
“The Servant Church” – a renewal day for Eucharistic Ministers – St 

Peter’s, Hinckley, Saturday June 14 2014 

Session 1 A ‘Servant’ Church? 

On May 1st this year I sat with a lot of other very sad people in Liverpool 

Cathedral as we watched our beloved Bishop Malcolm finally take his leave of 

us. Next to me was a priest from up there who, it turned out, writes a weekly 

column for a national Catholic newspaper. After Bishop Malcolm had finished 

speaking, I asked him, ‘did you get all that?’. He replied, ‘O yes, he was 

speaking about St Joseph’ (whose feast day it happened to be). I smiled and 

thought to myself, these chaps don’t get him at all, and said, ‘no he wasn’t 

speaking about St Joseph at all.  Go home and read what he said on the internet 

and when you’ve read it, read it again, then you will understand.’ He looked 

rather puzzled and I hope he did what I asked him. Bishop Malcolm was not 

only setting out his stall for his new ministry in Liverpool, but was putting 

before his new people a vision of what the Church of which we are all part 

needs to be and look like. He said: “The secret of everything is to let yourself be 

carried by the Lord and to carry the Lord. Our principal task as Christians is to 

make that message known, (i.e. Jesus is my Saviour) to make Jesus present in 

the world of today. To do this, we must be ready, like Joseph, to break with 

convention, and do things differently. Joseph teaches us that everything we say 

and do in our personal and family lives, our parishes and schools, our convents 

and chaplaincies, must have as its purpose and its end the proclamation of 

Jesus as Lord, for he is the source and the summit of our lives. Taking risks to 

proclaim the good news of salvation is the task before us as much here in the 

Archdiocese of Liverpool as elsewhere. Breaking with structures and 

conventions that give us comfort, that feed our complacency and dull our 

sensitivity to the demands of being a Christian, is what it means to be a 

missionary disciple.  The task of proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ is 

for all of us. We are all called to carry the Lord and be carried by the Lord. So 

let us dream together about how we can better proclaim Jesus as Lord in our 

own lives, in our parishes, and in our Diocese. And we are called to dream this 

dream joyfully, filled with the hope which the Risen Lord gives his Church, and 

never giving in to the temptation to misery or despair, even when it seems we 

are swimming against the tide. My prayer today is that all of us, each and every 

one of us, will make the preaching of the Gospel our primary task. Just as the 

vocation to be holy, to be saints, is not for the chosen few but for the multitude 



for whom Christ shed his Blood, so too is the proclamation of Christ in the 

world in which we live. We proclaim it in our words, in the way in which we 

speak to and about one another; in our actions, in the way in which we treat 

other people and serve them; and in our worship, when we gather in the 

awesome presence of God to worship him in spirit and truth. To be a Christian 

is a real challenge in the world in which we live, but it is a joyful, hope-filled 

and life-giving challenge for which we are prepared by Christ, who gives us the 

grace of the sacraments to give our lives in his service to the greater glory of 

God. Together let us accept that challenge, and promise Christ, whoever we 

are, that we will be carried by him, and carry him, in every moment and aspect 

of our lives.  

Here is a bishop who is telling us that we must not be afraid to take risks, to 

break existing structures and conventions in the preaching of the gospel and the 

living out of our faith. In so doing of course, he would claim that he was doing 

no more than echoing verbatim the words and the spirit of Pope Francis: “The 

joy of the gospel is for all people; no one can be excluded.”(para.23). We will 

truly miss Bishop Malcolm and pray that he will do great things for the people 

of Liverpool. 

When first asked to offer these reflections to you here only three years after last 

having done so, I considered what I might say and then looked at what I had 

said last time and not much had changed – the world in which we exercise our 

ministry is as ‘secular’ as it was then, possibly more so, people were still 

inward-looking and somehow detached from institutional faith and for many of 

them to keep believing was still a struggle. So what is different and how might 

that affect what we are considering today? For me personally, two things: first 

of all last summer I spent 18 days of my so-called holiday in hospital, most of 

which was in Italy. It turned out I was quite seriously ill with a blood clot on my 

lungs and this necessitated 4 days in intensive care staring at a wall wired up to 

every machine thinkable, a vision I had seen countless times over the years of 

other people but never imagining it would happen to me as well, and then 

afterwards 8 days on a stuffy ward looking out at the lake beside which I was 

supposed to be relaxing, and then 6 more days in Glenfield Hospital, where I 

have had occasion work very frequently ever since it opened. There was plenty 

of time for reflection and my main concern was to get well and get back to 

working my people here in Hinckley and in SPANNED whom I love – some of 

whom I even like! – because my work is my life. There is no other. The second 



thing can be summed up very simply in two words, something that has breathed 

life and hope and inspiration into so many believers and non-believers all over 

the world and made us feel that yes, despite appearances to the contrary, despite 

the mistakes and the downright sinfulness of it all, this Church is something we 

can still want to be part of, engage in and promote. I’m speaking of course 

about Pope Francis. So in thanksgiving for still being alive and for Pope Francis 

and how he has totally affirmed all the things I have tried to do and worked for 

these past 40 odd years, I set myself to study and prepare 21 evening sessions 

for a small group of faithful souls, which programme ends tomorrow. We asked 

ourselves, what has happened to us in the Church and in the world, what has 

happened during the course of history, what is happening today and what sort of 

Church do we want to live and work in, more to the point, what sort of Church 

does the Lord himself want us to be. Thus ‘the Servant Church’ emerged after 

the example of him ‘who came not to be served but to serve and to give his life 

as a ransom for many,’ the Church envisaged by Pope John XX111 in the 

Second Vatican Council 50 years ago, the Church which has ruined itself by 

pride, arrogance and scandal, and yet somehow survives, limited in number and 

influence, but still here nevertheless, the Church which in the words of Pope 

Francis, “is or should go back to being a community of the people of God. 

Priests, pastors and bishops who have the care of souls are at the service of the 

people of God….”  It is this Church, a Church that has never fully been, even 

from the beginning and has yet to be, that we now feel once more invigorated at 

aiming to create, this Church in which you and I exercise the Eucharistic 

Ministry of service, and which I wish to put before you today. Much of what I 

want to say to you is contained in two documents: the Pope’s brilliant 

exhortation, “The Joy of the Gospel” and “The Servant of the Lord”, which is 

the libretto and theological thinking behind “Mother Mary”, which is published 

today. 

To understand why Pope Francis took the time and trouble to publish his 

exhaustive ‘exhortation’ we look at the editorial of “The Tablet” for November 

30 2013: 

“The plan that Pope Francis wants the Church to follow has been emerging 

piece by piece since his election in March, but now he has set it out in detail. He 

wants a change of the Church’s culture and character, a change of its 

priorities, a change of its structures. He wants a Church that is neither 

sleepwalking nor marching in step, but that goes forth into the world getting the 



mud of the streets on its shoes, to deliver the message of God’s infinite care for 

every bit of it….the Pope is joyfully exhorting his flock to rethink almost 

everything it does in pursuit of its one key aim: evangelization: ‘rather than 

experts in dire predictions, dour judges bent on rooting out every threat and 

deviation, we should appear as joyful messengers of challenging proposals, 

guardians of the goodness and beauty which shine forth in a life of fidelity to 

the gospel.’ Contrary to those who equate evangelization simply with 

encouraging church-going, he embraces ‘those members of the faithful who 

preserve a deep and sincere faith, expressing it in different ways, but seldom 

taking part in worship.’  

It is clear that the vision of our new pope is quite different from that which 

many of us have become used to within and without the Church community. He 

is not looking to preserve an institution but to create a community of faith, 

reaching out with ‘good news’ to the whole world. He demonstrates this not 

only in what he writes and says but also in what he does, in his whole manner of 

living and treating people. It is so refreshing but also worrying in that there will 

be those who cannot accept this ‘prophetic’ vision and may even work against 

it, even within the Church itself. 

“I prefer a Church which is bruised, hurting and dirty because it has been out 

on the streets, rather than a Church which is unhealthy from being confined and 

from clinging to its own security. I do not want a Church concerned with being 

at the centre and which then ends up being caught in a web of obsessions and 

procedures. If something should rightly disturb us and trouble our consciences, 

it is the fact that so many of our brothers and sisters are living without the 

strength, light and consolation born of friendship with Jesus Christ, without a 

community of faith to support them, without meaning and a goal in life. More 

than by fear of going astray, my hope is that we will be moved by the fear of 

remaining shut up within structures which give us a false sense of security, 

within rules which make us harsh judges, within habits that make us feel safe, 

while at our door people are starving and Jesus does not tire of saying to us: 

‘give them something to eat’ (Mk.6:37)” (para.49) 

Within this wonderful vision, there is so much for us ministers to think about 

and rejoice in: 

The thing the Church needs most today is the ability to heal wounds, and to 

warm the hearts of the faithful. It needs nearness, proximity..  The Church has 



sometimes locked itself up in small things, in small-minded rules. The most 

important thing is the first proclamation: Jesus Christ has saved you. And the 

ministers of the Church must be ministers of mercy above all…Those who today 

always look for disciplinarian solutions, those who long for an exaggerated 

doctrinal ‘security’, those who stubbornly try to recover a past that no longer 

exists – they have a static and inward-directed view of things… 

The Church that Jesus and his disciples preached was missionary and poor and 

is still valid today….Our goal is not to proselytise but to listen to needs, desires 

and disappointments, despair and hope. We must restore hope to young people, 

help the old, be open to the future, spread love. Be poor among the poor….the 

main purpose is to help every person to follow the good and fight evil as he 

conceives them. This will be enough to make the world a better place. 

But of course, this Church is not the Church that most people perceive. We 

know full well that numbers coming to Mass have dropped dramatically, and 

those who do often appear to sit very lightly to their commitment to the Lord in 

this way. There are very many reason for this and it is not always easy to 

analyse. Last year a friend gave me a book on the Church of England and what 

had happened to it, called “Is God still and Englishman?” by the journalist Cole 

Moreton. He has some fairly pertinent things to say: 

 We didn’t stop going to church because of spiritual apathy or a rejection of the 

ways of God, or any of those things the preachers like to accuse us of. Well, 

maybe some of us did but most of us just found better things to do. Sunday 

trading began in 1994 and has a cataclysmic effect on church-going.  There was 

a genuine expectation among church leaders that the numbers might rise again, 

like the Lord, if the message was put across clearly. Instead, for some strange 

reason, people started to believe that looking at nice things in pleasantly lit, 

warm shops, and getting an instant buzz from buying them, and sitting down for 

a coffee and cake with their companions before looking at some more nice 

things were more attractive than sitting in a cold and gloomy stone barn being 

shouted at by a fish-faced man who called you a sinner. Fancy that….In the 

90’s recession, the British responded by working longer hours than the people 

of any other country in Europe, which had an impact on the weekend; we were 

too tired, too frantic catching up with essential chores or too occupied with 

work that had to be brought home to think about eating, let alone going out to 

church. The Sunday roast fell out of favour. So did the habit of staying together 

in one place all day. A decade after the shopping and drinking laws were 



changed, researchers found that 80% of adults took a trip on a Sunday to visit 

friends, family, museums, gardens, parks, galleries, cinemas, shopping centres 

and sports events…almost anywhere except a place of worship. 

This of course is nothing new which should at least be consoling. I have a great 

love for the poetry of T. S. Eliot because I feel he expresses so beautifully and 

concretely the human situation in which we find ourselves. Here are some 

words from his masterpiece, “The Rock”, which was written as long ago as 

1934: 

“I journeyed to London, to the timekept City, 

Where the River flows, with foreign flotations. 

There I was told: we have too many churches, 

And too few chop-houses.  

There I was told: Let the vicars retire.                                                                                              

Men do not need the Church                                                                                                                     

In the place where they work,                                                                                                       

but where they spend their Sundays 

In the City, we need no bells: Let them waken the suburbs.                                                            

I journeyed to the suburbs, and there I was told:                                                                          

We toil for six days, on the seventh we must motor                                                                          

to Hindhead, or Maidenhead.                                                                                                     

If the weather is foul we stay at home and read the papers.                                                                                  

In industrial districts, there I was told of economic laws.                                                           

In the pleasant countryside, there it seemed                                                                             

That the country now is only fit for picnics,                                                                            

And the Church does not seem to be wanted                                                                             

In country or in suburb and in the town,                                                        

only for important weddings.” 

 Many of your children or even grandchildren, your relatives or friends 

have ceased ‘practising’ their faith in the sense of ‘going to Church’. It would 

appear that they have become entirely ‘secular’ even though the vestiges of 

religion still might surface from time to time where there is a possibility of a 

baptism, for what reason we cannot actually be sure, and we must recognise two 

things: these people have not ceased to be nice people, good and generous and 

loving people, just because they have stopped coming to Mass, and secondly, 

this situation is not going to change; they are not potential ‘returnees’, nor 



should we try to get them back or beat ourselves up that they do not share the 

values that are so important to us. Nor should we get into what I call the 

‘grandparents’ syndrome’, where grandparents who know that their own 

children have abandoned their faith and feel guilty about it transfer that guilt 

and anger on to a priest or minister who asks if it really is appropriate for their 

grandchildren to be baptized when they have nothing to do with the Christian 

community at all. We leave all that to the Lord himself. And of course, we ask 

ourselves, what sort of Church would we want them to come back to? What 

does this ‘Church’ to which we claim to belong actually look like to them? The 

lesson of history is that things have never been perfect. The servant Church has 

not been – yet! The Church or ‘community of believers’ that Our Lord 

envisaged has not materialised for the same reason that he could not always rein 

in his own friends and first followers, who so often made mistakes and also 

were looking for ‘high’ places in his kingdom –human nature. There has always 

been pride, the desire to manipulate and control in one way or another; there has 

always been greed, immorality and inequality. Lest we forget, the Church is for 

sinners trying to be saints. Our pride and sinful nature will always show itself 

and always has. I wish to make reference here to two theological giants of the 

20th century, Fr Hans Kung and Fr Karl Rahner. Fr Kung is now 86 and 

suffering from Parkinson’s Disease and macular degeneration of the eye. He has 

often fallen foul of the doctrinal police of the Church (the CDF)  and has written 

what he describes will be his last book, the title of which he changed after he 

had sent it to the Pope and received a kindly and courteous reply. He says: 

“The constitution of the Church as a clerical hierarchy organised on 

monarchical principles completely inverts the original ordering of the Church 

as described in the New Testament. If we wish to make today’s Church more 

Christian, we need to recover the original order of the Church as outlined in the 

New Testament. In the New Testament, ‘Church’ stands for the entire 

community of faith. According to the New Testament, the Gospel is propagated 

not by aloof hierarchs or learned theologians, but by simple and humble 

witnesses, both ordained and non-ordained who give living witness to the 

person and message of Christ more by their deeds than by their words. It is the 

community of faith taken as a whole that inspires belief in Jesus Christ, shapes 

Christian commitment and ensures the enduring, effective presence of Christ’s 

Church in the world by faithfully following Christ in daily life. Not just a select 

few, not just bishops, clergymen, monks and nuns, but every Christian, whatever 

his or her standing in the Church or in society, is called to spread the Christian 



message by living a life according to the gospel. All have been given the same 

gift of baptism in Jesus’ name, the same gift of Eucharistic Communion as a 

celebration of remembrance, thanksgiving and union, the same assurance of 

forgiveness for their sins. Day-to-day service and active responsibility for our 

fellow men and women, for the ecclesial community and for the world as a 

whole constitute a duty laid upon all.” p.119 

When I was a newly ordained priest nearly 40 years ago, I lived with a 

wonderful parish priest, whose influence on me persists to this day. On our first 

Christmas together he gave me a little book, a gem if ever there was one, 

written by Fr Karl Rahner, called “The Shape of the Church to come”. It was 

published as long ago as 1971 and has proved to be quite prophetic in that he 

foresaw all those years ago exactly what would be happening to us today. He 

writes: 

 “We are at the beginning of the little flock. I say ‘beginning’ because, without 

being really disturbed in my faith, I am sure that in the next decades the 

(German) Church will decline quite considerably numerically at least in 

relation to the total population, and in social influence…..’Little flock’ does not 

mean the same as ghetto or sect, since these are defined not by numbers but by 

a mentality: a mentality that the Church can afford in the future even less than 

today, no matter how large or small the numbers in the (German) Church may 

be or become. When a sectarian or ghetto mentality is propagated among 

us…under the pretext that we are becoming Christ’s little flock which has to 

profess the folly of faith and of the cross, it must be fought with the utmost 

severity in the name of true faith and authentic Christianity. If we talk of the 

‘little flock’ to defend our cosy traditionalism and stale pseudo-orthodoxy, in 

the fear of the mentality of modern man and modern society, if we tacitly 

consent to the departure of the restless, questioning people from the Church, so 

that we can return to our repose and orderly life and everything in the Church 

becomes as it was before, we are propagating, not the attitude proper to 

Christ’s little flock but a petty sectarian mentality. This is all the more 

dangerous because it shows up, not under its true name, but in an appeal to 

orthodoxy, church-loyalty and strict morality. The smaller Christ’s flock 

becomes in the pluralism of modern society, so much the less it can afford a 

mentality of the ghetto and the sect, so much more open it must be to the outer 

world , so much more precisely and boldly must it ask in every given case where 

the frontiers really lie between the Church and an unbelieving world. They 



certainly do not lie where a diehard traditionalism wants to place them in the 

most diverse areas of the Church” pp.29-30 

And Hans Kung puts the problem succinctly in the modern era: 

“The Church as a whole should not take the form of an apparatus of power; it is 

not a hierarchically structured religious corporation that seeks its own profit 

and constantly hinders internal dialogue and democracy; it should be the 

people of God, the body of Christ and a global and local spiritual community”. 

p.25 

This is a sentiment echoed by Pope Francis in “The Joy of the Gospel”: 

“A missionary heart…never closes itself off, never retreats into its own security, 

never opts for rigidity and defensiveness. It realizes that it has to grow in its 

own understanding of the gospel and in discerning the paths of the Spirit, and 

so it always does what good it can, even if in the process, its shoes get soiled by 

the mud of the street (para.45) 

There is no place nor ever was for any form of ‘triumphalism’ or ‘exclusivity’, 

of what Margaret Thatcher used to refer to as ‘one of us’ or ‘one of them’ 

mentality. Fr Rahner saw this 40 years ago and said:  “There is no point in 

giving a person who is now in touch with the Church but has some reservations, 

the impression at every moment, that he is really only a tolerated ‘guest’, and 

not a full member of this believing community and society.” pp.100-101 

“We are not merely uttering pious platitudes, fit only for Sunday sermons, when 

we say that the Church must not be concerned with serving others merely for 

the sake of proving her own claims and that she must stand by the side of the 

poor, the oppressed, life’s failures. But does the reality correspond to the 

sacred principle, the principle that the Church has to be there for all and 

therefore also for the others, that she must serve even those who attach no 

importance to her and regard her as a relic from a vanished age?” p.63 

Pope Francis puts this as bluntly and succinctly as could be: 

“The joy of the gospel is for all people; no one can be excluded.”(para.23) 

“Ordinary pastoral ministry seeks to help believers to grow spiritually so that 

they can respond to God’s love ever more fully in their lives…..Christians have 

the duty to proclaim the gospel without excluding anyone. Instead of seeming to 



impose new obligations, they should appear as a people who wish to share their 

joy, who point to a horizon of beauty and who invite others to a delicious 

banquet. It is not by proselytizing that the Church grows, but by attraction.” 

(para.15) 

Here then, is an entirely different vision than that we have been used to, but, if 

you consider Karl Rahner’s words, was already present many years ago, only no 

one took any notice or rather people were afraid to take notice and put it into 

practice. For all this, the “Servant Church”, therefore is not a pie-in-the-sky idea 

that can never come to pass, but, if we look carefully in fact already exists, 

albeit in very small ways, in the minds and lives of very many people all over 

the world.  Fr Kung comments: 

Everywhere I go, I meet deeply committed people in parishes and hospitals, 

schools and charitable institutions, who in their practical day-to-day 

involvement in church life are following in the footsteps  and in the spirit of the 

man from Nazareth. They are people who – notwithstanding their personal 

foibles – do much good for their neighbours and for the community, both within 

and without the boundaries of the Catholic Church. When I look at these 

people, it becomes impossible for me to think only of the sexual abuse cases and 

their cover-up or of the other scandals that have recently come to light. All over 

the world, I have met clergy working on the frontline, wearing themselves out in 

the service of others. I see innumerable men and women who offer support to 

young and old, to poor and sick people, to those who have been given a raw 

deal in life, to those who suffer under their own failures. This is not an idealistic 

vision of the Church or a mere Utopian projection, but an empirical fact that is 

confirmed by many other Catholics and Christians generally, and that explains 

why they, too, do not wish to leave or do away with the Church. And this is the 

Church with which I can still identify: the global community of committed 

believers, a community that extends beyond the narrow boundaries of individual 

denominations. This community of faith is the true Church. Of course I do not 

exclude popes, bishops or all manner of prelates from this Church, nor do I 

exclude the dignitaries of other churches either. But, for me, all of these 

officeholders, who represent the Church as a concrete visible institution, are of 

secondary importance, since, according to the New Testament, they should only 

be the servants and not the masters. pp 62-3 

We should not be surprised; it really is nothing new, but comes from the Lord 

himself who tells us in St Matthew’s gospel: “Anyone who wants to be great 



among you must be your servant; and anyone who wants to be first among you 

must be your slave, just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve 

and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mt.20:27-8) 

Session 2 “So let us learn how to serve” –  Mass 

Rite of Penance 

from “Prayers of Life” by Fr Michel Quoist 

This evening, Lord, I am afraid. I am afraid for your gospel is terrible.               

It is easy to hear it preached, It is relatively easy not to be shocked by it,        

But it is very difficult to live it. I am afraid of deluding myself, Lord.                  

I am afraid of being satisfied with my decent little life.                                                     

I am afraid of my good habits; I take them for virtues;                                                    

I am afraid of my little efforts; for I take them for progress;                                 

I am afraid of my activities; they make me think I am giving myself.                   

I am afraid of my clever planning; I take it for success.                                                  

I am afraid of my influence; I imagine that it will transform lives.                                    

I am afraid of what I give; it hides what I withhold.                                                      

I am afraid, Lord; there are people who are poorer than I;                                     

Not so well-educated, housed, heated, fed, cared for, loved.                                 

I am afraid, Lord for I do not do enough for them,                                                       

I do not do everything for them. I should give everything,                                              

I should give everything till there is not a single pain, a single misery,                           

a single sin in the world.                                                                                         

I should give all, Lord, all the time. I should give my life. 

Homily 

Early in the morning on December 6 last year, I woke up  in Mansfield, staying 

at my brother’s house, and some words came into my head. This has happened 

before and follows a rather painful scenario: they have to get out, they won’t go 

away until you have written them down and done something about them. So I 

wrote them down on a scrap of paper over breakfast, and within two days they 

had become the new words to a very famous song, and ended up a week later, as 

the glorious finale of our beautiful musical, “Mother Mary”, a piece of which 

you have just heard. These were the words: “Let what you’ve said be done to 

me, your agreement that set us free, free from hatred and sin, ever looking in-

wards to our own minds; recognising we’re called to serve, giving God just 



what he deserves: all the glory and praise, every one of our days loving and 

honouring him. Praise the Lord all my soul, for he’s done great things for me, 

you proclaim, now we know what you mean, you are our heaven’s queen.” 

They were written in tribute to the ‘servant of the Lord’, his mother, who is for 

me, the quintessential Christian and icon of the servant Church if we ever get to 

have it. So what does it take to be a ‘servant’? What would make anyone want 

to ‘serve’ another person? We remind ourselves of the fact that Jesus ‘did not 

come to be serve but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ To 

‘serve’ does not mean to be ‘subservient’, namely to subjugate yourself to the 

will and whim of another. The only reason you might want to serve someone 

else is that impact they have had on you, the respect and love they have 

engendered in you. Often this springs from a sense of appreciation of what they 

have done and are doing for you. As St Augustine once said: ‘he who has loved 

me, has made me lovable’. We will only be a servant Church when we have 

discovered once again or maybe even for the very first time, the person of our 

Saviour precisely as our Saviour and Lord, as Bishop Malcolm pointed out so 

graphically to the people of Liverpool recently, and found within ourselves a 

desire to love and honour him. This is not dependent on the teachings of popes 

and bishops, but comes from the heart and soul of each individual who lives in 

community with others who are of a similar mind and heart depending on their 

personal and social circumstances and who are willing to place themselves as 

the ‘disposal’ of  this Lord without fear. 

At the beginning of “the Joy of the Gospel”, Pope Francis says: “Whenever our 

interior life becomes caught up in its own interests and concerns, there is no 

longer room for others, no place for the poor. God’s voice is no longer heard, 

the quiet joy of his love is no longer felt, and the desire to do good fades.” (para 

2)  “I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment, to a renewed 

personal encounter with Jesus Christ, or at least an openness to letting him 

encounter them…The Lord does not disappoint those who take this risk” 

(para.3) Again you will recognise strong similarities between this and Bishop 

Malcolm’s Liverpool homily. The Pope continues thus: “Thanks solely to this 

encounter – or renewed encounter – with God’s love, which blossoms into an 

enriching friendship, we are liberated from our narrowness and self-absorption. 

We become fully human when we become more than human, when we let God 

bring us beyond ourselves in order to attain the fullest truth of our being.” 

(para.8) “Whenever we make the effort to return to the source and to recover 

the original freshness of the gospel, new avenues arise, new paths of creativity 



open up, with different forms of expression, more eloquent signs and words with 

new meaning for today’s world.” (para.11)  

 Pope Francis has repeatedly put his vision of the Church and thereby ‘The 

Servant Church’ before us in so many of the things he has done and said. We 

can pick out some essential elements: personal encounter with the Lord Jesus 

Christ;  letting God ‘bring us beyond ourselves’; reaching out to and seeking the 

good of others, especially those who are poor;  returning to the ‘original source’ 

of the gospel and proclaiming  it joyfully to everyone without excluding 

everyone. So we need to ask ourselves  a painful question: are we seeking to 

enlarge the Church and its membership or taking the risk of preaching the 

gospel as Pope Francis suggests? He says: “I ask myself: what have I done for 

Christ? What am I doing for Christ? What should I do for Christ?. But above 

all, I also know that the Lord remembers me. I can forget about him, but I know 

that he never ever forgets” 

Again, all this is nothing new. Fr Karl Rahner saw it and spoke of it more than 

40 years ago: “To church officials I say: suppose that you are not a church 

official, that you are earning your living as a dustman or (if you prefer) as a 

biochemist working in a laboratory where there is never a word about God all 

day and yet results are obtained of which you can be proud. Imagine that your 

head is weary from the clatter of dustbins or from molecular physics and its 

mathematics. Imagine that this situation of yours were to last more or less a 

whole lifetime and that you had not been involved in it merely in the course of 

your missionary activity. And now try to give these people in this environment 

the message of Christianity, try to preach Jesus’ message of eternal life. Listen 

how you tell it, judge for yourselves how it sounds, reflect how you ought to tell 

it if it is not to be rejected as these people might reject someone talking about 

Tibetan medicine… How would you speak of Jesus in such a way that another 

person can get some idea of the importance he has in your life, his real meaning 

for you, a meaning which is also relevant to the life which these others lead? 

Would not many of the words which we now hand out from the pulpit, 

unthinkingly, without more ado, stick in our throats? p.83 “The task of the 

Church, to exist for men and not for herself, is not merely directed to making 

men Christians in the sense of churchgoing people…the wish to bring people 

into the Church, therefore, must be a determination to make these churchgoing 

Christians serve everyone, even those who are ready to accept their services but 

who nevertheless despise and oppose them: the poor too, the old, the sick, those 



who have come down in the world, the  people on the edge of society, all who 

have no power themselves and can bring no increase of power to the Church.” 

p.62 “Only when the message of the living God is preached in the churches with 

all the power of the Spirit will the impression disappear that the Church is 

merely an old relic from the age of a society doomed to decline.” p.87 

There is no  need for grandiose gestures but small almost imperceptible steps, 

which he has been taking. Many years ago, Cardinal Richard Cushing, the 

archbishop of Boston, wrote about the ‘grass roots’ to Christian unity and how it 

can come about only through the will and witness of ordinary people like you 

and me in our response to the promptings of Our Lord: 

“This is our work and vocation in our generation: to create an atmosphere, a 

climate of friendship and brotherhood based upon the teachings and example of 

Christ our Lord... Our role is to prepare the way, to plant the seed which others 

will harvest, to prepare the climate for the breath of the Holy Spirit, who is the 

principle of unity in Christ’s Church… We are all creatures of our God and 

creator; by faith and baptism we are brothers and sisters bound by ties much 

closer than blood; we all share the common task of bringing to the world, the 

kingdom of peace and of justice. I have realized so often and so well that 

whenever I showed myself a brother to another human being, there it was that I 

showed myself as another Christ to another person. Then it was that I received 

a brother’s response; then it was that I saw Christ in my brother. To me, in the 

simplest terms, this is ecumenism. It is brothers and sisters meeting and talking 

with one another and helping each other as Christ wants us to do.”  

Some of you may know of a wonderful man called Jean Vanier, the French-

Canadian founder of the L’Arche communities of people with learning 

difficulties and of the Faith and Light movement. He writes very thoughtfully 

on his experiences over 50 years and about how much his friends have taught 

him about what the church should be:  

“The true mission (of the Church) is to recognise our faults, and encounter the 

other with humility, respect and love, as Jesus did. The Christian faith is not an 

ideal divorced from reality; it is an encounter with Jesus which invites us to live 

our encounters with others in reality and humility.”  p.21 “I believe that the 

true sign of sanctity today lies in the ‘sacrament’ of encounter. Faith is not the 

preaching of an ideal life, but above all a meeting with one person: Jesus… this 

requires a transparency, a purification of our lives. We aren’t here either to 



change or convert the other. That is the work of Jesus because faith is a gift of 

God and not an expression of power and superiority.” pp.27-8 “But faith isn’t 

simply a matter of belief in dogma and regulation. To have faith is to believe in, 

place our confidence in, a person; for Christians, that is Jesus.” p.38 

Hans Kung endorses this view: 

“Put in a nutshell, the Church can best be defined as the community of believers 

in Christ: the community of persons who are committed to Jesus Christ and to 

his cause and who actively bear witness to him as the hope for the world. The 

Church’s credibility depends on preaching the Christian message first of all to 

itself and only then to others. To do this, the Church must not only preach 

Jesus’ demands, it must also live them. Thus the Church’s entire credibility 

depends on being faithful to Jesus Christ” p.252. 

And he has some very curt and salutary words for those who claim to be in 

charge of this enterprise: “the pastoral ministers do not constitute a ruling class 

in the Church enjoying a unilateral right to lord it over the faithful who owe 

them unilateral obedience. The pastoral leaders do not exercise a ruling 

domination but instead a ministry of service. They do not represent a power 

structure, but rather a special kind of structure defined by their serving role in 

the community – a ‘servant structure’…this servant structure can be likened to 

a skeleton which holds up the body of the Church, supporting all the other 

organs in the body, and keeping the Church together and upright.’ pp.245-6 

What has happened to us as a society and as a church is very simple: we have 

lost any notion of service and giving away your life to and for another person. 

This Catholic Church is slowly fading away; let us not be under any illusions 

about that. Despite the wonderful Pope we have and all the leadership and 

inspiration he is giving us, people are drifting away from the Lord. Look at the 

benches of this church here and any church if you don’t believe me. This is a 

critical moment for us, a time to think about our present and our future, a time 

to look again at our lives and to see what is missing. We can talk all we like 

about issues, dogmas, abuse, and all sorts of questions, but that is not why we 

are not yet the Servant Church. We have lost sight of the Lord; we have stopped 

loving the Lord. Isn’t that such a pity and wouldn’t it be so wonderful if we 

could rediscover a life with him and not be afraid to face up to ourselves, face 

up to those who might belittle or criticise us, and accept Jesus as our Saviour 

once again? A life full of challenge, excitement, love and delight awaits us; why 



do we keep settling for the stifling introspection of self-seeking, self-opinion 

and the most crushing banality imaginable. A personal life of discipleship with 

Christ is on offer – why do we turn away from him and why can we not turn 

back to him? Is he so unworthy of our love, who himself has given his life for 

us? In the words of an old hymn which we sing so often: “could I dare live and 

not requite, such love then death were meet reward. I cannot live unless to prove 

some love for such unmeasured love”. The Pope says: “the Church must be like 

the moon, receiving and reflecting the light of Christ.” 

So where is this ‘Servant Church’ and how can we bring it to be? It is all of us, 

the community of believers and the answer is right here in front of us: to think 

with the mind of Christ as we heard in the first reading today, see with the eyes 

of Christ, speak with the words of Christ, serve with the hands of Christ, love 

with the heart of Christ and live with the life of Christ. But we cannot make 

ourselves do this – we need help, as Fr Kung points out at the evening of his 

remarkable career: “So…Can we save the Catholic Church? Yes we can, but 

only if the Spirit of Jesus Christ moves our whole community of faith anew and 

endows the leadership of the Church with new credibility, understanding and 

acceptance. That, in turn, depends on those of us who together constitute this 

community of believers and who are open to the breath of the Holy Spirit, which 

moves where and as it wills.” p.65 

It all comes down to each and every one of us, from pope to pauper, rich to 

poor, man and woman, and our willingness to be as she, the mother of the 

Church, in complete contradiction to all the world we live in now claims as vital 

and necessary for our salvation: “I am the servant of the Lord; let what you have 

said, be done to me”. We sang it all at the very beginning, maybe even without 

noticing. We pray it every day, often without meaning what we say, but now we 

seek his power and his mercy as we embark on this so exciting project of life 

together: “So let us learn how to serve, and in our lives enthrone him. Each 

other’s needs to prefer, for it is Christ we’re serving. This is our God, the 

servant king. He calls us now to follow him; to bring our lives as a daily 

offering, or worship to the servant king.” As long ago as the 17th century, the 

English poet, George Herbert, an Anglican parson, wrote these words to 

describe the invitation of God to sinners to enter his life and love, and the 

response once they discovered that his grace and goodness far outshadowed 

their unworthiness. Quote “Love” by George Herbert. 

 



Session 3 – Eucharistic Ministry as service – some practical considerations 

All of us share in this wonderful ministry of the Eucharist and I thank you most 

warmly for your faithfulness to it, as evidenced by your presence here today. I 

repeat what I said to you 3 years ago: you are not ‘extraordinary’ ministers of 

the Eucharist – that is a patronising term invented by the clergy who want to put 

you in a place somewhere below themselves on the hierarchical ladder. While I 

have no doubt that you are extraordinary people, this does not apply to your 

ministry in the sense these clerics would have you believe. It makes you feel 

that if we have no priests then, as a sort of last resort, we can ‘use’ the laity and 

delegate some of our responsibilities to them. We are not delegating anything, 

but sharing in the ministry together. This is precisely what the “Servant Church” 

is about. There was some debate in the diocese during the ‘Living Stones’ 

initiative about what we call ‘lay-led’ funerals, as an extension of this ministry, 

when there are no priests. This has been actually happening here for years. We 

have lots of funerals coming up at the moment – 5 this week. The parish deacon 

will lead one of them and on two others ministers who have been regularly 

taking communion to the people concerned, will lead the prayers of the 

reception into church while I, the priest, will be present. There is no ‘hierarchy’ 

of ministry, just shared responsibility – when you were baptised the priest said 

to you: ‘as Christ was anointed, priest, prophet and king, so may you live as a 

member of his body’. I wonder if anyone has taken the trouble to discover 

precisely what this might mean in practice – it has huge implications and rightly 

so. When I work in the baths in Lourdes each year, we all share in the tasks 

together – no one is more important than anyone else – and it is a wonderful 

feeling. This is what should be happening in every parish or community of the 

Church – we are all ‘serving’ together, each bringing our training, skills and life 

experiences to the service. “There are all sorts of service to be done and always 

to the same Lord,” as St Paul reminds us. So let us get all this nonsense of a sort 

of ‘second best’ mentality out of the way before we start to ask ourselves how 

can I help to bring about the servant Church Our Lord sought in my ministry, 

my service? 

1. No sense of self-importance – the first thing is to have no ‘notions about 

yourself’ as they say in Ireland. We always exercise our ministry of the 

Eucharist, indeed any ministry in the most self-effacing way, seeking to draw 

attention not to ourselves, but only to him who we are serving. Recently, Pope 

Francis, in one of his daily homilies reported in the press,  came out with a 



wonderful phrase about those people who did have ambitions or notions of 

themselves in the Church:  “The Catholic Church is no place for ‘climbers’, 

who want to reach  the heights of prestige, power and profit, Pope Francis said. 

Instead of putting their sights on the Church, such people should set off for the 

Alps for a healthier way to get to the top…In his homily the Pope said people 

should ask themselves why they follow Jesus. Because everyone is marked by 

sin and faced with temptation, he said, people should reflect on their true 

motivation for being part of the Church and being  Christian. It should never be 

for prestige, power or profit but purely out of love for Jesus…Unfortunately 

there are Christians who like to ‘strut around like real peacocks,’ full of vanity 

and the need to show off. ‘Vanity is dangerous because it makes us slip 

immediately into pride and arrogance and then it is all over.’ ‘ How do I follow 

Jesus? Do I hide the good things I do or do I like showing off?’ It is an 

important question for priests and bishops too, he said, because a ‘vain pastor 

is not good for the people of God.’ It doesn’t matter if someone is ordained a 

bishop or a priest, if they ‘like vanity’, he said, they are not following Jesus. 

Some Christians – some unconsciously –are after power. ‘There are climbers in 

the Church! There are many who knock on the door of the Church looking for 

some sort of advantage…But if you don’t mind, head north and do some alpine 

climbing. It’s healthier! Don’t come to the Church to do your climbing!!’ 

Christians should ask themselves whether they would be willing to follow Christ 

all the way ‘to the cross’, he said, ‘or do I seek power and use the Church a 

little, use the Christian community, the parish, the diocese to have a little bit of 

power?’ Christians should also avoid exploiting the Church for money or profit. 

It is a temptation that has existed from the time of the early Christian 

community, he said. Pope Francis asked people to pray for the Lord’s help and 

grace always to seek and follow Christ with the intention of loving him ‘and 

only him, without vanity, without craving power and without longing for 

money.’” 

How good is that?  Sometimes we can also be what you might call a bit 

‘territorial’, namely that we guard our responsibilities with our lives and are 

unwilling to share them with anyone, to the extent that when we cannot fulfil 

them for any reason, we leave them unfulfilled for fear someone else should 

come along and be better or kinder than we are, while those we serve are left 

disappointed that no one has brought them the Lord because we are away or 

doing something else. While it is good to have a regular relationship with one or 

more persons in the Eucharistic ministry, it is also good to share it, so that they 



get the chance to meet other people and are not solely dependent on us. In our 

parish we have Sunday teams of two or three people, who take it in turns to go 

out with Holy Communion, which has the twofold advantage of not committing 

the minister to service every single week and also giving the person a change of 

face. 

2. Absolute faithfulness – if we are taking Holy Communion to a person on a 

regular basis, we must be faithful and not let them down. If you don’t go to 

them, it is like saying that Our Lord does not care about you this week. We also 

make a favourable impression on homes and hospitals, whose staff may not be 

the most religious of people, if we can be depended on completely to turn up 

when we said we would. In our community I take out Communion three 

mornings a week myself – I am not guarding any territory here but am anxious 

to see as many housebound people on a regular basis as possible. I also try to 

show respect as the parish priest for all our elderly parishioners over 75, 

housebound or not,  and take them a little gift personally in the weeks before 

Christmas and Easter – at the last count 183 visits a time! The ministers go out 

to nearly 50 people every Sunday and sometimes also in the week, although 

these numbers have sadly diminished dramatically in the last fortnight with the 

death of 7 people. Some people receive Our Lord every day, like our two 

religious sisters. This is what they would have been used to in their convent 

lives and there is no reason to change that situation now that they are living in 

residential homes. If I am not able to go out in the week myself, because of 

other commitments or sometimes actually being away, we have a system 

whereby our pastoral team and ministers take our Communion in my place. This 

works very well and the ministers respond with great generosity, sometimes 

even at the last minute. This practice show that we are all serious about this 

ministry and the faithful service it involves. However, there can often be 

problems for us in that our lives are not as simple as they used to be. You may 

have commitments with grandchildren either nearby or some distance away; 

you may have to work unsociable and changing hours, or things might happen 

that you just can’t make the commitment you would like. This happens all the 

time now and that is why we need to look at what I call ‘alternative models of 

service’, and ‘the ministry of every now and again’. Commitments elsewhere, 

often very laudable and important, should not prevent us from serving within 

our community. That is why it is important to share the tasks together and have 

a ‘back up’ plan worked out between ourselves in place. 



3. Flexibility – people are people and always have been. They can often be a 

little strange and even unpredictable. You might be going to someone who likes 

you to come but as long as you get there before they have to go out to the 

hairdressers or shopping or whatever! It makes us ask ourselves if they really 

are ‘gospel greedy’ as my second parish priest used to say or not. “They’ll not 

be found dead in church”, he used to comment. It certainly puts a new 

interpretation on what we mean by ‘housebound’, but you do find yourself 

going along with it. Their behaviour during the brief service may also not be 

what you would hope – there was one lady here who, when I was saying the 

‘our Father’ with her interrupted in the middle to ask, ‘are you finished yet?’! 

Also you do not know what state the house and room will be in when you 

arrive. It doesn’t do to be stiff and sanctimonious when you have to put the 

good Lord on the table next to the tomato ketchup or a dirty coffee cup. Just do 

it with as much dignity as possible and don’t complain. It may be that you arrive 

when a nurse is there or chiropodist, and the person may say, ‘I’ll have it (him!) 

after she’s done me feet’! You may have to wait a while but it is not a bad thing 

that you also let the person know that you have other commitments and maybe 

you might come back later. There is also the problem of people being able to 

receive Our Lord or not. The onset of dementia and the Alzheimer’s condition 

have come very rapidly to very many people over the past few years and it 

produces a new situation for those who look after them. The interesting thing 

here is that even if people seem to be somehow ‘out of it’, quite often, once you 

begin the prayers, they join in and take part. This is because it harks back to 

their childhood when they learned these prayers by rote and they have never left 

them. If a person is physically unable to take Holy Communion, don’t try to 

force Our Lord on them or manoeuvre the host in between their teeth – this is 

undignified, especially if the person spits out the host afterwards. Simply pray 

with them, making sure you put your hand on their head or shoulders, so that 

they feel the physical contact of another person in prayer. 

4. Courtesy – this is vital, to respect the person and their environment, as we 

bring them the courteous Lord who never imposes himself on anyone. The 

manner in which we greet the person, have a brief chat before you start the 

prayers and then leave them to their prayers afterwards is always important, as 

also the manner of contacting as hospital ward or nursing home before your 

visit. Don’t forget the professional courtesy of recognising that you are on 

someone else’s territory, where we have no rights. Always ring up first, always 

ask permission before going on to the ward, and make sure you always say 



thank you before you leave. In some establishments, sadly, the staff may not be 

believers, which of course they are entitled to be, but also they may not see the 

need for a priest or minister to visit their patients. In so doing they are imposing 

their own lack of faith on a person to whom it might have been a very important 

factor in their lives and this is professionally irresponsible. They do not have the 

right to do this, but often make decisions, or tell you ‘he’s not up to it today’, 

because they can’t be bothered to get the person ready or don’t see why they 

should have to do so. Clearly something in their training is lacking if this is the 

case, and sometimes we might have to allude to it in conversation with home or 

ward managers – but always very courteously of course. Furthermore, it may 

not always be possible to take a person out of a large room to a quiet place, even 

if you have asked the staff beforehand, and hoisting them into a wheelchair to 

do so might be uncomfortable for them. In which case you ask the other people 

in the room if it is OK for you to pray with the particular person and to turn 

down the TV or radio while you do so. You may even find that the others 

actually join in because they remember the prayers from their childhood too. 

With a little sensitivity, you can then include them in the prayers and make sure 

that you are facing them when you give the blessing to ‘us all’ at the end. 

5. Looking after the dying – when a person is nearing the end of their life, the 

visit from a priest or minister on an increased regular basis is very important. 

Go every day if you can, with or without your priest, and pray the prayers for 

the dying with them when the time arrives. We have special leaflets here for 

ministers to say these very comforting prayers and be sure that you say them 

clearly because, it is thought, that the last sense to disappear before the moment 

of death is that of hearing. Talk nicely to them, reminisce with them and 

encourage their family to do so as well. The room may even be filled with 

laughter when they think back on those events and this is not a bad thing either. 

The care of the dying must always be the very top priority for a priest or 

minister, and the fact that we take such trouble to be with a person at this time 

and their families, always makes a good impression with them and with hospital 

or home staff. Relations can improve dramatically with these persons once they 

know we will always come and visit no matter what the time. If a parish priest 

is away for any reason, it is important that families, homes and hospitals have 

the names and phone numbers of people to contact in emergencies, so that the 

service of love and prayer to those who are dying is not interrupted just because 

‘Father’s not here’. It may also be that afterwards the family ask you to help 

them prepare the person’s funeral and to take part in it. This is also a very 



important service, and shows our continuing care for them. If a person has been 

in hospital, especially in intensive care, for a long time, they build up a friendly 

relationship of support and care with the nurses, which ceases dramatically once 

the person has died. That is why the presence of a minister – you or I or both – 

is so vital. We provide the link between what has happened both before and 

after the death. Our relationship with the family is the one thing that does not 

cease with the death of their loved one, but continues into the future, to the 

funeral planning and celebration and beyond. In this way they do not feel as 

alone in their sorrow as they might have done, and the Lord surely uses us to 

comfort and sustain them. 

In conclusion to this day, I want to repeat the fact that the Servant Church 

should be in the minds and hearts of all of us. While it has clearly not come 

about as yet, this does not mean that we should give up thinking that it might 

and working towards that wonderful goal of our Saviour. Fr Hans Kung 

concludes his last great work with the words: “Can we save the Church? As 

long as we continue to believe that this is truly the Church of Christ in which 

the Spirit of God continues to work despite all human failings and obstacles, 

there is no reason to doubt that we can and will save it and that the Church will 

not only survive its present mortal crisis but that, sooner or later, we will once 

again become what Christ intended us to be.”p.338. Join me if you will once 

again, in the beautiful prayer of the Servant Church, and please pray it in your 

homes and hearts every day, so that above all else, we will, with the help of our 

new Pope, and the mutual support and friendship of each other, actually become 

the community of believers that Jesus our Saviour first envisaged. 

End with the “Servant Church” prayer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


