As appeared in The BC Catholic, April 13, 2009: 
Ukrainian bishop rekindles the spark

By Joseph C. Gloria

In an effort to "remind people that priests just don't fall out of heaven and are not parachuted in," Bishop Ken Nowakowski has written a pastoral letter on priestly vocations in which he says families play a significant role in priestly vocations.

The year 2009 has been declared a time to emphasize priestly vocations in the Ukrainian Catholic Church, and the 50-year-old bishop of the Ukrainian Catholic eparchy (diocese) of New Westminster wrote the letter to accentuate his belief in the importance of families as nurturers of vocations.

"The first sort of incubation is at home," he said. "Even if that family is not particularly religious or church-going, there has to be a spark."

The Saskatchewan-born bishop outlined three aspects of priestly vocations in his pastoral letter:

-- The Christian family as a cradle of vocations.

-- The Christian community as the school for vocations.

-- The Christian life as an example for priests.

"The first Christian school is the family, which inculcates a child with those values which will accompany that child throughout his or her life," wrote Bishop Nowakowski in the letter. "The family is like a cradle for new spiritual vocations."

He also emphasized the importance of the relationship between the priest and his parishioners: "The ministry of a priest is a matter of the whole Church ... when his ministry proves to be unworthy, then not only the priest suffers, but the whole community with him."

He asked parishioners to reflect on encouraging vocations within their own families. "The priestly vocation does not come of itself; it must be nourished by the whole community over a long period of time, born in heartfelt and persistent prayer, and strengthened by the constant example of the pastor and the whole community," he wrote.

"Quite often I think one of the essential parts [of the religious life] is the community: its love and its respect for its pastor," he said.

Not only is Bishop Nowakowski's pastoral letter for the parish community, it is for priests as well, telling them to ask themselves if they are "poster material" for the priesthood.

"If you were a young man contemplating where your life is heading, and you were not seeing people having a lot of esteem for the priesthood ... even if it's in the back of your mind, in the depth of your heart, is that something you'd go for?" he asked The B.C. Catholic.

Bishop Nowakowski is convinced that something as simple as a priest approaching young men would encourage more of them to join the priesthood. In fact, that's how he became a priest.

At the age of 26, his pastor asked him to think about a priestly vocation, "so I started thinking and praying about it and, yes, this is something I wanted to do," said Bishop Nowakowski.

He was then the manager at a restaurant and movie theatre in northern Saskatchewan.

He sees his mother as the first catechist in his life: "She's the one who held my hand and helped me learn to cross myself," he said.

Bishop Nowakowski's pastoral letter includes a quotation from Pope Pius X: "Every priestly vocation comes from God and passes through the heart of the mother."

When he made the announcement that he was going to become a priest in 1989, he said, nobody in his family was surprised. On the other hand, when he told them years later that he was going to become bishop, they were pleased yet found it "a little bittersweet," since he would be leaving Saskatoon.

His first Easter as a Ukrainian Catholic priest was celebrated in Ukraine, where, according to Bishop Nowakowski, more than 25,000 people attended the Divine Liturgy (Mass).

"From that moment, I would say, I knew life had changed," he said.

His calling as the third Eparch (Bishop) of New Westminster came as a pleasant surprise when Pope Benedict XVI appointed him in June 2007.

"All of my previous experience has certainly helped me, prepared me for my life as a priest, and certainly has added a lot to serving the Church as a bishop," he said.

The Ukrainian Catholic Eparchy of New Westminster, established in 1974, is the youngest in North America. In 2012 the Church will celebrate the 100th anniversary of the arrival of the first Ukrainian Catholic bishop in Canada.

Bishop Nowakowski describes the eparchy as a "maturing Church," contrasting its youth with the median age of its members.

"Sometimes you come to the church and say, `Where are all the young people?'" he said, but at the same time, he thinks the eparchy is very vibrant. He remains impressed with the number of people he sees who want to "commit to a life of spiritual nourishment."

Recently Bishop Nowakowski attended a meeting in Brazil of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Patriarchal Commission for Priestly Formation in Seminaries.

The meeting was for the Ukrainian Church's leaders in its seminaries and houses of studies in North and South America.

The commission, which was meeting for the first time, is attempting to develop a priestly formation program and standard practices and goals.

One of the reasons the commission is necessary, he said, is the movement of clergy from one country to another. "We feel that there should be certain norms set for formation so that when a priest arrives [from another country], though there will be a period of inculturation needed, that there'll be a basic understanding that this is what their formation was."

Meanwhile, he hopes his pastoral letter will "provide an opportunity for people to say, `Okay, what am I going to do about vocations? Am I praying? Am I supporting my own priest? Am I supporting priests in general? What is my relation to priests?'

"It's a vocation that must be nurtured and cared for, and loved."

Bishop Nowakowski's pastoral letter can be read at the eparchy's web site, www.nweparchy.ca.

 
