Continuing to Grow in Faith

How many times have I asked, with homilies or in this space, for you to grow and challenge yourself in faith?  I can think of four or five times during Lent and Holy Week where that was the specific focus of my words.  While I ask you to challenge yourself to grow, the question that you may want to ask is, “Well, what are you doing Father?”  I am trying to grow and continue to develop myself in the exactly same way and I have the exact same struggles.  


This past week – Monday through Wednesday – was the Diocesan Convocation.  This used to be called the ‘Bishop’s pajama party!’ Not exactly the best image.  The Convocation is when all the active Priests and Parish Administrators of the Diocese come together.  In the years that I have been participating I have found the Convocation an excellent time of re-energizing and learning.  I mentioned at the last meeting this year that I have not had a bad Convocation yet!  Those priests that have many more Convocations under their belts laughed and began to tell stories of some of the less than excellent Convocations they have been a part of in throughout their careers.  Each year the highlights for me are the opening comments by Bishop Clark, which are always interesting, and then the mass with the priests and the final prayer and blessing.  This year had many great moments.


Our topic this year we looked at Stem Cell research and End of Life issues.  If you think back to last year our Convocation was actually postponed because the Holy Father, John Paul II, was on his death bed and ended up dying on what would have been the opening day.  We postponed and the week that the Convocation actually took place was the middle of the battles over Terri Schiavo.  These issues where in the front of our minds last year and we requested this year’s topics in light of these events.  We are blessed to have some of the greatest doctors in this area right here in Rochester.  We heard from a geriatric doctor from Strong as well as a Moral Theologian and Ethics professor.  These presenters were excellent and informative.  I feel more prepared to answer questions and help families and individuals deal with these questions after this conference.

Being with all my peers as well as the priests and parish administrators of the Diocese is always fun and interesting.  Many an hour was spent sitting and telling stories about what is happening in their part of the world.  I saw Fr. Jim Yeager and we traded stories of our assignments – he sends his best to everyone.  I also talked to and had dinner with Fr. Mark Brewer, Hornell’s favorite son!  He is looking forward to a new assignment as his current internship assignment is up this year.  As of Wednesday, there was no official announcement so keep him in your prayers.  


This was more than just a time of learning and camaraderie.  This was also a time of prayer, sharing, and support.  This is a major event every year and great part of being in our Diocese.  To quote one of the vendors who came to sell his wares, “I go to a lot of these and you guys are the most fun!”  He looked forward to being in Rochester because we are an energetic and exciting group that loves to be together.  Bishop Clark expects that every active priest and administrator will be at this event.  All retired priests are invited and some come every year.  Our own Fr. Kanka is a regular and as you know Fr. Schnacky stays back to hold down the fort here and do the daily masses.  Along with the Convocation, there are also Diocesan guidelines about other events that we are encouraged to attend.  


Along with our regular vacation – three weeks if you want to know!  We are allowed and encouraged to attend one week of professional development and education per year, as well as one week on a personal meditative retreat.  I have not been on a retreat since my days in the seminary – five years.  I will be going on my first retreat in all that time next week.  I leave Tuesday morning for 8 days on the coast of Massachusetts.  This will be a silent retreat.  This means that there will be no general presentations or meetings.  I will meet with a Spiritual Director everyday and apart from meals be on my own.  Even when I will be with others for meals and mass everyday there will be no talking.  Even now I can hear you thinking, “No way! He can’t be quite for that long!”  I have to be honest – I love silent retreats.  Many people do not believe me when I tell them that I am a fairly strong introvert.  I look forward to time of silence where I can talk to God and give Him the chance to talk back.  In my daily life there are always meetings and phone calls and people looking for me but for these few days I will have one focus and that will be talking and listening to God.  I look forward to this silence to remind myself of the Love that God has for me and to reconnect to God and His call for me in my life.  

I look forward to re-energizing myself for the work here in our parish.  I will bring some books to read and will spend a great deal of time with Holy Scripture.  (Sleeping and naps will be on the agenda as well!)  My reading will not be novels or murder mysteries.  I have three books on the Eucharistic that I have not had a chance to read as well as two books on Moral Theology.  I promise a book report when I get back.  


Please keep me in your prayers.  Please ask God to help me be open to His words and that I will have a great time.  Ask for good weather as well! I take retreats seriously because I know that it is ONLY with the help and grace of God that I can do the work that I do and to be a priest.  I love being a priest and I love my life here with you all in Our Lady of the Valley.  I look forward to this time to strengthen and be with God in the silence that can only be found in a monastic setting.  
I just re-read this note and I am not sure if I should change it some how.  I am not to sure if Fr. Jim ever talked about going on retreat like this or if he ever told you about his retreats.  I hope that no worries about me.  As I re-read it I got to thinking that I might sound over worked or ready to quit.  PLEASE do not think that!  I am just really excited and looking forward to a week of prayer.  I got thinking if someone read this the wrong way they could get the wrong idea and start thinking, “Oh, No, this is bad!”  This is not a bad thing and I hope that you will all pray for me and lift me up to God for all the graces and blessings that He has for me.  Thank you in advance for your support and prayers.  (Later I will tell you where I am going for vacation!)

