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When I was graduating high school, I had long hair and wore a jean jacket with a 

Metallica patch on the back. My dream was to be an engineer and design spacecrafts 

and then fly them into space. I applied to various engineering programs including 

Boston University, Rensselaer Polytech and Penn State. And I chose to stay close to 

home and went to Rutgers to study mechanical/aerospace engineering. That was my 

plan at the time:  to be an engineer and to have a family.  

My vocation story has to do with the difference between following my own plan and 

learning to listen to God's plan and having the courage to follow it. 

 

The foundation for following God's plan was built into me by my family. Specifically, the 

faith of my mom. She brought us to mass every week. There was no question - she 

would just give us the look of death and we would go. We used to sit on the side with 

the Mary statue, in the third row and we would kneel down and she would pray and 

sometimes cry and we didn't understand. Every week. My parents divorced when I was 

9, my mom got a job - I think working $85 a week at a bank  - and she was committed to 

sending all four of us through Catholic School. We first had to live with our 

grandparents. We received aid from the school - I can remember the Dominican sisters 

giving me baskets of food to take home and I thought nothing of it because mom never 

let us know of her struggle to put food on the table every week. 

 

There were some of the significant moments of this foundation in the faith. First was 

becoming an altar server. I served as an altar server in 7th and 8th grade and through 

high school until I thought I was too cool and stop serving (although I missed it right 

away.)  

Another significant part was joining the youth group. To this day, my closest, longest 

friends came from that circle of friends in youth group. In fact, two Sundays ago, my 

friends Bryan and his family and Andrew, who I've known since at least 13, were here to 

celebrate my installation as pastor. Youth group invited me to learn how to pray and 

how to be in a Community of Faith. We went on Retreat together, had dances together, 
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hung out in the diner (which is very Jersey thing to do) and went over each other's 

houses to watch movies. But that foundation was the values we were struggling to live 

which came from our faith.  

Then I went off to Rutgers and I would say I wasn't particularly faithful during that time. 

I struggled to “find myself” as many do. During that time, another significant moment 

came when a good friend, Father Donal (God Rest his soul), asked me to help lead an 

8th grade confirmation retreat as a long hair, 19-year-old college student. Apparently, 

he saw something in me that God could use, which I didn't see myself. That moment of 

leadership in the faith and standing up for the faith was very significant. It was doing my 

talk to the 8th graders that the Holy Spirit first spoke through me even though I didn't 

recognize it until years later. 

And then I graduated and started my career. 

The next significant moment was when I move down to Mount Holly and was working at 

Lockheed in Moorestown. This was a significant moment because I was no longer close 

enough to go to church at my home parish and had to find a new church and establish a 

new home of faith which I did at Sacred Heart Church in Mount Holly.  

At first, I just showed up for Sunday mass like anybody else and even brought my 

girlfriend there. But then one day I saw an ad in the bulletin for a guitar player and I 

started playing guitar at the 11:30 Mass. I had also played as a teen at masses. The 

music group consisted of teenagers and adults leading worship. I remember one day 

asking the pastor,  I said, “someone should start a youth group here.” Father Bob said 

“yes, someone should start a youth group.” This was a critical moment where I had a 

decision:  do I wait for that someone to show up or do I be that someone! It was August 

of 1999 when I said “yes” and signed up for a certificate program in youth ministry with 

the Diocese of Trenton. That year I learned about leadership in the church and started a 

small youth group. In 2 ½ years, the group went from 9 kids to 60 kids, with a teen Mass 

on Sunday night which I coordinated and continued to played guitar. 

It was as during the time I was leading a youth group that Deacon Jim casa saw the 

potential in me and sat me down one day and asked me,  “Pat I think you should study 

for the priesthood…” 

This was a defining moment in my life and a fork in the road between doing my plan of 

being an engineer and having a family or listening to God calling me to a different 
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direction. It was scary, mysterious, unknown and I would have to leave my apartment, 

dating and my career behind. It was overwhelming. I remember walking around my 

apartment complex that night crying and saying to God, “is this what you want because 

this is not what I was thinking!” 

A few months later, I worked up the courage to answer another ad in the bulletin to 

meet with other men to discern the priesthood. These monthly meetings were vital to 

learn about what priesthood is and what it's not, and to start to learn how to pray in a 

way that allowed me to listen to God and hear God calling me. It allowed me to actually 

feel in my heart God drawing me closer to the Sacraments in the Altar. Even though 

there was great fear of what it would mean for my life. 

 

That was March of 2001. And so, 18 years later, I have been a priest for 11 years. I have 

been a parish priest and High School Chaplain at St Joe's in Toms River (and I hung out a 

lot with a youth group.) I have been a Navy chaplain for 6 years including being the first 

priest on USS America LHA 6 and 3 years at the Naval Academy working with college 

students studying to be Navy or Marine Corps officers. 

 I have married 50 couples I have baptized over a 100 babies I presided at a large 

number of funerals I have heard thousands of confessions and distributed countless 

Communions. 

I have celebrated Mass at St Peter's in Rome, Notre Dame in Paris, in many churches and 

retreat houses around the country, on a rock in the Grand Canyon and I celebrated 

Easter Sunday on the flight deck of USS America. 

 

I have met so many wonderful people and beautiful families that have challenged me to 

learn how to love as God love and how to teach the faith in a way people can 

understand. I have been struck by the Holiness of people who stay constant in Faith 

despite sickness and tragedy.  I have witnessed the beauty of marriage in brand new 

couples, and those young couples raising families and couples that have been married 

decades - still faithfully living out their vows they professed “until death do us part.” 
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I have worked side-by-side with people of other Faith Traditions doing God's work and 

serving his people. I have struggled with the various questions of our time and how faith 

operates in the real world and real families. 

 

Much of this has led me to realize how weak I am and my complete inability to either 

follow Jesus perfectly or help people to follow Jesus by myself. Rather I have come to 

realize what Saint Paul talks about “when I am weak, I am strong.” I recognize how badly 

I need Jesus every day in my life to be able to love when I don't want to love, and to be 

able to ask forgiveness when I fail, and to be able to be there for God's people in the 

most difficult times in their life as a witness to God's presence. 

Many, many times I have been there to comfort people and to guide them in the midst 

of tragedy, crisis decisions and in joyful moments --  not because I am Patrick 

McPartland, but purely because I AM A PRIEST. God has given me this gift and expects 

me to use it to the best of my ability. I certainly need your prayers every day to be able 

to serve God despite of my weakness and to call others to recognize that yes you are 

weak, you are sinful, you have other dreams. But maybe, God is calling you or a loved 

one to serve him in this very unique and special way. 

It requires courage, perseverance and dedication. However, if God is calling, He will 

supply the graces needed! The key is to walk closely with Jesus. 

When Jesus called Peter in John 21. He walked along the shore with Peter. He did not 

ask Peter if he was educated, perfect and holy. Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me?” 

And Peter, the one who denied Jesus had the courage to say, “Yes Lord You know I love 

you.” And Jesus gave him a job, “Feed my Sheep.” 

And despite Peter’s weakness and brashness, served Jesus well, became the first Pope 

of this new Church and eventually had the courage to die for the faith – for the one he 

loved. 

Let us pray that St. Catharine’s will have some men to hear Jesus asking, “Do you love 

me?” Let us pray that St. Catharine’s will have some men that have the courage to 

answer, “Yes, Lord, you know I love you.” 


