Parish Meetings – Future Vision and Needs


I will abandon the use of the term Town Hall Meeting because more than one person felt that it was misused for our parish meeting in January.  Whatever you want to call them there are two meetings in the weeks to come.  In preparation for these meetings you will find two very important items that will help keep us all informed.  First, will be this letter and second you will find a four page insert that should be read carefully.  

The insert is the summary of the input from the start of the meeting in January.  The Ad Hoc Committee and I were concerned that everyone had a chance to have their voice heard.  We wanted to make sure that not just a few that are comfortable speaking in public controlled the conversation.  We felt it imperative that everyone have some vehicle to speak their mind.  Members of the Ad Hoc Committee sat at most tables and simply wrote down what everyone said when asked this simple question, “What do you think of the three recommendations?”  There was no editing the responses or controlling the conversation.  Most people appreciated this step.  Many people felt more comfortable speaking to the small group and not standing in the larger arena.  Also, most people felt that the table discussions better reflected the tenor of the parish than the discussion in the larger group.  The insert is what came from these table discussions.
This insert is important as we move forward because you will see in this all the questions and concerns that we have been working to answer over the past two months.  Questions about cost of demolition, cost of repair, costs and options are all being investigated.  The answers are coming in and will be made public at a meeting at the Knights of Columbus on Tuesday, March 28th 7:00 pm.  In preparation for that meeting some parishioners have asked for another venue to have their questions and concerns heard.  The insert contains all the questions we are working on and finding answers.  Are there other questions that we have missed?  Do you think that your voice was not heard?  If so please come to a meeting on Sunday, March 18th at St. Ignatius Church 4:00pm.

We will NOT have all the answers at the meeting on the 18th.  The 18th is simply a meeting for those that feel that the process has been controlled or truncated.  There will be a mediator – not myself – that will be running that meeting; I will be in attendance.  Brian Gregory who is the president of the parish council in Dansville and Wayland will be our moderator.  He is learning about this process himself as that parish is going through some of the same problems as Our Lady of the Valley.  In his professional life he deals with group process and acts as a moderator for many groups.  He is very qualified for this task and should be thanked for sharing his gifts with us.  He is interested in learning from us as he works within his own parish.


If you read the summary insert from the January meeting there are many things that I wish I could answer for this community.  But there are a few statements that I would like to answer specifically in this space.  This past month has in many ways been a very difficult struggle for me both as a priest and personally.  I am trying my best to keep these two separated with mixed results.  The issue that I would like to address is the idea of parish vision and the future needs assessment of the parish.  

A few people have suggested that these Ad Hoc recommendations have come out of left field with no previous work being done.  This could not be further from the truth.  I would make specific reference to the work that was done in 2005 that was titled Parish Vision Statement.  Every committee and group as well as staff were involved in this process.  It was made public with reflection and input being sought from the community.  After many months of hard effort and meetings this document was put forth and published to the parish.  I would like to underline the following taken from the section that was titled “Facilities Summary”:
The on-going stress of how best to use our facilities and keep them in the condition that they deserve is difficult to bear.  There are multiple issues that need to be investigated prior to making any decisions.  



Strengths:


1. St. Mary’s – all around great condition


2. Size and beauty of St. Ann’s church


3. St. Ann’s School 


4. Many options and opportunities



Weaknesses:


1. Too many buildings in poor condition



No plan of maintenance


2. Emotional ties to buildings block changes


3. Cost of underused buildings

Specific Tasks:

· Develop a usage plan that will enhance and support parish mission 

· Great importance should be given to the Planning and Decision Making process

· Maintain and provide for the upkeep of main facilities within our parish

· Continue to maintain St. Ann School 

· Investigate even more creative uses for our school with parish education and ministry

As you can see this is neither a new idea nor something that has just dropped off the truck.  The Ad Hoc recommendations are specifically in answer to this developed needs-assessments and vision for the parish. This Parish Vision Statement also had sections dealing with other needs and suggestions on how to meet those needs.

I have also been asked what personal vision for the parish looks like.  I have given this much thought over the years since I was named pastor here.  My Vision for this parish has not been given to me by the Bishop regardless of what people say.  I continue to be frustrated that people tend to believe rumors rather than the words that come out of my mouth.  I have grown accustomed to the fact that some people will never believe what I say.  I can not stop this and only pray that at some point people will realize their error.  The Diocese is NOT forcing any of this on us.  There is no secret plan that has already been determined.  I am not simply following directives no matter what you hear over a cup of coffee or in the media.  


My Vision for the parish has many parts but there are two areas that are connected to this letter.  First is financial security.  I feel that we should not spend more than we take-in during any given year.  St. Ann as an independent parish struggled and never paid its bills in the pervious 20 years or more.  Responsibilities have not been met and issues with buildings and finances have been let slip because there was never enough money.  This problem has been transferred to Our Lady of the Valley.  I believe that we should do everything to stop this from continuing.  We must work to be in a position to set money aside for future needs and not just hope that someone dies and leaves a big gift.  Just like in your homes, we should be in a position to plan ahead and set money aside.  You save up for a big vacation or a new roof.  If you are not paying your bills every month you make changes to your lifestyle.  We have been getting between $9,000 and $10,000 a week, our average collection is actually $9,976. We can not set our budget and make decisions based on the hope that maybe people will put more money in the collection in the future.  

I believe instead that we should see where we are today – be optimistic for our future but assume that our collections will go up a reasonable amount.  We can not make a budget based on $12,000 or $13,000 when we have never gotten that much except on Christmas and Easter.  So we must look and see what we must do to live in the place that we are and if more money does come in then we can make changes in the future.  


Some people may have missed this fact but as of January I have eliminated two positions.  That means that there are two less people working for the parish and ministry is not being done.  We have done a lot to fix this problem.  At the beginning of the year we were looking at losing $88,000 and that number may be actually as low as $40,000.  The proposed changes to the parish are actually NOT enough to fix the total problem but will get us a lot closer.  


My Vision has a second part for the parish that includes looking forward to the future needs of the parish and what the parish should look like in the years to come.  We have already made many decisions that were painful because they were necessary for the future of the parish.  Keeping St. Joachim’s Church, Rectory and Parish Center were not seen as necessary to the parish so we sold one, torn another down and are currently renting out the third.  This was hard – 100% of St. Joachim people did not want that to happen but most willingly agreed to those measures because they saw that this was important for the future of the parish.  

The decision to move masses to St. Ann and out of St. Ignatius met with most of the St. Ignatius people against it but many thought it was best for the parish.  Now, most people – Not all! – do not have a problem with the recommendation to sell St. Ig’s church and offices; they see it as inevitable for the future of the parish.  
This is my Vision for this parish when it comes to these recommendations.  But I would like to add a final note.  These are only a part of my total Vision for the parish.  In all the other areas that are so much more important than buildings and finances I dream of a day when these things are all in our past.  I have a Vision of a parish that has hired ministers, pays living wages and has exciting new programs.  I have a Vision for a parish where we are a community that meets together and shares a meal and laughter in a parish center.  I have a Vision of a community that is even more committed to their parish; where Stewardship and caring for the people of God are a regular part of our community.  I dream of a parish where everyone can raise their hand and say, “Yes, I am a Steward of what God has given me and I share God’s gifts in this way…”  

These recommendations, however they are enacted and whatever decisions are made will help us move towards that part of the Vision of a healthy and vibrant parish community. To help us in this effort we will turn towards God once again and start a parish Novena on Sunday the 18th.  The prayers will be in the bulletin and in the pews for us to start them the same days as our first meeting March 18th and it will end on the day before our second meeting March 27th.  May God’s grace and peace be with us all.
