For me, a big part of priesthood, for any priest, is just being available.  Jesus spoke to this in our Gospel, where he challenged us to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world.   All of us do this in different ways.  For me, a big part of it, is simply keeping up with correspondence, responding to emails, texts and phone calls.  I’m not sure how many come in.  I would say it averages around 70 a week.

At times, the reactions to my return calls, emails and texts have surprised me.  Almost universally people thank me for my return call as if it’s a big deal.  I use to think to myself, why?  Of course I’m going to return your call, what other option is there?   Well, one day, a particular lady was especially grateful for my return call.  It pushed me over the edge.  So I asked, “Why are you thanking me?  Of course I was going to call you back!”  And then with a heavy heart she said, “Father, not many people call me back.”  I will never forget that.

Sometimes people just need a quick answer, at others, a detailed response.  Sometimes they want to meet to pray and think through, or discern what God is asking of them.  Some of the most fulfilling times in my priesthood have been those one time meetings.  You can really sense the impact of the Holy Spirit…at times right away, at other, years later. 
I have been given a duty, a stewardship.  All of us have.  Being available, is a big part of mine.  What I’ve learned however, is that my ministry bears fruit, only because of the help of others:  for example the staff and parish volunteers here at St. M/A/S.H..

Bishop Ricken and his staff have also played their role in my ministry.  For example, a while ago, a young professional requested to meet with me.  It was one of so many of those emails that come in.  I don’t want to go into the details, but we just prayed and then thought through the issue on her heart.  It was serious, something not so much her fault, just part of our broken culture, that can make it difficult to be a young Christian these days.  In short, my role was to be a sounding board, someone to encourage her, someone to assure her that others have experienced similar challenges, yet still pulled through.  
I received an email the next day very sincerely thanking me for the guidance.  It’s nice to get a few things right:>)  Shortly after though, I thought to myself, “I wish there was more I could do.  I wish she wasn’t feeling so alone out there.”  SO I put in a call to the diocese.  I ended up having a conversation with someone in our Diocesan Evangelization department.  I learned of some of the great resources for young adults.  What seemed especially relevant were the luncheons for young adult catholic professionals offered at that time.  It was a place for spiritual formation, and a place for young practicing Catholics to network and find moral support, meeting peers who can help them stay on the Christian path.

So I emailed the young lady.  I encouraged her to attend.  I sent her to their website.   Some time later, I received an exuberant “thank you.”  She was able to network with others like herself.  She had no idea such opportunities were available, nor had I!  She has stayed in touch over the years, keeping me up to date with her career moves and parish involvement.  Just last month she told me of her engagement and asked if I could concelebrate the wedding.  

I am happy for her, and frankly thankful for Bishop and his staff, the diocesan offices.  Over thirty years of priesthood they have helped my staff, volunteers and parishioners in so many ways.  

It certainly made a big impact on this young lady.  I’ve seen how the Bishop’s office provides insight, opportunities and services that we as a parish, just can’t offer.  I think of the critical legal, HR and insurance issues that have come up over thirty years of priesthood.  I think of the work they did to get the St. John’s shelter and the Micah center established in Green Bay.  I remember with fondness my nine years of formation and that of my brother priests partially made possible by the Bishop’s appeal.  I think of the great Impact of the Steubenville Youth conference, supported by our New Evangelization department.  And up here, we have been blessed by a temporary annual grant of $16,581/27,635/11,054 to help us get back on our feet, and we aren’t the only parishes I found out.

Because of all this, I’ve always been a big supporter of the Annual Bishop’s appeal.  This is the kickoff weekend.   It’s our opportunity to support bishop Ricken and his staff so they can continue to support us and others.  It’s also a reminder that we are members not just of a parish, but of a broader church, the Diocese of Green Bay. 

There is a trick question I ask our faith formation students:  “How many Catholic Churches are there in Wisconsin?”  They often give me a look of, “Father, you have to be kidding!   How would  I know?”  The answer is relatively simple:  Strictly speaking, there are only five:  the Church of Green Bay, Milwaukee, Madison, LaCrosse and Superior.    Five dioceses, or Churches in the fullest sense.  Wherever there is a successor to the Apostles, a Catholic bishop, heading a diocese, you have a church.  You can’t say that of a parish.  It’s clear theologically, and it has been clear to me on a practical level too.  Only with the Bishop, as “Church of Green Bay” do we have all seven sacraments and the graces and resources to be Church.  I’m thankful for all we do as Church of Green Bay and ask for your support to make our 2026 Bishop’s appeal a success.  Our parish target this year… is $3193/8493.  If we go over, half comes back to us, and the other half goes to help others.

Shortly each of us will receive a direct mailing from the Bishop, asking for our support.  Please be as generous as you can.  Personally, I am pledging $500 this year and pray some here will join me in that level of giving or more.  Give whatever the Spirit moves you to give, but do contribute.  We didn’t make our goal last year, but I’m confident this year we will. (We made our goal last year, but I’d like to see broader participation this year.)  

The average gift throughout the diocese in past years has been around $200.  There are gifts as small as $25 and there are gifts of over $20,000.  The important thing is that we joyfully participate, as moved by the Holy Spirit.

When the information and return envelope is mailed directly to your home, if at all possible, just mail your gift directly to the diocese.  It saves us a lot of work at the parish office.  Don’t worry, the gift is credited toward our parish’s target.  It can also be a pledge that breaks out the giving into two, four, eight or even 10 gifts throughout the year.  It doesn’t have to be paid all at once.  

In the next few weeks please follow our progress in the bulletin.   I’ll also give updates every few weeks during announcement times.  I would love to wrap up this campaign by the end of April. 

Thank you for being a member of St. Anthony/Margaret/SH. Parish, for being a part of the Church of Green Bay.  We depend upon one another to truly be the Salt of the Earth and the light of the world.  That has certainly been my experience, and something tells me, yours too.
