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REPORT OF THE PRESIDENT 

CCCB 2020 Plenary Assembly 

 

Dear Brother Bishops and members of the staff, 

 

I am delighted to welcome you all to the annual Plenary Assembly of the Canadian Conference 

of Catholic Bishops. This is indeed a historical first for us as we gather not in person but by 

means of videoconference. Thanks to this technological innovation, we are still capable of 

coming together in order to reflect and pray, discern and decide, listen and learn – and with the 

divine assistance of the Holy Spirit. We meet by means of a virtual platform to continue our 

common commitment, supported by the bonds of communion, friendship and mutual esteem and 

always trusting that the Good Shepherd guides to his Bride the Church and those called to 

ecclesial leadership as Pastors. We will reflect together on the questions that lie before us, 

confident in the abiding virtue of hope which opens our gaze and frees our hearts from anxiety 

and fear, even in the presence of numerous challenges and difficulties. Allow me to review some 

highlights from this past year and those which will require our attention and labour during this 

Plenary meeting and in the year to come. 

 

1. The COVID-19 reality 

The proverbial elephant in the virtual room is, of course, the reality of the coronavirus and 

the world pandemic into which it has plunged us, individually and collectively. The changes 

that have marked our lives and ministries are too numerous to mention in this report. I am 

happy to know there will be ample time set aside this week to address some of these, 

including the myriad of forms of impact on our faith communities throughout our country. It 

is undeniable that our lives and vocation as Bishops have undergone strain and stress, 

difficulties and hardships, to different degrees. Numerous members of our communities and 

many others as well have suffered greatly at this time. We think of them, pray for them and 

reach out to them. As I stated in my Easter Message: “With this surprising pandemic, many 

are fearful of the long-term job loss and are worried about how they will pay their rent, feed 

their children and meet their responsibilities with diminished financial resources. For some, 

such as those who are in hospital and long-term care facilities, their fear of isolation is 

particularly increased when they are told that they cannot receive visitors.” It would be 

unfair, however, not to recognize and celebrate the many different ways we have had to adapt 

our evangelization efforts, our style of leading the flock entrusted to our pastoral care. The 

Church’s mission continues, though there just might be a grace or two we may wish to 

discern, both personally and collectively, as to what the Lord is asking of us and how, 

through this crisis, we are to respond to that call. As shepherds and guides, there is a 

responsibility, which is undeniable when it comes to comforting, healing, listening and 

picking up the pieces of those lives and communities which have been most intensely 

impacted. I am inspired and encouraged by the words of that great apostle Saint Paul who 

wrote to the faithful in Rome: “We also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering 
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produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and 

hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the 

Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Rm 5:3-5). This experience has certainly stretched us, 

spiritually and ministerially. It has forced us to look outside the well-known pastoral and 

administrative boxes we are accustomed to and, in creative, though not always smooth and 

seamless ways, to reach out and be present anew. On a practical level, even while the 

functioning of our Conference has been challenged because of the reduction of travel and 

meetings, we appreciate all the more the importance – as well as the utility and beauty! – of a 

renewed and up-to-date website. Similarly, we are in the process of developing videos on a 

number of key issues and have already announced an upcoming webinar on the new 

Directory for Catechesis. Our staff at the Conference has worked diligently throughout these 

difficult months and for that we are truly grateful. 

 

Even more importantly, the pandemic has most definitely taught us more about ourselves, 

our communities, our collaborators and governments, our strengths and our weaknesses. In 

this light we have published, as you may recall, a statement on 13 March last in an effort to 

afford some encouragement and presence to our people. On 14 July 2020, again we found it 

necessary and opportune to release a message entitled They Still Bring Forth Fruit in Old 

Age: A Lesson on Caring in the midst of the COVID-19 Pandemic so as to acknowledge the 

most serious difficulties faced by many vulnerable persons across the country during this 

pandemic, being particularly mindful of the elderly in our communities. In addition, on 

30 March 2020, together with more than 80 religious leaders from across Canada, we issued 

a joint message called Hope, Gratitude and Solidarity in view of celebrating and recognizing 

the selflessness and generosity of so many individuals and communities, all the while 

underscoring some major lacunae that we have all experienced in the different responses to 

the pandemic. In this light, I signed onto a letter to the Prime Minister to thank the federal 

government for its ongoing efforts to prevent transmission of COVID-19, especially among 

the most vulnerable Canadians, while also encouraging the government “to fund the 

development of vaccines that do not create an ethical dilemma for many Canadians”.1 We are 

reminded of the need to stay close to our flock always, but especially in these times of trial, 

not only by our Holy Father in so many ways through his words and actions, but also through 

the magisterial teaching of the Second Vatican Council when it stated: “In exercising their 

office of father and pastor, bishops should stand in the midst of their people as those who 

serve. Let them be good shepherds who know their sheep and whose sheep know them. Let 

them be true fathers who excel in the spirit of love and solicitude for all and to whose 

divinely conferred authority all gratefully submit themselves. Let them so gather and mold 

the whole family of their flock that everyone, conscious of his own duties, may live and work 

in the communion of love.”2 

 

                                                 
1 Joint Letter to the Prime Minister on the ethical development of a vaccine against COVID-19, 21 May 2020. 
2 Vatican II, Decree, Christus Dominus, 16. 
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2. Recent legislation and ethical/social questions 

 

Despite the coronavirus and its widespread effects, from a legal and ethical perspective, 

certain legislation has continued to advance, showcasing serious challenges to the Gospel 

values we promote and to our work as an accompanying Church in our society today. The 

moral fibre of our culture – not to mention the ethical landscape of our communities – seems 

to be confronted with an aggressive ideology, which is at the root of the euthanasia and 

assisted suicide issue, as well as, transgenderism, not to mention horrific acts of racism in its 

many forms. Likewise, the most vulnerable in our society are impacted the worst as this 

pandemic reveals the inherent inconsistencies and deficiencies in public as well as private 

institutions and programs. From a Gospel of life point of view, these ever present and 

burning issues need a coherent, robust and united response from us as leaders of faith 

communities and shepherds committed to protecting our flocks from dangers of many kinds. 

We wish to promote the wholeness of life and its sacredness; we desire to protect the 

voiceless, the vulnerable, the weak and the helpless. We are intent on providing new and 

grace-filled opportunities so that our families may flourish, our youth may grow in virtue, our 

elderly may live in safety and serenity, and each of our parishes may be truly missionary, a 

“community of communities” that “brings people together and fosters long-term personal 

relationships, thereby giving people a sense of belonging and being wanted… a place where 

solitude is overcome, which has affected so many lives, as well as being ‘a sanctuary where 

the thirsty come to drink in the midst of their journey and a centre of constant missionary 

outreach’”.3 

 

Christ is always eager to offer abundant life to all, and he invites us to be one with him in 

welcoming, protecting and nurturing life and life-giving initiatives. The particular challenges 

we have been facing as of late, which further undermine a culture of life, are what were (until 

the prorogation of Parliament) Bills C-7 and C-8. It is clear that the government is to bring 

back similar legislative proposals before Parliament. The Conference also intends to remain 

engaged – a voice of hope, of peace, of respect in our ongoing conversations, collaboration, 

letters, statements, and other efforts. 

 

In my 31 January 2020 letter to the Prime Minister of Canada, I emphasized that as Bishops 

“we unequivocally affirm and maintain the fundamental belief in the sacredness of all human 

life, a value that we share with many others in our country, including persons of different 

faiths and no faith at all. Despite the misleading euphemism, ‘Medical Assistance in Dying’ 

(MAiD) remains simply euthanasia and assisted suicide – that is, the direct taking of human 

life or the participation in his/her suicide, which can never be justified. Suffering and death 

are indeed terrifying and the instinct to flinch from pain is universal. But euthanasia and 

assisted suicide are not the answer.” 

 

                                                 
3 Congregation for the Clergy, Instruction, “The pastoral conversion of the Parish community in the service of the 

evangelising mission of the Church,” 20 July 2020, #25-26. 
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We likewise felt it necessary to speak in defence of life once again in our “Response” to the 

tabling of Bill C-7, An Act to amend the Criminal Code (medical assistance in dying) of 

26 February 2020. Therein, on behalf of the Conference, I reiterated that as Bishops we “call 

upon all Canadians to make their voices heard”, and “strongly urge members of Parliament 

to acknowledge the giftedness of life as an inalienable right not to be taken away by others, 

the importance of compassion for the ill and the dying, as well as our responsibility to 

protect the most vulnerable among us.” 

 

It is not without painstaking labour and, at times, even frustration that daily we confront 

these issues which speak to the core of our faith as Christians and to our experience as 

members of the human family. I am happy to note that our Ad hoc Committee for Palliative 

Care is doing such diligent work at producing resources which will promote knowledge of 

and appreciation for palliative care within our parishes. Though the Conference is and will 

continue to be present at such national debates to bring forward the wisdom and approach 

which is that of Christ himself, I believe that more can and must be done at the local level. Is 

it time, perhaps, to reinvigorate our pastors and pastoral teams, to ignite a new fire among 

our lay faithful, to encourage the prophetic mission of those in consecrated life – so that 

human life may be promoted, respected, celebrated and nurtured in all ways and at all times 

in our local communities of faith?  

 

In the end, we know that restoring and strengthening the moral fibre of our society will 

require that relationships between peoples be based on truth and in a common, dare I say 

“synodal”, fashion. It is indeed paramount that we pursue justice as our goal, all the while 

being inspired by charity and respect for human freedoms. What today seems to jeopardize 

the building up of a healthy and just, humane and peaceful society is precisely the 

fragmentation of these core principles. Saint John Paul II was inspired by Pacem in Terris 

when he wrote of the four pillars of peace: “With the profound intuition that characterized 

him, John XXIII identified the essential conditions for peace in four precise requirements of 

the human spirit: truth, justice, love and freedom. Truth will build peace if every individual 

sincerely acknowledges not only his rights, but also his own duties towards others. Justice 

will build peace if in practice everyone respects the rights of others and actually fulfils his 

duties towards them. Love will build peace if people feel the needs of others as their own and 

share what they have with others, especially the values of mind and spirit which they possess. 

Freedom will build peace and make it thrive if, in the choice of the means to that end, people 

act according to reason and assume responsibility for their own actions.”4 

 

As Bishops, we too are at the service of such peace, of God’s plan for redemption which 

plays itself out in our lives and which likewise requires determination, witnessing and 

leadership. Our contribution, encouragement and guidance should be such that it leads our 

people, God’s people, all people, to live in the way our Creator and God intended. Our 

                                                 
4 Pope John Paul II, Message for the Celebration of the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2003, Pacem In Terris: A 

Permanent Commitment. 
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service, our ministry and our vocation embolden us to speak up with the strength of our 

convictions and with the humility of Christ. As the Catechism of the Catholic Church 

teaches, citing Lumen Gentium: “‘The bishops, as vicars and legates of Christ, govern the 

particular Churches assigned to them by their counsels, exhortations, and example, but over 

and above that also by the authority and sacred power’ which indeed they ought to exercise 

so as to edify, in the spirit of service which is that of their Master.”5 

 

3. Walking with Indigenous Peoples on new pathways of hope 

For a number of years, you may recall, renewing and strengthening our relations with 

Indigenous Peoples in our country has been among our top-most priorities. During this past 

year, I am happy to report that significant advancements, meaningful results and promising 

endeavours have been realized. The journey we have embarked upon with the First Nations, 

Métis and Inuit is one to which we are irrevocably committed. Some of the milestones 

include the series of Listening Circles which took place across the country in early 2020, 

though the Coronavirus impeded others from proceeding as scheduled.  

 

We have heard the sincere invitation to acknowledge the past and to engage through 

meaningful steps with Indigenous Peoples in view of a future filled with mutual respect, 

cooperation and hope. To this end, with the strong encouragement of Pope Francis and from 

the desire for harmony with Indigenous Peoples and communities, we pledge our deep and 

lasting commitment to renewing, strengthening and reconciling relationships in the present 

and future with unwavering determination and as a Gospel call to engage actively and build 

together a brighter future. The centrality of reconciliation in our lives as the Body of Christ 

led me to make it the theme of my Christmas Message 2019. A particularly significant 

passage for me was: “Reconciliation is both interior and exterior, personal and social – 

changing one’s own heart and reaching out to others. The community of faith, to be a 

community of reconciliation, must provide encouragement for both internal reflection and 

external action. In order to take things to heart like Mary, who is the Mother and model of 

the Church, the community needs to be an authentic witness to reconciliation. It must connect 

and be concerned with the lives and experiences of people. Saint Paul reminds the Church 

and its members that theirs is the ministry of reconciliation. We read in 2 Corinthians 

5:18,19, ‘All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the 

ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not 

counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.’ 

Reconciliation, as an essential dimension to human dignity and human relationships, means 

reaching out to all who are in situations of division, exploitation, marginalization and 

rejection. For Canadians in the present day, the ministry and message of reconciliation in a 

specific way impacts on Indigenous realities, on questions relating to earth as our common 

home, and on the indignities done to human life and the human person.” 

 

                                                 
5 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 894. 
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Naturally, any initiatives cannot be considered in siloes but indeed as a continuum of 

successful milestones along the common path. There are questions around what can and 

ought to be done with respect to the so-called Doctrine of Discovery and the notion of terra 

nullius; the revitalization of Indigenous languages; the different efforts in view of 

reconciliation, inside and outside the Church, and the legacy of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission. I was delighted to take note of the message for the 2020 National Day of Prayer 

in Solidarity with Indigenous Peoples prepared by the CCCB Indigenous Council. Entitled 

Healing of the Earth, it highlights the different types of relationships from which we benefit 

and that are a constant reminder to us of the need to continue nurturing them. To name a few 

such relationships, the message mentions the creation stories and our interdependence with 

one another in all of creation. One particular type of relationship which caught my attention 

was that of healing: “Another relationship is about healing. We are always healing. God sent 

His only Son, Jesus Christ, to lead us in the way of healing and restore relationship with 

God, other peoples, and all creation. Jesus used mud from the Earth to heal the blind. He 

went into the wilderness and to the mountains to fast. He used bread and a few fish to feed 

thousands of people. He worked with the wind and water. Jesus was in full relationship with 

all things of creation. We learn from Him about the way of the healer, friend, prophet, and 

teacher.”  

 

The future is filled with possibilities and God-given opportunities. We are convinced that it is 

imperative to do all we can to accompany the First Peoples of Canada in creative and new 

ways. What will 2021 look like in terms of significant milestones, post-delegation? What 

other initiatives can we, must we, look at? How can we work more with the First Nations, 

Metis and Inuit in our country in ways which will bring about the much-needed healing and 

allow us to move forward, to venture into new areas of ministry with them, and to bring 

about the spiritual and social transformation so desired by all? The Holy Father challenged us 

when he wrote in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium: “Pastoral ministry in a 

missionary key seeks to abandon the complacent attitude that says: ‘We have always done it 

this way’. I invite everyone to be bold and creative in this task of rethinking the goals, 

structures, style and methods of evangelization in their respective communities.”6 This is a 

critical call to do better and to do more. 

 

4. Synodality: a privileged manner of serving and leading 

One of the many gifts Pope Francis has given us as Church is no doubt a renewed and keener 

awareness of the need to look at ourselves and our ministry though the lens of synodality.  

 

His Holiness pointedly stated: “It is precisely this path of synodality which God expects of 

the Church of the third millennium.”7 Synodality is, therefore, not extraneous to the Church’s 

self-understanding. As we know, its meaning is theologically rich, but mysterious as well. It 

                                                 
6 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, 33. 
7 Pope Francis, Ceremony Commemorating the 50th Anniversary of the Institution of the Synod of Bishops, 

17 October 2015, AAS 107 (2015) 1139 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/october/documents/papa-francesco_20151017_50-anniversario-sinodo.html
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is understood most of all when put side by side with that other key ecclesiological concept of 

communion. It truly defines who we are as a missionary and pilgrim people and how we 

serve as Bishops with those entrusted to our pastoral care. It connotes a path and walking 

together in deep harmony of mind and heart. It is inclusive, dynamic and creative; it allows 

for sincere openness and the voice of the Holy Spirit to be heard most effectively; it requires 

humility and commitment; it is life-giving but necessitates prayerful listening and allowing 

ourselves to be challenged by the Word of God and by the faith-filled people whom we 

serve. It allows for charisms to flourish and hearts to be healed. 

 

Synodality is akin to accompanying, a pastoral attitude so dear to Pope Francis, and closely 

related to other key issues of his pontificate, including the work of solidarity accomplished 

by Caritas Internationalis as well as the attitudes and policies relative to the protection of 

minors and vulnerable persons. Earlier this summer, it was agreed by our Conference and the 

National Council of the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peace – 

Caritas Canada to implement the recommendations of the Deloitte organizational review, 

“following principles of synodality and mutual respect”. In the pastoral letter a few years ago 

to mark the 50th anniversary of founding and mandating CCODP, our Conference 

purposefully used the image of walking together. As the etymology of the word “synod” 

reminds us, and the Acts of the Apostles repeatedly portrays, Christ is the way; the journey 

we are to follow is his. Synodality thus is key to the welcomed renewal of Development and 

Peace which you will hear more about later this week. Similarly, in the introductory section 

of his 2019 Apostolic Letter Vos Estis Lux Mundi, the Holy Father stresses the concrete 

witness of personal relationship, and how a “fully ecclesial” approach is one which expresses 

“the communion that keeps us united, in mutual listening and open to the contributions of 

those who care deeply about [the] process of conversion” – in other words, the way of 

repentance, renewal and reform. During this Plenary, we will also have an opportunity to 

receive and discuss several important proposals from our Standing Committee for 

Responsible Ministry – which in its very form and function is an expression of synodality. 

 

The International Theological Commission’s 2018 enlightening document Synodality in the 

Life and Mission of the Church further underscored yet another essential and complementary 

element to this paradigm: collegiality: “In this ecclesiological context, synodality is the 

specific modus vivendi et operandi of the Church, the People of God, which reveals and gives 

substance to her being as communion when all her members journey together, gather in 

assembly and take an active part in her evangelising mission. While the concept of synodality 

refers to the involvement and participation of the whole People of God in the life and mission 

of the Church, the concept of collegiality defines the theological significance and the form of 

a) the exercise of the ministry of Bishops in the service of the local Church entrusted to the 

care of each of them, and b) of the communion between local Churches at the heart of the 

one universal Church of Christ, brought about by means of the hierarchical communion of 

the College of Bishops with the Bishop of Rome. Collegiality is thus the specific form in 

which ecclesial synodality is manifested and made real through the ministry of Bishops on 

the level of communion of the local Churches in a region, and on the level of communion of 
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all the Churches in the universal Church. An authentic manifestation of synodality naturally 

entails the exercise of the collegial ministry of the Bishops.”8 

 

Dear Brothers, while we continue to take further steps on the path set before us, we do not 

ignore the difficulties or even the contradictions that our present time manifests. History, in 

fact, is a wise pedagogue and reminds us that every age brings with it its own challenges on 

the religious, cultural and socio-political levels. However, it also conveys unique 

opportunities. We believe that Christ the Chief Shepherd9 knows how to draw good out of 

seemingly impossible situations. As we labour generously and synodally, helping one 

another, side by side as brothers in the episcopate, as well as within our respective 

ecclesiastical provinces and regional episcopal assemblies, we do so with the eyes and heart 

of Christ. As a living and active presence of Christ, the “shepherd and guardian of our 

souls”,10 Bishops lead with a vision and mission which require the support and charity of 

each other. The more we as brothers walk together in harmony and intent, the more our 

witnessing to Christ will bear fruit. To the extent that we are united and in communion, 

synodal in our ways of thinking, praying, discerning and labouring, the light of Christ will 

reach far and wide across our country in powerful witness to the Kingdom already in our 

midst. Referring back once again to the International Theological Commission, it reminds us 

that: “The importance of Episcopal Conferences in promoting the synodal journey of the 

People of God lies in the fact that ‘the individual Bishops represent each his own Church’. 

The development of an effective methodology of participation, with appropriate procedures 

for consulting the faithful and acceptance of different ecclesial experiences in the phase of 

working out the pastoral orientations that have come from Episcopal Conferences, with lay 

people participating as experts, helps to enhance these structures of episcopal collegiality to 

assist in the implementation of synodality.”11 

 

Conclusion 

 

We cannot deny that today the Bishop’s ministry is particularly arduous. Though we endeavour 

to exercise our office and service in unity and communion to the best our of capacity, we do so 

mindful that we are transmitting the deposit of faith and an experience of life handed down to us 

by the Apostles, as well as the Church’s teaching. This authentic handing down, pastorally and in 

a synodal fashion, includes fundamental aspects to which we must cling so as to be faithful to the 

Lord. We discern the signs of the times together as a body, but also with our clergy, consecrated 

persons and lay faithful, considering the positive aspects of our contemporary world, though not 

letting ourselves be unduly influenced by passing fads, pressure groups or unhealthy attachments 

and harmful ideologies. This meeting of the Plenary Assembly, though different because it is 

taking place via video conference, remains a privileged and graced opportunity for us to deepen 

                                                 
8 International Theological Commission, Synodality In the Life and Mission of the Church, 2018, 6-7. 
9 1 Pt 5:4 
10 1 Pt 2:25 
11 Ibid., 90. 
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and strengthen our effective and affective collegiality. Thank you, dear Brothers, for your 

support and your continued commitment to the work of the Conference. Finally, in the context of 

COVID-19, on behalf of all of us, I consecrated our country to the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother 

of the Church. Let us renew our devotion and join together in fervent prayer to her and to her 

beloved spouse Saint Joseph, patron saint of our country, that they may accompany us with their 

intercession, so that these days may bear fruit for the people we serve and be pleasing to the 

Lord.  

 

 


