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The Progress

Next week, I am visiting St. Mary of the Lake Seminary in Mundelein, IL. I have been 
asked to be part of a program entitled “A Tribute to Pastors.” I will share some reflections 
on what it means to be a priest, pastor and leader in the church today. !

I will also meet with the men who were seminarians at the time I served as president-
rector of the seminary from 1973 until 1978. At both of these gatherings, I will see people I 
have not seen in a long time. Hopefully, it will be a time of grace and peace for me. !

I have to admit that I always enjoy visiting this particular place. It was in the Seminary 
Chapel of the Immaculate Conception that I was ordained a priest some 39 years ago this 
week. It really doesn’t seem that long ago. Every time I visit the seminary, I stop to visit the 
chapel and a flood of memories go through my mind. !

There were 34 of us ordained for service to the Church of Chicago that early April morning, 
while eight others were ordained later for other dioceses in Illinois. Of the 42 ordained in 
our class, two are now dead. All of us had shared the same experience of seminary 
education and formation together for anywhere from seven to 12 years. !

The grace of remembering!

When I walk into that chapel next week, faces of people will rush through my mind. Some 
shared the ministry of priesthood for a time, and then stepped back from ministry. Others 
have served in parishes and special ministries over these past 39 years. !

Three of my classmates are bishops in the church today. Yet, when I step into the chapel, I 
will see the sanctuary floor where we found the common ground for the years that have 
gone by so quickly in all our lives. !

After seven years of philosophy and theology at Mundelein before ordination, I stayed on 
for another two years to receive a doctorate in theology. My first parish assignment for five 
years was in the town of Mundelein. !

The first parish experience is one I will always remember. I would return eight years later 
to serve as president-rector of the seminary. Mundelein, IL has been a significant part of 
my life. As I return next week, I cannot help but think at this time of my life whether I am 
like the salmon that struggles to swim back to where life began before the salmon dies. !

A time of change and transition!

Much has happened in my life since those early days at Mundelein in the 1950s. Our class 
was ordained priests at an exciting time in the history of the church. We went into a world 
that was often in turmoil and into a church in transition. 
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We would experience those powerful days of the beginning of Vatican II and recognize the 
challenge of what priestly ministry meant. For myself, after 20 years of service to the 
Archdiocese of Chicago, I moved on to celebrate ministry as bishop in Eastern Montana 
and now in Western Washington.!

As I look back on those 39 years, I count incredible blessings that have been part of my 
life, especially the blessing of being invited to be part of peoples’ lives at significant 
moments. During these past weeks of illness, I could not believe how many people took 
time to write or call and remind me of moments from the past. They often thanked me for 
something I said or did, but, in reality, it was these people who sustained and supported 
me. !

As I count the blessings, I also acknowledge the regrets that range from impatience to the 
better use of time. I regret that I did not find the time to pray as I might have done. I regret 
the commitments I made to get back to people, and I still must do so. !

A call to priesthood!

After 39 years, I look back and I give thanks to God. I also have the ongoing passion to 
ask men in today’s world if they would even consider making the same choice I did 39 
years ago. !

Yes, these could well be more challenging and demanding times. This is an era in the 
church where there are countless opportunities for ministry and service. I still believe a 
vocation to priesthood offers a man a unique opportunity for fulfillment and satisfaction in 
service to God, the church and people today. !

It is an exciting time to be a priest, to work in collaboration with others, to celebrate the 
sacraments, especially the Eucharist, and to proclaim God’s word in today’s world. !

I hesitated to write out these thoughts this week because they focus on myself. Hopefully, 
they will also help us to focus on the priests serving us here in Western Washington. It is 
that time of year when priests take on new assignments. Moving from one parish 
community to another can be challenging. !

Even more challenging this year is trying to find ways that all of our parish and faith 
communities will have the ministry and service of a priest. At this challenging time for our 
local church, I ask your prayers for our priests and all those who serve us in ministry 
today. !

Thank you for your prayers!

I hope my visit to Mundelein next week will not just be a time of nostalgia. Most of all, I 
pray my experience going back to where so much of my life has roots will not be like the 
salmon that returns to where it all began only to die. !

Rather, I pray that I may find with renewed faith and hope the incredible God who has 
shared so much with me these past 39 years. I pray, of course, that God will continue to 
share with me the incredible gift of life that I can never take for granted. Thank you for 
your prayers for this intention as well. !

It is a grace to be able to look back. It is even more of a grace to look ahead, and I give 
thanks. May God’s gifts of grace and peace be yours in abundance.!
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