In the Vineyard

January 26, 2006

“Anger is the beginning of courage.” St. Augustine, Fourth Century
“Charity does really heal. Perfect charity heals perfectly.” Richard Sipe, 2004

Balancing the two quotes above isn’t easy, but the two have come to rest, it seems, on the fulcrum of justice and accountability. Our July 2005 Indianapolis “assignment” for Accountability Now is nearing its kickoff date; plans for VOTF’s Campaign for Accountability are spelled out by VOTF president Jim Post in Commentary’s “On Our Watch.”  Also in Commentary is a re-iteration of VOTF’s support for anonymity protection for survivors following mis-information circulated recently. Read on and please let us know your thoughts at pthorp.ed@votf.org 
VOTF Officer ELECTIONS for 2006-8: Voting Feb. 7-22
Q: How many times in your Catholic faith life have you been asked for your vote?

A: Never.

NEWS: Not any more. VOTF officer elections are upon us and your vote will determine our future course as a Catholic faith movement committed to the Catholic Church. To vote, you must be a member of VOTF.  If you have never registered, you can do so by going to www.votf.org and clicking on "JOIN."  As earlier communicated to members, if you are not sure if the VOTF database has your current email address (e.g., you did 
not receive the Jan. 6 notice to all members about the elections process), send your email address with your name and full mailing address no later than January 31 to votf_elections@yahoo.com.  For general Election News and details, go to LETTER. Voting will take place electronically only.

Important Dates:
February 1: VOTF members will receive an email that will provide a link to Election details: the names of all nominees and the nominees on the official ballot, including their personal statements and list of Officer duties.
February 7: VOTF members will receive an email from Campus Vote 
providing a link to the official ballot and instructions on how to vote.
February 7-22: Members will be able to vote in accordance with the 
instructions issued by Campus Vote.
February 28: By this date, VOTF will announce the winners of the election.

Anyone who has questions or concerns about the elections process or procedures leading up to and during the voting period can contact affiliate leaders (LINK); Executive Director Ray Joyce (617.558.5252) at rjoyce@votf.org <mailto:rjoyce@votf.org>), or email Bill Casey, chair of the Elections Committee at  b13909@comcast.net. 

Your voices constitute a collective prayer for healing our Church.
*****BREAKING NEWS in the Boston Archdiocese provides a lesson for concerned Catholics everywhere: The long and ardent battle on behalf of Senate Bill 1074, which would move churches toward the same transparency and accountability in place for other charities, is facing strong opposition as the State House of Representatives took up the bill for debate on January 25. See “Anatomy of a Setback: Accountability Denied?”
PARISH Lessons
On Parish Closings: Appeals Denied by Vatican but Step 2 is in progress: The Associated Press reports “Word that the Vatican had denied the appeals of St. Jeremiah and nine other parishes closed by the Boston Archdiocese didn't discourage the 50 faithful who gathered Saturday night for a regular prayer service at the church in suburban Framingham.” Parishioners said they expected the denial and would now petition the Church’s equivalent of the Supreme Court, the Apostolic Signatura, where “doomed parishes have won reprieves in the past.” The affected parishes are Our Lady of Lourdes in Revere; Infant Jesus-St. Lawrence in Brookline; St. Frances Xavier Cabrini in Scituate; St. James the Great in Wellesley; St. Augustine in South Boston; Star of the Sea in Quincy; Our Lady of Mercy in Belmont; Sacred Heart in Natick; St. Jeremiah in Framingham; and St. Anselm in Sudbury. 
On Priest Shortages: Parishioners of St. Andrew the Apostle Church (Worcester, Mass.) learned over the weekend that their pastor is being reassigned and Bishop Robert J. McManus will not send another priest to serve the parish. The story was covered in the 1/12 issue of the Telegram & Gazette at www.telegram.com.  Read VOTF member Dan Dick’s comments in Letters to the Editor. Let us know what you think at pthorp.ed@votf.org 
SITE-SEEING, ETC.
· As noted in the 1/12 Vineyard and worth repeating: ARCC – James Coriden, JCD, Academic Dean Emeritus at Washington Theological Union, prepared for ARCC “The Canonical Doctrine of Reception,” which is a timely consideration of community as St. Stan’s situation, along with Our Lady Help of Christians in Newton, Mass., parish closings and priest ousters and re-assignments continue to distort “communio.”
· REQUIRED READING: “Why Ensuring Accountability for Clergy Sexual Abuse of Children Has Proved So Difficult, Even Though It Remains So Crucial” by Marci A. Hamilton, Paul R. Verkuil Chair in Public Law at Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law, Yeshiva University. Go to http://writ.news.findlaw.com/hamilton/20040506.html. An archive of Hamilton’s columns on the legal aspects of clergy abuse can be found on the FindLaw web site. 
· The USCCB web site has an updated lay ministry page inclusive of a link to “Co-Workers in the Vineyard of the Lord” (pdf) and a lay ministry newsletter. Go to http://www.usccb.org/laity/laymin/. 
· SNAP’s web site is noting a painful repeat of abuse accusations against a much-loved priest in Chicago as reported in the Chicago Sun Times. Go to SNAP for a link to the story at www.snapnetwork.org: note what’s new at bishopaccountability.org. Over 7,000 articles about the crisis: January-June 2003, July-December 2003, January-June 2004, July-December 2004, January-June 2005, and July-December 2005.
· Following Bishop Gumbleton’s recent statement on his own clergy sexual abuse experience, readers inquired as to how they might contact the Bishop. Bishop Gumbleton’s email is tjgdet@juno.com; also note the New York Times editorial of Jan. 18, “A Path to Justice,” which noted the Bishop’s lone stand. 
· Denied access to the Vatican’s “Secret Archives”?  Those archives are now open and accessible through the Internet. Take a virtual tour of the archives after choosing your language on the Vatican’s web site home page at http://www.vatican.va.
· You don’t have to LIVE in the Boston area to LEARN in the Boston area. Boston College’s online program of courses is up and running. Go to www.bc.edu/irepmce. 
PUBLICATION HIGHLIGHTS:
· Again in the lead, the Jan. 20 issue of National Catholic Reporter hones in on the core issues of our time as Catholics. Read their current editorial, “As calendar turns, crisis remains.” The column begins with a quote from the “Bennett Report” on the “Crisis in the Catholic Church in the United States,” February 2004. “The church cannot and should not hide behind its lawyers or the law blindly and in all circumstances.”
Go to http://ncronline.org/NCR_Online/archives2/2006a/012006/012006zb.htm. 

· US Catholic Feb. ’06 “Leading ladies of the early church” is a brief overview of the women who equaled the men in the building of the early Christian community. 

· The Catholic Common Ground Initiative, inaugurated by the late Cardinal Bernardin, publishes through the National Pastoral Life Center (NPLC) an excellent quarterly “Initiative Report” that recaps the work of the Initiative in fostering dialogue. The current issue includes an essay by retired Auxiliary Bishop of Brooklyn, NY and current member of NPLC Board of Directors Joseph M. Sullivan. “Bishops and Laity Need to Talk To One Another.” The message is timeless and worth reading. Go to www.nplc.org (pdf) for the full text. 

· St. Anthony Messenger’s February issue features Fr. Donald Cozzens on “How to Build a Better Church.” Go to http://www.americancatholic.org/Messenger/Feb2006/Feature2.asp.
· In the Vineyard is published twice monthly. If you’ve missed any of our nearly fifty issues, you can catch up by visiting the Vineyard Archives accessed on our web site at www.votf.org. If you or someone you know would like to receive this free service, send your email address to pthorp.ed@votf.org. 
COMMENTARY
“On Our Watch” – VOTF Campaign 2006 
“Survivor Support: Setting the Record Straight” – VOTF president Jim Post
“The Gift of Forgiveness” – Richard Sipe

“Collaborating on Financial Transparency” Structural Change Working Group
“Anatomy of a Setback: Accountability Denied?” – editorial
In Brief – State activity on SOLs

QUOTE for our times: “Bishop Gumbleton's colleagues shudder at having to pay for the sins of dead priests. But it would be easier to sympathize with their predicament if they had acted more uniformly and assertively to comfort and compensate the abused. More than three years after the American bishops resolved to set things right, that goal has not been met. Many dioceses have been less than enthusiastic in urging the victims to come forward, and some still rebuff such complaints. As Bishop Gumbleton pointed out, the continued existence of many hidden abusers and silent victims demands further action.” New York Times editorial, Jan. 18, 2006.
COMMENTARY
Survivor Support: Setting the Record Straight

VOTF president Jim Post
Title:  VOTF Supports Anonymity Protection for Survivors

Sexual abuse is difficult for survivors to talk about.  As the recent example of Bishop Thomas Gumbleton illustrates, it can take decades before a survivor of sexual abuse is ready to publicly discuss his or her experience.  This reality impacts when allegations are filed and how they are received by officials.     

The psychological barriers associated with public disclosure can be overcome, in part, by making the process safe for victims.  Sadly, the Catholic Church does not have a good record on this matter and has too often made it difficult for those who wish to file claims.   As the National Review Board’s Robert Bennett said, too often the church has “re-victimized” those who file allegations with church authorities.

One important safeguard for survivors who wish to file their allegations with authorities is the protection of their anonymity.  Attorneys, social workers, and survivors themselves confirm that anonymity is a crucial protection.  

It was recently reported that VOTF was sympathetic to elimination of anonymity. 

This is untrue.  To my knowledge, no VOTF affiliate group, officer, or decision making body, has ever urged the abandonment of this important protection.  Moreover, I would personally try to convince them of the need for, and wisdom of, this protection.   

To summarize, 

1.   Voice of the Faithful does not support eliminating the anonymity protection of those who file allegations.    

 

2.   Voice of the Faithful has consistently urged the Catholic Church to create a system that respects the privacy and confidentiality of those who file allegations. 

We have publicly urged church officials to eliminate the re-victimization about which Robert Bennett and the National Review Board expressed concern.

 

3.   Church officials have an obligation to investigate the veracity of all claims.  In that process, the rights of the defendant should be protected.  Historically, however, the system has been skewed toward protecting priests by devaluing or ignoring the testimony of victim/survivors.  Church officials have an obligation to protect both parties, not only one.  Their goal should be to ascertain the truth.  

 

4.   Experience suggests that there are few false allegations.  Diocesan attorneys, as well as those who represent survivors, suggest that less than 5% of all allegations are false; many say that only 1 or 2% are false.    

Voice of the Faithful supports survivors of clergy sexual abuse.  Today, when there are many proposals to create or amend legislation, the protection of anonymity remains one of the fundamental steps every diocese and jurisdiction should take to ensure a safe environment for those who seek justice within the Church.      
On Our Watch
VOTF president Jim Post on VOTF’s Campaign 2006
The year 2006 will be the launch of "The Campaign" at Voice of the Faithful. As we begin our fifth year, VOTF members are preparing to "shine their light" on two problems that cry out for action in the Catholic Church. Our national Campaign for Accountability will have two prongs: Protecting Our Children and Financial Accountability.

Two Themes
In every poll taken since early 2005, Voice of the Faithful members have urged us to concentrate on "Protecting Our Children" by holding perpetrators and enablers accountable. In recent months, that commitment has drawn many members to their state capitols where legislation is being drafted to help survivors of abuse. In 2006,
we expect VOTF groups to become even more active to achieve this goal. Helping survivors and protecting children are integrated goals.

The second area crying out for attention is "Financial Accountability" in our Church. This initiative is different, because we can see a consistent pattern of financial problems as we
look at how our Church operates across the nation. There is a critical need for the public reporting of audited financial reports at the diocesan and parish levels. 

 

At a recent meeting of campaign leaders, important elements of the Campaign for Accountability were clarified. As you are reading this article, VOTF's national
officers and National Representative Council members are reviewing the entire plan. 

 

Timetable
February is a month of preparation as we get ready to launch this effort; VOTF will pause to ask, “What am I called to do?” The tentative kickoff date for the campaign will be in early March, as Catholics also move into a season of spiritual preparation in our Church. 

Organization
The organization of these campaign activities has been carefully mapped out. Local leadership teams will be formed in each diocese for the financial accountability campaign, or in various states for the legislative campaigns. In each case, we will be working to attract members, link-up local affiliates, build critical mass, and move toward action through prayer, both individually and in community.

Local leadership teams will be supported by VOTF experts from around the country in the areas of finance and legislation. Every local team will have a "go to" expert on a national financial accountability or legislative advisory team. You don't have to be
an expert in these areas, because VOTF has experts on call to help you analyze issues, develop proposals, and prepare for success. A third advisory team, known as the direct action advisory team, will work with local leaders to prepare for the direct action phase.
Here, too, VOTF will draw on experienced advisors to work with local members. By connecting local leadership teams with these expert advisors, we can gain the leverage of our entire organization.

Training and Support
Training and preparation of all kinds are essential for a national campaign; a first workshop to orient and train local leaders will be held in late March/early April. We expect to bring together 20-30 members for this workshop, with others to follow as the process evolves. This will be an exciting opportunity, so start making your plans to attend now!

A handbook is being prepared to assist leaders and members. This handbook will provide background information, a step-by-step guide to organizing for action, and dozens of tips about conducting these campaigns. It will be the key information resource for local
leadership teams.

Media Plan
Finally, our leadership team is developing a national media plan to support the early phases of the campaign. We want Catholics throughout the country to know about the Campaign for Accountability. All change begins with an awareness of the problem
and a growing commitment to make a Spirit-driven difference. We are hoping to attract many "sideline" Catholics to these initiatives.

In Brief: Statutes of Limitation 
[In the last issue of In the Vineyard, Fr. Tom Doyle made his case in support of statutes of limitation reform, inclusive of one-year look-back windows. Let us know what is going on in your state. Send to pthorp.ed@votf.org.] 
Excerpted from US Today at www.usatoday.com 
Since the Catholic abuse scandal exploded in 2002, six states have changed their laws covering sexual abuse statutes of limitations, which sets a legal deadline for someone who was sexually abused as a minor years ago to file suit against an alleged abuser or the Catholic diocese that employed him or her, says Marci Hamilton, professor at the Benjamin Cardozo School of Law…. The new limits, according to Rachel Steamer, fellow in public law at Cardozo: 
•Connecticut — 30 years from the age of majority (18), effective 2002.

•Illinois — 10 years from date of discovery, effective 2003.

•Maryland — Seven years from majority (18), effective 2003.

•Missouri — By age 30, or three years from discovery, effective 2003.

•Pennsylvania — 12 years from majority (18), effective 2002.

•Wisconsin — Before age 35, effective 2003.
[California lifted its statute of limitations for a one-year window (2002-03) for any accuser to come forward, and “windows” have been proposed or are under discussion in New York, Ohio, Colorado, and Tennessee. 
VOTF affiliates advise as follows: Indiana plans to introduce SOL legislation in the 2007 session; Kentucky has a bill in the House sponsored by over 60 representatives and scheduled to be introduced 1/24/06. Proposed amendments include eliminating the SOL on all crimes of sexual abuse against minors.] 
The Gift of FORGIVENESS 
Richard Sipe

As reported in the 12/04 issue of In the Vineyard Richard Sipe gave a talk on “Forgiveness of Clergy Sexual Abuse” to a VOTF gathering in St. Paul, Minn. His words have resonated ever since and are frequently excerpted or reprinted in full for their timeless value. Sipe is a psychotherapist and former Benedictine monk and priest. For more than 30 years, he has been engaged in research on the institution and practice of priestly celibacy. The full text of the talk is available at http://www.richardsipe.com/Lectures/2004-11-07-VOTF.html. Below is a short excerpt from Dr. Sipe’s conclusion: 
· Forgive and be willing to be forgiven. 

· Forgiveness is a declaration not a feeling. 

· Forgiveness is not an event. It is a constant process and a way of being. 

· Forgiveness breaks the cycle of resentment and revenge. 

· Forgiveness does not imply approval of those we forgive nor does it impose an obligation to associate with them. 

· Forgiveness is a gift. It is not earned or deserved. 

· Forgiveness frees us from the burdens of regret, grudges, retaliation, and fear. 

· Forgiveness is an acceptance of life and frees us for living. 

· Forgiveness is good for us. 

ALTERNATE CONCLUSION
· Demand the truth from yourself and those with whom you wish to relate: especially representatives of religion. 

· Deal constructively with reality, no matter how harsh. 

· Be willing to change. Personal healing is not possible without changing. 

· Work toward freeing yourself from symptoms, tensions, and anxieties that were produced by violations and betrayal by religious powers. 

· Find satisfaction in forgiveness, giving and receiving it. 

· Establish close relationships of mutual satisfaction and helpfulness, free from the traumas and scars of the past. 

· Direct your instinctive angry energy into creative and constructive action. 

· Expand your capacity to love. Love is more powerful than any violation personal or institutional. 

Charity does really heal. Perfect charity heals perfectly.
Anatomy of a SETBACK: Accountability Denied?
[As this issue went to press, discussion was ongoing in the State House, Boston, Mass. This editorial is an overview of the most recent developments on the Senator Marian Walsh bill. We will publish the outcome of the various aspects of the struggle to pass the bill in the next issue of In the Vineyard, February 9.]
In a letter to “friends in Christ” in the Boston Archdiocese, Archbishop O’Malley requested that calls be placed to representatives’ and senators’ offices to oppose Senate Bill 1074, which passed the Senate by a vote of 33-4 months ago and is now in the House for a scheduled January 25 hearing. In part, the Archbishop said, “A requirement that churches and religious organizations register their charitable activity with the government is inconsistent with our Nation's and our Commonwealth's constitutional guarantees of religious freedom.” The Archbishop also stated that opponents of the legislation are doing so out of disagreement with Archdiocesan decisions over parish closings and finances. The bill, in effect, holds churches to the same model of transparency currently in place for all charitable organizations by reporting their finances to the Commonwealth Secretary of State (William Gavin, another supporter of the bill).
Vigorous lobbying by the Archdiocese of Boston alongside other non-Catholic religious denominations, coupled with Governor Romney’s implied plan to veto the bill as being unduly “intrusive,” conspired within hours of the House discussion to dampen hopes for passage. Meanwhile, VOTF and supporters made the following points:
STATEMENT in Archbishop O’Malley’s letter: “…religious organizations would be placed under the oversight provisions of the Massachusetts Public Charities Law, which empowers the Attorney General to investigate the use of charitable funds.” 

FACT: Senate 1074 does not do that. In fact, the attorney general of Massachusetts already has the power to investigate the use of the charitable funds in all public charities, including religious organizations. (MGL. Chapter 12, sec 8H and MGL Chapter 68, sec. 18.) 

STATEMENT also in the Archbishop’s letter: “They want to use legislation as a means of exercising control over the affairs of the Archdiocese and its parishes.” 

FACT: It does not exercise control over the affairs of charities. There are no sections in Senate 1074 that exercise control over any charity in Massachusetts. This bill is narrow and only treats public financial disclosure. The legislation is about transparency and accountability.

In an effort to counter increasing distortion and mis-statement of facts, VOTF distributed a short list of points to share with State Representatives and others: 

· Currently, all public charities except for religious charities, must file annual standard financial reports to the Commonwealth. This is the same form that your local Little League or food pantry routinely fills out each year.

· This is not a new idea. The present exemption was granted in 1954. This bill will just restore the reporting obligation that was in effect prior to 1954.

· This is not a matter of “Church and State.” Churches are granted their tax exempt status because they are charities not because they are churches. (To exempt churches as churches would violate the US Constitution’s First Amendment.)

· As citizens of the Commonwealth, we have a right to demand that all charities do not abuse the benefits granted by their tax-exempt status. The Commonwealth has the obligation to its citizens to ensure accountability and transparency in the donations they make to charities.

In a last-minute effort to save the bill as opposition seemed to solidify on grounds of constitutionality, John Hynes of the Boston VOTF Steering Committee made the following appeal to area VOTF members:
In response to those concerns and to the growing sense that it would be in the

best interest of all if we could address those concerns, we are joining  with

other proponents of Senate Bill 1074 in supporting the action requested below.

Please contact your Representative Wednesday morning (January 25, 2006)

and let him or her know that as a member of Voice of the Faithful you are in

favor of a vote in the House of Representatives seeking an advisory opinion from the

Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts on the constitutionality of Senate Bill

1074.

In the end, and in the absence of the Hynes suggestion, a campaign of misinformation and fear mongering may hold the day over the obvious benefit of public disclosure – the very coupling that brought the Catholic Church the sexual abuse crisis may again trump conscience. Children told that they would go to hell if they “told” and adult “men of God” purchasing their silence in one way and another for decades flourished in secrecy. Four years later, little has changed in the one arena where the sexual abuse of children could never have happened – transparency. 

Supporters of the bill will not abandon their battle for accountability among the state’s charitable institutions. They will meet with those who were unable to support the bill and work through the morass of concerns all parties have brought to the table. Stay tuned. See 
See the Boston Globe editorial on Jan. 25 “House of Candor” at http://www.boston.com/news/globe/editorial_opinion/editorials/articles/2006/01/25/house_of_candor/ and “Follow the Money” at http://www.boston.com/news/local/articles/2006/01/25/follow_the_money/ 
Collaborating on Financial Transparency
Report from the Structural Change Working Group

George Bouchey and Margaret Roylance
Several groups are laboring to improve financial accountability and transparency within the Church.  Some quietly have been pushing these objectives for a long time; others are new to this effort.  Voice of the Faithful (VOTF) and National Leadership Roundtable on Church Management (NLRCM), because they rose out of the recent governance failures in the Church in America, are in the latter category. Among the forerunners are the USCCB Committee on Budget and Finance, its Accounting Practices Committee, and the Diocesan Fiscal Management Conference. Their efforts over many years are reflected in Diocesan Financial Issues as well as the many derivative manuals that guide the daily operations of many dioceses and parishes. Also, the Canon Law Society of America, especially through its Church Finance Handbook, has clarified the nature and limits of consultative bodies and provided norms for dioceses to model. And finally, Foundations and Donors Interested in Catholic Activities (FADICA) has stressed the importance of transparency and lay collaboration in church financial management.

Despite the collective efforts of these varied organizations, financial accountability and transparency is still lacking in some dioceses and many parishes.  Sometimes the difficulties of clergy-lay collaboration in administering the Church’s temporal goods can frustrate the genuineness and effectiveness of pastoral and finance councils.  Frequently, these difficulties are caused by convergence of a complaisant and deferential laity and an obstinate clergy in situations where laity are more likely than clergy to posses the requisite expertise to administer these goods.  However, the magisterial teachings on clergy-lay collaboration expressed in Lumen Gentium, Christifideles Laici, and Novo Millennio Inuente encourage collaboration through these consultative bodies.

VOTF, for its part, has taken steps through the Finance Subcommittee of the Structural Change Working Group to work with not only NLRCM but also some of the longer-standing organizations committed to improving diocesan and parish financial accountability and transparency.  The Subcommittee shared VOTF’s Principles for Diocesan Finance Councils with Francis J. Butler, President of FADICA.  In addition, Frank Doyle, a friend of the Subcommittee with relationships at the USCCB, orchestrated through his professional network a distribution and possible future discussion of these Principles by the USCCB Accounting Practices Committee and its Diocesan Fiscal Management Conference. 

Jim Post participated in NLRCM’s initial gathering at Wharton.  Afterward, Don Evans, a Subcommittee member, met informally with Fr. Donald Monan, Chancellor of Boston College and a founder of NLRCM, to explore our shared goals of financial transparency and accountability and possible collaboration.  Although there should be no expectations for any outcome from this dialogue, Don will continue to pursue it and other contacts.  His immediate goal is to disseminate VOTF’s Principles for Diocesan Finance Councils, and a parallel set of recommendations on Principles for Parish Finance Councils.  

In addition to seeking contact with other like-minded organizations, the finance subcommittee is working with Frank Douglas of the VOTF National Representative Council to establish a team that would provide expert opinion on matters pertaining to administering the Church’s temporal goods.    Any VOTF member with expertise in finance, accounting, pensions, auditing, or a related discipline and an interest in serving on such a team should contact Margaret Roylance at roylances@comcast.net. 

Within our Church, an appreciation for and acceptance of accountability and transparency in Church finances will not happen quickly.  Cultures change slowly and only with persistent prodding.  We, as VOTF members, must be patient in our struggle to build up consultative bodies—our third goal—collaborating with those who share our vision.  Financial accountability and transparency will be achieved only when a critical mass of the Faithful are drawn to embrace these goals.
LETTERS to the Editor
Let us know what you’re thinking! Write to pthorp.ed@votf.org 
[Dan Dick of VOTF Worcester, Mass., writes on a crisis in the Worcester diocese. Recent coverage of this story is also available in the Worcester Telegram & Gazette 
under Kathleen Shaw’s byline.]

The enduring withering of church attendance and the continuing shortage of priests, especially in New England, portends a crisis in the next decade and beyond that is not fully appreciated or seriously addressed.

The situation in the diocese of Worcester, MA, indeed throughout New England, as presented in a recent newspaper report by the religion editor of the Worcester Telegram & Gazette, tells the story:

“… the Worcester diocese, which has 125 parishes, has only 148 priests and only two men are being ordained this year. ‘It’s staggering,’ he (Rev. Carmody) said. ‘The priests still on duty are aging and several are moving toward retirement age of 75,’ he added. Rev. Carmody, who is past 60, said 23 of the priests are over 70, 41 are in the 60-69 age range and there are fewer men in the 20s and 30s... He said he believes Bishop McManus should begin talking with the people of the Diocese of Worcester about the priest shortage and what the ramifications will be.”

A little simple arithmetic forecasts that 15 years from now the number of priests will be reduced to about 100; 25 years from now, the number will be even lower. Some anecdotal observation tells me that, since the Church has lost so many baby boomers whose children are not being brought up in the faith, the number of people who can support a parish along traditional lines is also dwindling.

This also means that fewer parishes will be making much reduced contributions to charitable work and administrative overhead at the chancery levels. In addition, there is the splintering of the Church as our growing Hispanic population seeks churches that address their needs and styles of worship.

As a result, the Church is shrinking, will continue to shrink for the foreseeable future, and those who manage it seem to have no real strategy for addressing the problem.

One solution is to cluster or to combine parishes, with two or three or four being consolidated into one. Another is to hunker down and try to hold onto some semblance of the way things were, according to the rules and laws that are out of step with the modern world.

This is becoming one big Catch-22. As the membership shrivels, as the priest shortage grows, as the universality of the Church splinters, chaos begins to raise its inevitable head.

But it doesn’t have to be this way. A few corrective measures, apparently but not really as threatening as they might seem, are worth considering:

1. Have the clergy and hierarchy leave the management and administration of the churches, at every level, to qualified managers of nonprofit organizations. The customary accountability and transparency of such lay management would be adhered to.

2. Open the priesthood to women, to married clergy, and remove the stigma of the homosexual priest.

3. Open up and thoroughly revise the education and training of those who desire to become priests, whatever their gender and sexual orientation. Change the orientation from being a priest as all-knowing teacher to that of being a minister who serves.

4. Formulate and incorporate a constitutional form of governance at every level of the new organization. In the process, identify those offices and roles that are to be elective and those that are to be appointive. Ensure that all members have a means whereby participation by all is involved in the selection of every elective position. 

5. Remove the name, “Roman” and related nomenclature and title form every vestige, form of address, and style of dress that connotes the monarchical, the imperial, the triumphal.

6. Allow for and encourage the formation of parishes as determined by a community of people who desire to come together and who subscribe to the constitution of such communities. Any such community shall always be open to others who also wish to worship there. Where necessary, remove the burden of expensive real estate from the shoulders of the congregation. In short, become the pilgrim Church we once were and to which we need to return.

VOTF member Mary Scanlon writes about Bishop Gumbleton’s courage:
Surely it has taken a lot of courage for Bishop Gumbleton to step away from the solidarity of the red mitres and to take his place with the shunned.  He must be a man of faith, hope, and love.  His courageous step at this time in the lay movement toward shared responsibility and decision making in the Church will, I hope, shorten the distance between the hierarchy and the laity, for we are all just frail human sisters and brothers trying to work our way through life.  The human condition is such that some of us have great talent, good looks, heroism, good health, good fortune, etc, and others of us have less - either because of innate gifts or force of character.  The world would feel like a friendlier, more hospitable, place if we viewed our humanity as a call to support one another instead of a contest.

 

My deep-down hope is that Bishop Gumbleton's acknowledgment of his own abuse by clergy effect a significant shift in sentiment. I hope and pray that Bishop Gumbleton's courage and candor will affect us all so that we are able to see the problem not as We versus Them, but as all people of integrity facing injustice together and resolving to make it stop. 

