45th
On May 29, 1971, my hands were coated with the holy oils and I placed my hands into the hands of Bishop Benicasa and swore allegiance to the Diocese of Buffalo as a Roman Catholic priest. The walls of the New Cathedral on Delaware Ave. did not come falling down. That was a few years later.
My first Mass was at my home parish of St. Barnabas, which parish fell apart years later and became the new Cantalician Center.

My first assignment was at Our Lady of Victory Basilica which I am happy to say still stands.

At OLV, I was introduced to my first stint in the confessional. It was in the afternoon of bright sunshine. Sitting anxiously, I looked up to the window and saw miraculous fairy dust sparkling in the air. Afterwards I told Fr. Keleher about the apparition. He said, “You dummy, that was the dust from the Bethlehem Steel plant floating in the air. It’s everywhere.” Years later the steel plant closed down. (I’m finding a pattern here.)

Another fascinating event at OLV was the famed Printer’s Mass. This was to accommodate the workers at the Courier Express and the Buffalo Evening News. Mass started at 5:15 A.M. Sunday morning. I was lucky to find the church at that hour of the day. The Courier Express has since closed down but The Buffalo Evening News changed to the Buffalo News and is still with us. (My touch was getting better.)
I was moved to Holy Family on South Park Ave. Now I was a country boy, having grown up in Cheektowaga when it was still country. I was unaware of city-ways. So I found it odd, but not so odd for the city I guess, when I strolled through Hamlin Park which was behind the rectory and found a boy stuffed into a garbage can. Alive of course, when I lifted him out of his steel prison. He became one of my favorites and starred in one of my plays that I wrote, produced , and directed in my younger years.

Michael was his name. I invited him along with our family camping trip with Mom, Dave, and Terry (my brother and sister). It was to Allegany State Park (which still stands today.) On the second day in to our outing, Michael told us it was his birthday. I felt horrible to know that we stole Michael away from his own family on such a special occasion. Michael said it was no big deal because his family did not celebrate birthdays. We scrambled to make a birthday cake with candles and sang “Happy Birthday”. I was coming to understand the world outside of my own slice of reality was far different from my own experience.
My priesthood experiences thereafter did not let me down. The world was a weirder place than I thought and a prime candidate for me to bring the message of Jesus to it.

After stints in the first ring suburbs of Buffalo, I finally made it to the country.

I was assigned to three parishes in Collins Center, Langford, and New Oregon. I couldn’t even find those places on the maps I had. 

I wrote a letter to Bishop Head about my first six months on the job out there. It was entitled “A Letter From a Country Pastor to His Bishop” when Bishop Head had it published in the Western New York Catholic in 1991.

Let me read you an excerpt.

“Pardon me, sir, is this your lost Jersey?”
St. Martin’s Church, Langford, sets up on a hill just up from Sisson Highway. Farther up the hill is the church hall. In between the stretches, the parking lot. Across the street is the rectory. ..One Saturday evening, I arrived for the 8:00 P.M. Mass; left my car outside the garage, and walked the highway to cross over to unlock the church. There up on the hill in the lot next to the hall was a lost cow – unattached, unattended, and unwelcome. I knew I was in the country then. Someone lost their cow, and the cow found its way to the church parking lot. By the time I unlocked the church and steeled myself to amble up the hill to do I did not know what.. (What do you do about a lost cow? Go door to door with the cow on a leash and ask, “Please, sir, did you happen to lose this Jersey?)..by the time I moseyed up the hill, a local gang of cowpersons arrived on the scene and began chasing the cow, hopefully, back from where it wandered.
(Those three parishes are no more. They merged into one called Epiphany with the worship site in Langford. The Damian fate was back.)

After a twelve year stint, I was transferred to Warsaw (New York that is.) There I was buffeted by the snow storms coming off of Lake Eire and when that was finished, it was finished off by storms coming off from Lake Ontario. It cost me four snow tires and a cold feeling towards snow storms.

At St. Michael’s, I met a group of families that would get together every first Saturday of the month in someone’s home to pray the rosary for priests. I was warmed by their consideration. Their love melted my heart, if not the snow banks around the rectory.
Finally enough was enough. My family resided in Cheektowaga – my brother, Dave, on Dick Road and his daughter and family not too far away.

When Depew opened up, I jumped at the chance. I was appointed pastor of St. Augustine and St. James. I got the Damian fate over with the closing of both parishes and the establishment of a new parish. And so the latest and final chapter of my saga.
Forty-five years of priesthood have been a journey of faith and grace. I have met the best people along the way. I have come to know what joy really is in this mystery of life. Here at Blessed Mother Teresa Parish the journey continues with the best people ever. Because you have been a blessing to one another, you have become a blessing to me. 
Thank you. Thank God.

