Antilles Episcopal Conference
Pastoral Letter
on

STEWARDSHIP AND THE REVITALIZATION
OF PARISH LIFE IN THE CARIBBEAN

I. INTRODUCTION

1. As we address this letter to you at the start of a new millennium, we wish to
acknowledge the many advances made by the peoples of the Caribbean in recent times.
We thank God for them. The advances made in the areas of education, social mobility,
culture, economic well-being and political freedom are especially remarkable. They
should certainly give us a sense of pride in who we are.

2. This progress also gives us some hope for the future as we face the challenges of
globalization. But we must admit that it has come at a price. We can now be counted
among those many countries in the world which were once easily described as
“Christian”, but now make little or no attempt to measure themselves explicitly on
Gospel values. !

3. The liberal democracies in our region seem most determined to promote secular and
consumeristic priorities. It is as though democracy itself is thought to depend on these
priorities. Meanwhile ethical values and the truth about the human person, made in the
image of God are acknowledged without conviction.

4. At this crossroads in our history we find ourselves surrounded by a culture of violence.
Unfortunately, violence is seen by too many as the only solution to whatever problems
they have. It is their solution to family and personal problems, to poverty and to
economic and political differences. For many who live in fear, it is even the solution to
the problem of violence itself!

5. We therefore welcome the Holy Father’s timely call for a “new evangelization” — new
in ardour, methods, and expression 2 We believe that the Church in the Caribbean needs
to make a strong response to the grave moral dangers and socio-economic difficulties
facing all our societies today. We believe this response must be practical and mainly at
the level of the parish — to include the active participation of the laity, who must be
empowered to both live and proclaim the Gospel to society 3]

6. The “new evangelization” is therefore an urgent call for the revitalization of parish life.
In this letter we urge you in the words of St. Paul: “do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God,
who has marked you with his seal ....” (Eph. 4:30) in Baptism/Confirmation. We need a
new ardour for the task ahead; we need to discern new ways to build up parish life, and
also new ways to express and proclaim the Gospel to our communities.

7. The Holy Father has rightly asserted that for this revitalization to be genuine it must be
(1) an ongoing process and (2) it must be on the basis of the principle that the parish is
above all a Eucharistic Community [4]



II THE EUCHARIST - CALL TO STEWARDSHIP

(1) The night before he died, at the Eucharistic Meal that anticipated in an unbloody
manner the sacrifice of our redemption on the morrow, Jesus laid aside His garments and
washed the feet of His disciples, impressing upon them that although he was their
Teacher and Lord, he had washed their feet:

“After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, he
said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and
Lord—and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have
washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For 1 have set you an
example, that you also should do as I have done to you. Very truly, I tell you, servants
are not greater than their master, nor are messengers 7 greater than the one who sent
them. If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them” (Jn 13:12-17).

(2) The link between the Eucharist and our service of one another within the context of
our redemption was made clear. Earlier, Jesus had said: “The Son of Man came not to be
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk 10:45). This intensely
Eucharistic statement means that the Eucharist itself must be seen by all as a continual
reminder that the physical Body of Christ was broken for us, and his blood poured out for
us, in the service of our salvation. Then, says Jesus: “I have set you an example...”

(3) Addressing the newly baptized in Rome, St. Peter exhorts them: “Each one of you has
received a special grace, so, like good stewards responsible for all those graces of God,
put yourselves at the service of others.” 5] Thus are Christians called to a stewardship.

(4) Stewardship is a sharing, an acceptance of a common responsibility for the Church,
recognizing the Body of Christ for what it is. The faithful, thankful for what they have
themselves received, freely give of their time, of their talents and of their treasure so that
they may truly own the Church. Not just the material structures that the Church building
is, but the Church in itself, the material and the living stones.

(5) The greatest treasure of all that we are called to share is the Eucharist Itself.

(6) The Eucharist is both a Sacrifice - the redemptive sacrifice of Christ offered once and
for all on the cross on Calvary, and made present on our altars at Mass, and a Sacrament -
the Real Presence of Christ on our altars under the appearances of bread and wine.

As a Sacrifice

(7) “This cup is the New Covenant in My Blood” (1 Cor 11:25). The Holy Spirit, acting
in and through the ordained priest, makes the unique Sacrifice of Christ present for us on
the altar at every Mass we celebrate. This is the means given us by Christ by which we
join with Him in expressing our commitment to the New Covenant, mediated by Him
between the Father and ourselves, even as the Father renews His own commitment to us
and to our salvation.

(8) In reaffirming this commitment to the Father, we share with everyone the
acknowledgement that He is “our God”, the one God and Father of all, and we are “His
People”. Then, as we share the Eucharist at the Table of the Lord, we are drawn together
in unity by the same Holy Spirit, and become ever more perfectly the Body of Christ,
having care one for another:



“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members
of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. Now you are
the body of Christ and individually members of it. There [must] be no
dissension within the body, but the members [must] have care for one
another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member
is honoured, all rejoice together with it.” (cf 1 Cor 12 ff)

As a Sacrament

(9) The Eucharist is the Body and Blood of Christ, truly, really and substantially present
in the Blessed Sacrament, reserved in our parishes, to be shared with all who believe. The
parishioners are collectively to accept responsibility for it, for it is the greatest treasure in
the Church. True, the direct responsibility for the Reserved Species falls on the Parish
Priest himself. But he does not bear this responsibility alone. Out of their respect for this
Treasure of treasures, Christ’s faithful are to see to it that the Blessed Sacrament of the
Altar is reserved and worshipped under circumstances that are the best they can manage —
the Church building itself, the tabernacle, the monstrance and the other sacred vessels, the
altar linen and decoration, the deportment of priest, ministers of the Eucharist, altar
servers and parishioners. We, the Bishops, are especially grateful to those who so
lovingly lavish their attention on maintaining the beauty of the House of the Lord. Our
faith says to us “Jesus Christ, truly God, truly Man, is here!”

(10) The response to the Eucharistic presence of Christ is an attitude of constant gratitude
for so great a gift, a gratitude that prompts to adoration before Him, to love for one
another as we celebrate a common eternal redemption in Him, a love that He has made
the central sign of our discipleship. We are prompted to a willingness — a yearning — to do
what we can to make that Presence loved and respected. For we are stewards in the first
place of the Christ of the Eucharist.

(11) The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches: “the other sacraments, and indeed all
ecclesial ministries and works of the apostolate, are bound up with the Eucharist and are
oriented towards it. For in the blessed Eucharist is contained the whole spiritual good of
the Church, namely Christ himself, our Pasch” (61

And so, the Eucharist must be seen by all parishioners to be central to parish life. Not
simply by its frequent celebration, but more, by the faithful being led to see and
experience the Eucharist as “the source and summit of Christian life”, characterized by
the love we have for one another. This means that central to the process of Christian
formation is growth in a discerning faith that enables us to recognize and reverence the
real presence of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament [7], as well as in the Word proclaimed, in
the fellowship of the faithful, in the priest-celebrant, and in the world around us,
especially the poor, weak and vulnerable.

(12) In another light, we who gather round the Table of the Lord are the Family of God.
We are not strangers, a mere collection of people, but “part of God’s household” 8 in
which each person has his part to play. For any household to run smoothly, its members
must learn to work together to deepen the bonds of love. This is also true for the Church.
Members must work together and take a practical interest in the material and financial
needs of the parish.



8. It is to Christ, then, that we must look for our model of Christian stewardship. It is in
Christ that we find the strength to make the sacrifice to become faithful stewards. A
steward must know the mind of the owner to be faithful. Stewardship begins and
continues with a deepening relationship with Christ.

9. As Christian stewards, we seek to be disciples of Jesus Christ and to live out that
discipleship in our daily lives and activities. Our mission is to serve and to experience a
true conversion of heart. Thus, Jesus Himself becomes our model. We become co-
responsible with Christ and with all the people of God for the spread of the Gospel, for
the care of creation, and for the love of the poor.

III STEWARDSHIP AND THE EUCHARISTIC COMMUNITY

10. The Church in the parish should be seen to be the family of families. St. Paul, in order
to emphasize this fundamental unity and interdependence of all the faithful, describes the
Church as the “Body of Christ”: “When one (member) suffers, all of them suffer, and
when one receives honour, all rejoice together” !

11. In the Acts of the Apostles (2:42) the first Christian community is described like this:
“They were faithful to the teaching of the apostles, the common life of sharing, the
breaking of bread and the prayers.” While it is true that this verse describes the ideal
facets of the first community’s life and not its liturgical programme, it is for that reason
even more remarkable that this description of the early community is so easily a
description of the Eucharistic liturgy: fidelity to the Word, koinonia, breaking of bread,

prayers %!

12. This helps us to see how much the Eucharistic liturgy formed and shaped the identity
and witness of the early Church. Being a Eucharistic Community is to find in the
Eucharist both our identity as Catholic Christians, and the “shape” our witness to society
should take. Central to this “shape” is the practice of Stewardship.

13. The parish as a Eucharistic Community is called to welcome the stranger without any
discrimination (Jas. 2:1-9). It is also called to welcome and make room for the full range
of the charisms, services and ministries of all parishioners and to organize them for the
building up of the Body of Christ. In the Community, each individual is steward (or
caretaker) of all his God-given gifts and talents, entrusted to him to be put “at the service
of others” - both within the Household of God and in the wider community.

14. These charisms or graces of the Holy Spirit, which we receive in the Sacraments of
Baptism and Confirmation, are celebrated and offered up to God by the faithful in the
Eucharist to be transformed into ministries and services in the Church. In other words, in
Baptism/Confirmation we are both called by God and given the special gifts by the Spirit
to fulfil our calling as members of the New Covenant people of God. In the Eucharist our
New Covenant relationship with God is celebrated, renewed and strengthened. God gives
Himself totally to us and we reciprocate by giving ourselves totally to Him.

15. In his first letter to the Corinthians (12:4-7) St. Paul helps us to see what it means to
be stewards of God’s gifts, and to be a Church filled with the Holy Spirit:

16. “There is a variety of gifts but always the same Spirit; there are all sorts of services to
be done but always the same Lord; working in all sorts of different ways in different



people, it is the same God who is working in all of them. The particular way in which the
Spirit is given to each person is for a good purpose.”

17. The Apostle then lists some of the many gifts given by the Holy Spirit to the Baptized
and concludes that “all these are the work of one and the same Spirit” given for the
building up of the Body of Christ. U This using of God’s gifts to build up the Body of
Christ is what Stewardship is all about.

18. Again in his letter to the Ephesians (4:1-7a, 11-16, see also L.G. 32), St. Paul gives us
the “Ephesian Model” of the Spirit-filled Church, the Baptised Community, and shows
how in this model of the Church each member becomes “fully mature with the fullness of
Christ himself”.

“Then we shall not be children any longer, or tossed one way or another
and carried along by every wind of doctrine, at the mercy of all the tricks
men play and their cleverness in practising deceit ... so the body grows
until is has built itself up in love.”

19. It is through participation in the Church’s life and ministry, by each parishioner being
a steward of his gifts (Talents) as well as of his very life (Time) and resources (Treasure),
that the faithful are led to spiritual maturity and to a deeper loyalty to the Church.

20. Even though the word “stewardship” may not be familiar to many Catholics, we have
all often expressed our appreciation for those “pillars of the Church” who give “yeoman’s
service” and who are very prayerful and would “give their last penny” to a person in need
and to any parish fund-raiser. This is a type of stewardship.

21. However, what is different and distinct about the stewardship in the New Testament
and commended in this letter is this: First, each and every member, and at every age, is
called to participate fully in the life and ministry of the Church in the parish and to see
this participation as a ministry based in the Sacrament of Baptism. Second, while most of
us have been brought up to respond generously to special parish requests and fund-
raisers, we are now being asked to view our giving as an essential extension of our
spiritual life.

22. In this giving the Biblical “tithe” (i.e. 10% of income) should be used as our guide.!"”

The important thing is that our giving should be regular (“Every Sunday, each of you
must put aside what he can afford ...” I Cor. 16:2), systematic and proportionate to our
income and should be decided on after prayer and serious thought. Such giving both
expresses and reinforces our Eucharistic spirituality and our trust in God’s loving
providence. '

23. We are very aware of the economic difficulties we all face in the Caribbean at this
time. The Church faces them as well! This only adds a certain urgency to our call for
each parish to practise Stewardship. Stewardship is to affect how a parish both raises and
expends income.

24. St. Paul, in his letter to the Corinthians, responded to the fears some may have about
giving in hard times:

“Do not forget. Thin sowing means thin reaping .... Each one should give
what he decides in his own mind, not grudgingly or because he is made to,



for God loves a cheerful giver. And there is no limit to the blessings which
God can send you — he will make sure that you will always have all you
need for yourselves in every possible circumstance, and still have
something to spare for all sorts of good works.” %!

25. Stewardship then is not a new programme, an optional extra to be added to our
present list of parish programmes. It is about transformation (conversion), about greater
involvement of all the faithful in parish life and ministry. It is about discipleship and
spiritual growth and maturity. It is about a deeper understanding and participation in the
Eucharist.

26. The truth is that all human beings are called to be stewards, stewards of God’s gift of
creation, the primary sacrament of His love. To thankfully take responsibility for the
integrity of creation (Gen. Chap. 1, esp. verses 26-31) is an important part of what it
means to be made in God’s image. We constantly need to be reminded, and to proclaim
to the world: “The earth and its fullness belong to the Lord, the world and all that dwell
in it” (Ps. 24:1). We are all in the world not as owners but as tenants and stewards.

27. The specifically Christian dimension of stewardship must include this responsibility
for the integrity of creation, for our environment. We are reminded of this at the
Offertory in the Eucharist when the priest offers up our gifts of bread and wine with these
words:

“Blessed are You, Lord, God of all creation. Through your goodness we
have this bread to offer which earth has given and human hands have
made. It will become for us the bread of life.” “Blessed are You, Lord,
God of all creation. Through your goodness we have this wine to offer,
fruit cgs]the vine and work of human hands. It will become our spiritual
drink “ .7

28. The Eucharist expresses the essential relationship that exists between Creation,
Incarnation and Redemption. Further, it expresses our thankful response to and
appropriation of God’s gifts of Creation, Incarnation and Redemption. This is at the heart
of stewardship.

29. Stewardship is therefore profoundly Eucharistic. It finds its “source and summit” in
the Eucharistic liturgy because the journey of Christian initiation, which calls us to be
stewards, ‘“comes to completion and reaches its summit in the sacrament of the

Eucharist”. ['®

30. We must now look more closely at the Eucharist and see how it motivates, supports
and celebrates our Baptismal call to be “faithful stewards”, !"”! and provides the
Eucharistic Community with further themes for a programme of education for
stewardship.

IV STEWARDSHIP IN THE CELEBRATION OF THE EUCHARIST
The Call to Penitence

31. The “universal call to holiness”, based on Baptism is a call “to the fullness of the
Christian life and to the perfection of charity.” " To properly respond to this call we
must focus our lives on Christ “the founder of our faith who will bring it to completion”




(Heb. 12:2). To focus our lives anywhere else is to “miss the mark”, to miss the very
purpose and aim of life and this is the meaning of the word HAMARTIA, the word St.
Paul uses for sin. 1'*!

32. The call to holiness is therefore a call to conversion, to focus and reorientate our lives
on Christ by using the Time he has given us as well as the Talents (gifts) and Treasure
(income) in God’s service and in the service of the common good. This is important
because it means that we cannot genuinely seek to overcome our various sins — which are
symptoms of the fundamental mis-orientation of our lives — without seeking the grace of
conversion. Our Saviour reminds us in his Sermon on the Mount that our hearts and our
treasure are never separated! 1201

33. Being a good steward, i.e. giving of our time, talent, treasure, will always depend on
the right focusing of our lives, our hearts and minds, on Christ. It is never a matter simply
of how much money we give, but rather what proportion of our income we give. The
Lord reminds us of this in the story of the “Widow’s mite” (Mk. 12:41-44).

34. The Penitential Rite at the very start of the Eucharist is therefore a call to examine our
basic commitment to and practice of stewardship. Of course, this Rite does not replace
our need to go to the Sacrament of Penance in the case of mortal sin.

The call to be “servants of the Word”

35. The Holy Father reminds us that the “primacy of holiness and prayer is inconceivable
without a renewed listening to the Word of God”.”!! In his Lenten Message, 2003, on the
theme “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Ac. 20:35), he speaks about the need
for all Christians to make a ‘“‘serious discernment about (their) lives, with particular
attention to the Word of God which enlightens the daily journey of all who believe” (Para
1). It is in light of the Word that we must all discern both the special gifts God has given
to each of us and the way in which he wants us to use them as “faithful stewards”.

36. St. Paul shows us that a Spirit-filled Church is one in which all the members are
involved in a variety of ministries and services (Cor. 12). The Holy Spirit is truly and
powerfully present when the faithful practise stewardship. To be ‘“anointed by the Holy
Spirit” is to have Good News for the poor and marginalized of our world.

37. The proclamation of the Word in the Eucharist is to enlighten, to challenge and to
enable the faithful to become “servants of the Word” in order for them to better work
within the parish community and in the wider society. The Word equips us to call people
to repentance that 16 they too may believe the Gospel and accept the Kingdom of God
(Mk. 1: 14, 15), which St. Paul describes as a Kingdom of “Justice, peace and joy in the
Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17).

38. The Word proclaimed in the Eucharist should therefore lead the faithful (1) to affirm
their common belief in the Creed, (2) to pray for the Church and the world and for the
needs of the community, and (3) to offer themselves, their time, talents and treasure to
Almighty God in union with the Sacrifice of Christ in the Eucharist.

The call to union with Christ

39. The Offertory is an important moment in the Eucharistic liturgy for it is here that, like
the Blessed Virgin Mary, the faithful offer their all in response to His Word — “be it done



unto me according to your word” or as another version puts it: “I am the servant
(steward) of the Lord, let it be done to me as you have said.” (221

40. The Offertory should be seen as the expression of our stewardship, of our thankful
response to God’s many blessings, as “all these blessings made man glorious, giving him
what he lacked: friendship with God.” [23]

41. At the Offertory the whole congregation participates fully in offering bread, wine,
treasure, talents — life itself. Unlike in Old Testament times when to sacrifice meant the
destruction of the thing sacrificed, in the New Covenant relationship with God, all our
sacrifices are taken by Him, blessed, broken and transformed through the power of the
Holy Spirit: bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Christ; we who receive His
Body become more and more His body and His real presence in the world; our lives, our
gifts and talents are transformed into “instruments of His love”, into “services and
ministries” for the common good ** and we experience union with Christ in the
Communion.

42. St. Paul therefore urges: “give yourselves as a living and holy sacrifice pleasing to
God: that is our spiritual worship”; and then goes on to say that such a sacrifice of
ourselves means not to be “conformed to the world” but rather to “be transformed
through the renewal of your mind”. %!

43. The Sunday Eucharist should be ‘“special”, it should be a joyful celebration of all the
gifts God has given to His people. It should also be a joyful celebration of the various
ministries these gifts have become through the transforming love of our Eucharistic Lord.
In this way the faithful are better able to more fully and consciously participate in the
Eucharist. 2

V CALLED TO GO!

44. In the Eucharistic celebration the Eucharistic community experiences itself as the
GATHERED Church, gathered round the Table of the Lord, for the Word, the breaking
of bread, the Koinonia and the prayers. At the end of the Liturgy the Eucharistic
community does not cease to exist, but is commissioned to become the SCATTERED
Church, to “Go in peace to love and serve the Lord”, to relate the Eucharist to everyday
life in the world, to live Eucharistically.

45. St. John Chrysostom put it well: “Remember that he who said ‘This is my body’ and
made good his words, also said ‘you saw me hungry and gave me no food’, and, insofar
as you did it not to one of these, you did it not to me ... We must learn to be discerning
Christians and to honour Christ in the way in which he wants to be honoured.” *”!

46. Pope John Paul II has often stressed that “secularity is the true and distinctive mark of
the lay person and of lay spirituality” and that “the laity (should therefore) strive to
evangelize the various sectors of family, social, professional, cultural and political
life”¥ in order to shape the world according to God’s will. It should be clear, then, that
the wide range of lay ministries needed today should include such areas as justice,
defence of the powerless, providing bread for the hungry and care for the sick, ' family
life, youth, counseling, the media, culture, ... 391 The Holy Father urges that for these
essential ministries to be exercised, there is urgent need for catechesis in the Church’s



social teaching. *!'! For our Talents to become ministries, proper preparation and training
are essential, and parish priests must arrange for them to be provided.

VI COLLABORATIVE MINISTRY: PASTORS AND FAITHFUL WORKING
TOGETHER

47. The revitalization of parishes called for in the new evangelization is a call for greater
participation of the laity in the life and mission of the Church. This should not in any way
be seen as a devaluation of the ordained ministry. “Together with the ordained ministry,
other ministries (based in Baptism 1 Pe. 2:9-10), whether formally instituted or simply
recognized, can flourish for the good of the whole community, sustaining it in all its
many needs ...” (321

48. However, as the Holy Father has pointed out in Ecclesia in America, ‘“this kind of
renewed parish needs as its leader a pastor who has a deep experience of the living
Christ, a missionary spirit, a father’s heart, who is capable of fostering spiritual life,
preaching the gospel and promoting cooperation. A renewed parish needs the
collaboration of lay people and therefore a director of pastoral activity and a pastor who
is able to work with others.” 1**!

49. As all the Baptised are called to be stewards of all God’s gifts, of Time, Talent,
Treasure, so too each parish, led by its Pastor, is called to practise the stewardship of all
its human and spiritual resources. For everyone and every institution must give an
account of its stewardship. Pastors must therefore “be careful to discern the charisms and
strengths of the faithful ... listening to them and through dialogue encouraging their

participation and co-responsibility”. %!

VII CONCLUSION

50. We now call on all pastors and all the faithful to work for the revitalization of parish
life by being fully committed to our call to be “good stewards responsible for all God’s
gifts”(1 Pe. 4:10). The Church and the people of the Caribbean urgently need this new
evangelization to take place.

51. It is not a matter of inventing a “new programme” but of experiencing the parish as a
genuine Eucharistic community, a community of stewards, a community in which a
“detailed pastoral plan can be identified .... which will enable the proclamation of Christ
to reach people, mould communities, and have a deep and incisive influence in bringing
Gospel values to bear on society and culture.”

52. Let us go forward in hope! For the Risen, Eucharistic Lord goes with us. His Word
burns in our hearts and we truly know him in the “breaking of bread” (Lk. 24).

Duc in altum ¢
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