Change can be difficult


This letter may not be what you think as you read the banner.  The question that we may have is what our faith offers us when we are challenged with change.  This week I have had a long discussion with one individual to reflecting within large groups, each discussion focused on the same themes and the answers where found in a similar location.


Sunday I returned from a week away from the parish.  After two years of planning and work I went on cruise.  A nice vacation with family, it was great but as you well know sometimes coming back from vacation can be a hard transition.  We left on our trip from Tampa just as Tropical Storm Alberto was coming close to the land.  We had winds of over 30 miles an hour and rough seas.  I cannot do this every year but it certainly was fun.  We had a great time with amazing staff on the ship.  


As some of you know coming back from vacation can be hard.  The old saw, “I need a vacation from my vacation” can be the main feeling.  Sometimes the hustle and bustle of a vacation can leave you more tired and stressed out.  I am happy to say that I avoided that!  As we were arriving back in Rochester I asked my sister and we agreed that we had a great time but we where ready to come home.  We arrived home and said a prayer of thanks for a good trip and safety.  I came back and got right back into the swing of things.


Monday, I was in a meeting at the Diocesan Pastoral Office’s with a group of people for over two hours discussing some program ideas and changing methods of reaching out to our teenagers.  We were focusing on those seniors graduating from high school.  Our focus was how to connect with kids that are so busy with school sports and jobs.  Today teenagers have major commitments that are not easily ignored or put off.  Sports teams travel and have completely lost any ideas of a “season” they train and work year-round.  This is the norm for younger and younger children.  Even if there was an interest, I know that there is the feeling by parents of having their hands tied.  How do you stop the madness when there is a real interest in sports and you want to support the child’s efforts?  Sitting out the extra months means losing a place on the team.  

There is a real concrete need for older teenagers to have serious jobs to save money, not for frivolous things but paying a chunk of college tuition.  There is real pressure to get/keep/excel in a job with major time commitments.  Missing hours can mean loss of shifts and even being fired.  Now where does religion and faith fit in with all this happening?  At least third, but honestly it falls a few steps lower in the end.  Parents often voice their frustration that there is not enough time and what can they to cut out to make room for church activities.  So it is in this light that we met and tried – again – to find ways to connect to with teenagers.  
Tuesday, I was back in Rochester for a meeting with the Bishop and all Pastoral Ministers of the Diocese.  This meeting is similar to the Convocation that is with priests and parish administrators but more complete with Religious Education and Sacramental Preparation staff as well as music and associates in ministry.  The largest number of people where certainly not priests nor where they professed religious.  The largest group was married lay ministers, leaders within their communities.  There are not huge numbers but I think it is exciting that there are great men and women under 40 that have made it their career to work for the church and build the Kingdom of God directly.
The topic for that day was similar to my meeting on Monday; the Polarization within the church.  Looking at the changes in the church and the changes in society how to build the church and reach others.  The focus here was more specifically how to heal and stop the polarization between those that see themselves as Right, Orthodox, or Traditional and those that are seen as Left, Heterodox, or Radical.  The separation and anger of the debates seen on CNN and FOXNews, with Rush Limbaugh on one side yelling about the other and Al Franken on the other yelling just as loud.  This change in our society where it is OK to attack and dismiss anyone we disagree with has seeped into the church.  Bishops are mentioned with disdain, “Oh, him, well you do not have to listen to that Bishop!”  as well as priests who are attacked because someone has read an article that they like and the pastor sees things differently.  How do we stop this vitriol within our church?  It is terrible in our society and it is sinful in our churches.  

This anger and in-fighting that we are doing is actually a big hurdle for young people to get over within our church.  The problem is that the church is supposed to be large enough to fit the many views of its members.  Many people have the misconception that “catholic” is equal to ‘homogenization.’  They misunderstand that the Catholic Church, to be truly catholic, has to be the same everywhere.  This is not true and is a dangerous mistake in light of changes in our society and church.  Catholic is not universal in the sense that everything is exactly the same.  Catholic should mean universal in the sense that God loves everyone and God’s love is big enough to grow and allow many different people and ideas and traditions to flower and bear fruit.  
This brings me to a discussion with a woman of great faith and commitment to her faith, her church and her parish. When I mentioned the different views of catholic as universal she said, “that is what we were taught – everything the same everywhere.”  It was the same language and the same actions and the same movements.  But we know that is not true and not what the church really wants from us today.  So we are challenged on how to allow for changes that are required by the church in some cases or needed to reach a new generation.  How to allow those changes and yet still keep the core of our beliefs that never change and allow for the comfort of those that do not want the change?  

Wednesday was spent in Hornell – thankfully – and my day ended with a beautiful graduation ceremony for our own parish school.  St. Ann’s had its 135 graduation with 11 young men and women praying and thanking God for their years at St. Ann.  One of the highlights of the evening was a song by the girls of the 8th grade. I will not try to give you all the lines but it is called “Breakaway.”  I asked them and reminded them that even though they were graduating from St. Ann School they did not really have to ‘breakaway’ in fact the church and their parish family is always there for them.  They will grow-up and do great things here and all over the world but they should never breakaway from their home and certainly – more importantly – never breakaway from their faith.  The connection with their faith will be the thing that will strengthen them and keep them safe wherever life takes them.
Thinking of all the changes that are around us this week and this weekend, we welcome home HHS Alumni and all those that are coming home for various graduations.  Graduation is about moving on – thanking those that helped you get to this next step and the fear and excitement of making a journey.  God is the only thing that never changes.  His love is always there no matter what changes happen in our lives.  Just like our young men and women – moving from 8th grade to high school, or high school to the workforce or college or even those that are coming back to visit after moving on – we should all never forget that there will always be changes little and large but it is our faith and trust in God that keeps us on track and God that will be with us wherever life leads us.

