Pastor’s Pen: Raising Up Future Leaders

For the better part of three decades, | have had several passions within my priestly
ministry. They all are geared to the future and | have long accepted that | might never see the
fruits of my labors. | am not saying | have mastered any of these passions. | have not. | have
studied for those same years as to how to do these things effectively. In one of those passions, |
have studied spirituality, psychology, sociology, and brain development amongst other subjects.
| have spent much time in adolescent psychology and education theory. That passion is
developing future leadership, both lay and cleric.

| do this because | have an acute understanding that the Church has existed for almost
two millennia and will continue on long after my little time on this earthly stage. Like a good
parent, | realize my flock will long outlast me. | want what is to the good of the flock both in the
present and the future. That will take the development of leadership.

We live in a troubling time in Church history. Most of the problems we have faced have
a lack of good leadership at their core. Whether it is not vetting and training properly our clergy
and religious (many good men and women did make it) or the failure to properly catechize
generations of catholics, as the Greek saying goes, ‘The fish rots at the head first.” We did
have the benefit of good popes. We have seen much reform. There is still a long way to go.
We have also seen failures in secular society. These are hard times to be sure.

That said, hard times make for good people. Hard times force us into basic choices of
the kind of person we want to be and want our children to be. As we rise out of hard times, we
will need strong leaders to repair, restrain, and restore. | believe that the ancients and the
Scriptures (themselves ancient) have it right: develop virtuous people and restoration happens..
16 years ago, Fr Veit and | co founded Camp Maccabee as a camp to help form virtuous men
who could be our future lay and clerical leaders. We focused on the cardinal virtues (prudence,
justice, fortitude, and temperance) and the three theological virtues (faith, hope, and love) as a
way of giving a rudimentary tool box to these young men. We weren't delusional; there is no real
way a week-long camp can fix anyone, especially not permanently. However, we felt at some
juncture they would need someone in the Church telling them about virtue. This was a great risk
as we did this in spite of the ongoing scandals in the Church...or maybe because of the
scandals in the Church. The antidote had to be talked about.

| have spent much time in classrooms, camps, and retreats over the years trying to lay
the same foundation. Our parishes are doing the Heart of Hero and the Heart of the Beloved
retreats as a way of cultivating needed strong leadership. In the Heart of A Hero retreats, | am
going over the above mentioned virtues as a way of developing leadership, both lay and cleric.
True heroes require a foundation of virtue.Some think that these and the camps are fronts for
vocation recruitment to the priesthood. That is unfortunate, wrong, and sad that would be seen
as a negative. A very small minority would actually be called to a priestly vocation; the majority
are called to the lay state. We need them to be leaders as well. We need them not just in our
churches but in our culture.



But let’s be honest, it is not used well. For thirty years, | have encountered the
same obstacles in trying to develop leaders: indifference to faith, indifference to spiritual
development, and belittling of such development in deference to other avenues deemed of
greater consequence. We know we are not a priority for many. We come behind a multitude of
other endeavors deemed more important. Now, many of these are also training them to be
leaders as well, many will leave out the faith component in this development. Since we
entrusted our youth to these others (and | am not saying they are bad people...they’re not) we
have seen a growing decline in youth involvement and youth retention. This has played itself
out more with each passing generation. When we choke the spiritual development of leadership
in our church (both lay and cleric) we sign our own death warrant. When a worldly ability
supplants faith, we see what we are seeing in our parishes, diocese, and universal church. |
wonder where the bottom of the hole is?

Some think that the future of our parishes somehow lies in how much money we can
store up. Give me an empty bank account over empty pews any day of the week! Money
serves to fund our mission. That’s it. It is not our mission. We should be investing every spare
cent in the development of our parishioners and in engagement of the mission Jesus Christ has
set us to. A large part of that is to ensure the future of our parishes and having both the lay and
clerical leaders we will need to accomplish the mission Jesus has set us to.

All of our educational apparati: our school, our CCDs, and our sacramental preparation
programs are involved in PART of the overall mission of forming future leaders. However (and
this is so very necessary for everyone to understand), forming leaders is not primarily an
academic exercise. Think about it. Does studying a sport academically make one adept at
playing the sport? No. Knowledge is necessary, but if actually playing the sport is not done, the
knowledge is useless. What we do in an academic venue cannot be the totality of youth
formation.

Much of this formation happens in the home. Parents model behavior and model
priorities in the development of our future leaders. That said, parishes should offer other
avenues of forming leaders through retreats and solid opportunities for those we are teaching to
get in the game. This is happening in some households but is largely ignored in most. We are
reaping the bitter harvest of this now. It would be easy to just let this slide and most churches
do. We don’'t. Why? Because it jeopardizes the souls of our youth and condemns us to
dissolution.

You belong to a parish with some of the most well developed youth programs and
leadership development opportunities in our diocese. Those opportunities are underutilized.!
want better for our youth, both for now and in the decades to come. We need good virtuous
leaders. We need strong and brave leaders who will be engaged. We have kicked this can
down the road as far as we can/ we are on the edge of a cliff. It is time to take this seriously and
learn to be as Jesus taught us, To be in the world but not of the world . (see John 17:16)



