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UP FRONT AND PERSONAL
Remembering
Father Fitzpatrick

BY THOMAS LEAVENS

Father Jim Fitzpatrick, former director of St. Paul’s Center, which sponsors the
Christian Awakening and the Cursillo, died July 30. This tribute was written by
the director of the Young Adult Christian Awakening Program.

I hate change. I really do - but I try to follow the mantra, “Change is good,”
whenever I'm forced to confront it. When Father Joe Holcomb told the staff at St.
Paul's Center five years ago that he had been appointed as pastor of St. Finbar’s
in Brooklyn, we were presented with another change: a new director for the
Center. I was pretty confident that the new director would be one of the won-
derful priests we frequently used to carry out the mission of the Christian
Awakening and Cursillo programs. That made sense until we heard that Father
Jim Fitzpatrick was assigned as the new director of St. Paul’s Center. Who's he?
Where is he coming from? Why me??? I hate change!

It’s hard to believe that five years have come and gone so quickly. So much
has happened over the last five years — in my life, in the world and at St. Paul’s.
I remember when I first met Father Jim at the Center in Astoria. He was a tall,
big man with a strong voice. He told me that he made a Boys’ C.A. when he was
in high school and remembered that it was a good experience. He didn’t have
much knowledge of what St. Paul's Center was all about but he was excited about
the opportunity to learn everything. He made his intentions as the new director
quite clear — he would allow St. Paul’s to continue doing what it was doing in the
same ways it had always been done. Although he was also assigned as director
of vocations for the diocese, he said that St. Paul’s Center would be treated with
equal importance.

One thing that Father Jim made very clear when he began his assignment
was that he did not want to intrude on a program that was so successful. He
chose not to be a director of any program because he trusted the directors and
teams in place. He felt that they were the true experts. He felt that everyone
involved on the weekends brought equal importance to the experience. Directors
were no more important than team members, who were no more important than
angels, who were no more important than candidates. All were equal, essential
and chosen by God to share together on C.A. and Cursillo weekends. His per-
sonal goal for each weekend was to be available to all members for spiritual and
pastoral guidance. What I loved about Father Jim’s involvement in the Young
Adult program was that he was extremely approachable. He made himself avail-
able for private time to anyone who chose it, with an ‘everyman’ style. His talks
were clear and concise. He is a priest that people can understand, relate to and
bring closer to God.

Father Jim came into my life uninvited, unexpected, and changed me forever.
He and I came together because God put us together. We couldn’t be more dif-
ferent yet there is a strong connection between us. We didn’t always agree about
things but we always had respect for each other. What I loved about him was his
openness to share experiences about his life before his ordination and his life as
a priest. Ilove that he always thanked me for my work and my support of him.
I loved his sense of humor and how he called things exactly the way they were.
I loved his honesty about what's going on in the world and the Church. I loved
how much he believed in the power of prayer. I loved how sensitive he was to the
needs of others, specifically those with grief, addiction and lack of faith. I loved
how he recommended pop fiction to read for fun and spiritual books for growth,
1 loved how he reminded me of the truly important things in life and to not focus
on the petty. I loved how important his family was to him. I loved how he saw
me as [ really was and not how I believed I was.

I hope to inspire people to think about their lives and the people in them that
contribute to their growth. I hope my reflection article inspires you to reflect on
Father Jim and how he has affected your lives in his five years as director of St.
Paul’s Center. If not Father Jim, I hope you can think about the priests who have
come into your life and have inspired you to be better. If not priests, then the peo-
ple God has put in your life.

I know that Father Jim would not want me to put him into a specific catego-
ry of importance. In my life, he wasn’t — he was just my friend. Father Jim was
a blessing to St. Paul's Center over the last five years.

I will pray in thanksgiving for him. I will pray for peace, and I will pray that
the people he encountered on his journey gained as much from him as I have.
God bless you, Father Jim — De Colores!
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