is irredeemable and that exploitation in any form is an offense to human
dignity. The flame of charity burns brightly as we seek to love as Christ loves us. The
Church must continue to witness clearly to the dignity of every human life and to the
conviction that charity reaches even to the margins that society would prefer to forget.

These are only some of the ways in which we are called to respond with compassion and
mercy in our world today. They, like other social problems we face, summon forth from
us an authentic way of seeing and being in the world that reflects what is most important
to God. | pray that we will continue to ignite the flame of charity in ways that reach to the
very core of each of us and, therefore, can reach the very heart of society.

Inmates at the State Correctional Institution Camp Hill attend Mass,
celebrated by Bishop Senior, during Lent of 2025.
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. Reflection Questions

Which problems faced by society should be of top concern for the Church in
Harrisburg?

What notions or judgments about my neighbors interfere with my ability to see
Christ's face when | encounter them?

How do | live out the mission fueled by the grace of Mass to engage in charitable
service as an act of worship?

How do | affirm the dignity of every person throughout my day, week, life?

Action Plan for Diocesan Leadership

Encourage the study and implementation of the Church’s social teaching

throughout the Diocese. !

Conclusion: “Go, set the world on fire’

Identify tangible ways the Diocesan Church can better adhere to the tenants of
the parable of the Good Samaritan.

Promote volunteering in Catholic Charities, pregnancy resource centers, prisons, or many years Saint Ignatius of Loyola and his spiritual way have shaped my
etc. mind and my heart. Having studied at a Jesuit University and embracing Jesuit
spirituality has helped me to see the world through the eyes of this diminutive

. holy man from the Basque region of Spain. Furthermore, | see it as a sign of divine
Further Readi ng providence that | was ordained a bishop on his feast day on July 31, 2009, and then was
- seated upon the cathedra of Saint Patrick Cathedral in Harrisburg on the memorial of
Pope Leo XIV, Dilexi Te another Jesuit, Saint Aloysius Gonzaga on June 21, 2023, today’s feast. Such moments
“Setting Captives Free”, Bishop Senior’s Pastoral Letter on Human Trafficking. have deepened in me a sense of the Lord’s gentle guidance and His call to greater

fidelity.
USCCB document on Catholic social teaching or immigration idelity

Ignatius’ name means “fiery.” So, it is no surprise that one of his favorite scriptural
quotes mentions fire: "I have come to set the earth on fire, and how | wish it were already
blazing!” (Luke 12:49) Ignatius often concluded his letters to Jesuits going to the
missions with the expression “ite, inflammate omnia” — “go, set the world on fire." He
wanted everyone to be set afire with passion and zeal for God’s kingdom. And so do I.
This is my hope for every one of us in the Diocese of Harrisburg. Each of us is invited to
give ourselves as kindling for the fire of Christ, which alone has the power to transform,
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purify, and forge a world that reflects God's kingdom. It is the fire of divine love.

Scripture often joins the language of love and the language of fire. In the poetry of the
Song of Songs Solomon sings forth,

Set me as a seal on your heart,
as a seal on your arm;
For stern as death is love,

relentless as the nether world is
devotion;

its flames are a blazing fire.
Deep waters cannot quench love,
nor floods sweep it away. (8:6-7)

It is ultimately love for God and for one

another that ignites our hearts to take up the

work of the Gospel for the good of the Church

and the good of humanity. Concentrating our

collective energies on this task as a “community of believers ... of one heart and mind”
(Acts 4:32) we can build up God's kingdom in our midst. Another Jesuit, Father Pierre
Teihlard de Chardin, once remarked, “Someday, after mastering the winds, the waves, the
tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love, and then, for a second
time in the history of the world, man will have discovered fire." Is this not the same fire
Paul directs Timothy to stir into flame? Is this not the fire of divine love that has the
power to transform us and our entire local Church?

Love cancannot remain an abstraction. It has the most practical implications for our
lives: it leads us to make choices for our future, for the good of ourselves and others,
choices that impact every aspect of who we are. Another Jesuit put it this way,

Nothing is more practical than finding God, than falling in love in a quite
absolute, final way. What you are in love with, what seizes your imagination, will
affect everything. It will decide what will get you out of bed in the morning, what
you do with your evenings, how you spend your weekends, what you read, whom
you know, what breaks your heart, and what amazes you with joy and gratitude.
Fall in Love, stay in love, and it will decide everything.?
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When we stir into flame the fire of love for God and for others, everything changes.

We see the world anew in the brightness of this divine blaze and we begin to allow
ourselves to become everything that God calls us to be - both personally and
communally as the Church. My prayer is that we may fall in love anew with the Lord and
be stirred by that love to take up the work of the Gospel in our time and for the sake of
the world around us.

What a profound gift we find in Saint Patrick of Ireland, our patron, who heard the call
to “go, set the world on fire.” After escaping from slavery on the Emerald Isle, Patrick
was plagued by a vision and divine call. He tells us that he heard the “voice of Irish”
calling him to return with the Gospel, to set them free through the gift of Christian faith.
With courage and determination, having been ordained a bishop, he set forth to drive
out from that land the serpents of deceit and false religion. Undeterred by the wiles
and curses of the pagan world that surrounded him, Patrick boldly ignited the fire of the
Risen Christ and illuminated the peoples whose longing for eternal fire beckoned him to
return. The witness of Saint Patrick reminds us that the Gospel is always sent toward
those places where hearts are longing for life in God.

And so, it must be with us! Having reflected upon the lives of so many fiery witnesses
and heard the call of God to do something with the fire He has bestowed on us, we
are called in a new way to make a difference in the world around us, to serve Christ in
the young and the poor, to proclaim Christ to the hopeless and the imprisoned, to love
Christ in the hearts of those around us.

My brothers and sisters, the time has come to stir into flame the gift we have received!
Go, now, and set the world on fire!

Given in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, on 21 June, the memorial of Saint Aloysius Gonzaga,
in the year 2026, the third anniversary of my installation as Bishop of Harrisburg

Most Reverend Timothy Christian Senior
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. A 1977 graduate of Lansdale Catholic High School, Lansdale, Pa., Bishop Senior is a .
classically trained pianist and the youngest of the three children of the late James H.

and Elise Rothwell Senior. He was ordained a priest of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia

in 1985. He earned a Masters of Divinity and Master of Arts in Theology from Saint

Charles Borromeo Seminary, served as an assistant pastor at a parish in Bucks County

and taught religion in an Archdiocesan high school. He was then assigned to graduate

studies at Boston College, earning his Masters in Social Work and Masters in Business
Administration in 1992.

In 1998, he was named Honorary Chaplain to His Holiness, and in 2005, he was named

a Prelate of Honor. In 2009, Bishop Senior was appointed Titular Bishop of Floriana and
Auxiliary Bishop of Philadelphia, and was ordained a Bishop on July 31, 2009 by Cardinal
Justin Rigali.

About Bishop Timothy C. Senior

The Most Reverend Timothy C. Senior was appointed Bishop of Harrisburg by His
Holiness, Pope Francis, on April 25, 2023. He was installed as the Bishop of Harrisburg
on June 21, 2023, by Archbishop Nelson Perez, metropolitan archbishop of Philadelphia.

Bishop Senior was ordained an Auxiliary Bishop of Philadelphia in July, 2009. He was the
Regional Bishop of Montgomery County and Philadelphia-South, as well as Chancellor of
Saint Charles Borromeo Seminary, in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.

Prior to these responsibilities with the Archdiocese, Bishop Senior served as Rector of
Saint Charles Borromeo Seminary from 2012 to 2022, after having been the Moderator of
the Curia of the Archdiocese from 2009 to 2012. He served as Vicar for Clergy from 2004
t0 2009. From 1992 to 2004, Bishop Senior served in the Archdiocesan Secretariat for
Catholic Human Services, both as Deputy Secretary and then Secretary.
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