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When I was invited to speak here tonight, Joanne asked me specifically for some ideas about living out our faith in public life. There’s certainly no doubt that we need to participate in public life, but maybe not always so easy to say how do we live out our faith in the public square. In fact, most of us get tempted to withdraw and step back, with the secular forces being so strong, but we shouldn’t. Instead, we should spend some time identifying our goals and working out where we want to be, and how we get there.

When I was at St. Augustine’s, quite often men would give as a goal “I want to be a holy priest.” My response was that’s fine, but how are you going to do that? You have a goal, but what are the steps you’re going to take to achieve that goal? At that point, it wasn’t unusual for them to name 20 or so different steps, so I’d say, well, why not narrow it down to just four, and start by getting out of bed earlier so you can go to daily Mass?

For all of us, especially those trying to build a culture of life, I think that is the real challenge. We need to ask what, exactly, is it we’re trying to achieve, and then work out some concrete goals or steps for achieving it. What is it we’re really trying to achieve? Where are we really going with our initiatives, or at least where are we trying to go? Only when we’ve answered that question can we really come up with the blueprint that we need to get there. And quite often we see that neither our movement, nor the Church itself at times, have adequately answered this question.
Ideals are such that, unless they’re given concrete, definite form, they will never be achieved...

We should begin with the importance of an active prayer life. As important as it is for all laity to remain vigilant in the public square, and take an interest in the moral overtones of legislation and court decisions, it’s even more important to find quiet time with God, and use it for prayer and meditation. Without that spiritual element, we are no different than many other concerned groups…
From our spiritual basis, and before we can really begin to set goals, I’d say we need to take a steely-eyed look at reality, and that includes problems in our Church and Catholic institutions as well as the media and our public institutions such as governments and courts. Many bishops are very reluctant face up to some incredibly hard facts, such as that between two thirds to 80 per cent of formerly active Catholics have quit practicing their faith. Meanwhile, the Catholic school systems serves, and in many cases is administered by, ‘baptized pagans’, by which I mean those who were baptized Catholic and usually receive their first Communion, but have no real, ongoing relationship with the Church. Most of them are very nice people, but in a real sense they’re still pagans. The people who put money in the collection plate are dying off as their children and grandchildren don’t go to church and don’t really care, or see any reason why they should.

Lots of bishops are not aware of the fact that, for instance, a large minority of so-called Catholics no longer care to be married in the Church and are, by and large, not even getting their children baptized out of sheer indifference. The concept of a Catholic marriage is pretty well foreign to the vast majority of people getting married in our Catholic churches. A very large majority of them are already living together and don’t see that as wrong. The very large majority of them have had a wide variety of sexual experiences – most of them have had at least two longer-term sexual relationships. In addition, most of them are not really aware of all the teachings of the Church, or they regard them as optional.
Many Catholics have not had a proper formation in their faith, and it’s really not a new problem; we may have seen the biggest changes in our culture in the 60s, 70s and later, but that fact that many of us weren’t ready really goes back to the 50s. Many clergy and hierarchy made the mistake of thinking that if they just inform the people, that will be enough. When the cultural tsunamis of the late 20th century hit, we were not ready. Things went wrong in the 50s, not just the 60s and 70s, because we had not prepared our laity in such a way that they would be ready, not just to react to the cultural upheavals, but instead, be able to properly engage and direct these changes. The Second Vatican Council’s call to the laity was incredibly important, but people have to recognize what it means to have a vocation in the world, not just in the religious life. It’s not just information that our laity need, but it is formation…to see oneself truly as an agent of change, to be able to engage the world and thereby, change the world. It will cost in time, and require a formation that is not being done now.

Sorry to say, most of our parishes are basically dysfunctional, as are some of our dioceses. Most of them have enough trouble just keeping the lights on, they have a hard time understanding what their role is in either promoting the culture of life, promoting Catholic culture or engaging in any type of new evangelization. That’s the hard reality that’s in front of us…  

For all these problems the fact remains that it really isn’t realistic to expect bishops to do everything. The hierarchy can inspire, but it’s really up to the laity to work on the temporal engagements, to know exactly what the five or 20 things we want to achieve are, and have the blueprint for getting there….
The newer media have some real possibilities for evangelization – don’t ask me about Facebook, but it works. Why are we wasting our time weeping and wailing over big media that we will never control? All the big newspapers and networks are losing subscribers, usually to the Internet and the digital subscriber stations – who really listens to CBC news? Nobody. Most young people barely even watch TV, and when they do, it’s online. We should be learning about and using the newer media if we want to reach young people. 
As another example, a little while ago I was asked to address a “Theology on Tap” session. I must say I was rather skeptical about the idea of talking theology in a pub to a mainly student group, but it proved to be quite interesting. About 60 young people came upstairs to hear the talk, mostly students, and probably at least half of them hadn’t darkened the door of church since their parents stopped forcing them – 16’s usually the age they drop off. It proved to be an interesting and good way to reach them.

We’re also seeing how the politicians who get ahead are the ones who know how to use all the networking tools that the new media afford. I’ve often thought that is Barack Obama’s real strength…These tools are helping student groups network as well. Sadly, there’s a real culture of death on most of our campuses today. In some cases campus pro-life groups have even been denied the right to club status. Most of them are only able to maintain and grow their pro-life networks through Facebook and other collaborative tools of that kind…
I’ve been involved with pro-life work since my student days, and one problem we always had was getting enough money to organize the conferences and get the pamphlets printed – all the practical work that goes into spreading the word. I remember one of the times when I asked my father to lend me a little more to get a student conference together, he said, “Tom, I just have to ask you two things. First of all, why do you still call them loans? Second, when will you learn that you can’t eat Hail Mary’s? He was right, of course. As important as our prayer life is, we do need to have a plan for raising the money that we need to achieve what we need to achieve. Most of our groups have been doing so much with so little for a very long time, so long in fact that maybe we’ve forgotten how much more we could achieve if we had the resources.

The fact is, in the ageing of our society, and in particular the graying of our best support base, we’re seeing the biggest transfer of wealth society has ever known. You can see it in the obituary section of all the newspapers, when families request memorial donations to various foundations. Organizations like ours need to tap that money. Many of the people who are establishing those foundations are in fact Catholic, and quite supportive of the Culture of Life. We need to tap into that money, but it won’t happen if we don’t ask. In fact, we should be looking to set up foundations that can serve as think tanks to give us new ideas for building a Culture of Life.  We need the financial resources if we’re going to be proactive, and not continually reacting to the things that happen...
An active prayer life is the key building block for our formation. I spent 25 years in Cursillo, and one of the reasons it’s so good is it forms people to take their role as an apostle. One of the problems we have is we’re so busy all the time, maybe too busy – and I know I’m a fine one to be complaining about that – but we do need to take the time to engage people in formation. As wonderful as the domestic Church at home is, it’s not enough. We need the retreats, the time alone with God…

There’s no question that battles in the judiciary are important, and we need to deepen the pools of talent available to become judges, become lawyers. But we can’t do it in an isolated way. During the introduction, Phil mentioned that pretty much everyone here is already on a first-name basis with me, and the fact is most of us do know each other. Not only do we need to find new people, we also need to leverage all the opportunities that come our way for collaboration. One of the most positive things I’ve seen is the coming together with fellow Christians in working on projects of common concern, such as the marriage debates of the past decade or the abortion struggles before that. Only a short time earlier, whoever would have thought that Evangelicals and Catholics would get along? I’ve often joked that we got to know each other when we got thrown in jail together in the 80s. They taught us to sing, and we taught them the Rosary. Just the other day I spoke to someone at the Laurentian Centre (an evangelical Christian project devoted to preparing students for socio-political engagement) and asked if Catholic involvement was welcome, and they said indeed, they think of us as “soul brothers.”…We need to look critically at the possibilities for working constructively in collaboration and in coalitions, to achieve our goals…
Bishops often tell me “I always hear about the problems but I never hear solutions.” We need to find those constructive short, medium and long-range solutions and practical ways that are seen and known to us by nature of the lay vocation, of the formation of Jesus Christ in the midst of this work in which we are called to be light and hope. We can do that, and I believe we will. Thank you. 
* For more information about Father Tom, and Priests for Life Canada, visit www.priestsforlifecanada.ca.
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