
  Ask Father George 
 

  Page 1 
 

Ask Father George 

January 20, 2021 

 

Fr. George Fleming answers parishioners’ questions about his recently announced parish 

reassignment and what’s ahead for our Columbia County tri-parish faith family: 

1. General questions about your parish reassignment: 

a. What is the usual length of parish assignments?  We have six-year term limits for all 

priests assigned by Bishop Scharfenberger.  In the past, term limits were discussed but 

never really imposed; Bishop Ed is asking priests to follow these guidelines for 

assignments more strictly.  My tri-parish assignment has lasted 6 ½ years; my last was 8 

½, the North Country was 7 ½.  I have been asked to consider parishes in recent months 

and always declined.  Nevertheless, I figured I would probably be reassigned this year 

(2021) or next. 

b. Who makes these decisions?   Ultimately the Bishop does. There is a Chancellor and the 

Head of Pastoral Planning and a Priest Personnel Board who are also involved.  I was 

also lobbied for by the current pastor and the priests in the area.  In the end, the 

discernment process almost always involves a discussion with the Bishop. 

c. How do they make these decisions?   There are profiles of each parish that are sent out 

to all the priests of the Diocese.  These profiles describe the characteristics and needs of 

each parish, and that begins a kind of “matching” or “recruiting” process. 

d. Is anybody going to come to our parishes from the Diocese and explain things to us?  I 

expect someone will come from the Diocese to explain the process. Initially they will 

communicate with the Trustees and the staff.  In time, Pastoral Council members and 

Parish Leaders will enter the process and eventually the entirety of the three parishes. 

In the interim, we will have pastoral support from the diocese.  

2. Questions about the timing of this reassignment: 

a. Why can’t they wait till the pandemic is over? Till Easter? Till you retire!  There is a 

series of changes happening this year and many were delayed from last year because of 

the pandemic.   I was unaware of most of them until recently.  Some of them are 

structural, reorganizing pastoral leadership in parishes in new ways.  Fr. Rick Lesser, the 

pastor of Corpus Christi Church, is taking one of these major reassignments, and 

strongly supported my selection to succeed him.  I reached out for counsel by those who 

knew about my love and deep commitment to my parishes here in Columbia County. 

They challenged me to think about the opportunity at Corpus Christi and helped me in 

this difficult discernment process. 

b. How long have they been talking to you about a reassignment?  I was approached in 

late October and immediately turned it down, respectfully responding that I wasn’t 

ready to move.  I was also trying to juggle how to afford a part-time priest fluent in 

Spanish for our community at a time when Fr. Jorge was being transferred.  I broke my 

shoulder around this time heading into the holidays, so there was a lot going on with my 

own personal and pastoral duties.  But the momentum behind the reassignment kept 

building, with my brother priests supporting and encouraging this move, despite my 
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desire to stay. Closer to mid-December the discussions continued more intensely, and 

alternatives or delays to the reassignment faded.  I met with the Bishop Ed around this 

time, who encouraged me to accept, but assured me he would not enforce the promise 

of obedience if I thought it was healthier for me to stay.  In my heart, though, I knew a 

single-parish assignment like Corpus Christi would be less physically taxing and sounded 

like a pastoral challenge I knew was up for.  In mid-December we discussed the logistics 

and timing of the move, and I was able to get them to agree to delay any announcement 

until after Christmas, after I had had a chance to tell the staff, trustees, and pastoral 

council members.  This still felt way too fast but was also driven largely by Fr. Lesser’s 

announcements which were happening in December as well.  I’m still a bit in shock as 

you are at how fast this has moved.   

3. Questions about the timing of your move to the new parish: 

a. When’s your last Mass here?   Officially it will be January 31, but I have a lot to wrap up 

before I begin the new assignment.  Due to our need to close for at least two weekends, 

I hope to celebrate the weekend liturgies on Feb 7 and 8. 

b. When do you start up there?  Officially Feb 1, but I am going to wrap things up here in 

Columbia County and hope to take a little breather before my first Masses at Corpus 

Christi the weekend of Feb 13-14. 

c. Will you still be taping Masses for us? My plan and hope is to continue coming back to 

tape these liturgies for the near future until someone replaces me or the interim pastor 

feels he could do it instead.   Parishioners are also welcome to worship with me on 

livestreamed Masses at Corpus Christi (weekend and weekday masses).  

4. Questions about who will succeed you and how the process will unfold: 

a. Are we getting a new priest right away?  No – the Diocese will assign someone until a 

permanent priest is assigned. 

b. If we aren’t getting a new pastor right away, how is the Diocese going to support us?  

The Diocese has a much-improved system for assigning interim priests. They have 

continued to finetune the process for a smoother transition. 

c. How much say do we have in who is assigned to us?  The best way to participate in 

who gets assigned to the parishes is to have a thorough parish profile, part of which 

describes who the parish is and what you are looking for in a pastor.   

d. When are we getting a new priest and how will we meet him?  When I leave, the 

Diocese will come in and help staff and parish leaders prepare a profile. That process 

takes about a month to six weeks.  The first meetings may be held with staff via Zoom or 

in person, and with the rest of the congregations when the first Masses are scheduled. 

Traditionally there would be a reception after each mass but given COVID that’s not 

going to be the case, but each parish could address that in creative ways. 

e. Are we getting one priest, or more support for our tri-parish community?  The hope is 

that there will be part-time support in addition to a full-time pastor, someone who 

could also help with our Spanish speaking community.  

5. Questions about where you are going: 

a. How far away is it?   Corpus Christi in Round Lake, Saratoga County.  That’s just less 

than an hour from Stottville and Chatham, 50 minutes from Stuyvesant Falls and 40 

minutes from Valatie 



  Ask Father George 
 

  Page 3 
 

b. How big a parish is it?  It’s approximately 1,800 families within a single parish, or about 

the same number of families I served in our tri-parish community here in Columbia 

County.  Corpus Christi has a large staff in place to support their many ministries. 

c. Who was the last priest there and where is he going?   He is pastor currently of St. 

Thomas in Delmar and St. Matthew in Voorheesville.  He will be maintaining additional 

administrative duties for the Diocese as well. 

6. Practical issues: 

a. When are you moving?  I’ll be transitioning out of the rectory and offices and moving 

during the first two weeks of February. 

b. What help do you need packing/moving?   I’m working with our staff to coordinate 

helpers and volunteers for this effort. I so appreciate the outpouring of support from 

everyone, it means so much to me! 

c. Who does the staff report to in the interim (if a priest isn’t assigned immediately)?   

There will not be a drastic change day-to-day although the greatest void will be from my 

not providing affirmation and support to staff and parish leaders who do a great job.  

Debbie Halpin is the senior Administrator for all three parishes and will be the point 

person and ultimate supervisor for our parish staff.  She will be working with the 

Trustees from all three parishes who have a canonical role to look over the parish.  Beth 

Lenahan of St. James Church will continue to work closely with Debbie to coordinate 

communications (sharing online Mass links, blogs, updates like this Q&A, etc.) for all 

three parishes.  There will not be a vacuum of power.  Each parish will continue to be 

blessed by parish leaders who give of themselves so freely and will continue to serve the 

churches for as long as they are willing.   There will be someone for the interim assigned 

almost immediately.  The Diocese has someone in mind who is retired to help with 

liturgies and assist pastorally (mostly) as needed.  He would also be a resource for 

questions and concerns.    

7. Other questions: 

a. Did you push back on this?  Yes! I really wanted to stay through 2021 – or at least until 

the pandemic was over. 

b. Can we fight this or ask for more time?  No, the commitment is firm.  But don’t worry, 

you haven’t seen the last of me! I love this area and all of you and hope to visit 

frequently as I have all of my former parishes. 

c. How can you advise us on coping with this huge/upsetting change?   I find it helpful to 

remember the work of the Holy Spirit at times like these, when we face great change 

and challenges in our lives. Prayer, keeping an open mind, and finding ways to help 

others is a good way to start. 

d. What more change is coming our way?   There are no plans for change. The new pastor 

will collaborate with trustees, pastoral councils, staff and other parish leadership on 

plans going forward.  I would encourage continuing to focus on increasing 

communication between our parishes as you have done so well this past year.  In many 

ways, the pandemic brought us closer together as a faith community, and this will 

benefit everyone in the months to come. 

e. Can we throw you a party?   Folks in our parishes gave me a party for my 25th 

anniversary that could never be topped!  Please remember that!  It would be great to 
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have an outdoor Mass this summer, when it’s safe so we can all celebrate together 

again, especially when I can see people without a mask, and can hug and shake hands 

again.  Of course, I’d want to be sensitive to the needs of the new pastor, but I am 

confident that such a celebration would be a helpful part of the transition to a new 

chapter for us all.   Don’t forget, too, that you are always welcome to come visit me at 

Corpus Christi, and that when things are safer again, we might be able to find time to 

celebrate at Round Lake together as well. 


