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When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together. And suddenly there 
came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were. 
Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them. 
And they were all filled with the holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit 
enabled them to proclaim. Acts 2:1-4 

 
The Holy Spirit first fell upon the disciples of Jesus while they were huddled in a locked room, 
fearful of a hostile world. Those who hadn’t already fled the scene had witnessed his arrest, 
trial, beating, and crucifixion. And despite news of his resurrection and even his appearance to 
them, their fears were not allayed. Instead, they locked themselves in an upper room and told 
no one the Good News of what God had done for them in Jesus Christ. 
 
Two thousand years later, the disciples of Christ face a world that is still hostile to their efforts 
to proclaim that same Good News. Organized religion in the Western World is under siege. 
Droves of young people are now claiming no religious affiliation at all. The so-called nones – 
those who check off “none” when asked for a religious affiliation – are the fastest growing 
religious group in the United States. 
 
Of the many Christian denominations, the Catholic Church is perhaps faring the worst. With 
continuing revelations about the sexual abuse of children by clergy, and the cover-ups that 
followed, more than a third of Catholics are questioning their membership in the Church. 
Catholicism in the United States is losing members at a higher rate than any other religious 
group – so much so, that “former Catholics” now constitute 13% of the U.S. population, 
making them the third largest religious group in the nation after practicing Catholics (20%) and 
Baptists (15%). 
 
These trends are only part of the issues burdening our church family at St. Bernardine’s. Here 
on Edmondson Avenue, we’re also facing a failing and costly infrastructure, an aging and tired 
membership, and a rising and troubling crime rate (not to mention an ongoing battle with 
racism in both our Church and our country). Our Mass attendance is in decline, our expenses 
are on the rise, and fewer people are bearing a larger burden of sustaining our ministry. 
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THE EARLY CHURCH 
 

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in Jerusalem. At this sound, 
they gathered in a large crowd, but they were confused because each one heard [the disciples] 
speaking in his own language. Acts 2:5-6 

 
Throughout the Easter Season, we’ve been reading about the efforts of Jesus’ first disciples to 
overcome the challenges they faced in proclaiming the Good News. After they failed to convert 
many of their fellow Jews to the faith, they began to think outside-the-box and to reach outside-
the-lineup by preaching to the Gentiles. They evaluated the practical implications of their 
ministry and revised old ways of thinking (abandoning such long-time practices as 
circumcision) in order to attract new members to the faith. And, through it all, they believed 
and trusted in the power of God to spread the Good News through them, despite hostility both 
inside and outside their faith community. 
 
All of these actions were rooted in the Pentecost experience. The descent of the Holy Spirit on 
that fateful Sunday transformed a withdrawn, dispirited collection of doubters into an engaged, 
emboldened team of evangelists. They pushed through their closed doors and began to 
proclaim the Good News to their neighbors – not in a way that the disciples themselves 
preferred, but in a language that those around them understood. On that Pentecost day, the Holy 
Spirit propelled the followers of Jesus Christ into a hostile world and empowered them to build 
a new church.  
 
 
AT A CROSSROADS 
 

Peter and John, however, said to [their opponents], “Whether it is right in the sight of God for us to 
obey you rather than God, you be the judges. It is impossible for us not to speak about what we have 
seen and heard.” Acts 4:19-20 

 
Today, St. Bernardine’s is at a crossroads. 
 
On the one hand, with worldly trends conspiring against us, we could easily conclude that the 
Catholic Church, in general, and St. Bernardine’s, in particular, have begun a decline from 
which there is no return – at least, not any time soon. 
 
Although Fr. Miller once led the parish to renewal forty years ago, the team of dedicated young 
people who helped him do that are now in their sixties, seventies, and eighties (more than half 
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of our current worshiping community). We are forever in their debt, grateful for the sacrifices 
they made.  But today, many of those same parishioners are aging, ailing, and tired; and they 
cannot be expected to take up the mantle once again to save the parish. 
 
At the same time, those who are now in their thirties, forties, and fifties – the ones we need 
most to rebuild a new church – make up less than a third of our worshiping community; and 
many of them seem busy with other responsibilities that limit their ability (or desire) to commit 
significant time and energy to church ministry. 
 
With the odds against us, we would not be unreasonable to conclude that our years as an active 
parish are numbered – that, rather than make ourselves miserable fighting an unwinnable battle, 
we should simply embrace our decline and make the best of the years we have left together; 
that, perhaps, we should place ourselves in hospice care and accept the reality of inevitable 
death, making ourselves as comfortable and as peaceful as possible. It’s an option. 
 
On the other hand, we can learn from the first disciples who were commissioned to preach the 
Good News in a world that was equally as hostile to them. We can believe that, with the descent 
of God’s Holy Spirit, our members can be emboldened, our parish can grow, and our ministries 
can experience a fresh start. 
 
We don’t need hospice care: we need a New Pentecost.  
 
 
A NEW PENTECOST 
 

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution . . . went as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and 
Antioch, preaching the word to no one but Jews. There were some . . . among them, however, who 
came to Antioch and began to speak to the Greeks as well, proclaiming the Lord Jesus. The hand of 
the Lord was with them and a great number who believed turned to the Lord. . . . For a whole year 
they met with the church and taught a large number of people, and it was in Antioch that the disciples 
were first called Christians. Acts 11:14-21,26 

 
A New Pentecost, however, requires a new way of thinking. 
 
In the typical planning process, we are often trapped by the past: each year, we look at what 
we did last year as the starting point for what we will do next year. That process favors the 
status quo as the norm and regards change as the exception. We are less likely to question the 
past – less likely to require it to justify its repetition – and, instead, are more likely to shun 
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anything new. When the past becomes the measuring rod for the future, we often fail to keep 
our ministry fresh. 
 
The past is past. The world we face this year is not the same we addressed last year. Our future 
can only be met by addressing what is happening now. So, how do we plan for tomorrow based 
on the realities of today? 
 
Imagine, for a moment, that there is no St. Bernardine’s in Edmondson Village, that the nearest 
Catholic Church is miles away. We have arrived at the corner of Edmondson Avenue and Mt. 
Holly Street to start a new parish altogether. What would ministry at that parish look like? I 
daresay it would look different from what we have today. 
 
First, we would design a new parish around the realities of our neighborhood and the world 
right here and now, not upon the ministries we inherited from the past. Worship would be our 
highest priority, to be sure, for there would be no point in opening a new parish if we weren’t 
planning to worship God. Evangelization would most likely be our next highest priority, for 
the Holy Spirit compels us to share the Good News with those who do not yet know it. We 
would then rank all other ministries – pastoral care, education, socializing – according to our 
need to grow and to sustain ourselves. 
 
Second, as we built our ministries – worship, evangelization, pastoral care, etc. – we would 
design them according to the needs and interests of the congregation and neighborhood today. 
For example, young people may desire a more free-flowing, diverse form of worship than our 
current celebration of Mass allows. Neighbors might benefit more from our offering 
community services or youth recreation than from a Catholic education, which our 
predecessors once offered. 
 
Third, we would attempt to develop leadership that would be long-lasting and responsive to a 
changing environment. We would select and train leaders who would discern and be sensitive 
to the current needs of the congregation and neighborhood; and we would ensure sustainability 
and freshness by cultivating and rotating volunteers in a way to avoid leaders who burn out or 
become stuck in their ways. 
 
Through it all – and perhaps most important – we would move beyond what makes us happy 
and comfortable (that’s hospice care) and discover what others – those who are outside our 
church doors – find appealing about the Good News of Jesus Christ in today’s environment 
(that’s a New Pentecost). 
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MOVING FORWARD 
 

They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and to the communal life, to the breaking of 
the bread and to the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, and many wonders and signs were done 
through the apostles. . . . They ate their meals with exultation and sincerity of heart, praising God 
and enjoying favor with all the people. And every day the Lord added to their number those who 
were being saved. Acts 2:42-43,46-47 

 
But, of course, St. Bernardine’s already does exist. There already are buildings, and there 
already is a congregation at the corner of Edmondson and Mt. Holly. So, how do we move 
from the parish that already exists to the one that desperately needs to exist? 
 
First, we have to engage our parishioners and neighbors anew. We have to talk to one 
another and listen attentively to what people are saying – not to what we want to hear. To that 
end, we have begun to engage the city-wide group of Baltimoreans United In Leadership 
Development (BUILD), an organization that trains its member churches to organize those 
within and beyond their congregations by developing relationships among themselves. The 
three most important elements of ministry are relationship, relationship, and relationship.  
BUILD specializes in strengthening relationships. 
 
Second, we have to examine and evaluate our ministries afresh. In particular, we need to 
ask whether they are responsive to our needs and oriented toward our growth. The latter should 
be the primary touchstone for most ministry: will it lead to growth? We cannot continue to do 
things simply because we’ve “always done them that way.” And we must rethink the use of 
our facilities, which are more extensive than we need and more expensive than we can afford. 
 
Third, we have to be willing to think outside the box – developing new ministries oriented 
toward attracting new believers. We need to employ technology in engaging folks, so that it 
is easier for them to “plug-in” to meetings and ministries, in person or remotely. In addition to 
Mass, we may want to develop new kinds of Sunday worship services that are more appealing 
to people in their twenties, thirties, and forties and that rely on ministers, teachers, and 
preachers beyond the ordained clergy. We have to be practical about what works for today’s 
generation living in today’s world. 
 
And, finally, we have to develop new resources or redirect existing ones to design a 
ministry rooted in worship and evangelization for the present day. The dance meditations 
we have enjoyed throughout the Easter Season demonstrate that we have much talent in our 
church family. We have to discover the untapped gifts and idle leaders among us and place 



 

 
 

6 

them in service to the Lord. And if new resources are limited, then we have to redirect current 
resources to evangelization by either discontinuing efforts that are not leading to growth or by 
adding responsibilities to existing ministries. We must stop, however, depleting our strength 
by competing among ourselves for dwindling resources to sustain efforts that are leading us 
nowhere.  
 
 
A FRESH START 
 

“It is not for you to know the times or seasons that the Father has established by his own authority. 
But you will receive power when the holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in 
Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Acts 1:7-8 

 
The first disciples of Christ may have started off huddled in a locked room. But the Holy Spirit 
of God emboldened them to leave their safe harbor and proclaim the Good News to a world 
that could be hostile to their mission. 
 
The Holy Spirit did it once. It can do it again. 
 
As we celebrate the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Church first gathered in Jerusalem, let 
us call upon that same Spirit to inspire us now gathered in Edmondson Village. Let those who 
have been sitting on the sidelines step forward and contribute to the rebuilding of our church. 
Let those who are worn and weary help us mentor others to take the lead. And let all of us 
welcome fresh ideas hatched outside the box. 
 
I have been preaching these ideas throughout the Easter Season. Now, I write them down, so 
that you may have a record for your own reflection. I ask that you spend some time with these 
thoughts, praying about them and taking to heart their application to your own participation in 
the life of our church family. No one is exempt from witnessing to the Good News. Everyone 
has something to contribute to it. 
 
These reflections build upon conversations I have already had with our Pastoral Council, our 
Staff, our Finance Committee, and our Corporators. I now turn to you, and I pray that you will 
join the conversation. I am particularly interested in hearing from young people – both inside 
and outside our church family.  Quite frankly, you are the foundation upon which we need to 
rebuild our church. Without you, a New Pentecost is unlikely. With you, the possibilities are 
endless. Your thoughts and opinions matter. 
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I invite anyone serious about this issue to speak up – by phone or email, by social media or 
town hall. I hope you’ll engage members of our Pastoral Council; their names and emails 
appear at the end of this pamphlet. I ask each parish group to discuss how these principles will 
affect your ministry moving forward. 
 
However you choose to do so, join me as we navigate our way through these challenging times, 
enflamed by the Spirit and emboldened by God’s love. 
 
As we begin each weekend Mass, let us not simply join our prayers to those of our Sister Parish 
of St. John’s in Columbia; let us direct them to the Holy Spirit and call upon a New Pentecost: 
 

Come Holy Spirit, 
fill the hearts of your faithful 

and kindle in them the fire of your love. 
Send forth your Spirit and they shall be created. 

And You shall renew the face of the earth. 
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