It is Better to Give than Receive?

Is it too early to start thinking about Christmas?  There are “Christmas in July” sales in many stores.  There are only 109 days until Christmas – I will not try to figure out how many shopping days that is as most stores are open every day.  It is really hot today and the temperature down on the clock at the insurance place reads 85 so it may seem silly to be thinking of Christmas at this time of the year but it has been a week of many surprises and gifts.  Like many of you I enjoy a surprise or a gift that was not expected.  This past week I have had a few moments when a happy surprise came my way and I would like to share them with you.  
The Gospel today (Thursday) was about the first time Jesus was in a boat with Simon Peter.  It was when they had not caught anything all night but Jesus told them to sail out into deeper water and throw the net over the side.  They caught so many fish that the boat was almost swamped and the nets were close to tearing.  In the Gospel of Luke we hear Peter say, “Leave me Lord. I am a sinful man.” (Lk 5:8)  Jesus, as Son of God, certainly knew who Peter was and the mistakes he had made but Jesus also saw his potential.  
When we see the glory of God we too might shrink back in fear instead of staying and sharing in the grace that God has for us.  Many times I have been blessed by people that have come to me unbidden and have offered special gifts of support and thanks to the parish.  In small and large ways people have come forward to help and to share the blessings that God has given them.  I can think back to one conversation not so long ago when the person made specific mention of all the blessings of God to their family and business efforts.  I would like to stand in the presence of the powerful grace of God in our world and tell you about this week.
There where three such moments.  First, I received a very generous gift from a parishioner who had won some money.  They said that they would prefer that the money they won go to the church.  They did not give any reason but wanted it to go back to the church to help out with any needs that we had as a parish.  The note was short and to the point but I think the blessing to the parish will bear great fruit.  I pray that the grace of God will be given back to that person 100 times what they gave to us.  It may seem a small thing but sharing our many small gifts together can change our world.  

Right after that – actually the same day, I received a letter from the Alumni Association of St. Ann’s School.  Their many activities over the years go mostly to help the school.  I think their main effort and certainly their biggest fund raiser is the 40 Week Club.  This year they gave over $7,000 into the general account of the school, which helps with bills and tuition assistance.  This work is a real blessing to the school and helps a great deal with the cost of the school.  Out of their work they decided to give some money directly to the parish.  They wrote and gave a very generous amount to the Capital Campaign of the parish to help in those efforts as well.  I think the message of this group is stronger than any specific donation.  
Over the last few years many efforts have been made to share the resources of the school and the parish more efficiently.  Many fund raisers where shared 70%-30% between the parish and the school – depending on the focus.  Some examples are the Cookbook from last year as well as the Golf Extravaganza – both last year and again this year will be shared.  These events and many more are shared between the school and parish.  This holds us closer together and helps us to understand that we are one – Our Lady of the Valley Parish.  The Alumni Association’s gift really underlines that desire to be one family of faith.  
Finally, a donation will be made to the parish from the Ancient Order of Hibernians from their First Irish Festival.  The evening was a huge success and bodes well for many future festivals.  This was their first major fund raiser to help them do their work and help them support various organizations.  They made an initial donation to the parish for the use of the parking lot but also voted to make a much larger donation to the parish.  (This donation will be shared with the school as was noted above.)  More than anything else this gift is just another organization that is working to support the parish and all our activities and ministries.  

This week reminds me of all the gifts we have received over the years that I have been here.  The major gift from the Knights of Columbus for the roof project and the annual gift of the Catholic Daughters are just two that come to mind.  The giving that you have done over the years in the regular collection and for special needs is overwhelming.  Last year alone we received $13,000 from “Partners in Faith” which brought us up to $95.000 to date.  I know that many of you are in the last stages of the promises that you made over five years ago to that program.  This money goes into various ministries including Steuben County Rural Ministry.  The effort to build a Capital Campaign Fund for many of the needs of Our Lady of the Valley parish stands at $112,000.  This is a great start and shows a real commitment to all the ministry of the parish.  
This support also speaks of the health of our parish family.  Even with many difficult days past and some pain felt throughout the community we are still strong and growing.  Our collections are not perfect but are strong.  (Next week we will have our annual financial report for 06-07 and will have the budget for 07-08 – I think we will all be surprised with the good news from that report.)  There is always more that could be done but it is difficult.  I know there are so many competing efforts for all of us to support. I know how hard it is, like you I feel the pinch at the gas pump.  (My truck is not getting any smaller!)  I also pay taxes and try to support various activities within the community and in different parts of the world. 
With that in mind I want you to know that it is difficult when I ask for more money and more support.  But I would like to make another plea for our Capital Campaign Project.  I have heard from many people that have said that they are going to make a contribution but just have not filled out the form yet.  I would ask you to please make a donation to that today or take an envelope that can be found in the pews or at the church doors and bring it back next week.  Even if you know that you can not make the payment today but you know of an amount, make a pledge.  179 people have given gifts to the Campaign.  67 of those people have taken the suggestion and given at least $1,000 with many going over that amount with a larger gift.  

There is an ulterior motive.  On my desk, ready for distribution, are the materials for the Annual Diocesan Ministry Appeal.  This used to be called the Thanksgiving Appeal and is our yearly offering to the Diocese.  The effort will begin in October.  We have no choice with this program and the amount that we will have to give is fixed.  In a few weeks we will take the Parish Capital Campaign envelopes out of the pews as they will be replaced by envelopes for the Diocesan Appeal.

There is no question in my mind of the generosity of all the members of this parish.  You give of your time and energy to support his parish and many civic organizations as well.  The only limit to your giving is your ability.  The house has to be heated and the children have to be fed.  That is real but I know that you will do your best.  Let us remember that we are giving to God to help build His Kingdom.  Let us remind ourselves of the glory of God and all the Blessings we receive.  We are children of God and even with our mistakes and sins God’s grace and glory are there for us to see.  
