Summer Changes

If, like me, you got your Catholic Courier this week you may have read with interest some of the many changes with priests and their assignments as well as the many other individuals that have changed their parish roles.  You will also notice the growing number of Lay men and women as well as Professed Religious women that are working and running parishes.  


I counted 26 assignments that were started on June 27th of this year.  Of that number, I count 3 priests where their new assignment is actually an old assignment with an additional assignment added on.  This means that they were the pastor of one set of parish assignments and an additional assignment was added.  Seven (7) of the priest named are “externs” or were externs.  This means that they were not ordained for this Diocese and they are not originally from the U.S.  They came from other countries, many from the African Continent, others from Eastern Europe.  (I do not know the total number of “externs” but it a growing number.)  These men come to serve our communities for various lengths of time.  Some join our Diocese permanently and are no longer “externs.” Five (5) of those with new assignments are not priests.  One, Deacon Dean Condon, is a permanent Deacon like our own Deacon Bob McCormick.  He will be moving his family to Corning from Henrietta.  Two (2) are Religious Sister and two (2) are lay women.  

Imagine the changes that have taken place in even the last 20 years.  Can you imagine a parish not being run by a priest even those few years ago?  There are some major changes that this change represents.  These changes reflect many positive effects and some difficulties.  I have had many great experiences with the priests that serve in our Diocese from outside our country.  From Africa and Eastern Europe, they leave home for years at a time.  Some are here for an education and while taking classes at a University they work at a parish to help out and earn some money.  Some just come for a short period of time – a few years – and then go home.  Others have come looking for fulltime work and work to get citizenship and stay until they retire or even die and are buried here away from home.  

Even a few years ago the idea that there would be priests coming here because we did not have enough priests was out of the question.  It was not even conceived of as an issue nor an option.  There was a time in the late 1950’s and 1960’s when there were so many priest that young men that wanted to be ordained were sent to other Diocese to become priests.  I know that many of you would like to call those areas and say, “Hey, you owe us a priest!  Time to pay us back.” Well, that is not going to happen but we have to see that these changes reflect major shift in our church and how it runs.  


I have often thought and spoken of the blessing that we have of having two retired priests in our parish.  The ministry and love that Frs. Kanka and Schnacky bring to our parish family is incalculable.  I shutter to think what we would do without them.  But as time goes by and numbers go down we need to realize that there will be a time in the future when there will only be one priest in our parish.  What would our parish look like if there was a Permanent Deacon or a Religious Sister that ran the parish and a visiting priest from Africa said the masses?  I can hear people thinking right now, “Is he trying to tell us something??  Is he leavening???”  NO, I am not going anywhere but look to our north and you will see Holy Family Parish in Dansville/Wayland/Cohocton/Perkinsville; they never thought they would be in the place they are right now.  They have a great priest from Africa and a visiting priest from Massachusetts that are assigned as their priests.  Who knows what that parish situation will be like in a few years.  

There is no way to protect yourself or try and hide from these realities.  They are everywhere and growing. Some people point (incorrectly I think) to other Diocese and say they have presets but the truth is that every Dioceses is finding the same thing that we have known for many years – vocations are going down and we have to change how we live as Catholics.  The days of lots of priests are gone and are not coming back in the distant future.  We all have to take time to re-evaluate what it means to be parish and how we interact with each other.

I think we at Our Lady of the Valley can look to many things as real success stories.  We have made huge steps towards building a parish community that spans what was four separate communities.  We have taken some of the best of each of our closed parishes and incorporated them into our single parish.  There have been some significant losses.  Many people that were major participants of the individual parishes have left rather than change to a new configuration.  I am sorry to say that this is a situation where everyone looses.  They have lost connection to any remnant of their original parish family and the new parish has lost their gifts.  I pray for them as they have to start at zero in a new parish.  It may not be the same here in Our Lady of the Valley but there are friends and family from every community present.  
I spoke of blessings as well as difficulties above.  I have heard many stories in parishes where a permanent pastor was replaced by a lay person or a Deacon.  Once parishioners have let go of the loss of what they have known they have found a real blessing in their new parish leader.  It should be obvious to say that a Deacon with his wife and family with him will be a very different leader of a parish community than a priest.  A Religious Sister and a lay man or woman will be a much different leader as well.  You may be thinking of this as a bad thing but these men and women bring great gifts to each of their assignments.  God’s blessings continue to flow and for many, these gifts bring new blessings.

We have all made many changes.  As I was reading the new assignments I thought back over the past two years that I have been here in Our Lady of the Valley Parish.  There have been many changes; as you know many more are still coming.  Most people have settled in and I no longer hear about “My Mass” being moved or canceled.  I always smiled to myself when someone said that because I always thought it was God’s mass and we were participants.  I also smiled to hear about people driving 24 miles to Wayland because the 18 miles to Rexville was ‘too far.’  I think in many ways most people have gotten over the idea that participation in our faith is only when it is convenient.  In some ways we should look out at other parishes and we may gain some perspective on the changes here in our parish.  I never imagined that we would be where we are now.  I would have never thought of what we have done over the past two years.  
I look forward to next year and for years to come.  I do not know what it will hold or the changes that may take place but I know one thing - God will never abandon us.  Some will certainly abandon God and some may still abandon this community but Jesus promised that the Gates of Hell would not prevail against our church.  He never said what that church would look like but I know and trust that God’s grace and His blessing will never leave us.  If we keep our eyes focused on God and the grace we receive through the Sacraments then the ‘where’ and the ‘when’ will not be so important.   Look around and you will see what the future holds for many parishes.  We can continue to grow and prosper and we will look with fondness for the “old days” but Our Lady of the Valley will have a great future because God’s grace is always with us.
