FROM THE PASTOR: August 29, 2010


I have just arrived back a few days ago from nearly two weeks away.  During that time, I made a wonderful retreat with other Jesuits at St. Ignatius Retreat House in Manhasset, NY (Long Island).  I also spent about five days with an old friend in Pittsburgh.  Earlier this summer, I was away for ten days for “Jesuit Superiors’ School” in Santa Clara, CA, and I also had about five relaxing days at Wildwood, NJ, with friends.  The good news is that the parish was still here – and apparently thriving – after each of my absences.  Your pastor, thank God, is NOT indispensable!


I share all this as an excuse to celebrate the wonderful clerical and lay support which I am blessed and privileged to enjoy here at OSJ.  I have four Jesuits onsite – Frs. O’Donnell, Hricko, McAndrews, and Toland – all of whom work hard to assist me with my liturgical and pastoral duties.  I also have an amazingly dedicated and competent lay staff, as well as a large coterie of strong volunteer leaders (e.g., Council Members, committee chairs and members, liturgical ministers).  All of these folks help to make my job comparatively easy.  And no one knows better than I that if we enjoy largely smooth sailing in the day-to-day operations of this surprisingly complex “little parish in the Alley,” it is as much a credit to these legions of helpers as it is to me.  


There’s a cartoon on my office door that sums it up.  Like most good cartoons, it is funny because it reveals a fundamental truth.  It pictures a symphony conductor in tie and tails standing on a podium.  (I have written in on the podium the word “pastor.”)  He is about to raise his baton.  On the music stand in front of him, where only he can see it, is an open book.  It is not, however, the expected musical score.  Rather, it displays a printed message in large, boldface type: “Wave the stick till the music stops, then turn around and bow!”  On many days, that is how it feels to be a pastor – especially here at OSJ, where I have so much generous and competent help.


What prompted these musings was the “gratitude attack” which I had after reading a recent article in the “New York Times” (8/1/10).  Therein, the reporter, Paul Vitello, explained that “members of the clergy now suffer from obesity, hypertension and depression at rates higher than most Americans. In the last decade, their use of antidepressants has risen, while their life expectancy has fallen. Many would change jobs if they could.”  While the causes are complex and unclear, at least one remedy has been proven effective – taking time off.  It hardly seems surprising, but the research now confirms the common-sense conviction that time away can bring renewal and help prevent burnout.                                                                         

Catholics may be comforted to know, for once, that this not a “Catholic problem.”  It affects mainstream Protestant clergy across multiple denominations.  It also affects evangelical pastors, Jewish rabbis, and Muslim imams.  The “Times” article notes the arrival of ubiquitous cell phones and “social media” as among the new sources of clergy stress.  Calling for regular sabbaticals (three or four months every three or four years), Rabbi Joel Meyers, a past executive vice-president of the Rabbinical Assembly, notes that “rabbis today are expected to be the C.E.O. of the congregation and the spiritual guide, and never be out of town if somebody dies. And reply instantly to every e-mail.”  Peter Scazzero, pastor of the New Life Fellowship Church in Elmhurst, Queens, is described as “the unofficial leader of a growing counterculture” of pastors determined to resist the “constant-growth ethic” of the mega-churches.  In two recent books, “Emotionally Healthy Spirituality” and “The Emotionally Healthy Church,” Scazzero advocates longer clergy vocations, as well as a general revival of Sabbath-keeping.  (Does anyone remember when Sunday – or Saturday for Jews, and Friday for some Muslims – was a God-given day of rest?!).  Scazzero also strongly recommends making room for daily quiet prayer – something which he claims to have learned from Catholic Trappist monks!  




Rev. Steven Creange, pastor of High Mountain Church of the Nazarene in North Haledon, NJ, more than quadrupled his church membership over the course of a decade of ministry.  But he also noted that this growth was placing strains on his marriage; this led to his somewhat revolutionary decision simply to slow down.  He says: “I just don’t go to every graduation and every communion anymore, and people accept it.”   (The marriage, not surprisingly, is doing much better.)  







Anyway, thanks to all of you for your generous support of me and the other priests here at OSJ, and your gracious acceptance of our limitations.  Know that we are gratefully appreciative.  And if I might make so bold as to suggest it, you may want to cast a critical eye on your own life rhythms.  I have a hunch that overwork and resulting stress are not only clerical problems.  Anyway, we priests pledge to do what we can to take care of ourselves and to remain healthy for you in body, mind, and spirit.  And we promise to do that, in part, by getting away now and then…
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