FROM THE PASTOR: January 31, 2010


Jesuit communities often have well-stocked shelves of paperback novels – castoff light reading from past and present generations of bibliophile priests and brothers.  Our community is no exception, and that is how I come at present to be reading Susan Howatch’s novel, Mystical Paths (Ballantine, 1992).  Mystical Paths is the fifth novel in her “Church of England” series; and while the C of E is not the Roman Catholic Church, life at the parish level is not that different.

In the following passage, Nick Darrow (the Anglo-Catholic seminarian who narrates) describes his visit to his friend Charley’s parish church as follows.  “Out of curiosity, I took a look in the church porch and found it papered with notices of parish activities.  Clubs abounded.  Flower rotas flourished.  Lectures were threatened throughout Lent.  Bible classes were trumpeted.  Overseas missions were supported.  An impressive list of services was flaunted.  Could Charley conceivably be coping unaided with all these activities? . . . [W]hen did he ever get time to pray or meditate or merely stare at the nearest wall?  I could see he deserved a prize for effort, but I began to feel worried about him” (p. 195).

I quote this passage, of course, because minus a few minor details, it describes a place not unlike our own parish.  Our “little parish in the Alley” is really a very busy place; we offer a surprising array of activities and services given our size.  Committees abound.  Lectures and study groups happen throughout the year.  “Domestic missions” are supported in our own parish hall with the Outreach to the homeless, as well as with our annual justice appeal which supports other worthy institutions and agencies that serve the poor.  And in addition to our regular weekly schedule of Masses and confessions, we celebrate 25 or 30 baptisms, 60 or 70 weddings, and 10 or 15 funerals, plus several communal penance services each year.

Happily, Pastor Dan is NOT constrained to “cope unaided with all these activities.”  Fr. Michael ably coordinates all the paper work for baptisms and weddings, in addition to running baptism prep classes.  He represents me at the Ecumenical and Interfaith and the Adult Ed Committees, and often at the Old Philadelphia Congregations.  Fr. Jerry oversees the Centering Prayer Group; Fr. Joe looks in on the RCIA; and Fr. Terry sees several people for spiritual direction.  Everyone takes their turn at confessions, Masses, and hospital duty.  And that’s just the Jesuits.  

Norm Gouin plans the music, oversees the training and scheduling of liturgical ministers, rehearses our choirs, prepares the worship aids, plays the organ at most Masses, and does various other odds and ends.  Kris Jaeger oversees every aspect of the parish Outreach program – from getting the food to planning the menus, from scheduling volunteer cooks and servers to helping our guests to solve their individual daily challenges.  Pat DiLauro ably manages the books so we don’t go broke; and Eric German does a little bit of everything (e.g., editing the bulletin, managing the website, updating the parishioner database) to keep the place running smoothly.  Chuck Burke keeps the sacristy shipshape.  Merridi Stokes, Toby Epstein, and Joe Vattimo provide the friendly face of OSJ at the reception desk.

Add to that our many other lay people who have embraced “full, active, and conscious participation.”  Chris Szczepanowski is our Coordinator of Religious Education.  Nick Lorenzetti heads up our RCIA team.  And we have other many have hardworking volunteers too numerous to name individually: Parish Council members, Finance Council members, Historic Preservation Corporation board members, committee chairs, liturgical ministry coordinators, lectors, Eucharistic ministers, acolytes, ushers, volunteer musicians, and on and on.  It really does “take a village” to run a parish like this one.

But still…   when DOES the Pastor – or for that matter, any of these other busy people – “ever get time to pray or meditate or merely stare at the nearest wall?”  Well, that’s the perennial struggle and challenge of the Christian life isn’t it – especially in the modern world?  We need to face it: the time will never be given us.  It must always be deliberately found and claimed.  And that only happens when an individual truly believes that prayer and meditation (and maybe even staring at the nearest wall) really matter, and so makes them a personal priority.  

So while I hope that I and all my many able helpers “deserve a prize for effort,” please do NOT “begin to feel worried about us.”  Instead, please pray for all of us busy beavers, that we might find the courage to stop our activity long enough to give quality time to God.  After all, the whole operation belongs to God – right?  In the words of Luther’s great hymn: “Did we in our own strength confide, our striving would be losing, were not the right man on our side, the man of God's own choosing.  Dost ask who that may be?  Christ Jesus, it is he; Lord Sabaoth, his name, from age to age the same, and he must win the battle.”
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