
We live in a state where the Catholic Diocese encompasses the entire state of Maine. 
Therefore, what is factual about the state is often factual about the Diocese of Portland. Census 
data informs us that the population of Maine is getting older, sicker, and poorer. If true for the 
state, then also true for the diocese as well. How we receive that information determines whether we 
become discouraged or charged with hope. 

Does God abandon us because we are older, sicker or poorer? Is that what the New 
Testament claims is true about God? Our diocese is a divine creation. The power of the Holy Spirit 
working through the Sacraments has gathered, built up, united, healed, forgiven, anointed, called, 
and sustained our diocesan life.  

Our diocesan history stretches over 350 years. In those three and a half centuries, our 
diocese has faced far greater challenges than the time we are in. We can remember this without in 
any way minimizing the challenges we face today. On the contrary, knowing what our ancestors 
overcame with God’s grace can only deepen our hope as we face our own challenges with hope and 
trust in God’s providence. 

Our diocesan history is also one of continued strength and vitality in spite of and often 
because of the challenges endured. This is the story of the Catholic Church in the Diocese of 
Portland, Maine. This is the story of The Holy Spirit’s dynamic presence in the life of our diocesan 
church.  

The creative presence of God’s Spirit is dynamically active throughout our state and diocese 
today. As Catholics of many generations before us opened themselves to the Spirit’s dynamic power 
in the midst of poverty, persecution and rampant disease; so can we today as well. If we are older, 
sicker and poorer, then our mission is shaped with those realities in mind.  

          Church history reveals the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit and the unceasing creative 
power unleashed within the church’s life, often at the church’s seemingly lowest points. Many 
powers and forces throughout history have had their opportunities to crush the church. The 
Church has lived on, often in spite of itself. The Spirit’s presence in the church today is as fresh 
and powerful as it was the day of Pentecost. 

           The church’s obituary has been written many a time in history, but the funeral has yet to be 
scheduled. The Church has outlived its greatest critics, its strongest oppressors, and its most evil 
enemies. The Catholic Church in Europe survived and thrived through the collapse of the Roman 
Empire, invasions of barbarians, the black plague and other diseases, countless wars, devastating 
revolutions and in the last century the twin evils of fascism and communism. The Church has 
grown in spite of inner corruption, betrayal of trust, and hearts filled with ambition, narcissism and 
malice. This is a church that does not run on its own gas. 

In Sacred Scripture, the Holy Spirit’s most creative work comes in the darkest moments of 
history. In the Book of Genesis, God’s Spirit hovers over the dark and turbulent waters of chaos; 
drawing from it all of creation. Trapped between the Red Sea and the advancing Egyptian army, 

God’s Spirit split the waters in two, allowing the Hebrews to cross in safety. From the agony of the 
cross and the darkness of evil, Jesus delivers over his Spirit to the Father in heaven and thus 
begins the dynamic of Resurrection and the saving rhythm of dying and rising in Christ. 

Shortly after his election to the Chair of St. Peter, Pope Francis gave a homily focusing on 
The Holy Spirit’s work in the Church’s life. He used three words to further describe the Spirit’s 

actions: newness, harmony and mission. 

“Newness always makes us a bit fearful, because we feel more secure if we have everything 
under control, if we are the ones who build, program, and plan our lives in accordance with our own 
ideas our own comfort, our own preferences…It is hard to abandon ourselves to God with complete 



trust, allowing the Holy Spirit to be the soul and guide of our lives in every decision…Do we have the 
courage to strike out along the new paths which God’s newness sets before us?” 

Immigration throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries gave our diocese vast numbers of 
Catholics from Ireland, Italy, Eastern Europe and Quebec. 

A steady influx of immigrants, refugees, and asylees presents our diocese with both a 
challenge and a great opportunity. They come from many foreign nations with few material 
possessions and deep wounds of hatred, oppression and war. They also bring hearts of joyful faith 
celebrated in ecstatic celebration of worship. As we welcome, provide and make home for them, they 
reinvigorate our parishes, our communities, our businesses, workplaces, and schools.  

“The Holy Spirit…brings the diversity of charisms and gifts…a great source of wealth, for the 
Holy Spirit is the Spirit of unity, which does not mean uniformity, but which leads everything back to 
harmony…So let us ask ourselves: ‘Am I open to the harmony of the Holy Spirit, overcoming every 
form of exclusivity?’” 

Facing our current population with reality and hope, our cluster Pastoral Council has 
discerned directions for our cluster parishes to move.  

Fr. Ed Clifford and some of our laity have organized what they refer to as Consoling Hearts 
Ministry for the grieving. These lay people are already assisting the priests with Vigil prayers at the 
funeral homes and committal prayers at the cemetery.  Soon they will be the very leaders 
themselves as fewer priests are pulled in too many directions for pastoral care. 

This Consoling Hearts Ministry has already become a dynamic component of ministry and 
evangelization to those suffering the loss of a loved one.  I have very high hopes for their continued 
development and potential in the coming years.  

The Cluster Pastoral Council has also discerned continued outreach to parishioners from 
Africa, Asia, Mexico and Central America. This outreach and welcome can only serve to reshape our 
parish communities with deeper faith, greater love, and lively hope for what the future holds in 
store for us.  

“The Holy Spirit…impels us to open the doors and go forth to proclaim and bear witness to the 
good news of the Gospel, to communicate the joy of faith, the encounter with Christ…Let us ask 
ourselves: do we tend to stay closed in on ourselves, on our group, or do we let the Holy Spirit open us 

to mission?” (Give Us This Day, May 2016 pp. 163-164). 

There is much capable of leading us to discouragement. There seem to be fears and struggles 
all around us and we hunger for good news, any good news! The darkness of evil seems to be 
marching almost unimpeded. We can choose the temptation to build walls, lock doors, pull up the 
drawbridge, turn off the lights and hope it all passes us by. But these choices place us in danger of 
betraying the gospel and casting off our faith. These are the dangers Pope Francis constantly speaks 
of. 

The Spirit’s power and promise offer us amazing opportunities in our own diocese today. 
Perhaps we take too much for granted, or are unable to realize what God’s Holy Spirit is capable of 
in our day. Tapping that dynamic and divine energy can unleash an entirely new way of living as 
parish and diocese. Can we take the risk, let go, and believe? 

 Whether a fresh look at new approaches to Church teachings, a new religious order, or a 
local parish response such as Consoling Hearts, all are examples of The Holy Spirit’s presence and 
fidelity in the Church’s life. The challenges before us are many and are daunting, but the creative 
power of the Holy Spirit is already responding to those daunting challenges. 



Each and many more are ways The Holy Spirit reminds the Church, “I have the last word; 
not the world, not the darkness, not fear, not greed or corruption. I have the last word.” Where do 
we want to be when the last word is spoken? 


