DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN CHRIST:

“You have been enlightened by Christ. Walk always as children of the light and keep the flame of faith alive in your hearts.” The newly baptized hear these words as they are presented  with a lighted candle. We are baptized only once but each day we have an opportunity to fulfill our baptismal promises – to deepen our life in Christ so as to build up his Mystical Body, the Church.  In this, my first pastoral letter since coming to you as your bishop in June 2011, I want to invite you to: “Come, live in the Light!”

It is my desire that all of us in the Diocese of St. Augustine, walk as “children of the light.” This means that together we seek to know the gift of our faith so that we can bring Christ’s light to those who dwell in darkness – to those who do not know him or have somehow forgotten him.

This is the Church’s primary mission – evangelization. Some people think that to evangelize means to proselytize or recruit someone to the faith. Rather, Pope Benedict XVI tells us, “The church does not engage in proselytism. Instead, she grows by attraction: just as Christ draws all to himself by the power of his love …so the church …accomplishes her works

in spiritual and practical imitation of the love of her Lord.” Pope Benedict has noted on numerous occasions the urgency to evangelize everywhere in the world, including the United States. During his 2008 visit to the United States, he said, “People today need to be reminded of the ultimate purpose of their lives. They need to recognize that implanted within them is a deep thirst for God. They need to be given opportunities to drink from the wells of his infinite love …people need to be constantly reminded to cultivate a relationship with Him who came that we might have life in abundance.” 2 (cf. John 10:10)
RENEWING OUR COMMITMENT

In 1565, Father Francisco Lopez de Mendoza Grajales, lead chaplain to Don Pedro Menéndez’ fleet, celebrated the first Mass on these shores. He also became the first pastor of St. Augustine. The Great Cross at Mission Nombre de Dios is a 208-foot beacon of faith and memorial to the beginnings of Christianity and the Catholic faith in our nation, and its growth throughout this land. At the same time the Great Cross proclaims to the world Christ’s ultimate sacrifice – a graphic illustration of the victory of Christ’s sacrificial love, which is renewed again and again at every Mass. 

Regrettably, it’s estimated that between 55 and 70 percent of the population in the 17 counties that make up our diocese have no Christian affiliation. But I believe there is a hunger for God, for hope and peace – and to be truly, deeply loved by our neighbors.  Even more distressing, fewer than 40 percent of Catholics in our diocese attend Mass on the Lord’s Day – Sunday – or its vigil on Saturday. Meaning, most Catholics are not participating in what should be the center of parish life.
Goal 1: Proclaim the Gospel
Our faith is not a “private matter,” as the secular world would claim. We are called to “make disciples of all nations …teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28: 9a-10a) This is the opportune time for all Catholics to become entrepreneurs in the faith, finding creative ways to make new disciples, re-kindling the fire of Christ’s love in the hearts of our lukewarm brothers and sisters, and instilling true hope in the hearts of the downtrodden.
COME TO THE BANQUET OF THE LORD!
At the beginning of this pastoral letter I invited you to, “Come, Live in the Light!” Now, because we are a Eucharistic people, I also invite you to, “Come to the banquet of the Lord!”  The church draws her life from the Eucharist, which is the source and summit of Christian life.  As a

Eucharistic people we have celebrated together as Jesus commanded: “Do this in memory of me.” (Luke 22:19)

We are called to come together at least once a week on Sundays and on holy days, reading Scripture and breaking bread in Communion.  When we actively participate in the sacrament of the Eucharist, we come away from it changed, transformed and full of the spirit.
It follows from the Eucharist that we are compelled to continue the work that began with the Apostles 2,000 years ago in obedience to Jesus’ command: “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20a) Let us invite others to come to the banquet as well.

Remember also the gift of Our Lady of La Leche, whose shrine in St. Augustine is the first to our Blessed Mother in the United States. Ask her, “Be my mother.” She will come to you and show you the true dignity of womanhood, motherhood and the gift of fertility. She is the patroness of children in the womb and of families, and she will help us build a culture of love and life.

Join me and our Blessed Lady in sharing, living and building our faith as fellow members of the Body of Christ. Calling down the life giving Spirit on us all, I leave you with this prayer of St. Augustine:
Breathe in me O Holy Spirit, that my thoughts may all be holy.

Act in me O Holy Spirit, that my work, too, may be holy.

Draw my heart O Holy Spirit, that I love but what is holy.

Strengthen me O Holy Spirit, to defend all that is holy.

Guard me, then, O Holy Spirit, that I always may be holy. Amen.

Yours in Christ,

Felipe J. Estévez

Bishop of St. Augustine
