2008 Pastoral Letter
Mission of Evangelization
―after the Diocesan Pastoral Council―
Brothers and sisters in Christ in Niigata Diocese,


Evangelization is the mission of the Church, that is, the mission which is not given only to limited people, but also to us. Our Lord Jesus told his disciples, “Go into the whole world and proclaim the gospel to every creature’’ (Mk 16:15), and this missionary mandate is not only for them but also for each one of us.


However, in this diocese where the Christians are minority, though talking about the ideal of evangelization is easy, it is difficult to proclaim the gospel message. Then, with hope and joy, Pope Benedict XVI has told to us under such conditions the following:

“There is nothing more beautiful than to be surprised by the Gospel, by the encounter with Christ. There is nothing more beautiful than to know him and to speak to others of our friendship with him." (The Apostolic Exhortation “Sacramentum Caritatis”84)

For the incoming centennial celebration of the Apostolic Prefecture of Niigata, the diocese is calling us to inherit the mission of Evangelization in our area. We need to take our responsibility to discover the way on how the evangelization can work in the future by reflecting from the past experiences, and by recognizing the facts needed in our mission. That is, indeed, our calling.


The purpose of the Diocesan Pastoral Council is to assemble delegates from priests, religious and laity in exchanging their opinions in order to become a consultative body for the Bishop. The Bishop, who is in charge of this diocese as its pastor, has established this since April 2007, to find the ways to act for the Evangelization in spite of the difficult conditions. The general meeting of the Council had been held twice so far. The general meeting held in 2007 had come up in requesting each district to continue their discussions about the two main points of the topic. They are as follows:

1. What is the supreme priority for the Mission in this diocese?


2. What has to be done to realize these priorities and by whom?


On the basis of the result of talks about these two points in each district or parish, which were indicating relatively concrete directions, I requested more discussions to be done in January 2008. After these talks, the opinions were summarized by districts, and then the second general meeting was held in April 2008 based on these previous discussions.


Points were raised from several districts such as difficulties to have a ‘diocesan’ viewpoint as one community due to the geographic condition, or the different issues they have in their respective parishes. However, the purpose of this council is to find the suitable ‘standpoint’ to tackle our mission as a whole diocese, and not to find actual answers to each problem in their respective community. Therefore, I thought that, through sharing the different challenges for each districts, we can find out in which direction we should step into. The serious discussions by the councilors made our tasks and our direction clear. After some considerations based on these two consultations in the Council, I have decided the basic direction of the mission. Therefore, I declare that the basic principles of pastoral direction of this diocese are the following:

I. The supreme priority (the principles of pastoral direction)
   I picked up three points from the matters raised in the council, and take them as the pastoral principles in this diocese.

  A. Creating a communion of community including all generations and nationalities.

  B. Creating a network of information throughout the diocese.

  C. Creating matured Christians through developing on-going formation course in faith.

II. Concrete dealings
 A. Creating a communion of community including all generations and nationalities.

On the discussion at the Diocesan Pastoral Council, the matters related to the fact that the young generation does not come to church, and on the issue regarding overseas migrant members of the Church were pointed out as difficult problems. The migrant faithful includes those who stay for a short term, or those who have a family in Japan through marriage. The young generation includes those who are students living in this diocese for limited time, or the children of migrants. I am sure that the practical way of dealing with them differs from one district to another. However, what became clear through the discussion was the point of our ‘direction’ in dealing with such matters. That is to say that we have to change our mind set. Quite often, we think we have to find the way on how we can introduce the youth and the migrants into 'Our Church.' This is wrong. It is not for us to think how we can bring these different people into our present community, but rather let us think how we can build up a complete ‘new community’ with them.


On the parish level, when you discuss what is ideal for the parish community, think over the way of reflecting those voices of the youth or the migrants. In order to do so, it may be necessary to make alteration in the organization of the parish. Also, on the duty of economic support for the church, if necessary, take each one’s situation into account, and find the suitable way for each one of them. And this might be different from the present way. Especially about the migrants, let us not try to welcome them as ‘guests’ to the parish, but let us be conscious that the migrants and the Japanese faithful are partners in constructing a community together, and then bringing about a cooperative ‘posture’ in spite of different ways of thinking.

On the diocesan level, in 2009-2010 we will reorganize the Diocesan Committees for the Pastoral Care of the Youth, and Migrants and Itinerant People.  I may appoint new members, including some lay persons who will actively participate in the pastoral action. Furthermore, we will define the functions of these committees, not as the organizations planning and doing actual pastoral duties, but as the places in exchanging and providing information extensively for the entire diocese.


On the district level, finding possibilities for the action to deal with various needs of the youth or the migrant people should not be done by a priest alone, but through a ‘pastoral team’ with the help of lay members and religious persons. Our aim is to have such pastoral teams all over the diocese, and the diocesan committee would be functioning as their coordinating body in exchanging information.


In addition, I do not wish any specific groups by a particular language or age, neither any groups of devotion nor any movements, to be separated from the parish communities and be acting alone.

 B. Creating a network of information throughout the diocese.


It was pointed out that, due to the geographical conditions, the mechanism of information sharing had always been difficult on the various levels of the diocese. It means that we do not know each other well, and we do not have any information about the various mission efforts done by the parishes and of districts.


Then, including the possibility of reorganization of the Diocesan Communication Committee, and appointment of its new members from each district, the reviewing of a reasonable ideal method of the information sharing led by the Diocesan Chancery is to be executed immediately with the diocesan chancellor as the person in charge.


Finally, we will strive for the improvement of the Diocesan committees so that the general information may immediately reach every part of the Diocese in relationship with the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Japan and its General Secretariat. At the present time, only the priests in charge were the ones responsible in the appointment of the existing committees. After consulting these priests, I am appointing lay persons from each district as members of such committees so that the information could be shared in each field.

 C. Creating matured Christians through developing on-going formation course in faith.

The Diocesan Pastoral Council pointed out that the formation or training on the various levels of the diocesan community is necessary to be developed. For example, the on-going formation of the lay people, the training for the lay leaders to teach the catechism, and training of those who exercise liturgical function and so on. In order to arrange the meaningful formation and to meet the demands of time, we will set up a ‘core group for the formation of the faithful', which consists of a priest in charge and lay helpers in support for the catechetical leaders in the field. 


In every parish, the faith education for the catechumens and the preparation course for marriage are the most important issues that need to be tackled. This should not be done by the priest alone, but the lay members should also get involve to make these courses improved. In order to do so, the parish priest shall appoint a person in charge for this duty from the lay members of the parish. 


In this year that we celebrate the beatification of the martyrs of Yonezawa, we want to follow the example of the lay leaders such as Louis Amakasu Uemon in treasuring our faith with courage.

III.
Conclusion


Today the society we live in is ruled by the values which are not suitable for our religion. It is no use to complain of the hardships. We, who are the Church, should step out for the future. The conversion of the world begins with our own conversion. Let us engage ourselves in the church more than ever. Do not make our parish a ‘Sunday alone Church,' but rather, so far as time permits, let us pray before the Blessed Sacrament, let us pray and share with our brothers and sisters, so that we may walk with the Lord all the time. On the occasion of Pauline year, we would like to be encouraged by the word of the Apostle: “proclaim the word; be persistent whether it is convenient or inconvenient; convince, reprimand, encourage through all patience and teaching.” (2 Tim 4:2)
With 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

August 15, 2008
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