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Chemung cluster strives to create new traditions 
Parish 
Profile 
St. Casimir, 
St. Charles 
Borromeo, Elmira 

By Mike Latona 
S'aff writer 

ELMIRA - Since the late 19th centu-
r\. Catholics in C h e m u n g County have 
dearly distinguished between St. Charles 
Bui romeo and St. Casimir churches. 

"St. Charles was the Catholic church in 
Elmira Heights, and St. Casimir was the 
Polish church in Elmira," Father Christo­
pher Linsler said. 

Recently, however, these churches have 
been called upon to examine their simi­
larities. This ongoing process is the result 
of a 1994 clustering that m a d e the two 
parishes into one. 

Despite the often delicate n a t u r e of 
clustering, Casimir Riolak said parish­
ioners have adapted smoothly to what is 
ii' .% known as the Roman Catholic Com-
iiu.nity of St. Casimir and St. Charles Bor-
rnineo. 

"We thougrffcsthere was going to be a 
pi ' /blem, but somehow it just d idn ' t hap­
pen," remarked Krcrlak, 73, a lifelong 
parishioner of his namesake church. 

Rita Zardezed said that solid prepara­
tion bv both parish's pastoral councils 
helped prevent any major squabbles. 

"The councils were very open . They 
put their concerns on the table; they did­
n't hide them. So we could work toward " 
solutions together before they became re­
al problems," said Zardezed, a former 
council member at St. Charles Borromeo. 
She now serves on the cluster's combined 
parish pastoral council. 

Za rdc / td said she views the clustering 
as an opportunity for revitalization rather 
than a negative experience. 

"Sometimes we tend to get into ruts in 
our lives," she remarked. "This has caused 
us to take a hard look at what we're doing, 
and how we'ie doing it." 

f a the r Linsler, who became the clus­
ter's pastoi when it formed, app lauded 
preparatory eftorts of th« lay people. 

"They developed a vision s ta tement 
that we try our best to remain faithful to," 
Father Linsler said. 

The St. Casimir St. Charles Borromeo 
union-blends two longtime parishes that 
share similar lot at ions, founding dates 
and st/es. 

St. Casimir. lo< .iied in northern Elmira, 
was the first of the IHO churches to be es-
'a; ' i .hed. It was founded in 1890 to serve 
a laige ini lux of Polish immigrants in the 
Elmira area. 

Kml.ik recalled that manv liturgies at 
St ( asimir were designed to provide im-
migiant families with warm memories of 
theii homeland. 

" There was all Polish music. Tha t was 
the Mass for my mother," he said. 

St. Charles Borromeo, located less than 
two miles to the nor th in Elmira Heights, 
was founded in 1897 as a mission parish 
of St. Mary O u r Mother Church in Horse-
heads. It became incorporated as a parish 
in 1935. 

Cmtnluliliom to SL ihrlts Bemate & ft hsimir 

VAN BL'S-KIKK-LYNCH 
I I Ni :H\ l IIOMK. IN<. 
Caring in your time of need 

SERVING ELMIRA, ELMIRA HEIGHTS & 
HORSEHEADS AREAS. 

James J. Lynch II 
MDI Street & Grand Central Avenue 

(607) 739-1301 

Matthew Scott/Staff photographer 
Father Simeon Gallagher, OFM Cap., conducted a Parish Lenten Retreat held at 
both St. Casimir and St. Charles Borromeo, Elmira March 8-13. The theme of the 
retreat was "The Freedom to Believe: Becoming an Adult Catholic." 

According to Father 
Linsler, St. Casimir is com­
posed of 600 families and St. 
Charles Bor romeo is m a d e 
up of 500 families. 

Deacon William Dougher­
ty pointed out that Polish 
roots also run d e e p at St. 
Charles Borromeo, but fam­
ilies are less likely to speak in 
the native tongue. He added 
tha t the Elmira Heights 
church is also h o m e to a 
n u m b e r o f ' I r i sh Cathol ic 
families. 

Father Linsler said he has 
carefully weighed longstand­
ing parish loyalties and tra­
dit ions while asking two 
communities to act as one. 

"I think there has gradu­
ally been a blend. (But) when 
you deal with churches and 
church buildings, these are 
matters deal ing very closely 
with people's hear ts — espe­
cially in a small town like 
Elmira," Father Linsler said. 

"It's a very difficult 
process. You're about to lose 

,a sense of identity," 
Zardezed remarked. 

Yet many parishioners be­
gan worshiping at both 
buildings, Deacon Dougher­
ty noted, when the weekend 
Mass schedule was reduced 
shortly after the cluster was 
formed. St. Charles Bor­
romeo currently holds 7:30 
and 11 a.m. Masses on Sun­
days, and St. Casimir's Masses are at 4:30 
p.m. Saturday and 9 a.m. Sunday. 

"Most people in the cluster look upon 
our schedule as a parish Mass schedule," 
said Deacon Dougherty, who has be­
longed to St. Charles Borromeo since the 
1950s. "Their at tendance is based on con­
venience, not which church the Mass is 
held in. I'm very pleased to see that, and 
it's happen ing more and m o r e all the 
time." 

"I don ' t think it took a long time to be­
come a routine thing," Zardezed said. 

O the r combined efforts since the clus­
ter ing include the religious-education 

program, which numbers 130 children; 
and the parish pastoral council, which 
blends six members each from St. Charles 
Borromeo and St. Casimir. 

In addition, the cluster recendy spon­
sored its first Lenten retreat . Services 
were held March 8-13 and were divided 
between both churches. 

Zardezed, a St. Charles B o r r o m e o 
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parishioner since 1981, said her church 
has become more welcoming toward the 
St. Casimir people who have begun at­
tending services there. 

"You want to make them feel comfort­
able," she said. 

She added that St. Casimir has made 
similar efforts. "They probably have more 
tradit ion there, but they certainly make 
everything open to everyone," Zardezed 
commented. 
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