Where is our Faith sometimes?

This weekend I was going to write about the Catholic Ministry Appeal which officially started last week.  I am sure that many people read that first line and already put this bulletin down.  For those that have continued to read; I am not going to write about the CMA because my head and my heart are not in it this week.  I have spent much of the first part of this week in Jasper at the Junior/Senior High School.  You all know and have read about the tragedy of the death of the four young people that are from that town.  I was called by the coach of the girls soccer team late on Sunday because Tiara O’Dell was a member of that team and as a senior; she was a leader of that squad.  I went to pray and to talk with those ladies and I returned again on Monday and most of Tuesday.

I just now left a prayer service (Wednesday night) at the Youth Center in Canisteo.  The small Presbyterian Church could not come close to holding all those that attended.  It was a special blessing to see the girl’s soccer teams from Hornell and Canisteo-Greenwood.  I thought what an extremely classy thing to do – they may compete on the field but at a time like this they are together as young women mourning that accident.  People came from all over the area to be there with the families and friends of those that had died.  It was an impressive sight, all those present singing and praying together.  The prayer vigil was a real blessing and my heart is still with all those teenagers that occupied so much of my time and prayer this week.  

I would like to share something I over heard while I was at J/T this week as I think it might be something for us to think and pray about the weekend.  When I was at the school someone said that there were news vans outside and cameras on the school lawn.  Someone – I did not see who it was – said, “Why don’t they leave us alone? Why don’t they get a life?”  This person was mad at all the attention.  I was reminded of that again tonight with all the people – most of whom do not know any of those involved directly.  In a sense, I understand the news vans and for the most part I understand the people.  Still I wonder why is it that when tragedy strikes another we are so strongly affected.  

I think much of our feelings center around empathy but it is much more than that.  We feel bad for those that have suffered the loss and want to show our support.  We support them in some ways perhaps because we can not imagine what it must be like.  I saw many parents bring their children tonight.  Sharing this experience and praying together for other young people.  Empathy and maybe some disbelief may be mixed together.  What would I do if that was my family member that had died?  Try to deal with pain because we will all have some loss to deal with eventually.  Do we have to experience it to try and understand what really happened?  It is hard to figure out but it maybe good to try and understand for ourselves.  I know that when I read the readings for this week they were colored by this week’s experiences.  
In our first reading we hear, “How long oh Lord….”  I think of those young ladies praying for the return of their friend.  How it felt as Saturday turned into Sunday and then onward into Monday.  How long would we have to wait until we found them?  The second reading and the Gospel seek to encourage our faith and give us courage as we go out into the world.  But can that same courage that will help us share our faith in the world also help us to have the courage to face death and pain – I think that was at the center of many of the prayers tonight.  We support others with our faith and strength because we know at some level they need to have others around them.  We do it for them and we hope that there will be others to help us when difficulties come to us.  

At moments like this some people ask why?  I have spoken and shared many times my belief and the reason for the belief that God does not make these terrible things happen in our world.  I said tonight in my reflection that this was not God’s plan for these four young people.  He does not want to young lady to be crowned Home Coming Queen and that night die in a car crash – that is not any god that I know or to whom I would offer a prayer.  God does not want young people to die – He wants them to grow old and have happy lives.  Sin, sickness, and our bad choices come in and derail God’s plan for us.  
Maybe that is another reason we come together and feel the pain of others – to help us not focus on the loss but on the hope that God will welcome those that we love.  Certain we know and believe that our prayers for those that we love are not wasted.  We aid those that we pray for as they come to God and move toward everlasting life.  Our prayers do mean something.  We can give those that have the pain our prayers and through them they are strengthened.  God’s grace certainly responds to our prayers for us and others.  

I have no concrete answers to these questions and really I think everyone will answer differently.  Each of us may ask why we feel so strongly and why we need to be there with in need.  It is certainly an expectation of the Christian faith and the teachings of our church but in this world where so many people are pulling back from faith and moving faith to the back burner of their heart and mind it seems to be something to reflect on.  I know why I went to J/T on Sunday and the following days.  I went because I knew there were young people that needed a priest.  I can think of only one teenager that I talked to who was actually Catholic but there were many that needed men and women of faith to talk and pray with them.  Any laws that might be imagined to stop prayer in our schools went out the window this past week.  Politics aside, when people are in pain they turn to faith and God’s grace.  It was not about religion – it was about faith in God who cares about our pain.  A faith in God that will take care of those that we love and lost.  The idea that death is really just the end – it is too hard for us to imagine.  I stand on the knowledge that the promises that God makes to us are real and will be fulfilled.  I hope that I shared some of that faith and confidence with those that I was with at J/T.

As I think about this week I am reminded that this is why I became a priest in the first place.  I love God more than I can say.  I love being a priest more than anyone will ever know because I have tried to tell people and have never been able to put it into words.  But I know this, I became a priest so that I could go and be with those kids at J/T this week.  I know God called me to be a priest so that I could go to the school and have something to offer those kids in their pain.  
I also know that all of us are called to be there with those that need our faith.  We are all called, through our Baptism, to do the extract same thing.  That may finally be our answer.  We come together to live up to our call in the Gospel, to be priest, prophet, and king.  We are all called to be the priest – to make Holy and to pray for others.  We are called to be the prophet – to speak about what we know of God and share our faith.  As much or as little as we know, we are to share it with those around us.  We are called to be a King – to live as children of God, the King of the Universe.  That is what this week has been about; living out our Baptism.  All of us, in our own way, with private prayer and thoughts offered as well as coming together are living out who we are as people of God.  That is what tonight was all about.  This community did a great thing, tonight we lived up to our calling.  May we always be this strong in our faith! And most importantly, may we not wait until the next tragedy until we stand strong in our faith and pray and share our faith in God’s love with others.
