Some questions and Some Thoughts

Since making my announcement about leaving the parish to join the Army the response form many people has been over whelming.  After that Sunday and over the intervening two weeks I have had hundreds of e-mails.  The blessings and good wishes I have received have been burnished by the sadness that is always couched in terms of, “I am happy and proud of what you are doing but I am just sad for us as a parish.”  I would like to share with you two small things so that you know better where my heart is during these moments.  First is a question that more than one person asked me and the second is a letter from a very good friend of mine.


First, I would like to share with you the letter.  I grew up in Dansville and one of the families that had children that mirrored my own brothers and sisters was the Mastin Family.  Although they did not have the same number of kids many of my older brothers and sister were in classes with one of this family.  There is actually more than one Mastin family but they are all related to each other!  Just a year or two above me was Kevin Mastin.  He was a friend and well known to me every thought we were not in the same grade.  Kevin was a student at St. Mary’s school and was the quarter back for the high school football team as well as many other sports.  We worked together at GVRC the camp for special needs children that I have spoken of many times.  One funny story that we share is one night while walking down dark trails at that camp, I jumped out from behind a tree.  I learned that night that Kevin scares really easily.  Without a second thought he swung full force at what scared him.  I woke up in the nurse’s cabin after being knocked out with one punch!  

Kevin went on to join the Air Force.  He became a fighter jet pilot.  He has served in too many conflicts to name.  He has taught others to fly in the Air Force “Top Gun” school – yes that is a real school and not just a movie with Tom Cruise.  He was recently the lead jet for the Air Force Blue Angles.  He was one of those guys doing all those amazing tricks and twists.  He amazed the world with his skills.  In many ways he is the real deal a real hero and an amazing man.  When he heard that I was joining the Army – after giving me some grief about the “wrong branch of the service he sent me a letter about his experience with chaplains.  He will be a colonial in September and will probably be returning to the Iraq to command a fighter squadron.  He has been under fire many times and has served in many difficult arenas with distinction.  He knows what he is talking about.  He is a real soldier and certainly one of the guys you would pick to have on your team if you needed someone strong to protect you.  The letter in its entirety is below.  I could not say it any better why I am joining the Army.

Fr. Pat,

It is great to hear back from you!!  I think it is awesome that you have decided to become a military chaplain!  I understand the difficulty it may cause when you announce this to your parish.  I know how loved you are there.  For many people....the hope was that you would come home and re-build St. Mary's back to what it once was.  However...that being said...if God is leading you to be a military chaplain...who are we to argue??  I think it is great.  We are very short of and in great need of military chaplains.  Regardless of how certain members of the media/Hollywood try to portray those of us in the military, one thing is for sure, we are a very faithful bunch and rely on God's grace to get us through the demands our nation puts on us.  Iraq and Afghanistan demand a lot of prayer to not only execute our missions but to deal with the effects of them once they are complete.  I don't think people truly know the greatness of God until they have lived through what seemed like hell on earth, or have found themselves at life's edge only to be held there and prevented from going over by the grasp of God's hand.  It is a powerful moment.  Faith in God and what his plans are for each of us is what gives those of us in the military the strength to do what we do.  For you, I think being a Military Chaplain will be a very positive life changing experience.   Through God's grace, you will provide comfort to your soldiers before they face battle.  You will also be there to provide comfort and guidance when they face the trials of dealing with their battlefield experiences.  The same applies to the soldier's families.  There are a lot of spouse's and children at home praying for the safety of their Mom, Dad, Son or Daughter.  You will be there to help them as well.  I would also bet a year's wages that, at some point, you will be tasked with notifying a family about the loss of their loved one.  It won't be easy but, knowing you, the soldier's family's first gift from God during that trying moment will be the fact that you were there as their chaplain.  I truly think God has handpicked you to do this Pat.  It just took 42 years of preparation to get you ready for it!!   

I don't know exactly what words you could say to your Parish to help relieve the stress they are going to feel when you announce this.  The only thing I can think of is pretty simple...when God tells you to do something, how are you supposed to tell him no?  Bottom-line is that you can't.  You have to say yes.  If the parish truly has faith in God, then this is a chance for them to show it by embracing your decision and knowing that by supporting you, they are also supporting God's plan.  In addition, they are supporting the soldiers who are selflessly serving our nation by putting their lives on the line so others can live free.  

A little trivia about military chaplains you may already know:  There have been several organizations that have tried to prevent the military from having chaplains.  All have failed in their attempts to remove the Chaplain Corps because chaplains have been in our nation's military since General George Washington had them assigned to his units which were prior to the establishment of our Constitution.  Because the "Military Chaplain" is pre-constitutional, they do not fall under the guidelines of "separation of church and state".   A little something I learned here at Air War College.  Speaking of which...I am getting a Masters in Military Strategic Studies.  The school is the final school in our "professional military education".  You need this school to make Colonel which I should pin on sometime around 1 Sep 08.  The school is around 10 months long and finishes in May.  I should find out where my next assignment is sometime next month.  If I end up in the desert, we will have to meet up and swap stories.  We actually have 3 or 4 chaplains in our class.  The purpose for having them here is to ensure they understand the "strategic" concepts of warfare, planning, inter-agency coordination, inter-country operations, etc.  It is more of a career broadening opportunity for the chaplains that they will use when they go back to the corps as the "leaders". 

I totally forgot about the whole "knock out" story you mentioned.  Now that you have reminded me...do you have any idea how hard it is for me to go through life knowing I hit a priest?
Someone asked me why would I want to leave, why not just stay where you are?  I have thought long and hard about this even before it was asked of me last week.  I think the best and perhaps only answer I can give is because of my father.  I have learned from an early age that we should always try to help it we can.  If someone asks, “Who will help here?” I was raised to not wait for someone else to come forward, raise your hand and get to work.  I have seen my dad, from my earliest memories, working within the town, our church, and the school.  When I was young my dad was on the School Board for my whole life.  I never heard of him running for that position he was just always on the board.  I think he served well over 20 years before he finally retired and moved to Florida. When someone asked him why he was on the board he said, “Well, I have a lot of kids. Shouldn’t I try to help out?”  For him it was self explanatory – you did not just sit by if there was work to be done; get up and help.  Give your best effort and try to make things better.
He never did it for power or position or anything like that.  I remember someone suggesting to him that he run for mayor.  There were others running but this person thought my dad would be better.  He laughed at them.  No, he did not want to do that, it was not what he was about.  There were others that could do that job – he would always look at the places where others were not willing to work.  These are the memories of my youth.  I am not sure of every fact but the feeling I was raised with was this: “If you need someone I can help out.  I may not be the best but I will give you what I have.”  That is how I was raised – that is who I am. I think that is why my parents understand what I am doing.  

Some thoughts on the Spiritual Renewal that is beginning throughout the Diocese of Rochester that begins during this Holy Season of Lent.

What is Spiritual Renewal?

Spiritual Renewal describes the Holy Spirit reinvigorating the Church; a spiritual rejuvenation amid the community of faith.  Spiritual Renewal begins with the individual but happens in the midst of the community.  The community itself is renewed by the movement of the Spirit in the lives of the people of God.

Why Spiritual Renewal now?


As Bishop Clark remarked in his letter read from our parish pulpits on the first Sunday of Advent, there have been many events and circumstances that have hurt and divided us; the abuse scandal, the pastoral planning process which has resulted in consolidations, mergers and closing of churches, the polarization between people who hold vastly different opinions about what constitutes renewal. Spiritual Renewal provides us with an opportunity to mend relationships, both with each other and with Jesus, to strengthen our communities, and to become revitalized for mission.

How does Spiritual Renewal happen?


Spiritual Renewal may include opportunities for prayer, faith sharing, spiritual reading, reflection, celebration of liturgy, reading, studying and praying Scripture, growing in knowledge of what we as Catholics believe and growing in understanding of the demands of baptism and discipleship. Spiritual Renewal is rooted in one’s personal faith journey and conversion of heart is always part of it.  In our tradition, Spiritual Renewal will always bring us back to the communion of the faithful of which we are part by our baptism, and it will lead us to more full, active and conscious engagement in Eucharist.

How will Spiritual Renewal unfold in the Diocese of Rochester?


Spirit Alive! will have three movements:

· Deepening one’s personal relationship with Jesus Christ

· Deepening one’s knowledge and understanding of the Word

· Deepening one’s commitment to discipleship and stewardship.

How Can I Find Out More?


Go to www.rochesterspiritalive.org  find out what’s going on around the diocese in support of this important initiative.
