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St. Anne Roman Catholic Parish, Gilbert, Arizona

PART 1 – A BRIEF OVERVIEW:
INTRODUCTION

Since my arrival in the United States in 2012, we have been engaged in discerning improvements to our parish
campus. I would like to offer to the parishioners of St. Anne an overview of the discernment process we have
undertaken together so far to determine the next steps for our beloved parish. Many of you have asked me about
this lately and I think it is important that you are aware of the reasoning for what we have chosen to do and would
like to do in the future.
Firstly, I believe that transparency is important and necessary. It is perfectly legitimate for everyone to have their
own opinion on all these matters. Nothing written here is the Word of God; in fact, you will find that there are many
personal assessments. I do not intend to convince you that my opinion is correct because, in contingent matters
like these, it is legitimate, and even desirable, for different opinions to exist. Together, sharing suggestions and
improvements in the charity of Christ, we can take our parish wherever God wants to lead us.
From this perspective, I hope it is understood that I do not intend to convince those who have a different opinion. It
is possible that, in some particular matters, I am wrong and others are right. Frankly, it is not a question about the
“truth” of things, but rather that each one can have their own opinion. I cannot convince anyone that light blue is the
most beautiful hue simply because it is my favorite color. My intention is much simpler: I want to explain the path we
have taken to this point as well as the next stages on which we are about to embark. As your pastor, I feel the need
to give you the reasons we have discerned to lead our parish in the direction we are heading.
Secondly, as a clarification, because we can all have different opinions on these matters, I would like to point out
that obviously, not all opinions are equal. There are qualified opinions, which come from people who have a greater
knowledge of the causes or of the matter on which they are speaking. Allow me to share the following analogy: the
opinion of a musician on music deserves more attention than that of someone who has little interest in this subject,
lacks musical education, and cannot distinguish the difference between Beethoven and Julio Iglesias.
We can all have an opinion on parish matters: it is our home and we know enough about it to have an opinion of
our own. When I hear phrases such as: “There are other things that are more necessary.”, “We do not need that”,
or “I know what the parish lacks.”, I confess that I feel a certain uneasiness inside. Many times, I consider these
statements unfair because they do not take into account the process that has been taken to make a certain decision:
the many people who have been included in the process, the conversations in the various parish councils, and the
consideration of all the possibilities, taking into account our human or financial resources in the parish. Sometimes
things are not as simple as they seem. Then there is the question of the one who knows “what the parish needs”.
Each person has a different opinion depending on the area of work in which they are employed, the services the
parish demands or their own needs based on interactions within our parish community.
This is not a complete or final document but rather an act of transparency which does not necessarily determine the
future of St. Anne. It is the bishop, with the parish pastor, the staff and all the parishioners of our community that
must remain open to the Will of God in order to move towards what the Lord wants from us as a parish. Maybe,
in the future other people with more discernment will come to carry out the mission that God has entrusted to St.
Anne. They will need the freedom to do what they see necessary and, at the same time, the knowledge of the paths
we have traveled thus far to know how we arrived here. The Christian experience teaches us all that discernment is
never a finished task, that we must always remain open, like Abraham, like Mary, to the Will of God, our good Father.
If this serves to achieve both objectives, to know the current status quo and to help those who come after us, in the
hands of our beloved Mother, it will have been fruitful and worthwhile.
www.stanneaz.org
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1.1

THE “MAIN”
PROBLEM AT ST. ANNE
AS IT RELATES TO ITS
FACILITIES:
THE LACK OF SPACE
If we were to take a poll of the parishioners at St. Anne
about the greatest need or the main challenge we face
here in relation to the facilities, most of you would answer
with three words: lack of space. All of us who interact in any
way at St. Anne, have experienced this issue personally:
ministries that must meet outside the campus because
of the lack of space; the people or groups that would like
to start new activities but cannot because all the spaces
are already occupied; parents who bring their children
to religious education and cannot choose the preferred
session for them because we have more than 700 children
and it is impossible to accommodate everyone according
to the preferences of each family; those who visit us on
certain occasions and find it difficult to park or have to
endure the line of cars entering or leaving the parking lot.
I remember hearing one of our deacons, Deacon Keith
Boswell, say that years ago St. Anne was the largest
parish in the United States, both because of its size and
number of people living within its parish boundaries.
During the time that Father Doug Lorig was the pastor
of St. Anne, our parish had more than 9,000 registered
families. The boundaries of our parish included the entire
town of Gilbert and had expanded into parts of Mesa,
Chandler, Queen Creek and San Tan Valley. It was the era
during which the construction of the current church began
and ended.
Today St. Anne does not encompass all of this area,
yet we are still one of the largest parish communities
in the Diocese of Phoenix, with all the advantages and
disadvantages that brings. Within our parish boundaries,
the population includes 100,000 people and we currently
have 4,300 registered families.
To give you a reference point, I usually compare this with
my hometown: in Cuenca the population is less than
50,000 with 11 parishes and approximately 40 priests. In
Italy, there are many dioceses that are smaller than our
parish community.
On the other hand, the size of our parish is a true blessing
from God. Each weekend more than 6,000 people come
to worship God in our parish church. Each of these
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individuals is a blessing to others with the unique talents
they bring to the whole community. The size of the parish
allows us to do things that for smaller communities
are humanly unattainable. I think, for example, of the
documentary, “Footprints”, that was made thanks to the
generosity of so many of you. The film has traveled all over
the world and is even available on Netflix in every corner of
the planet. The size of the parish, above all, allows us to
experience a living community, where the Holy Spirit gives
himself generously and directly through so many of our
brothers and sisters. Actually, we have LUCK, which is a
blessing that we may not be aware of, to be a part of St.
Anne, where despite the problems and limitations of all of
us, God pours out his blessings so abundantly.
I want to stress that at St. Anne there exists a diversity that
enriches us all and that is also the result of its magnitude.
Let us give great thanks to God that he shows us his love
and his mercy in so many ways in our beloved parish!
This is also a call to responsibility on the part of all. I
recall with gratitude the selfless, sometimes even heroic
collaboration of so many volunteers (currently more than
1,000 people), of so many people who have preceded
us along the way and who have built our parish with
their effort, their time, their generosity and their financial
contributions, “your reward will be great in heaven.” (Mt
5:12). May God bless you for your love of St. Anne!
Of course our size is not always an advantage. There
are challenges, inconveniences or difficulties attached
to our large community. Some aspects of coordination,
communication, cleanliness, a spirit of unity, have always
been very difficult to manage here. Another element that
is not simple is that of parish finances. And, for the case
that concerns us now, the lack of space.
As your pastor, I suffer when I hear that some of our
52 ministries have to look for other places to meet. St.
Anne is no longer the tiny mustard tree it was almost 75
years ago. Now thousands of souls thirsty for the grace
of God come in search of its shelter. I also suffer that
because of the lack of priests it is not possible for me to
meet with everyone who needs the help or advice of your
pastor. Everyday I am brokenhearted because it is simply
impossible to attend to everyone. I would like to divide
or multiply by 10 to be able to listen to everyone, talk to
everyone, celebrate everyone’s anniversaries and give
each soul that comes, the time it needs and deserves.
This is a problem that I am aware of, we all are, and we
all suffer together. From the beginning, we have been
praying together asking for the necessary guidance to find
a solution to this problem that is always with us.
www.stanneaz.org
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1.2 ATTEMPTS TO FIND SOLUTIONS:
A BRIEF HISTORY; DIFFICULTIES

All of the pastors and parish councils, past and present, have been aware of the problem of lack of space. The
matter has been discussed at length and we know that it is not a problem that offers an easy solution. Maybe you
can help us in some way and I invite you to propose specific means for a solution, if you have them, so we can
improve this situation.
Soon after my arrival from Spain, I remember joining Father Greg Schlarb, my predecessor at St. Anne, to explore
properties and land within the parish boundaries where we could potentially expand in the future. I remember his
white Fiat and his advice, which I still keep with me and I deeply appreciate. He pointed out buildings and areas he
had considered, but had never came to fruition.
At that time the parish owed more than 2 million dollars in loans for the parish campus and the rectory. It was
obviously impossible to think of an expansion as we continued to carry the heavy burden of parish debt. Then
a greater problem began to emerge or rather a question that needed to be discerned: When the time comes to
expand the parish campus, do we have to look for another property and divide our facilities in two different places
(3 counting Friends of the Needy at the Annex), or should we look for more space by expanding the campus that
we already have?
The question allows for many considerations. From a practical point of view, it is evident that having two different
campuses, in two different parts of town, complicates the organization of parish life. We also have a precedent for
this experience. Years ago, when St. Anne had a Montessori school on the parish campus, the Catechesis of the
Good Shepherd had to move its sessions to a building that was located near Baseline and Greenfield Roads in
Mesa. During all those years, the parish had to rent those premises out of a simple need for space. I have spoken to
many parents who had to move their children there and I have the feeling that it was a great sacrifice for all.
From a logistical and financial point of view, I could not see great advantages in having two parish campuses. It is
possible that obtaining land away from our current campus would be profitable or cheaper in the beginning, but
maintenance and upkeep costs would be higher in the long run.
My conclusion is that the best option for our community is to have a single parish campus and not look for the
dispersion of efforts and spaces on various campuses.
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1.3 THE NEW EVANGELIZATION IN GILBERT,
21st CENTURY

Two years ago when we finished paying the parish debt, I felt obligated, as your pastor, to return to the question of
expanding the space of the parish campus. At the same time I understood that after so many years of asking our
parishioners to help us pay for the debt that never seemed to end, there was an understandable and reasonable
fatigue in the congregation. For that reason, and this is what I communicated to the Finance Council, I made the
decision to let some time pass until we suggested again to the parish the idea of having to face another large
financial expense. That time was tremendously valuable to me because, without the pressure of monthly payments
to the bank, I could discern, consult and pray about the next steps we should take.
At the time we were hearing everywhere about the “New Evangelization.” Many people talked about it and everyone
seemed to have a different idea about it. There was a general agreement on what the word, “evangelization” meant.
Already Saint John Bosco had expressed it in a brilliant way with that Latin aphorism: “Domine, da mihi animas,
coetera tolle.”” Lord, give me souls, and take all the rest.” Evangelization consists in bringing men to Christ, through
his living Body, which is the Church. But what was meant by the first term? Why did evangelization have to be
“new”? Is it not the same message, the same Gospel that should be communicated? What is the “novelty” of this
evangelization and how is it different from the previous ones?
Saint John Paul II expressed it clearly in 1983 when he said that the evangelization to which the Church was called
in the 21st century was not new in its content. “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.” (Heb 13:8)
To change that would be a betrayal of God himself. Evangelization must be new “in its ardor, its methods and its
expressions.” (St. John Paul II, “Address to the Latin American Bishops”, 1983). Therefore, it was not a question of
reinventing the wheel, but of facing the challenges of the new world with originality, intelligence, and a renewed love
for God and for souls.
The response from this Polish pope was certainly a great help for me, but it did not help me resolve my question as
it relates to the situation we are facing here. It marked a path to follow, but it was not yet as precise or specific as
I would have liked. And, in an attempt to discover what this New Evangelization meant for us, in this corner of the
planet called Gilbert, I faced the question from this perspective: here in America, the expression New Evangelization
makes reference, at least implicitly, to another evangelization that took place before. If the Pope is saying that the
essence of this evangelization is the transmission of faith in Jesus Christ, and that it has already happened in the
first evangelization of this continent, in circumstances that are certainly very complicated, why not look at that
evangelization here 500 years ago to learn from our history and establish a path of continuity with the efforts of so
many Catholics before us?
www.stanneaz.org
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1.4 AN IDEA, A VISION,
A DREAM, A SPACE

If I were to talk about the evangelization of America, it
would not end. It seems to me with all its deficiencies, it
is one of the most admirable deeds in the whole history
of the Church. I have read a lot about the evangelization
of the American continent. If Hollywood were a little more
Christian, many films would have already been made telling
some of those stories, for example, Willa Cather in “Death
Comes for the Archbishop”, a novel that I recommend to
those who want to feel the precarious situation of those
admirable missionaries who spread the faith in the area of
the Southwest. Or the work of the Spanish priest, Fr. José
María Iraburu, “Hechos de los Apóstoles de América”,
which highlights fascinating details of historical data and
the insightful portrait he shares of Christians in which he
makes of them admirable people.
Of all the framework that makes up the evangelization of
America, there is a concept that strongly attracted my
attention: the Jesuits and their missions. They established
a presence from what is now Argentina to the southwestern
United States. Here, in Arizona, the Italian priest, Father
Eusebio Kino established, among others, the mission
of San Xavier del Bac, which can still be visited today in
Tucson.
The missions were populated by the indigenous peoples
of each place and were organized and managed by the
Jesuits. They were places where people came to know the
Faith but also to learn a new way of life. The Jesuits taught
the natives not only catechism and prayers, but also art,
languages, mathematics, cartography, and agriculture.
They were places that revolved around the religious and
commercial life of those regions, where education and
faith were intertwined, where the relationship between the Church and the New World was cordial, flourishing and
honest. People did not go only to missions to participate in religious acts, but to live, and to learn to live.
I found myself still meditating on those ideas when Pope Francis wrote his document on Evangelization. I would like
to share two paragraphs from it that gave me a lot of clarity:
“The New Jerusalem, the Holy City (cf. Ap 21.2-4), is the destination to which all humanity peregrinates. It is striking
that the revelation tells us that the fullness of humanity and history takes place in a city. We need to recognize the
city from a contemplative perspective, that is, a look of faith that discovers the God who lives in their homes, in their
streets. The presence of God accompanies the sincere searches that people and groups make to find support and
meaning in their lives. He lives among citizens promoting solidarity, fraternity, the desire for good, truth, and justice.
That presence should not be fabricated but discovered, unveiled. God does not hide himself from those who seek
him with a sincere heart, even if they do so gropingly, in an imprecise and diffuse way.
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New cultures continue to develop in these huge human geographies in which the Christian is no longer a promoter
or generator of meaning, but receives from them other languages, symbols, messages and paradigms that offer
new directions of life, often in contrast to the Gospel of Jesus. An unprecedented culture beats and is made in the
city. The Synod has verified that today the transformations of those great areas and the culture they express are
a privileged place of the new evangelization. This requires imagining spaces of prayer and communion with novel
characteristics, more attractive and meaningful for urban dwellers. Rural environments, through the influence of the
mass media, are not alien to these cultural transformations that also operate significant changes in their ways of
life.” (Evangelii Gaudium 71.73)
These words from the Pope made me dream and to better understand some of the limitations of the current parish
campus of St. Anne. I think we all have a very “utilitarian” vision of the spaces in which we live. We go to various
locations “to do something.” If we want to see a movie, we go to the movie theater. If we want to eat something,
we go to a restaurant. If we have to refuel, we go to the gas station. And if we want to pray ... we go to the parish.
From that perspective, I have the feeling that we end up coming to St. Anne because of the things we have to do:
the catechesis of the children or the Sunday Mass. In the missions I spoke of earlier, people were going there just...
to be. Faith is not just something we celebrate. Faith is a way of life. That is why the Pope speaks of “imagining
spaces of prayer and communion.”
Encouraged by these expressions, I dared to imagine a place where families would come to spend time, to connect
with other Catholic families, a place where there was a space that fostered culture and recreational activities, a place
where people not only come to pray or take their children to catechism sessions, but also to live, a place where
young people can meet other young people and, perhaps, form their future families. For that, we need a space
that is beautiful, where it looks more like a park and less like a parking lot, where there is space for plays, concerts,
conferences, as well as a space for catechesis and prayer. A meeting point where people could come to meet other
people of the parish, a city within the city, a modern equivalent of the missions of a previous time, with the feel of a
modern space, a beacon of Catholic light for Gilbert and the East Valley.
These ideas crystallized in building plans that we still
preserve. I pray and hope that someday this project can
be brought to life although we may not be here to see
it. In those plans, the parking lot is underground. On the
main level, there is a Mexican-style plaza, and around it,
facilities for the church, a large space that would serve for
concerts and other cultural activities, as well as buildings
for catechesis and ministries. A beautiful place to create
community, to find Christ present in the sacraments and
to radiate Catholic life, all in the space of the current
campus.
This idea, which may seem absolutely crazy to some,
was presented to our bishop, Thomas J. Olmsted, and
to the auxiliary bishop, Eduardo Nevares, along with the
first sketches of the project. With this I wanted to indicate
that it was not just a “dream”, but a real proposal that we
wanted to see come true. Both encouraged me to continue
exploring possibilities, recognized the need to expand our
parish space and expressed concern about the cost of
undertaking such project. Imagine: underground parking,
new buildings, and new electrical and irrigation systems.
The estimates that were discussed were never below
8 million dollars. It was, and obviously is, a very large
expense that demanded prudence, consultation, time
to outline and a transparent process that was open to
modifications, improvements and any kind of suggestions.
www.stanneaz.org
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1.5 FRIENDS OF THE

NEEDY.
IMPROVEMENTS IN THE
SACRED SPACE OF THE
PARISH
It is clear that this huge project could not be carried
forward at the expense of neglecting our current facilities.
In this sense, the property that is occupied by our beloved
ministry, Friends of the Needy, deserves special attention.
It is not just another ministry within the organizational chart
of the parish life of St. Anne. I believe that it is part of the
very identity of our community. It is a very dear part for all
and is maintained by the generous contributions of many
parishioners and the efforts of hundreds of volunteers and
leaders who serve God by serving the neediest of our
community with dedication, joy and a spirit of sacrifice.
The building in which Friends of the Needy is currently
working is in a state of regrettable deterioration, mainly
due to heavy daily use and the inevitable passage of
time. I invite all who read this letter to go there and to
see for themselves in what conditions our employees
and volunteers work. Both they and the poor they serve
deserve better working conditions, so to that end, we
also began to consider the possible refurbishment and
improvement of this facility.
Unlike the project of the new campus referred to in the
previous section, for which we only made a first approach,
in the case of the building for Friends of the Needy, we
advanced even more with direction from the Pastoral
Council and the Finance Council. We opened the lines
of communications with the City Council and we have a
finished design of the new space that we want to build.
In designing the space, we met with Merci Hernandez,
the director responsible for this ministry, who gave us
her opinions about some things the new facility should
include. The new building would have a larger space for
storage and refrigeration of food, a better distribution of
the work space that facilitates the tasks of loading and
unloading. It should include a spacious area that would
welcome people and families who come to ask for
help and could also serve as a place to provide free or
affordable clothing. In addition, it should include an office
area for employees and volunteers and an upper floor
was designed that would give more meeting space to the
parish and that would serve, in the event of construction
on the main campus, to temporarily house services such
as the parish office. Finally, a parking lot was planned to
improve the flow of entry and exit of vehicles, especially
trucks and larger means of transport.
p 10
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Along with this, as the pastor, I looked around and also saw that improvements could be made in the sacred space
of the parish. I must say that I was encouraged by the conviction that the Lord wanted it and also by the opinions
of so many of you who suggested certain changes, or gave money to acquire new sacred objects. My focus was
on the sanctuary of the church (presbytery) and the sacristy. I want to point out that the motivation was not primarily
aesthetic, to make it more beautiful, because I do not think that our parish church is ugly. In fact, the intention was
never to renew the sacred space in such a way that we changed all its elements and made it unrecognizable, but
to keep the main features as they are and to improve that part of the church maintaining continuity with the past. I
am thinking here especially of our beautiful icons, which are one of the hallmarks of our parish. The changes that I
considered were rather of a liturgical nature, and I would like to point out some here in summary form.
It is not liturgically appropriate that the baptismal font be located in the sanctuary (presbytery), the place where
the Holy Mass is celebrated. The Sacrament of Baptism is the gateway to the life of grace in the Church and,
consequently, it should be celebrated outside the church proper as it was in ancient times and in the Middle Ages, in
those beautiful baptisteries that can still be visited today in Italy, Spain or Asia Minor, or at the entrance of the church,
or in a chapel specifically designed for it. The location of the baptismal font has its own meaning that, unfortunately,
is diluted when it is moved to the front of the Church.
The ambo, which is the place for the proclamation of the Word of God in the Eucharistic celebrations, deserves a
more prominent place as it is one of the two tables where the Holy Mass is celebrated. This means giving it a greater
importance as suggested in the liturgical norms that guard its purpose by asking that it not be used for other types
of uses, such as giving announcements at the end of the Mass.
The arrangement of the chairs in the sanctuary (presbytery) is currently organized in such a way that in important
celebrations, or when for any reason there are a larger number of altar servers, ministers or priests, some of them
cannot see the altar from the places they are standing or sitting. I believe that the space can be reorganized in such
a way that all those who serve at the table of the Eucharist can better see the liturgical action they are helping to
carry out.
The seating of the main celebrant, which is currently placed to one side of the sanctuary (presbytery), could be
located more fittingly, behind the altar, in such a way that it was more centered in relation to the whole congregation.
The altar could, in this new scenario, be closer to the congregation. In addition, the liturgical norms of the Church
prefer stone as the fundamental material of the altar, since it represents Christ, the foundation of the Church (1 Cor.
3:11) and cornerstone (Mt. 21:42). Cf. GIRM 301
The replacement of the current floor of the sanctuary (presbytery) with marble would emphasize the sacred aspect
of that part of the church.
Finally, the installation of a kneeler (altar rail) to give to those faithful who can and want to do so, the possibility of
receiving the Lord on their knees. There has been an increase in the number of parishioners who wish to take the
Body of the Lord on their knees and I want to provide them the necessary means so that they can fulfill that desire
with ease and without fear of falling.
For the design of the plans for the church, I made the decision to contact a company with more than 100 years of
experience in religious art called Granda (usagranda.com). In the United States, Granda worked with Mother Angelica
on the design, construction and decoration of the Monastery of Our Lady of the Angels in Hanceville, Alabama, in
addition to having restored some of the Franciscan missions in California and worked in several cathedrals on the
East Coast. Their sincerity, professionalism and history are the best guarantees of a happy collaboration with them
here at St. Anne.
I would also like to point out that all of these decisions have been made in open communication with the parish
councils, particularly with the Finance Council, and with some of the parish staff. To this day, they have been
part of the process and have contributed their professional competence and dedication in each step of this long
discernment.
www.stanneaz.org
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1.6

TOGETHER LET US GO FORTH,
FEASIBILITY STUDY

While we were in this process, we learned that Bishop Thomas J. Olmsted had decided to begin a diocesan
campaign that we know as “Together Let Us Go Forth”. Everything is providence. As I write this letter, the first fruits
of this great effort that the entire Diocese of Phoenix is undertaking are already beginning to be seen. It is not difficult
to see the hand of God and how much he is blessing the generosity of so many Catholics in Arizona. I believe that,
as far as St. Anne is concerned, all of our plans should be synergistic with those of the diocese because God sees
all and his perspective is always correct.
I can clearly see that for us, participating in the Bishop’s Campaign and supporting the needs in our diocese is a
great blessing. The Diocese of Phoenix is not “something else”, something different from us. We form a part of the
diocese. Besides, are we not all Catholics? We have an obligation to always look beyond our particular needs.
Furthermore, in unity with our Bishop, we recognize an eminent way of living the mandate of Jesus to be one. (Jn
17:21) Saint Ignatius of Antioch, Father of the Church, wrote to the community of Smyrna: “Follow the bishop, like
Jesus Christ to the Father.” This campaign helps us to rise above the smaller interests of our community and to
participate in something greater, something that we could not do without the help of a larger community of people.
As you know, according to the guidelines of this campaign in which all the parishes of the diocese are participating,
35% of the donations return to the parish of the donor. Each parish has a different financial goal based on the
average of the Sunday Mass collections. The goal for us in this campaign is $ 2,255,000, and of that amount,
$789,250 would return to St. Anne.
In order to know the true financial possibilities for St. Anne in the Campaign, at the end of last year (2017), we hired a
company, Ruotolo Associates, the same company that is collaborating with the Diocese for the “Together Let Us Go
Forth” campaign, to carry out a feasibility study. For several weeks, during the months of November and December,
they met with parishioners and families to gather opinions regarding the present and future of our community. In the
context of this feasibility study, all parishioners were also given the opportunity to participate at Sunday Masses.
I want to give the feasibility study the importance it deserves. It was the moment in which all these matters, which
until then had been debated in meetings with staff members and the parish councils, were made known to the entire
community. It was a way of informing everyone as well as asking for the collaboration of all. I understand that all of
this information was truly a community discernment, in which we were trying to be obedient to the Holy Spirit, and
at the same time, it was a way of knowing what our real possibilities were in light of all the projects mentioned here.
Could we do it all or only one part? This project or that one? What did the community think of these initiatives?
I cannot break down all the results of the study, but I do want to reach the final conclusion of it: “Ruotolo Associates
believes that St. Anne Parish is likely to raise in the range of $ 3,445,000 - $ 3,860,000 from parish families during
a capital campaign.”
The results of feasibility study were presented at a meeting in which all members of the Pastoral and Finance
Councils and the Stewardship Committee were invited, as well as the clergy (priests and deacons) of the parish.
The attendance at that meeting was about 50 people. I think I can say that it was a good meeting because it was
another one of those moments when the pastor could see the love that the people of the parish have for St. Anne.
It was also a very honest meeting where they expressed themselves about the hopes and also worries about the
campaign that we were about to begin. Much information was shared so that it was necessary to think carefully and
reflectively, with the purpose of knowing the Will of the Lord for us.
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1.7 MY PILGRIMAGE TO THE HOLY LAND
All this happened days before my departure to the Middle East to begin my three month pilgrimage through the Holy
Land. I give infinite thanks to God for allowing me to make that trip filled with so many experiences, thanks that I can
not adequately express in this letter.
In relation to the “Together Let’s Go Forth” campaign and, more generally, the decision about the work to be carried
out in our parish, I believe that the trip was at a providential time so as to avoid the feeling of urgency. It gave us
the possibility to reflect without haste and, personally, it allowed me to consider all the options without pressure,
opinions or influences from interested parties. It was not an issue that disturbed me during my trip to Israel, or
something to which I would devote most of my considerations. I can affirm that I did not leave the matter aside either.
Without hurry, with peace, in the solitude of the desert, under the light of the Mediterranean sun, walking the paths
of Galilee, I could ponder this matter.
I would like to tell you here, if you will allow me, a little anecdote that is relevant to the conclusions that will come later.
On April 19th, I arrived in the city of Sepphoris, just 6 kilometers from Nazareth, and in the 1st century, the most
flourishing and important city of Lower Galilee. Sepphoris should be a place especially loved by all of us who form
the great family of St. Anne since it is the place where, according to very old traditions (from the 2nd century),
St. Anne was born and lived for many years. It is certain that Jesus, as a child, went there many times to visit the
house of his maternal grandparents. He went to work with Saint Joseph in the works of the Roman city, or to learn
the Torah in the synagogue of the city. I can tell you that in my imagination, I saw the Lord walking through these
places, talking to people, or carrying materials for the construction of public buildings or private homes.
Today, Sepphoris is a kibbutz with a very small population, a few hundred inhabitants. The access is restricted,
and I had to pass through the iron gates that guard the entrance to the place. Once inside, my first goal was to
reach the ruins of the basilica that the Crusaders erected in the 12th century on the foundations of the “St. Anne
www.stanneaz.org
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house”. It was not easy because there are no signs and
it is in the oldest and most unpopulated part of the town.
When I finally discovered the place, I was greeted with
a smile by a monk named Jason. I surprised him as he
was working in the monastery garden. He is the superior
of that community of contemplative life that has only two
members. Father Jason offered me fresh water, which
I gladly accepted, and he showed me the ruins of the
church. I was filled with great emotion when, tired and
sweaty, I finally arrived there.
St. Anne lived here! Mary was here! How many moments of
Jesus’ life had these stones that surround me witnessed?
These and other thoughts rose in the heart of the pilgrim
who arrived in Sepphoris.
Father Jason, who was a Chilean, briefly explained the
history of those ruins. With reverence, we reached
the apse of the church, open to heaven because the
passage of time has torn down the roof of the church,
and we stopped at the foundations of the house of St.
Anne. There, Fr. Jason told me how much he would
like to place something there to indicate to visitors that
Jesus’ grandmother had lived precisely there. There is
no indication, no image, and no sign to memorialize that
place. However, he told me sadly, they lacked the means
to do something minimally worthy of her.
For a good period of time, I stayed there alone in prayer.
Next to the basilica, the monks have prepared a small
room that serves as a chapel and a place of prayer. The
Lord was there in the tabernacle. And a great silence. As
you can imagine, in that place I prayed in a special way for
all of you. I also felt that, from Arizona, many of you prayed
to God for me.
It was there that I thought about how good it would be
to help Fr. Jason in his desire to bring honor to St. Anne
and to attract a greater number of pilgrims to the house of
our patron. I think we are in debt to her for many reasons,
although we may not be aware of it. How many graces,
since the foundation of our parish 75 years ago, have
our families and our community received through her
intercession? Only in eternity will we know.
I thought how beautiful it would be if we could help promote
devotion to St. Anne in her own hometown and to keep
alive the memory of the Mother of the Virgin Mary. In the
context of the “Together Let Us Go Forth” campaign, I
asked the Lord to put this same desire in the hearts of our
parishioners if that was His Will.
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1.8 FINAL DECISION
On May 12th, I returned here as I had left, silently and
anonymously. Reentering my room after so many
experiences was a special moment, almost nostalgic.
Everything was as I left it, but many things had happened
to me. I was very happy to be back and the trip seemed
like a dream that I had just awakened from.
A decision had to be made at last. The decision should
be made by the pastor who had done his homework.
It is possible that I was wrong in this or in many other
things, but to this day, I have a very peaceful conscience.
When I have to make important decisions, I have always
searched in good faith for what I understood was best
for our community. As can be seen at this point in this
letter, I had dedicated time, prayer and discernment to
this matter. I had consulted many times with many people.
I spoke with my superiors and with everyone who could
help me. But in the end, when the last moment arrives,
you are alone with God.
Actually, the decision was not that difficult to make. It
was evident that, in light of the results of the feasibility
study, it was not even possible to begin work on the
parish campus. It is something that far exceeds our real
possibilities today. On the other hand, we also did not
have the financial means to construct the building for
Friends of the Needy which was budgeted at 2.3 million
dollars. With our portion of the “Together Let Us Go Forth”
campaign (35%, about $ 800,000); we can only manage
the part related to improvements in the church for now. As
a result of the opinions that some parishioners expressed
during the process of the feasibility study, the upholstering
of the pews and a change of flooring in the church have
been included in the plan, as well as improvements in
the acoustical and electrical installations of the church. In
addition to this, we must add the purchase of a statue of
St. Anne for the Basilica of Sepphoris. That will be the only
representation of St. Anne in that place and we offer it to
help spread and promote the veneration of our patron and
in gratitude for the graces received by her intercession
and help.
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If the decision was made literally, on the last day, it was
because I wanted at all costs to include the Friends of
the Needy building. For me, it was important that our first
step included the care of the parish church (that is, the
house of God), and the place where we serve the poorest
people in our community. God and the poor, it was an
extraordinary way to face the parish work: the care of the
presence of Christ in the mystery of the Eucharist on the
one hand, and on the other hand the presence of Christ
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in our most disadvantaged brothers. Having to temporarily abandon the Friends of the Needy Annex project was a
sacrifice that I think few people can imagine. I had already imagined the building built and having to put that aside,
at least for now, it seemed a betrayal of the Lord, our volunteers and the needy. However, now I see that the most
prudent decision was the best one that could be taken.
I would also like to say that, when I conveyed my decision and all of my reasoning to the Finance Council, all the
members of the Council supported the resolution. From a financial point of view, it is the safest and most achievable
option for St. Anne.
I want to say the following:
1. - The improvements on the parish campus and for the facilities of Friends of the Needy have not been forgotten. I
am aware that we will have to keep looking for solutions and a means to give them the attention they deserve. At the
end of this process of discernment, it is clear that currently we do not have the resources to improve these aspects,
but our commitment is to try to find the help that allows us, sooner rather than later, to meet these parish needs.
2. - The purpose of this letter is to bring to the attention of the whole community the process taken in the discernment
of the parish work and to let those who come after us know of the journey we have made, so that they know the
path we have followed and can continue the efforts that, at the present time, we are making.
3. - This discernment, as you can see, has been a long process of many years that has taken into account the means
we have and the real possibilities of our parish. It has also been the result of much prayer and many conversations
with parishioners and professionals. I’m sorry I could not talk to all of you. It is also true that the parish councils are
representative bodies and through them the pastor listens to the community.
4. - I wish to encourage you to dream about the parish that we all want. I would like for all of us to share the dream
of a parish campus that responds to the needs of our community and that the dream becomes a prayer, a vision,
an effective action: “I tell you that if two of you on earth agree upon what they ask, it will be granted to them by my
Father who is in heaven “(Mt. 18:19).
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PART 2 - SOME REFLECTIONS ON
“WHAT IS NECESSARY”

In this final part of this letter, I would like to leave you with a series of reflections on a topic that I think is important
for you to consider. It has been previously stated that we have not been able to start work on the new building for
Friends of the Needy or the great work of remodeling and improving the parish campus for the simple reason that,
in both cases, these projects are of an excessively high cost for the parish in light of the information obtained in the
feasibility study.
Even so, there may be some who upon learning of our intention to improve the sacred space of the parish, may
think that this is an expense that is not necessary. Some may say, “Why spend so much money on something that
we do not need?” Or, “Will it add new services to the parish?” “What’s wrong with our church that Father wants to
remodel it?” “Is this not a waste of money?”
Believe me when I tell you that I have been given a lot of thought to this topic. I hope that I can help you in your
discernment and understanding by sharing with you a few of my thoughts on this matter.
The word “necessary” to me seems quite dangerous for two reasons: it admits several levels of meaning and,
precisely because of that, it lends itself very quickly to misunderstandings.
What is “most necessary”? Usually, we would identify “most necessary” with the most immediate emergencies we
have. If the car breaks down, the most “necessary” thing is to fix it in order to have it back in use as soon as possible.
If we fall and open a wound, the most “necessary” thing is to stop the bleeding to avoid excessive blood loss. If we
are dying of thirst in the desert, the most “necessary” thing is to drink water so as not to become dehydrated and
die.
This may lead us to an erroneous conclusion that the things that are “necessary” are those that are important in the
short term and we may end up thinking that they are “the most important and most urgent” needs.
I believe that the question is poorly stated. In general it leads to misunderstandings, particularly as far as our parish
is concerned. I remember a late professor of mine, Fr. Pablo Domínguez, saying provocatively in class, that the worst
thing that could be said about something is that it is “useful”. When describing something as “useful”, we give it value
not for what it is worth in itself, but because it is useful to us. Useful things are means to an end.
When we think in terms of the “necessity” of immediate things, the same thing happens. Sometimes when we say,
“This is not necessary.” it seems that what we really mean is, “This is not important.” “This should not be done.”
“There are other things, other priorities, that we should take care of before this.” Is this really the case?
www.stanneaz.org
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2.1 THE NEED FOR

IMPROVEMENT IN THE
PARISH CHURCH
Now let us think about our parish and everything that
I have shared with you in this letter. Even with good
intentions, money must be spent responsibly and on the
most necessary things for the parish. One could object to
the work in the parish church because it is a want, not a
necessity.
I think we have to be VERY careful when we apply this
way of thinking to the things that most closely relate to
God, especially because they can completely adulterate
our relationship with him. The things of God must be
understood in an interpersonal way and, in this framework,
the “need” is really something absolutely secondary. I invite
you to think about your other interpersonal relationships.
Do we have friends because they are “necessary”?
Do we allow people to be closer to us or further away
from us depending on whether they are “necessary” for
something? It would be terrible to think something like
that!
I encourage you to think about all the things that you do
for the people you love. From this perspective, almost all
of that is unnecessary! Yet, it’s very important to us, right?
Why? BECAUSE LOVE RAISES US TO ANOTHER LEVEL.
WHAT IS IMPORTANT IS GIVING AND RECEIVING LOVE
FROM THE LOVED PERSON. If a husband were to give
his wife beautiful earrings, for example, you would agree
with me that this expense “is not necessary”; the wife does
not “need”, in the utilitarian sense of the word, this jewelry.
But could you say that it is important for him to do so? Is
it not important to make a person feel special or loved?
It’s not only important, it is the most important! It would
be quite unromantic for the husband to tell his wife: “My
love, I wanted to give you earrings, but even though I have
the money to do so, I thought it was unnecessary. You do
not need a gift from me on our anniversary. The important
thing is that I love you.” But in our human nature, gifts are
an expression of love. We give them because, as Saint
Thomas Aquinas says, “love has a right to a first gift”,
which means that when we give someone something we
are expressing our love to that person. What we really
want them to know is that we are giving them the gift of
ourselves.
From this perspective then, of course it is important to
give to the beloved person! The husband will give his wife
the beautiful earrings because he wants to tell her that
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having her in his life is the best thing that has happened to him. That his love for her is still first for him. That time has
not withered the love he feels towards her. That his relationship with her is the most important thing for him. That it
is the most “necessary” for him because without that love he could not continue living.
We all can apply this example to our own lives. We all have children, grandchildren, parents, spouses, or friends
to whom we give many things that are not necessary. We love them. The logic of love is different from the logic of
necessity! My parents have given many gifts to their grandchildren not because my nieces and nephews “need”
those things, but because my parents love them. When a family is waiting for their child to be born, they decorate
and arrange a room for the baby with many things that are “unnecessary”. However, we understand why they do
that, it comes from the love and anticipation of receiving the gift of a new human life.
I wonder why, when it comes to the things of God, we suddenly change our way of thinking and judge things in
terms of “need”? Why do we willingly incur so many unnecessary expenses in relation to other people, but in the
things of God worry about doing only the necessary things? Even in thinking of ourselves, is it not true that we spend
money every day on things that are not necessary? The coffee that we drink, the vacations we enjoy, the restaurants
we frequent, what we invest in our hobbies and interests, is that all necessary? Why do we not have problems in
incurring those expenses, many of which, let’s be honest, are superfluous? But we want the things of God to be
governed by the criteria of necessity. Do we live a double standard, one for us and the people we love and one for
the Lord?

2.2 A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF
“WHAT IS NECESSARY”

According to this reasoning, the most important matters in our lives are not “necessary”. The things that make our
lives more “human”, art in its broadest sense, study, love, wholesome entertainment, are not necessary. What would
become of man without music, poetry, or friendship?
The same can be said about the world of faith. Many people turn away from God because “they do not need him.”
At first glance their lives are working perfectly well without faith in the Lord. They have their jobs, their family; they
have a world in which God seems not to be necessary. If one day one abandons his faith in Christ, the next day
everything is still in place. The world has not ended. The things around you are still the same.
This mentality, when we apply it to God, is VERY dangerous.
Our answer to a person who has abandoned faith could be: “I do not know if God is “necessary” in the most
immediate things in life, but believe me, life is infinitely worse without Him. God makes life better because He gives
us true hope, joy, peace, the life of grace, the mysteries of faith, the understanding of who we are and what our goal
is. He gives us a sense of direction, a great light in the midst of darkness. A friendship that never disappoints.
From this perspective, if “what is necessary“ is equivalent to “the most immediate urgencies”, I will be very frank
with you: the improvements in the church are COMPLETELY UNNECESSARY. I write it in capital letters because
for me, that is the best thing that can be said about what we want to do. It means that our relationship with God is
on another level. We do not do it thinking of ourselves but because we want to give it to Him as a sign of our love.
God, of course, does not need anything, but we love God and we want his house to be beautiful. Like the earrings
that the husband gives to his wife, we want to say to the Lord: “I love you.”
I believe that this opens us to a deeper question: what is “necessary” in the eyes of the Lord? In other words, will
God have a concept of “need” different from ours? What is important for the Lord?
www.stanneaz.org
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2.3

WHAT IS NECESSARY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT.
SOME CONSIDERATIONS

It is clear that we can not go deeper into this question because neither those of you who are reading this letter nor I
who is writing it have the time to go deeper. Therefore, I will refer only to what is most closely related to the work in
our sacred space in light of what we read in the Old Testament.
The Jews also had their “sacred space”. First was the Tent of Meeting during the 40-year pilgrimage in the desert,
and once they arrived in the Promised Land, the Temple in Jerusalem built by King Solomon I was able to see and
to reflect on the Tent of Meeting on my pilgrimage to the Holy Land. On our third day of walking through Israel, my
cousin and I arrived at Timna Park in the Negev desert where there is a life-size replica of the Tent of Meeting as
described in the book of Exodus. It was impressive to see that replica in the valley, surrounded by mountains, in the
middle of the desert. It is very likely that thousands of years ago, the real Tent of the Meeting would have rested in
that same place.
It was not a small structure, about 150x75 feet. It was made of heavy and noble materials, among which were the
gold, silver and bronze that the people of Israel had brought out of Egypt. It was not a lightweight structure, not
easy to transport. Surely, from a utilitarian point of view, it was not reasonable to transport something so heavy from
one place to another. Did Israel need the Tent of Meeting? From the most practical point of view, no. In the desert,
the primary needs are the most urgent to satisfy. Yahweh provided them with manna and quail for them to eat, and
water, which Moses made come out of the rock.
Why did God insist so much on it? The main reason is that this was the place where God lived. God walked with his
people! His people offered God the best they had in loving gratitude for having freed them from slavery:
“Yahweh spoke to Moses, saying,” Tell the Israelites to make offerings for me, you will reserve for me the offering of
everyone whose heart moves. “Of these you reserve the following: gold, silver and bronze, purple and scarlet purple,
crimson, linen fine and goat hair, ram skins dyed red, fine leather and acacia wood, oil for lighting, aromas for the
anointing oil and aromatic incense, onyx stones and stones to be set for the ephod and you will make a sanctuary
for me to live in their midst.” Ex 25, 1-9
Israel offered the best materials that it had for the construction of that Tabernacle. There Moses entered when he
wanted to talk to God and he did it face to face, as a friend speaks to a friend (Ex 33, 11). In the Tent of Meeting which is a symbol of Jesus Christ - God was present and accompanied his people in the vicissitudes of their path
to freedom.
The Tent of Meeting accompanied Israel until the Israelites entered the Promised Land. To keep and venerate the Ark
of the Covenant that had rested in this tent during the 40 years in the desert, a long time later Israel built a temple
in Jerusalem. That first temple, which David wanted to raise but whom Yahweh forbade because his hands were
stained with blood, was finally built by his son, Solomon. It was the first of the Jewish temples in Jerusalem. That
temple was later destroyed during the invasion of Nebuchadnezzar that preceded the exile to Babylon. Then two
more temples would come. I am not going to mention the biblical texts that speak of the temple so as not to tire you,
but trust me when I tell you that the people of Israel used the best materials for the place of the presence of God.
Nor can this concern and care for the Temple by the Israelites be understood by the criteria of necessity. For a young
and fragile kingdom like Israel, necessity would have dictated other priorities such as the protection of borders and
the development of an army. After the return to Judea following the exile, an entire nation had to be raised, and yet
the greatest effort was concentrated in the construction of the new Temple of God. It was clear that the priority was
that the best place should be built for the Lord and that he be served there with sincerity of heart.
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I believe that the consideration of these two moments
of revelation, the Tent of Meeting and the Temple of
Jerusalem, are already placing us on the track of what
really matters. In both cases, we find an alteration in the
order of “priorities”: for God, the first thing is the beauty
and care of the places where He manifests himself. It is
evident that the worship of God is not reduced to the
practice in the temple. In fact the prophets revile and
condemn the rites when they are not accompanied by
an authentic conversion of the heart. Perhaps the most
famous passage is that of Jeremiah, chapter 7. I invite
you to read it at home because it is a true examination
of conscience for us. External worship is not pleasing to
God if it is not born of a repentant heart. But that does not
mean that one should focus so much on the “heart” that it
forgets the place that God has chosen to inhabit. In fact,
the house of God deserves the best:
“Then King David addressed the whole assembly and
said:” My son Solomon, whom God has evidently chosen
to be the next king of Israel, is still young and inexperienced.
The work that he has before him is enormous, because
the temple he will build is not for mere mortals, it is for the
Lord God! Using every resource within my reach, I have
gathered everything I could to build the temple of my God.
So there is enough gold, silver, bronze, iron and wood, as
well as large amounts of onyx and other expensive jewelry,
and all kinds of fine stones and marble.
Now, due to the devotion I have for the temple of my God,
I give all my own treasures of gold and silver to help in the
construction. This is in addition to the building materials
that I have already gathered for your holy temple. I donate
more than one hundred and two tons of gold from Ophir
and two hundred and thirty-eight tons of refined silver to
cover the walls of the buildings and for the other works
in gold and silver that the craftsmen will do. Now, who
among you will follow my example and today will give
offerings to the Lord? “
Then the heads of families, the chiefs of the tribes of
Israel, the generals and captains of the army and the
administrative officials of the king, all offered voluntarily.
For the construction of the temple of God they donated
around one hundred and seventy tons of gold, ten
thousand gold coins, three hundred and forty tons of
silver, six hundred and twelve tons of bronze and three
thousand four hundred tons of iron. They also contributed
a great quantity of precious stones, which were deposited
in the treasury of the house of the Lord under the care
of Jehiel, a descendant of Gershon. The people rejoiced
over the offerings, because they had given freely and with
all their heart to the Lord, and King David was filled with
joy.
www.stanneaz.org
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Then David praised the Lord in the presence of the whole
assembly: “O Lord, God of our ancestor Israel, may you
be praised forever and ever! You, O Lord, are greatness,
power, glory, victory and majesty. All that is in the heavens
and on earth is yours, O Lord, and this is your kingdom.
We adore you as the one who is above all things. Wealth
and honor only come from you, because you govern
everything. Power and strength are in your hands, and
according to your criteria, people become powerful and
receive strength.
Oh our God, we thank you and praise your glorious name!
But who am I, and who is my people, so that we can give
something to you? Everything we have has come from
you, and we give you only what you first gave us! We are
here only for a moment, visitors and foreigners on earth,
just like our ancestors. Our days on earth are like a passing
shadow, they pass quickly without a trace.
O Lord our God, even these materials that we have
gathered to build a temple to honor your holy name
come from you! Everything belongs to you! I know, my
God, that you examine our heart and rejoice when you
find integrity in it. You know that I have done all this with
good intentions and I have seen your people giving their
offerings voluntarily and with joy.
Oh Lord, God of our ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Israel,
make your people always want to obey you. Make sure
their love for you never changes. Give my son Solomon
the desire to obey with all his heart your commands, laws
and decrees, and to do everything necessary to build this
temple, for which I have made these preparations. “(1
Chron 29, 1-19).
You can also read the book of Haggai, which narrates the
efforts to build the second temple of Jerusalem after the
exile. The idea is always the same: God wants and blesses
the construction of the Temple and, in the obedience of
faith, Israel undertakes that enterprise with sacrifices and
generosity.
I invite you to consider what this may mean for us, here at
St. Anne. I leave each one of you with these conclusions.
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2.4 THE NEW TESTATMENT ON WHAT IS NECESSARY?
“THERE IS ONLY ONE IMPORTANT THING”

I would like to bring to your attention two texts from the New Testament which I think can help us discern what is
important or necessary. The lens through which we are considering these reflections is that of the work in the parish
and the “need” we have to improve our sacred space.
Both the Temple of Jerusalem and the Tent of Meeting are images, symbols, figure “types” that prefigure Jesus
Christ. In the Prologue of the Gospel of Saint John we read, “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among
us” (Jn. 1:14). The use of the word “dwelling” evokes, even in Greek, the act of “camping” or “putting up a tent”.
Everyone agrees that the Evangelist is evoking here the Tent of Meeting: just as God made himself present to his
people in the Tent and walked with them and spoke with Moses “face to face” there (Ex. 33:11), so now, in a new
way, God becomes present in the flesh of Christ, walks with us and we can see the Father in Him. (Jn. 14:9)
On the other hand, Jesus presents himself as the new Temple. “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up”
(Jn. 2:19); and Saint John points out: “But he was speaking about the temple of his body”. (Jn. 2:21) If before Jesus
Christ, the Temple indicated the place of access to God, now, in Jesus Christ, God and man reach the greatest
degree of union that can be contemplated. In the unity of his Person, the two natures, divine and human, coexist,
without confusion, without change, without division, without separation. It is in Him that man has, from now on,
access to God by the fact that He Himself is God.
The human life of Jesus was always closely linked to the Temple of Jerusalem. Eight days after his birth he was
presented in the Temple and, at age 12, we find him there again, talking with the teachers of the Law. In his public
ministry, Christ goes several times to Jerusalem on a pilgrimage to what he calls “the House of my Father”. The New
Testament presents the Lord consumed by “zeal” when he sees the abuses that were taking place in that holy place,
the place the Lord has chosen, desired for a dwelling. (PS 132:13)
And yet, the new worship of God “in spirit and truth” is brought by Jesus Christ and realized in Jesus Christ. We
are all invited to friendship with the Lord and to have our entire life revolve around our relationship with Him. Our
church serves this sole purpose. The only goal of St. Anne Parish, its ministries and its facilities, is to bring people,
each individual person, into living contact with Jesus Christ. Everything that does not lead to Jesus is undoubtedly
useless.
That brings me to the first of the texts that I would like for you to read carefully. Jesus is going to tell us here what things
are necessary, or rather, what the only necessary thing is. This passage should be meditated on more frequently.
It has been very present with me since I was in Holy Land. The last day before leaving Jerusalem, I “escaped” to
Bethany, a city that is difficult to access because it is in Palestine, on the other side of the border. I was told that in
the 1980s, it was filled with pilgrims because the town is just 6 kilometers in a straight line from Jerusalem. While I
was preparing for my trip, I saw it on the map and I thought that with luck, I could get there by walking, which was
the way I had chosen to make my pilgrimage. But I was wrong! It was an authentic adventure. I had to use public
transportation and to pass through Customs and security controls. When I arrived there, on a bus filled with Arabs,
I was able to spend a beautiful day of retreat in silence and prayer. Today almost nobody visits the tomb of Lazarus
and the house of Martha and Mary. It is far too complicated for groups of tourists and there are even warnings about
the danger of entering the Muslim quarter of the city. However, I can say that I had a heavenly day. I was alone in the
darkness of the tomb, asking Jesus to work in me the same miracle that he performed in Lazarus and “take me out”
of my sins and mediocrity. I spent several hours praying in the church that the Franciscans maintain, alone, without
anyone else for the majority of the time I was there. The place where Scripture tells us that the following happened:
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As they continued their journey he entered a village where a women whose name was Martha welcomed him. She
had a sister named Mary [who] sat beside the Lord at his feet listening to him speak. Martha, burdened with much
serving, came to him and said, “Lord do you not care that my sister has left me by myself to do the serving? Tell her
to help me.” The Lord said to her in reply, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and worried about many things. There
is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her.” Lk.10, 38-42).
For Jesus, only one thing is necessary. This should greatly simplify our lives which get tangled in so many things
so easily. The only thing that matters is Jesus. Listen to him. Love him. Follow him. Look at him. Learn from him
in silence, like Mary. Sometimes we forget the one thing that matters to God because we are very concerned with
the immediate, like Martha. But the immediate thing is not necessary. That which demands our attention is not the
perspective of Jesus.
I do not want to expand too much now, but rather invite you to apply this Gospel passage to the consideration of
our parish work. Perhaps, as a result of what we have been doing, the Lord invites us today to think that He, now,
is the one who demands our attention. That perhaps all the things that seem “important” to us at the parish level, in
reality, have to occupy a secondary place because the only thing necessary now is to focus on Him. Perhaps as we
dedicate ourselves to the work in our sacred space, it is a kind of reminder that the Lord does not want us to be like
Martha. He does not want us to worry so much about the chores and the immediate things in our community that
we forget that the best part is to be at the feet of Jesus, to receive him in our house and listen to him without haste.

2.5

“THE POOR WILL ALWAYS BE WITH YOU”

To conclude, I offer you another passage from the Gospels in which Jesus appreciates the “waste” of Mary. It is a
text that Saint John Paul II used in his last encyclical letter (“Ecclesia de Eucharistia”) to talk about the adornment of
churches and for precisely that reason I think it can help us reflect.
It is evident that according to utilitarian criteria art is not “necessary”. We do not need, for example, confessionals
to celebrate the Sacrament of Penance: with a couple of chairs we would have what we need. We do not need the
paintings that adorn our walls, nor the music we hear. We could eliminate most of the things we have, the books that
we have read, because they are not “necessary”. I believe at this point we are all convinced of the need to review
our understanding of things and to open ourselves to the logic of love, which asks for different things. The light of
faith teaches us to live differently.
I will conclude with the words of John Paul II, which references the Gospel passage we are considering in the
present, the anointing in Bethany itself. It seems that Mary had learned well the lesson of dedicating herself to tasks
that were “unnecessary” in the eyes of the world, but very beautiful in the eyes of Jesus. She anoints the feet of the
Lord with an expensive ointment. In the eyes of Judas that was an unnecessary use of money, and so he addresses
the following to the Lord, “Why was the oil not sold for three hundred days’ wages and given to the poor?” (Jn.12:5)
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It really was an expensive perfume! To give us an idea of what the fragrance must have cost, Judas values it at 300
denarii. In the biblical passage of Saint Mark, the multiplication of the loaves, the disciples calculate that to feed
more than 5,000 men without counting women and children, “Are we to buy two hundred days’ wages worth of food
and give it to them to eat?” (Mk 6:37). Since one denarium would have been what a person usually earned for a day
of work, it is possible to surmise that Mary used all of her savings on the ointment - all that she had.
Judas’ comment could almost be translated like this: “It was not necessary to spend so much money on this, that
it is not worth anything, when the money could have been given to the poor.” He was a thief, and he wanted that
money but the meaning of his comment is that what Mary had done was a waste and deserved condemnation.
Jesus answers him by saying “You will always have the poor with you.”(Mt. 26:11) The Lord thanks and defends
Mary before all those present there. We have again, as in the previous passage, “accused” poor Mary of doing
“unnecessary” things. The comments of Martha and Judas, pointing to her, is actually directed against Jesus. What
the two comments really mean is, “Why do you allow such behaviors in her?”
Jesus takes pleasure in the gestures and actions of Mary. Jesus is pleased that she spent all that money on such a
detail because it is a sign of her love for him. Love leads people to a different kind of logic, one that is not simply to
supply the “primary needs”, but to express affection for the loved person. Humanly speaking, Judas is right. There
are other “more necessary” things. But Jesus (here we are commenting on two biblical passages) responds with
mercy, in reality, there is only one important thing. Love moves us to perform actions that have no meaning from the
logic of immediate advantage but in the eyes of God are beautiful because they unite us more fully to Him. “Ama et
fac quod vis”. Love and do what you will.
John Paul II applies this passage to the theme of art in the church. I invite you to consider it unhurriedly in your prayer.
Art is a wonderful expression of the beauty of faith. “Beauty will save the world,” said the brilliant Dostoyevsky.
Beauty, in its broadest sense, elevates us to another level, more divine than human. I am persuaded that people see
an open door to encounter God when they encounter beauty, This is also true in our churches. It is a legacy that we
leave for future generations that speaks of our faith and the importance that Jesus and the Eucharist were and are
for us. It creates a connection between the past, present, and future generations.
The “via pulchritudinis”, the way of beauty, of which Pope Benedict XVI spoke, is a privileged way to reach God.
For this reason, the renewal of our church is also a work of evangelization because, as Saint John Paul II wrote in
his “Letter to Artists”, “to transmit the message that Christ has entrusted to it, the Church needs art.” Our Music
Director, Paul Dittus, shared recently with the parish community the results of a study that indicated the attraction
experienced by young people in the contemplation of beautiful churches. I myself have been able to see that effect
in so many people during the Way of St. James. Here at St. Anne, we had an example of this in the construction
and installation of the new confessionals. I remember the initial opposition of some people who were dissatisfied
with a project of this nature. “Why did you have to bring such expensive confessionals? Why make them come
from Italy? Why was the community invited to such a considerable expense when we were still paying the debt of
the parish? Could you not continue using the old room with those two chairs that were there before?” There were
people who told me that they were going to suspend their financial contributions to the parish as a way to express
their opposition to the project. Even so, the support of the community was mostly positive and we have all seen the
abundant fruits of that beautiful effort. We have seen many people receive the grace of God in our confessionals.
We have seen how that was the beginning of great change in other parishes. We have heard stories of many people
who returned to the Lord attracted by what began with the attempt to prepare a beautiful place for the celebration of
a beautiful sacrament. Only in eternity will we understand the miracles that the Holy Spirit has worked within those
confessionals that we built together. Can there be something more “evangelizing” than reconciling souls with a good
God who is always willing to forgive us? From the beginning, there was a search for beauty to which many people
reacted with generosity.
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In summary, I would say the work in the church, on one hand, is not necessary and, on the other hand, it is the most
necessary thing that we have in hand. As I said before, I am glad they are not necessary according to the perspective
of immediate needs because it means that we are doing it out of love for God. At the same time, in reality, I see what
we need most in the parish is not to expand the space for our ministries and activities, or to build new buildings in
which to serve the most needy, but to listen in silence and pour out our hearts to our Lord Jesus Christ who, in the
Tabernacle of our church, lives, loves, and speaks to us.
Above all, as I have explained in this document, we believe that it is time to take care of this work. This is long letter,
but I preferred to explain my decision in detail rather than leaving unanswered questions. I also wanted to share with
you the Word of God and some of the biblical passages that have helped me in my discernment so that you, too,
can pray with them and make your own discernment.
I pray to the Lord, through the Virgin Mary, to help us all in doing the Will of God in the work of each day so that our
beloved parish of St. Anne will be the place that He has imagined for us.
May God bless you all,

Fr. Sergio

2.6 A FINAL REFLECTION FROM

SAINT JOHN PAUL II – Ecclesia de Eucaristia,

Chapter 5, The Dignity of the Eucharistic Celebration
47. Those who read the account of the Eucharistic institution in the Synoptic Gospels are impressed by the simplicity
and at the same time, the “severity” with which Jesus, on the evening of the Last Supper, institutes the great
Sacrament. There is an episode that, in a certain sense, serves as a prelude: the anointing of Bethany. A woman,
whom John identifies with Mary, the sister of Lazarus, pours on the head of Jesus a bottle of precious perfume,
provoking in the disciples -in particular in Judas (Mt 26, 8, Mk 14, 4, Jn. 12, 4) - a reaction of protest, as if this
gesture was an intolerable “waste”, considering the demands of the poor. But the value of Jesus is very different.
Without taking anything away from the duty of charity towards the needy, to which the disciples always have to
dedicate themselves – “you always have the poor with you” (Mt 26, 11; Mk 14, 7; cf. Jn 12, 8) -, He looks at the
imminent event of his death and burial, and appreciates the anointing that is made as an anticipation of the honor
that his body also deserves after death, because it is inseparably linked to the mystery of his person.
In the Synoptic Gospels, the story continues with the commission given by Jesus to the disciples to carefully prepare
the “large upper room”, necessary to celebrate the Paschal Supper (cf. Mk 14, 15; Lk. 22, 12), and with the narration
of the institution of the Eucharist. Let us see, at least in part, the outline of the Hebrew rites of the Paschal Supper
until the singing of the Hymns (cf. Mt 26, 30; Mk 14, 26), the story, even with the variants of the different traditions,
shows as concise as solemn the words pronounced by Christ on the bread and on the wine, assumed by Him
as a concrete expression of his surrendered body and his shed blood. All these details are remembered by the
evangelists in the light of a habit of the “fraction of bread” already well established in the early Church. But the event
of Holy Thursday, from the very history that Jesus lived, reveals the features of a liturgical “sensitivity”, articulated in
the Old Testament tradition and prepared to be remodeled in the Christian celebration, in sync with the new content
of Easter.
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48. Like the woman of the anointing at Bethany, the Church has not been afraid to “waste”, devoting her best
resources to express her reverent astonishment at the immeasurable gift of the Eucharist. No less than those first
disciples responsible for preparing the “large upper room,” the Church has felt impelled throughout the centuries
and in different cultures to celebrate the Eucharist in a context worthy of such a great Mystery. The Christian liturgy
was born in continuity with the words and gestures of Jesus and developing the ritual heritage of Judaism. In fact,
there is nothing that can be more adequately expressed then the welcoming gift of self that the divine Spouse
continually makes to the Church, making available to all generations of believers the Sacrifice offered once and for
all on the Cross, and nurturing all the faithful. Although the logic of the “banquet” inspires familiarity, the Church has
never given in to the temptation to trivialize this “cordiality” with her Husband, forgetting that He is also her God
and that the “banquet” always remains, after all, a sacrificial banquet, marked by the blood spilled on Golgotha.
The Eucharistic banquet is truly a “sacred” banquet, in which the simplicity of the signs contains the abyss of God’s
holiness: “O Sacrum convivium, in quo Christus sumitur! “The bread that is part of our altars, offered to our condition
of pilgrims on the way through the paths of the world, is “panis angelorum”, bread of the angels, which can not be
approached except with the humility of the centurion of the Gospel: “Lord, I am not worthy to have you enter under
my roof” (Mt 8, 8; Lk 7, 6).
49. In the context of this elevated sense of mystery, it is understood how the Church’s faith in the Eucharistic Mystery
has been expressed in history not only through the demand for an interior attitude of devotion, but also through a
series of external expressions, designed to evoke and underline the magnitude of the event that is celebrated. This
is the origin of the process that has progressively led to the establishment of a special regulation of the Eucharistic
liturgy, in respect of the various legitimately constituted ecclesial traditions. Also on this basis, a rich art heritage has
been created. Architecture, sculpture, painting, music, guided by the Christian mystery, have found in the Eucharist,
directly or indirectly, a motive of great inspiration.
For example, this has happened with architecture from the first Eucharistic seats in the “home” of Christian families,
which has given a way as far as the historical context has allowed, to the solemn basilicas of the first centuries,
to the imposing cathedrals of the Middle Ages, to the churches, small or large, that have gradually constellated
the lands where Christianity has arrived. The forms of the altars and tabernacles have been developed within the
spaces of the liturgical seats following in each case, not only reasons of aesthetic inspiration, but also the demands
of an appropriate understanding of the Mystery. It can also be said of sacred music, consider the inspired Gregorian
melodies and in the many, and often notable, authors who have affirmed themselves with the liturgical texts of the
Holy Mass. We can observe the enormous amount of artistic productions, from the fruit of good craftsmanship to
true works of art, in the sector of objects and adornments used for the Eucharistic celebration.
It can be said the Eucharist, while it has shaped the Church and spirituality, it has had a strong impact on “culture,”
especially in the aesthetics.
50. In this effort of adoration of the Mystery, from the ritual and aesthetic point of view, the Christians of the West and
of the East, in a certain sense, have made each other “competence.” How can we not thank the Lord, in particular,
for the contribution that Christian art has made to the great architectural and pictorial works of the Greek-Byzantine
tradition and the entire Slavonic geographical and cultural environment? In the East, sacred art has retained a
particularly intense sense of mystery, encouraging artists to conceive their desire to produce beauty, not only as a
manifestation of their own, but also as an authentic service to faith. Going far beyond mere technical ability, they
have known how to open themselves with meekness to the Spirit of God.
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