God’s love knows no barriers. St. Pascal’s...where all people matter.
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“If your brother sins against you, go and tell
him his fault, between you and him alone. If he
listens to you, you have gained your brother.”
MATTHEW 18:15

Dear Friends:
One of the ways for me to trace my age is to trace the recent history of the ministry
of acolyte/alter server in our church. When I was a kid in the 1960s, those who
served at the altar were "altar boys," and they were always boys. The idea seems to
have been that such a ministry was intended to entice young males in to considering
a future in priesthood. It was imagined as a kind of apprenticeship. So we dressed
them (me) up as "junior priests" at mass. I wore a mini version of the same cassock
(floor-length black robe) and surplice (waist-length white over-garment) that the
ordained clergy wore back then. For a while neither I nor others thought much
about this. I began serving at the altar when I was in the fourth grade and
continued through high school.
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But eventually, thankfully, people did begin to think about it. Why, for example,
should the ministry of acolyte/server be understood as the training ground for
priesthood, rather than an important ministry of its own? And thus, why should it
be restricted to boys? I—and maybe you—can recall this long awkward time during
the 1970s and 1980s when the church (WE!) pretty much figured out that there was
no defensible answer to that question, but the rules hadn't changed yet. I still
remember my first years of priesthood in a parish where girls routinely served
alongside the boys at mass—except when the bishop came. On those occasions, we
had to pretend that only the boys were engaged in the ministry of acolyte, even
though the bishop knew very well that that wasn't true and that it was fine.
Finally, Pope John Paul II (of all people!) officially relaxed the restriction in the
1990s, and it was thought by some to be cause for seismic upheaval. It wasn't. For
a few decades now females have been happily, skillfully and officially serving
alongside their male peers at the altar, and nobody seems to have become confused
by the idea that acolytes aren't mini-priests. This is why we no longer dress them in
black and white. Rather, they wear the white robes that recall their commission in
baptism and the fact that this ministry has an integrity all its own. And it's also why
there's no longer any reason to have the ministry of acolyte confined to children. In
my most recent previous parish it was ordinary for vested acolytes from ages 10 to
75 to serve at the altar. It was not considered a ministry for juveniles, and why
should it be so? And at the parish where I belonged for years in the 1980s, the
Basilica of St. Mary in Minneapolis, all of the white-robed servers at mass—of both
genders—are adults.
In the past few weeks you have been reading in our bulletin about our desire to
expand the ministry of acolyte to people of all ages and life circumstances—family
groups, singles, teens, young adults—in addition to our faithful youngest ones.
Please think about it if you are interested, and come to one of the training sessions
in the next couple of weeks. It would be a great witness to have adults join our kids
in serving mass on the weekends, as they already do routinely at funerals and at daily
masses at St. Pascal's.
But, you may ask, why do we see the return of cassocks and surplices and a maleonly cadre of servers at some parishes and at archdiocesan liturgies? Ask those
pastors and/or your archbishop, because I can't understand it. Seems like
thoughtless retro to me.
And thank you (!!) for a very significant anonymous gift from long-time parishioners
that has allowed us to purchase beautiful new albs (white robes) for all our altar
servers. You will be seeing them beginning in the next week or two.
Fr. Mike Byron

Ted Whitney
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