Starting the New Year out right

What are your New Years resolutions – are you still doing all that you planned to do?  Walking more, eating less, forgiving others, praying more – these are all good ideas that any one of us could do to help 2008 be a better year than 2007.  I would like to take a moment to thank everyone that showered all of us priests with many cards, gifts and signs of affection.  Our kitchen counters have been buried under a cascade of cookies and cakes and pizzells.  The rectory at St. Ignatius has really become a home for all of us.  With the holiday decorations and being settled in now for a full year it feels like a home.  My room and office has been buried in cards and presents.  I am sure that I will never get around to writing thank you notes to everyone and I am sure that Ms. Manners will faint but please accept this as a Thank You for all the support and love that I have been shown over the past year.  I am amazed to think that it has been four years since we have been together.  In some ways it feels like it has been years that I have been here and in other ways I still feel so new.  I guess that is the nature of being a priest.  
As I type this note – Dec. 26th – I am working hard to put the finishing touches on one of my New Years Resolutions.  Each year a priest is encouraged by both the Bishop and Canon Law to take at least one retreat of significance along with regular vacation.  Last year with all that was going on I only had time for one retreat that was for three days.  I have felt the need to remedy that situation this year and I did not want to “wait and see” if there was time but to make a solid effort to hold some time open to make time for God and a retreat.

To that end I will be away for a few weeks during the month of January.  The church calendar is difficult this year, Ash Wednesday and the start of Lent is early – February 6th and Easter Sunday is March 23rd.  It is so early and the space between Christmas and Lent is rather short.  I have decided that I should take the time now so that as time fills up later as it always seems to do, I will not look back on 2008 and realize that I missed out for another year.  Retreats are an interesting thing for us as people of faith.  Many people go to retreats regularly, while others have never given them a try.  I know there are some in the parish that never miss the opportunity for an annual retreat at Notre Dame Retreat Center in Canandaigua.  Retreats are a time to get away form the stress and issues of daily life and focus on prayer and scripture.  There are many different types of retreats but my favorite is a silent directed retreat.
This type of retreat focuses on one on one time with a spiritual director with silence and prayer.  I will be assigned a director and will meet once a day with that person.  The rest of the day is spent in silent prayer and reflection.  Most times the director will give a scripture passage to read and pray over.  Then the next day we talk about what the reading was about and how it applies to life and then I will get another passage for the next day.  Since my time in the seminary I have always found these long days of silent reflection to be a great time of building my faith and reconnecting to God in an intimate way.  I think that because so much of my day is spent talking with people and in meetings that time alone with God is a special blessing.  I know that other people have said they would love to have a week away in silence!
I will be spending a week at the Abbey of the Genesee in Piffard, NY – right outside of Geneseo.  This is a Benedictine Monastery that you may be familiar with because they make the great Monk’s Bread.  You can find this bread in some of the local grocery stores.  If you have not tired it you should – it is great.  After a week at the Abbey of the Genesee, I will be back to help out with the masses on the weekend of January 12-13.  I then go to Loyola House in Guelph, Canada a little west of Toronto.  I will be back on January 25th.  I look forward to a time of reflection and prayer.  I will return with two weeks to go before we get Lent started and prepare for Easter.  
Please keep me in your prayers and know that I will have my heart and thoughts focused on you and this community.  The role of prayer in priestly ministry may be taken for granted or misunderstood by some.  As a priest, we are required to pray everyday and not just once.  We are called by the church to pray a minimum of twice the ‘Liturgy of the Hours’ which is also referred to as the ‘Office of the Hours.’  The Hours are the regular daily prayer of the church and has many opportunities for prayer.  There is Morning Prayer and Night Prayer that is probably the most popular and the ones most priests pray.  There is also Daytime Prayer, which is for around midday and Evening Prayer for around dinner time.  At most Monasteries they also have Matins at around midnight and Laudes which are done in the middle of the night around 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning.  (If I remember correctly.)  Some of you may not believe it but I have done those prayers in the past when I have been at the Abbey and will probably do them this visit as well.  As you live within the monastery and let the schedule of the monks take over your sleeping and working you begin to realize what is must be like for them to do this thru their whole life.  With all these prayers, they are in the Chapel and praying about every three hours; everyday of the year.  

I remember the last time I was the Piffard, I was walking to Laudes and it was such an amazing night.  It was the middle of winter and a clear night with a million stars in the sky.  It is easy to see how easy it would be spend all your life just working and praying and keeping your eyes fixed on God – it would be a great life if we were called to it.  
These days of the Christmas Season the world is taking down their decorations.  For them the holiday is over and probably easily forgotten.  For the church and people of faith we know differently.  The reason for our celebration has just begun.  These weeks between Christmas and Lent are filled with special feasts and memorials that help us to keep our eyes open to the power of God in our world.  Just a few are: 
January 1st – Holy Day of Obligation – Blessed Virgin, Mary Mother of God

January 3rd – Memorial – The Most Holy Name of Jesus

January 6th – Sunday – Epiphany of the Lord

January 13th – Sunday – Baptism of our Lord

January 28th – Memorial – Thomas Aquinas – personal devotion of mine
February 2nd – Feast – Presentation of the Lord

February 6th – Ash Wednesday – Lent begins  

So as you can see these few weeks coming up are filled with many reasons to pray and to step back from our busy lives to pray and thank God for all that we have and to seek His help as we move forward.  We will again have our “Little Black Books” filled with prayers for Lent.  More people took these books for Advent than last year so they seem popular.  I hope that even more will take advantage of this opportunity as we walk together in prayer as a family.  This Lent we will begin the Diocesan effort to renew our faith and our community.  Lent is the start of this effort that will continue for the next three years.  
I will probably not have the opportunity to type this column during these days away.  Please remember me in your daily prayers that God’s grace and love will be with me and that I travel safely.  My only focus over these days of retreat will be you and Our Lady of the Valley parish.  I know that God will help me to return to you with His Grace and Blessings to share.  
