REDISCOVERING SUNDAY (2)

The Sunday gathering is a major element in the building up of a Christian community. Pope John Paul II's Apostolic
Letter is certainly a pressing invitation to rediscover the original meaning of the Sunday tradition. Following are
extracts from the Letter.

SPIRITUAL MATURITY

The disciples of Christ are asked to avoid any confusion between the celebration of Sunday, which would truly be
a way of keeping the Lord's Day holy, and the "weekend," understood as a time of simple rest and relaxation. This
will require a genuine spiritual maturity, which will enable Christians to "be what they are," in fullaccordance with the
gift of faith, always ready to give an account of the hope which is in them. In this way, they will be led to a deeper
understanding of Sunday, with the result that, even in difficult situations, they will be able to live itin com plete docility
to the Holy Spirit.

LIVELY OR WEAK FAITH

From this perspective, the situation appears somewhat mixed. On the one hand, there is the example of some
young Churches, which show how fervently Sunday can be celebrated, whetherin urban areas orin widely scattered
villages. By contrast, in other parts of the world, because of the sociological pressures already noted, and perhaps
because the motivation of faith is weak, the percentage of those attending the Sunday liturgy is strikingly low. In the
minds of many of the faithful, not only the sense of the centrality of the Eucharist but even the sense of the duty to
give thanks to the Lord and to pray to him with others in the community of the Church, seems to be diminishing. It is
also true that both in mission countries and in countries evangelized long ago the lack of priests is such that the
celebration of the Sunday Eucharist cannot always be guaranteed in every community.

DOCTRINAL REASONS

Given this array of new situations and the questions which they prompt, it seems more necessary than ever to
recover the deep doctrinal foundations underlying the Church's precept, so that the abiding value of Sunday in the
Christian life will be clearto all the faithful. In doing this, we follow the footsteps of the age-old tradition of the Church,
powerfully restated by the Second Vatican Council in its teaching that on Sunday "Christian believers should come
together, in order to commemorate the suffering, Resurrection and glory of the Lord Jesus, by hearing God's Word
and sharing the Eucharist, and to give thanks to God who has given them new birth to a living hope through the
Resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead." [Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacramentum Concilium, 106]

TiME GAINED

The duty to keep Sunday holy, especially by sharing in the Eucharist and by relaxing in a spirit of Christian joy and
fraternity, is easily understood if we consider the many different aspects of this day upon which the present Letter



will focus our attention. Sunday is a day which is the very heart of the Christian life. From the beginning of my
pontificate, | have not ceased to repeat: "Do not be afraid! Open, open wide the doors to Christ!" In the same way,
today | would strongly urge everyone to rediscover Sunday: Do not be afraid to give your time to Christ! Yes, letus
open our time to Christ, that he may cast light upon it and give it direction. He is the One who knows the secret
of time and the secret of eternity, and he gives us "his day" as an ever new gift of his love. The rediscovery of this
day is a grace which we must implore, not only so that we may live the demands of faith to the full, but also so that
we may respond concretely to the deepest human yearnings. Time given to Christis never time lost, but is rather
time gained, so that out relationships may become more profoundly human.

CHALLENGES

Itis clear why, even in our own difficult times, the identity of this day must be protected and above all must be lived
in all its depth. An Eastern writer of the beginning of the third century recounts that as early as then the faithful in
every region were keeping Sunday holy on a regular basis. What begins as a spontaneous practice later became
ajuridically sanctioned norm. The Lord's Day has structured the history of the Church through two thousand years:
how could we think that it will not continue to shape her future? The pressures of today can make it harder to fulfil
the Sunday obligation; and, with a mother's sensitivity, the Church looks to the circumstances of each of her children.
In particular, she feels herself called to a new catechetical and pastoral commitment, in order to ensure that, in the
normal course of life, none of her children are deprived of the rich outpouring of grace which the celebration of the
Lord's Day brings. It was in this spirit that the Second Vatican Council, making a pronouncement on the possibility
of reforming the Church calendar to match differentcalendars, declared thatthe Church "is prepared to accept only
those arrangements which preserve a week of seven days with a Sunday." [Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy
Sacrosanctum Concilium, Appendix: Declaration on the Reform of the Calendar] Given its many meanings and
aspects, and its link to the very foundations of the faith, the celebration of the Christian Sunday remains, on the
threshold of the Third Millennium, an indispensable element of our Christian identity.

Have a good Sunday!

+ Frangois Thibodeau

Bishop of Edmundston
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