Retreating into the Heart of Our Savior

This past week from Sunday to Thursday Fr. Kanka and I were together with well over 50 priests on a retreat at Notre Dame Retreat Center in Canandaigua.  Active priests are required to go on one retreat a year.  Along with regular education and vacation this is required to help us stay connected to God and renew our Spirituality.  There were many blessings during this week; I would like to share some with you.  


First, I would like to publicly thank Fr. Schnacky who stayed home to say masses and be available for people.  He was under the weather for some of the week.  We are all reminded how blessed we are to have both of our retired priest ministering with us.  
This was my first time attending the Diocesan Priest’s Retreat.  If you remember I went to Gloucester MA last year for my retreat.  The main reason I wanted to go to this one was our director, Archbishop John Quinn.  He is the Archbishop Emeritus of San Francisco.  I did my STB paper on him and his writings on authority in the church.  His writings were responding and shedding light on the Encyclical of +John Paul II, Ut Uium Sint - on Ecumenism and authority.  He has a beautiful and peaceful Spirituality coming from many years of ministry with many difficulties.  

One personally interesting moment was when we were asked if anyone was celebrating an anniversary this week.  Five or six guys raised their hands.  When asked how many years they were ordained their responses were: 47 – 52 – 48 – 42 years!  You get the picture.  I was the youngest by at least 12 years and for many it was more like 20-30 years and for two they were actually twice my age at 84 and 85!  It was a good week with many of the older priests of the Diocese.  It made me think about my life here as someone that is so “young” by the standards of my brother priests.  I became like the little mascot, “What are you young guys doing in the diocese?” was how one question came to me.
One of the many places that God’s grace came through during these days of retreat was in the daily readings at mass.  This week we have been reading from the book of Tobit.  The readings were very touching to me personally as well as important to me as I reflected on my priesthood and ministry.  Archbishop Quinn’s title for the retreat was “Why would any man become or stay a priest in today’s world?”  He focused on the Gospel of John.  His words and reflections were very powerful and I may reflect on them at a latter date in this space.  For all that we read and prayed and discussed about John’s Gospel I was struck by the story of Tobit and his son’s marriage to Sarah.   
The short version of the story is that Tobit was a holy man that followed the precepts of God and is a man that God blessed.  He is living in exile with the other Israelites but does not turn his back on God and continues to follow the Law and the Prophets.  Through a twist of fate he is made blind as he sleeps and is crushed by this ailment.  He tries and tries to be healed and things only get worse.  He prays and things do not get better, he loses everything. He asks God for protection but his prayers are not answered – at least in the way he wanted or expected.

That is the key to the story of Tobit – the gap that is the difference between what we ask for; what we want and the course of life; how God is working in our lives.  It is not said that God made Tobit blind and there is no indication that Tobit had done anything wrong to deserve his problems.  His prayers go up day and night but they seem not to be answered.  At issue is what we pray and ask for and the course that God is taking.  If we think of our world and the issues that are in the newspaper everyday or if we look right here at the concerns and issues within Our Lady of the Valley parish there are many things that people pray for and ask God for without thinking of Tobit.  What we learn from Tobit is that the best and really the only prayer we should be making is that God’s will be done in our lives!  Because what God had in mind for Tobit went well beyond his prayers.  The blessings and graces that God had when He took care of Tobit was not what Tobit prayed for but was exactly what Tobit needed and was in-line with what God wanted to do.  The question that we were asked to consider and that I would offer for your consideration: Are our prayers for the will of God in our lives or for what we want?  

Tobit is a man of God and is doing everything right.  Scripture says this, “Tobit, walked in the way of truth and righteous all the days of his life and performed many acts of charity.”  Living and doing everything right; there are still difficulties for him.  This reminds us that our faith is not some super-protective device that will keep pain and sickness from us or our families.  Questions about the will of God and where God is; always come to the surface when problem arise.  What Tobit reminds us is that God is always with us even when we do not see Him.  The example of Tobit is that even in pain and suffering we should not lose peace of mind and trusting in the will of God. 
It is easy to despair when things are happening around us that we do not like.  It is easy to lose our faith and our patience.  We must not let difficulties turn us from the path of faith.  In the midst of his pain and suffering Tobit lost his temper.  He did not like what was happening to him and it took a toll on his virtue.  He was no longer acting like a man of God but was letting anger and frustration get control of his life.  This was said of Tobit, “Where are your charitable deeds now?  Where are your virtuous acts?  See! Your true character is finally showing itself!”  Tobit had let the concerns and pain of life get control of his heart and it made him act and say things that were not from God.  It was only after those words were said against him he regained his control and realized his sin and turned from his mistake.  The story contains many blessings and hopes that he received because of this change of heart.  The Angel Raphael himself came down from heaven, sent from God to care for Tobit and his son Tobias.  These are the words of the angel, the words offered to encourage and strengthen Tobit and Tobias:
“Bless God and acknowledge him in the presence of all the living for the good things he has done for you.  Bless and sing praise to His name.  With fitting honor declare to all people the deeds of God.  Do not be slow to acknowledge Him.”

There is no exemption from this injunction.  There is no idea that we can let go of our faith and living the life we are called to be just when things are good.  The reflection for the priests was that we are blessed by God and are His servants – not just when it is easy and when things are going our way.  In the same way God is working in our world – not just when it looks good and we like it but everyday and in every way God is working miracles in our world.  We just become blind.  Through our sins, though the problems and stress of life we lose our sight.  God does not change or abandon us.  He has promised to be with us until the end of time and the power of Satan and the Gates of Hell can not prevail over us.  

We are children of God not because we like what is happening in our world but because God said we are his children.  God is with us even when we do not see Him.  The test of our faith is not that difficulties happen – they most certainly will.  The test of our faith is that we do not let the pain and difficulties of life change our actions.  The challenge for us all is that we do not lose hope and that we do not become like those that do not have faith and let our passions and fears control us affecting how we live our lives.  The prayer of our retreat was that all of us priests never let the stress, pain, and difficulties of ministry turn us from the firm knowledge that God holds us in the palm of His hand and we are His, always.  Our prayer was that we never forget all the blessings we receive – everyday of our lives.  I make the same prayer for all or us and Our Lady of the Valley parish family.

