FROM THE PASTOR: July 11, 2010


Probably all of us were asked at some point to write an essay on “What I Did on My Summer Vacation.”  This column doesn’t quite fit that description; but I thought it might be fun to reflect with you about “What I Learned at Jesuit Superiors’ School.”


First off, a little lesson on Jesuit internal governance.  Every community of Jesuits has a local “superior” who is assigned by the Provincial.  (A Provincial is the head “honcho” for a geographic region – in our case, the Maryland Province, which extends from Pennsylvania and South Jersey to North Carolina along the Atlantic seaboard, and also includes West Virginia.)  The Provincial in his turn is appointed by Fr. General – the overall head “honcho” in Rome, sometimes known in earlier eras as the “black pope” (since he serves for life and has “absolute power” over the Society of Jesus).

In addition to the local superior, larger Jesuit communities (like the one at St. Joseph’s University) will have a “minister” who handles all the practical aspects of house management (e.g., hiring and supervising employees, supervising the kitchen, checking on the sick) as well as a “treasurer” (who of course keeps the books, does the banking, and pays the bills).  In a university or high school community, there will also be a separate “director of the work” – i.e., a president (Jesuit or lay) who runs the institution.

In a small community like ours at OSJ – this year we will be five in residence and one living elsewhere – these roles get consolidated.  Happily for my sake, we are able to hire Pat DiLauro to keep our community’s books (with my oversight); and Fr. Michael is gracious enough to do some of the duties of a minister (shopping and restocking house supplies, serving as guestmaster).  But much of what a minister would do falls to me; and like most Jesuit superiors in parish settings, I am also the director of the work (i.e., your Pastor).


What does my role as Jesuit superior entail?  I am tempted to say that I am the closest thing we have to a “mommy” and a “daddy.”  For instance, when our excellent cook is off work for some reason, it falls to me to insure that there is food on our table.  It is my job to serve as a two-way conduit for information between the Province and the Jesuits at OSJ.  I am expected to convene the community regularly for shared prayer and conversation.  I am also to care for the individual Jesuits by inquiring after their health, granting “permissions” for vacation plans, etc.  

As I reflected here in an earlier column, when one of the OSJ Jesuits is hospitalized, I generally have to make the major health care decisions; and when one of them goes home to God, I have to make the funeral arrangements.  It also falls to me to sift through and dispose of their “worldly goods.”  In short – and our governing documents, both old and new, are quite explicit on this point – the Society of Jesus asks me to love and care for the Jesuits entrusted to me in my community.

It is because I am the local superior, and because the 8-day “Superiors’ School” is only offered every other summer (I missed it in ’08), that I found myself at Santa Clara University from June 26 through July 3.  I joined there with 59 of my fellow superiors from all over the United States (we also had an Australian, a French Canadian, and an English Canadian).  For eight days, we prayed together, shared our experiences with one another, and listened to presentations from expert Jesuits and lay partners on our Jesuit documents, health care, finances, liturgy, psychology, technology, and the like.

While we certainly worked hard, in the interest of full disclosure, I must also confess that we did take time to enjoy the charms of northern California – the profusion of flowers and trees, the weather (bright sun, but highs in the 70s, and with no humidity!), and the glories of California cuisine and wine.  So the first thing I learned – relearned, really – was that a change of scenery and a change of pace, along with the luxury of support from Jesuit peers, can gives this pastor/superior a new lease on life.  I am happy to report that I returned to you rested and refreshed, even though my time away was not a vacation per se.

Also, as is apt to happen in a room full of smart people with a wealth of experience, I learned many new things, both practical and spiritual, about myself and my assigned roles.  I had a chance to learn a lot about life – both Jesuit life and parish life – in other Jesuit parishes around the country.  But the single most important thing I learned – and again, it was a relearning – is that I am richly blessed to have wonderful, talented, generous, and holy men as my brothers in Christ in the Society of Jesus.  Being in their company was an honor and a privilege; and the experience left me inspired and wanting to grow in holiness to be more like them.  Please pray for us Jesuits here at OSJ – particularly for your pastor and local Jesuit superior – that we may continue to grow daily in our companionship with Jesus and with one another, for the greater glory of God and the good of the souls entrusted to our care.
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