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Out with the wrath, and in with the warmth

By Mllfe Latona
Staff writer

To chastise or to encourage, that is the question.

This coming weekend, church parking lots will be
Jjammed and seating will be scarce unless you show up
well before Mass begins. Meanwhile, many of the péeo-
ple taking up these spaces won’t resurface in your
parish until Easter, or possibly even next Christmas. -

The church’s attitude toward these “twice-a-year”
Catholics can go in one of two directions: Is Christ-
mas the time to issue stern reminders that weekly oblig-
ations are not being fulfilled? Or can the holiday sea-
son be viewed as an opportunity to cheerfully invite fur-
ther participation in parish life?

Of the diocesan pastors interviewed for this story, all
strongly agreed that the latter approach is more ef-
fective in today’s Catholic Church.

Father Philip J. Billotte, borrowing from rock star
Rod Stewart’s recent hit ballad, sums up his approach
as “Have 1 told you lately that I love you?” He added that |
this disposition must be evident in the words and ac-
tions of all parishioners. ,

“The welcoming part gives the person a warm feel-
ing. It’s not the fantastic liturgy or all the great music.
It’s, “Can I form a relationship with these people,’™ said
Father Billotte, who serves as pastor of the
Naples/Prattsburg Catholic Community.

Father Billotte noted that “Jesus welcomed anyone
who came to him,” so neither he nor any parishioner
owns the privilege to pass judgment on infrequent
churchgoers.

The fact that these people decide to.attend church
at all should be viewed as an important step, noted Fa-
ther Thomas H. Watts.

“You always hope there is some spark of faith that will
bring them further,” said Father Watts, pastor of St.
James Church in Waverly and St. Pius X Church in Van
Etten. “On those occasions I take a very friendly stance
and say that we welcome you to come every weekend
and become more involved in parish life.”

“I feel it’s wonderful that they're there. They may
reevaluate what it means to be a Christian and then
ask themselves, ‘Is this enough,’” remarked Father
Alexander H. Bradshaw, pastor of Holy Ghost Church
in Gates.

Yet Father Bradshaw, who became a priest in 1985 af-
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ter several years of practicing law, noted that a fully
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benevolent approach from the pulpit hasn’t always
been the case.

“I remember the days when I used to be in the con-
gregation and at some of the (Christmas) homilies, I felt
that people were being put on a guilt trip,” Father
Bradshaw said.

Father Billotte acknowledged that earlier in his life,
he was “part of a tradition” that adhered to a more
judgmental attitude.

“I must say I've been guilty of that — it was some-
thing put into me,” he remarked. “One of the things I've
had to learn to do is be welcoming.”

The example of Father Billotte’s attitude shift is a
common one, Father Watts pointed out.

“I think in today’s church, the fire and brimstone is
probably almost gone,” said Father Watts. “With the
changes in society, people are very, very sensitive. If
you say something wrong, that gives them the excuse
to leave the parish entirely.”

Father Bradshaw agreed that “a good number will be
self-conscious” if they're not used to attending Mass
regularly, and the use of strong criticism may further
alienate them.

Father Paul J. Ryan, pastor of the Cayuga Team Min-
istry Cluster, acknowledged that a small percentage of
diocesan priests still find it difficult to take an open-
arms approach. Despite their feelings, he said, “I hope
there aren’t any that would go up there and lambaste
people.”

Father Ryan estimated that approximately 25 per- -
cent of his registered parishioners only attend Mass at
the holidays, and that the vast majority of his regular
churchgoers are senior citizens. o

“Maybe if we spoke more to our culture and where
we're at, we might be drawing people,” he suggested.

The trick, he said, is to find a way to make parish
life appealing to marginal Catholics while still re-
minding them that there are certain commitments they
should observe. '

“I just think we’re going to win more people by kind-
ness, although I'm certainly not going to be a door-
mat,” Father Ryan commented.

“People still have to be reminded of their obliga-
tion,” said Father Watts. .

“My sense is that it's good to challenge people. You
can make people feel welcome, and still challenge them,
by being upbeat,” Father Bradshaw added.
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