2010 Pastoral Letter

Send Laborers to His Harvest

―Beginning of the New Year―

“The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few. Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” (Lk. 10:2)

Brothers and sisters in Christ in Niigata Diocese, A Blessed Christmas and A Grace-filled New Year.

True Hope Amidst Anxiety

   Since the advent of the economic crisis that continues today does not show any recovery, the reality that might not give rise to hope overflows in our environment. The Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare revealed to the public for the first time "the Poverty Ratio" last October. And it was said that a relative poverty rate is deteriorating in our country since 1998, and that the economic disparity will spread out in the whole country. Thus, the problem of poverty is felt by many people, and the uneasiness of life wherein there is no clear sign of recovery deprives us of hope.

   Last year, in time for the celebration of the World Peace, Pope Benedict XVI’s message entitled “Fighting Poverty to Build Peace” was announced. The Pope, quoting former pontiff John Paul II, pointed out: "This is a problem which the conscience of humanity cannot ignore, since the conditions in which a great number of people are living are an insult to their innate dignity and as a result are a threat to the authentic and harmonious progress of the world community." "Poverty and disparity" insult the dignity of man. The pontiff continued, "that every form of externally imposed poverty has at its root a lack of respect for the transcendent dignity of the human person. "Severe poverty" is not naturally generated but we men invent it.

   In Pope John Paul II's encyclical 'Centesimus Annus' (Hundred Years), "development is not only a question of raising all peoples to the level currently enjoyed by the richest countries, but rather of building up a more decent life through united labor, of concretely enhancing every individual's dignity and creativity, as well as his capacity to respond to his personal vocation, and thus to God's call." (29) This societal ideals at which we aim are based on the Gospel.

   As United States of America and in our country have power shift, wherein they made the slogan “Change” accepted by a lot of people filled with expectations, is hoping for a change that breaks the overflowing uneasiness in the present society important? Pope Benedict XVI talks about the true hope which is necessary for the present society in his encyclical “Spe Salvi” (In Hope We Were Saved). He said: "Man's great, true hope which holds firm in spite of all disappointments can only be God " (27).

   With the beginning of the new year, as we aim to build a society wherein human dignity is important and the zeal to answer God’s call is encouraged, may we not neglect the values of the Gospel and cling to them in our lives.
On the Year for the Priests

   Pope Benedict XVI as you know decided to call a special “Year for Priests" which will run from June 19, 2009 until June 11, 2010 in celebration of the 150th anniversary of the death anniversary of the “Curé of Ars” St. John Mary Vianney. The theme for the priestly year is "Faithfulness of Christ, Faithfulness of Priests."

   According to “the Letter for the Year for Priests,” though the year is meant to deepen the commitment of all priests to interior renewal for the sake of a more forceful and incisive witness to the Gospel in today's world, it also request from all churches an intense and dedicated prayer for our priests. During the General Audience on July 1 last year, Holy Father summoned that "dioceses, churches, religious orders, religious organizations, and many other apostolic movements in the world pray a lot for sanctification and for priestly vocation, and to have a Benediction.”

   In Niigata Diocese, right now we have more than 30 diocesan and religious clergies who sincerely perform their missionary activities daily. A lot of priests who work in parishes also administer kindergartens for instance. Moreover, a priest who has two or more duties is not few either. It is unfortunate that right now Niigata Diocese does not have a seminarian in Japan Catholic Seminary. Furthermore, as you all know from the news reported in the Catholic Newspaper last year, the diocese has the highest average age of priests in the country.

   I am asking every faithful in Niigata Diocese to please pray for our priests. Please pray for the sanctification of the clergy and for priestly vocation as what the Pope intends. Also please set aside a time for prayer in your churches, convents or monasteries, and in other religious group gatherings to pray for priests and for priestly vocation.

   In Yamagata District, the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary (SS. CC.) were blessed because of the canonization of their confrere St. Damien de Veuster on October 11, 2009. My warmest congratulations to the SS.CC. missionaries.

   I think, St. Damien, having an ardent faith in a loving God, lived a holy life and he can be called a modern martyr because he lived and served the people affected by Hansen's disease in the isolated island of Molokai.

   While learning from the life of Father Damien who lived with those who were discriminated because of Hansen's disease, I feel the urge to ask ourselves: "With whom do you live?" (From the title of the Japan Catholic Buraku Problem Committee pamphlet). Please pray that every priest follow the example of St. Damien, and deepen their faith as they “live with” a life of service.
The Pastoral Council

   Based on the matters raised in the discussions of the Diocesan Pastoral Council, three important points came to light:

A. A communion of community including all generations and nationalities was created.

B. A network of information throughout the diocese has begun.

C. The on-going formation course in faith is enhanced, and training for ay leaders is being planned.

   During the Diocesan Pastoral Council meeting last April 2009, every district shared their approach to the important points that were raised. And so, starting this year until 2012 when we celebrate the 100th anniversary of Niigata as a diocese, I want to deepen these priorities.

   Before the general meeting in April, I am asking every parish to please have a clear and concrete approach to the problems raised. Having said this, in order for the priorities to be in better direction, please set a task during the year in your parish. The same task can be done in the district level if time permits. Report of concrete approach as regards the priorities will be reported and shared during the general meeting this year.
In View of the Centennial of Niigata Diocese

   In last year’s Pastoral Letter, I mentioned about the forthcoming 100th anniversary of the diocese in 2012. In connection to this, a “Centennial Committee” was created, and a discussion on the celebration has started. At the same time, I have three goals in mind to achieve in 2012. And I will be reporting the progress of these goals.

   First, the erection of Shinjo Church in Yamagata Prefecture. A suitable land and buildings which can be used as a church were found, and the negotiation of the possibility of purchase is being ironed. I express my gratitude to all who donated for this project. I hope that generous support will continue in the future.

   Second, the use of the land at the back of Niigata Cathedral and at the Bishop’s Residence. For this, a committee was also set up to find some strategies in order to utilize effectively the said land.

   Third, the Niigata - Khabarovsk Catholic Friendship. Last June, I visited Bishop Cyril Klimowicz in the Irkutsk Diocese, and I discussed and explained my intention to establish a spiritual partnership. Then on October last year, with Fr. Machida leading a group of 5 persons visited Khabarovsk, and deepened the friendly relationship. On August 2010, a youth gathering will be held in Khabarovsk. Aside from that, I still plan to send some people to visit Khabarovsk once a year
Final Remarks

   In my Pastoral Letter in September 2005, I mentioned about the financial problem of our diocese. After that, a Diocesan Financial Problem Advisory Committee was established to combat the crisis. Since then, some proposals from the committee who consists of priest and laity reached my office. Though, there is no change in the crisis situation, there is a little improvement in the diocese’s financial status. At present, the diocesan mutual-aid system which is to help small communities in the diocese to build or maintain their buildings is being revised in order to really meet demands of small communities in the diocese. The group also examines priority level of construction project in the entire diocese, and thinks of new programs to gain financial support. I will report the details later. At the same time, as most diocesan clergy rely on the financial assistance coming from kindergarten directors’ salary and from the contributions of priests for their cost of living, as a diocese let us all support our priests financially.  As always, I hope for your kind understanding and cooperation on this matter.

   Again, On November 17, the Holy Father accepted a resignation submitted by Bishop Peter Toshio Jinushi of Sapporo upon reaching the age limit, and at the same time appointed me as the Apostolic Administrator of Sapporo Diocese. Until a new bishop will be appointed, I will be connected to two dioceses. Please pray that I will be able to do the tasks that are given to me, and that a new bishop for Sapporo will be appointed soon.

   As we begin a new year, I earnestly wish for the fullness of the Merciful Father’s blessing on everyone in Niigata Diocese.
Bp. Tarcisius Isao Kikuchi, SVD, DD

     Bishop of Niigata Diocese
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