March 25, 2007

How do the current actions of the Bishop fit in with some of the great historic and necessary changes in the Catholic Church?
The Catholic Church throughout the world underwent a period of reform. The catalyst was the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). Coupled with the social changes that were taking place in the United States at this time, the reforms initiated by the Council ushered in a new age for American Catholicism. Change and dissent are the two words that best describe this era.
In 1790 John Carroll, an American-born and European-educated priest, was ordained as the first bishop of Baltimore. Only about 35,000 Catholics lived in the United States at that time. Carroll articulated a vision of Catholicism that was unique at this time. Together with many other Catholics he envisioned a national, American church that would be independent of all foreign jurisdiction and would endorse pluralism and toleration in religion; a church in which religion was grounded in the Enlightenment principle of intelligibility and where a vernacular liturgy was normative; and finally, a church in which the spirit of democracy, through an elected board of trustees, defined the government of parish communities.

The vital element in the development of American Catholicism was the parish. Between 1780 and 1820 many parish communities were organized across Catholic America. Perhaps as many as 124 Catholic churches, each one representing a community of Catholics, dotted the landscape in 1820. In the vast majority of these communities, laymen were very involved in the government of the parish as members of a board of trustees. The principal reason for such a trustee system was the new spirit of democracy rising across the land.

In emphasizing the influence of the democratic spirit on the Catholic parish, however, it is well to remember that tradition played a very important role in this development. When they sought to fashion a democratic design for parish government, American Catholics were attempting to blend the old with the new, the past with the present. The establishment of a trustee system was not a break with the past, as they understood it, but a continuation of past practices, adapted to a new environment. Lay participation in church government was an accepted practice in France and Germany, and English and Irish lay Catholics were also becoming more involved in parish government. Thus, when they were forced to defend their actions against opponents of the lay trustee system, Catholic trustees appealed to tradition and long-standing precedents for such involvement. This blending of the old with the new enabled the people to adapt an ancient tradition to the circumstances of an emerging, new society.

The decline in the number of priests and nuns in the late twentieth century also changed the culture of Catholicism. In 1965 there were 35,000 priests; by 2005 their numbers will have declined to about 21,000, a 40 percent decline in forty years. Along with this came a decline in the number of seminarians by about 90 percent from 1965 to the end of the century. In 1965 there were 180,000 sisters in the United States; in 2000 they numbered less than 100,000. This demographic revolution has transformed the state of ministry in the church. Along with this has come the emergence of a new understanding of ministry.

This new thinking about ministry emerged from the Second Vatican Council. The council emphasized the egalitarian nature of the Catholic Church, all of whose members received a call to the fullness of the Christian life by virtue of their baptism. This undermined the elitist tradition that put priests and nuns on a pedestal above the laity. This new thinking has transformed the church. By 2000 an astounding number of laypeople, 29,146, were actively involved as paid ministers in parishes; about 85 percent of them were women. Because of the shortage of priests many parishes, about three thousand, did not have a resident priest. A large number of these, about six hundred, had a person in charge who was not a priest. Many of these pastors were women, both lay women and women religious. They did everything a priest does except say Mass and administer the sacraments. They hired the staff, managed the finances, provided counseling, oversaw the liturgy, and supervised the educational, social, and religious programs of the parish. They were in charge of everything. The priest came in as a special guest star, a visitor who celebrated the Eucharist and left.

In addition to the changes in ministry, Catholicism is experiencing the impact of a new wave of immigration ushered in by the revised immigration laws starting in 1965. The church became more ethnically diverse than ever before. In 2000 Sunday Mass was celebrated in Los Angeles in forty-seven languages; in New York City thirty languages were needed to communicate with Sunday churchgoers. The largest ethnic group was the Spanish-speaking Latino population. Comprising people from many different nations, they numbered about 30 million in 2000, of whom approximately 75 percent were Catholic. It is estimated that by 2014 they will constitute 51 percent of the Catholic population in the United States. The new immigration transformed Catholicism in much the same way that the old immigration of the nineteenth century did.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century Catholicism in the United States is entering a new period in its history. No longer religious outsiders, Catholics are better integrated into American life. Intellectually and politically they represent many different points of view. The hierarchy has become more theologically conservative while the laity has become more independent in its thinking. An emerging lay ministry together with a decline in the number of priests and nuns has reshaped the culture of Catholicism. The presence of so many new immigrants from Latin America and Asia has also had a substantial impact on the shape of the church. Continuity with the past, with the Catholic tradition, will be the guiding force as the church moves into the twenty-first century.

In 2002 a major scandal shocked the American Catholic community, when it was revealed that some priests in Boston's Catholic community had sexually abused children over the course of several years. The crisis deepened with the revelation that church leaders had often reassigned accused priests to other parishes without restricting their access to children. The same pattern of secretly reassigning priests known to be sexual predators was discovered in other dioceses across the country. This unprecedented scandal of abuse and cover-up severely damaged the sacred trust between the clergy and the laity.
When this scandal hit the news, all of us were asked to support the Church in its time of crisis. I recall hearing many sermons addressing how horrible it all was and that the Church was doing everything it could to take new action and address these atrocities.  The fact is that the Catholic Church covered these scandals up; they did not disclose the truth but simply reassigned the offending priest. What kind of justice was that?  What about the children then and their families? We were all asked to forgive this betrayal and move on. As forgiving Christians, we supported our Church in its time of need. I wonder if those who spoke out against the Church at that time before the truth was revealed were considered blasphemers? 

Now, when we ask the Church for support we get the comment the Bishop made on the news last night “It’s all about the Children”.  The fact is that it is the parents and grandparents that send and pay for our children to go to Catholic Schools. We are the ones that bring them to Church. Not the Bishop. His total disregard for the parents and grandparents in our Parish is callous, unfeeling, and disgraceful. Apparently, this Bishop believes that support is a one way street. I guess this could be considered blasphemy. I don’t think so. I Love God – I just don’t put all my trust in Man, I put my trust in God. I go to church to visit God not the Bishop or a Parish Priest. If my faith was in them, my faith would be susceptible to their actions.  History has shown us that they are just as susceptible to sin and being fallible as we humble followers.  
If John Carroll were our Bishop today, does anyone have any doubt about how he would have reacted to this situation? Based on history, I think he would have listened to The Parish Council, listened to the parishioners and tried to heal a community rather than tear it apart. 
So where does that leave us now? Our Bishop believes that democracy has no place in our Parish. He has disregarded the will of the Parish, He is moving forward with his plan and he fully expects us all to agree with it or be in discord with the will of the Church. Well, all I can say is that the Bishop says he has prayed about this and I know that I have prayed about this and God gave us both different answers. 
I wonder what the impact on the Bishops agenda would be if no one in our Parish supported his plan? If no one sent their children to the new school, if no one made donations.

I realize at the heart of this with regard to the School is to do what is best for our children. I don’t want anyone to get me wrong here. I Love the Catholic Faith. I Love St. Pauls Parish. I want our Church back. I simply feel as though we have been abandoned. I feel like all of the efforts from all of us to help to support the previous School and Church with all of the fund raising events and donations means nothing to the Bishop. His current position is something that I in good conscience cannot support. I have to be true to God and myself. I, as a result,  I will not support our Parish Priest or the Bishop in whatever they need assistance with until they recognize in the true Sprit of Christ that we have a legitimate point. I will not abandon the history of St. Paul’s Church that so many before us sacrificed for. That so many donated to by scraping pennies together to put in the plat when that was a strain on their budget and more than they could afford. All in the name of Faith and for the future of “ Our Children” What kind of future would we be giving them if we succumbed to this injustice? What kind of moral precedent would be leaving to them? Ok Children, it is OK to give up in something you believe because the Bishop does not want it. I can’t do that to my children, to all of the parents and grandparents that have sacrificed so much for so many years. I cannot give up on the History of our Church. I will not allow a Hurricane and A Bishop to change those feelings. Blasphemy or not – Only God can be the judge of that and he knows all hearts.   
Perhaps the decision by the Bishop will help to bring our Faith Community even closer, united in a worthy goal with one voice, one spirit and all in the Name of God. It is my hope that we can all be positive in united cause. I know there is a great deal of bad feelings right now. It is my hope that we can focus on the positive, which is that we have each other united in one common goal. I will not be a part of name-calling and finger pointing, that time is over. It is time now to follow our hearts and embrace the challenge that God has allowed in our lives. 
God Bless all of you,

Stephen Planchard and family
m1Steve@datasync.com
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