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OUR YOUTH

A couple of weeks ago, I had occasions to be with some of our young people. It was the first week of our annual Camp Zaccheus. As I usually do, I went to spend some time with the campers that included Mass and lunch. A number of things impressed me. Let me share three of them with you.

Both the grade-school-age campers and the college-age counselors were very respectful. I arrived in khaki pants, my shirt hanging outside of my belt, and an Australian bush hat. However, clothes did not appear to make a difference to them. From the moment of my arrival, they treated me as their Bishop. At the same time, they were not afraid to speak with me, - about the camp, some about their lives, and others about their future.

Mass was celebrated in a building that also served as the dining room. The participants sat on mats on the floor. A more attentive, devote congregation you could not expect, even if they had been adults. There was church decorum. At times, you could hear the proverbial pin drop. Some of our parish liturgies with adults are not like that.

Lunch was a bit noisier. However, that was to be expected. After all, meals were a time to socialize. Nevertheless, it was well organized. Someone from each table brought the food. And, someone from each table took the dishes away. However, what impressed me was the fact that no food was wasted. Here you have tens of kids not wasting food! And, when I say not wasting food, I mean not even one morsel, - on anyone’s plate. It is a tradition at the camp. Of course, they got to name the “bucket head” when the garbage bucket was empty. However, that is another story. You might wish to try this at home.

In the evening that same day, I hosted our young priests at my residence, - those ordained five years or less. We talked about their ministry and had dinner together. They shared their priestly experiences with me, which I found very edifying.

When I asked them what they found life giving, a number of them brought up the Sacrament of Reconciliation (Confession). It is in the process of extending the Lord’s mercy that they find great fulfillment as priests. It is also in that particular sacrament that they encounter individuals whom they consider holier than are they. I was impressed by that insight. Our priests do “have it together!” As priests, we are about extending the Lord’s mercy. And, we have not been called to that office because we are any better than those that we serve. What tremendous graces must come from the Lord to our Faithful at the hands of these priests!

In the remaining couple of years before I am obligated by Church Law to submit my resignation as the Bishop of Altoona-Johnstown, I have asked that we focus on our youth. This, of course, includes both clergy and families encouraging our young men to respond affirmatively to a possible call of the Lord to be priests in his Church. Furthermore, our parish faith communities need to make a greater effort to include the younger generations, including their membership on the parish pastoral council. How else are they to learn? Let us assure that this Diocesan Church continues to have leadership faithful to the Lord.

