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			To Mom,


			I love you.


			


			Great are the myths… I too delight in them.


			Great are Adam and Eve… I too look back and accept them.


			Great the risen and fallen nations, and their poets, women, sages, inventors, rulers, warriors and priests.


			Walt Whitman,
Leaves of Grass (1855)


			…a purpose of human life, no matter who is controlling it, is to love whoever is around to be loved.


			Kurt Vonnegut,
The Sirens of Titan (1959)
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			Prologue


			Sunday
October 29, 1989
Portland, Oregon


			Norman Countryman had a premonition. Something about the way the air felt, heavy and foreboding, made him tremble. He wasn’t afraid, but fear still lurked around the corner. A crisp chill from the previous night hung over the city, the first to drop below freezing that fall. By the afternoon, temperatures inched into the 50s. The day was perfect for those eagerly awaiting Halloween, and the coming days of All Saints and All Souls, but it felt strangely charged to him.


			Despite this feeling of dread leeching at the edges, Norman left home to fulfill an obligation to his tenant. On any other Sunday, he might have spent the day in instead of running errands, but this errand served a larger purpose. The tenant had requested he remove a wrecked car from the house they were renting on Calvert Street, near the Kenton neighborhood of Northwest Portland, that Norman had owned for many years. He was storing the car in the yard for use in rebuilding a race car he had constructed a year prior. Amateur stock car racing had become his pastime, a “diversion” from staying in and watching TV, then his “only other hobby.” Joining Countryman was his son Jeremie. Norman was forty-one, Jeremie was eighteen, a few months away from his high school graduation.


			They planned to push the car, an old Chevy Nova, onto a trailer and haul it two and a half miles to a storage unit on North Vancouver Avenue. The trip would take about ten minutes without traffic, mostly on North Columbia Boulevard—a long, four lane, east-west roadway stretching from the Port of Portland to the recently-opened I-205 interchange and Glenn Jackson Bridge. Norman and Jeremie left the house in Kenton around 3:30 p.m.


			


			At 3:42, as their truck drove eastward, Jeremie was looking in the rearview mirror when he saw the locking pin holding the rig together fail. The hitch slipped out and the trailer detached from the truck. He watched as the trailer ran into oncoming traffic, before it collided with a Toyota Corolla in the westbound lane. A second later, the Nova rolled off and hit a second truck driving alongside the Toyota.


			Jeremie yelled, “Stop! You lost the trailer!” and Norman hit the brakes. Both jumped out and ran to the scene immediately behind them, first to the other truck. They helped the driver and passenger out, shaken but unhurt, before all four moved toward the crumpled Toyota. As they approached the wreck, Jeremie saw the driver’s body convulse, then go still. The man had been internally decapitated by the steering wheel. Norman, growing frantic and running around in search of a phone, completely broke down, screaming for help against the sound of passing cars.


			Portland Police, then an ambulance, made their way to the crash. Responding medics began using the jaws of life, carving open the Corolla to retrieve the driver’s body. As the police proceeded with their survey of the wreck, the Countrymans looking on, The Oregonian’s photojournalist Brent Wojahn arrived. He took a photo of the Corolla, pulled to the side of the road with the doors flayed open and the roof torn upward like a sardine can. No human remains are visible in the image, but it can still be described as graphic.


			The officers did not inform Norman the driver was dead; they didn’t have to. The Countrymans watched the body exit the Corolla on a stretcher. No citations were issued, but they stayed at the scene for over two hours, wary their day wasn’t through. After the site was cleared, they still had to transport the Nova to the storage unit, and proceeded with great remorse to load the car back onto the trailer to complete their errand.


			Meanwhile, word spread from the accident back to the University of Portland—a short drive in the opposite direction, mere minutes from the house on Calvert Street—that the driver was Father Tom Oddo. His car had become just as recognizable as his Sicilian tan, or the light in his office window in West Hall, glowing late into the night. Those in the UP orbit traveling on Columbia Boulevard would’ve known the worst had transpired as they passed. Word spread through the dorms, the library, and the new university computer lab. A freshman working in the lab that night said the person who told him was on the verge of tears.


			Patti Brown, a food service worker in the University of Portland’s Bauccio Commons, saw a TV news report showing the crash that afternoon. A brief flash of the wreck mortified her as she prepared for evening meals. Hired in 1979, Brown was an integral part of the commons, making meaningful connections with students dining there. Father Tom was a regular at Bauccio, breaking tradition to break bread with students. The news of his sudden passing left her in shock, leveled by a cosmic gut like so many others.


			Most of the university’s Holy Cross Order learned of his death over dinner. The normally cordial and happy gathering of religious brothers suddenly became quiet and morose. Across UP, some students cried but most were unable to react, paralyzed in their grief. By 10:30 p.m., the Sunday Evening Mass was packed as the campus community searched for meaning in the face of calamity.


			Norman woke to a report on a local radio station, blaring through his alarm clock: the driver of the Corolla was identified as Father Tom, a Holy Cross priest and the seventeenth President of the University of Portland. The news was catastrophic. Immediately, Norman felt the crush of realization sweep over him: Tom was a national, even international figure; then, in an instant, he was gone. It would take Norman months before he could bring himself to visit the campus, much less begin the grieving process for himself. Monday classes were canceled, leaving students to wander the campus in mourning.


			The Oregonian’s headline “Crash kills UP president” ran on October 30. The story by Don Hamilton included an inset staff picture of Father Tom and details of the crash alongside a postcard-sized version of Brent Wojahn’s photo. Over the next week, numerous letters to The Oregonian decried what readers considered a lack of editorial standards for running the image of a death scene on its front page. Though the paper made no official response to the criticism, the October 30 issue is no longer available to the public through its online archive and may now only be found in surviving printed copies. Don Hamilton cited numerous community and Holy Cross leaders’ remembrances of Father Tom, including Auxiliary Bishop of Portland Father Paul Waldschmidt, a former UP President himself, who called Tom “a great priest and a great leader.” Archbishop William Levada, meanwhile, was notably “out of town…and unavailable for comment.”


			The news spread around the world within forty-eight hours. A prayer request to the Holy Cross Superior General in Rome appeared the day following the crash. The New York Times ran an obituary on Tuesday, October 31, while local papers covered the story of his funeral services, a sharply-choreographed spectacle of events despite no advance planning, owing greatly to the competencies of their organizers. As Father Tom was laid to rest, and the remembrances continued in print and sermons into November, the question of his legacy became a major topic of conversation. To many students, he was the president who made himself available, who showed up to events and ate alongside them, who still taught theology courses, and who made an effort to connect in ways that no other campus administrator or executive had before him. He became a friendly face on the Bluff, the cliffside UP stands on. Even those who didn’t know he was president knew Father Tom.


			At his death, Tom was forty-five—recently adopting gray streaks in his hair—and had been just thirty-eight at the time of his appointment, making him the same age as many students’ parents. But because of his youth, he was seen as a vibrant and capable administrator who delivered real results to his campus. His magnetism was obvious. One student described him as “John Kennedyesque” to the university’s student-run newspaper, The Beacon, not the first of many who made the connection between Tom and the Camelot era of American history both during his life and following his death. He was easy to talk to and easy on the eyes, a conversationalist who was eager to meet people, which made people excited to meet him. To many, Father Tom was their friend, and some still consider him one.


			For those that knew him prior to his term at UP, though, he represented something greater than an accomplished university administrator and educator. He was a new kind of priest, a gay man living and ministering in a world set loose from tradition by the Second Vatican Council. A world that, throughout the course of his life saw the Civil Rights Movement, the creation of Title IX and the desegregation of schools, the horror and the shame of the Vietnam War, Watergate, Iran-Contra, the AIDS crisis, and the ongoing child sex abuse scandal in the church. As National Secretary of a group called DignityUSA in the 1970s, he is a nearly-forgotten progenitor of the modern gay rights movement, even though his name appears frequently throughout the modern socio-political history of the United States. His life was rich and full, his mission clear, despite his youth, despite the suddenness of his death. How his life transcended into myth in the same way as John F. Kennedy is also clear, slipping the bonds of reality into the cloud of memory, which kept churning in the form of vigils and memorials for years after his death.


			Today, one runs into Father Tom’s footprint several times on the UP campus, and his building accomplishments even more. A student scholarship and memorial plaza both carry his name. And beyond the Bluff, his presence is still felt among those he met and those he taught, those who worked with and organized with him, and those who loved him. The memory of the man has become fused with the memory of a critical moment in the struggle for LGBTQ+ rights, reverberating through the ages with every small step forward in the march towards equality.


			But for all of the grief and remembrances, and the ripples he made in the waters of American history, it is easy to lose sight of the kind of person he was—and, by extension, the age in which he lived. To properly remember him, to give him the credit or the criticism he is due, requires a deeper look than an obituary or a homily. It requires time and distance, a long period of reflection without which we are blind to hindsight, and without which we can forget the humanity of those we’ve lost. Now more than ever, Tom’s story deserves to be told.


			Part One: Hail Mary, Full of Grace


			1944-1982


			Hail Mary, full of grace,


			the Lord is with thee.


			Blessed art thou amongst women


			and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.


			Holy Mary, Mother of God,


			pray for us sinners,


			now and at the hour of our death.


			Amen.


			Hail Mary Prayer


			Chapter 1


			Queens


			The Oddos1 are one of millions of families whose American story began at Ellis Island. Tom’s father Dominick Oddo was the son of Gesualdo Oddo, a barber and later realtor, and Mary Oddo, a housewife. Dominick, his brother Vincent, and his parents had lived for many years on Broad Street, their names appearing on state census records from 1925. Gesualdo, listed in the 1920 US census as “Harry Oddo,” emigrated when he was sixteen from Italy with ten dollars to his name. His wife, Mary, had also emigrated from Italy, when she was twenty. Both had crossed the Atlantic in the shadow of war and uncertain futures in Europe. The two had met and married in New York, starting a family within blocks of a relentless and roaring Wall Street.


			As he grew to adulthood Dominick aspired to help people, eventually training to become a physician at Georgetown University’s School of Medicine. He graduated with his MD in June 1938, and soon after turned to the armed forces for work. He enlisted in the Army in 1940, prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor and US involvement in World War II. Once American troops began to engage the enemy, Dominick shipped out to help treat the wounded and dying. When he enlisted, he was single, with his mother Mary listed as next-of-kin, then residing at a two-story brick townhouse on Utopia Parkway in Flushing, Queens.


			Sometime after his enlistment, between 1942-1943, he met and married Catherine Arthen, the daughter of Jacob Arthen, a telegrapher, and Magdalena Arthen, a housewife. Catherine came from a devout Catholic household and received first Communion when she was six. Since her childhood, she’d been active in church life, and in 1939—before she was twenty-one—graduated from the Mary Immaculate Hospital School of Nursing in Jamaica, Queens. An August 1939 news item reported on a sudden death and possible poisoning at Mary Immaculate of an informant in an “abortion racket” case, citing Dr. Dominick Oddo as “house surgeon.” It’s highly probable Catherine and Dominick met at the hospital, or through a mutual connection there. Both Tom’s parents had healing and service to others woven into their stories, traits that would become necessary for Catherine shortly after marrying her soldier-doctor.


			Thomas Charles Oddo, their only son, was born on June 12, 1944 in Long Island, six days after American GIs stormed the beaches of Normandy. The day was overcast and humid, a drizzle of rain falling throughout the city. It is not known whether Dominick was present at the birth, and it is unlikely considering his proximity to the Allied Forces advance that year.


			New York had evolved quickly from the Oz-like world which his ancestors had experienced. Tom was born into a city rushing toward the future: Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia opened the 1939 World’s Fair at Flushing Meadows Park, just minutes away from Tom’s childhood home. The fair, billed as a vision of the “World of Tomorrow,” offered a look into what life would be like once transformed by the emerging technology of the age. As RCA’s pavilion carried the opening ceremony and speech by President Roosevelt on early television sets, NBC inaugurated its own television service within New York City. Nylon fabric and toy viewfinders made their debuts at the fair. General Motors promoted a car-centered model city called “Futurama,” while Westinghouse introduced “Elektro the Moto-Man,” a seven-foot robot that could speak, move, even smoke cigarettes.


			While life in New York still hustled and bustled through the war, Dominick’s world a thousand miles away was markedly different. An article from December 1944, shortly before the disastrous Battle of the Bulge, reports a Private Clifford E. Tewell resting in an Army hospital in England after being struck by fragments from a German artillery shell along the River Metz. The article quoted one “First Lieutenant Dominick C. Oddo of Flushing, Long Island” saying “Pvt. Tewell is recovering rapidly and will soon begin our rehabilitation program.” Dominick was listed as a ward surgeon, giving some hint to the work he performed. Back home, Tom was still in diapers. His mother Catherine, beset by worry, prayed the Rosary nightly with him from the earliest days of his infanthood, a tradition that would last all of Tom’s life. Upon Dominick’s return, he did his best to rejoin the medical community and regain some sense of normalcy.


			Growing up, Tom saw changes all around him, outside his door and across the nation: the rapidly reshaping New York skyline and the explosion of Robert Moses’s highways, the ticker tape parades of V-E Day; the boom of tourism to the city from all nations; the vicious war in Korea; the pinging of Sputnik over the world; and the fiery debates on race and equality which accelerated with Rosa Parks’s refusal to move in 1955, and the West Harlem police beating of Hinton Johnson in 1957. But these topics were largely immaterial compared to the everyday things Tom busied himself with: schoolwork, who was dating who in the orbit of Holy Cross High School, and playing basketball every afternoon with his cousin Ed.


			Tom and Ed Oddo were inseparable. Ed’s father, Dominick’s brother, was a cab driver living in the Bronx, and the families spent a considerable amount of time together despite living in different parts of the city. Ed and Tom received their first communion together, and afterwards celebrated with a big Italian dinner at a restaurant across from the church. Throughout their school years, they found themselves involved in many of the same activities. In multiple yearbooks, E. Oddo and T. Oddo appear next to or near each other in group shots of clubs and teams. One could assume they were brothers seeing how close they were, and they stayed that way through adulthood. Afternoons were spent in Tom’s backyard shooting hoops, or singing doo-wop music and recording their voices over the tracks. Then, after Ed would go home, they would find themselves talking on the phone for hours at night, much to Dominick’s frustration at the surmounting bill and the boys’ non-stop yammering. The fact that Ed was a Yankees fan and Tom an aggrieved Dodgers fan only made for longer chats over the phone.


			Ed, looking back, says that Tom genuinely loved people, and loved the connections he made with everyone he met. He became popular for his kindness, framed by a toothy smile and a buzz cut, and got Ed into parties and friend groups. He made the opposite of an Irish Goodbye whenever Ed wanted to leave a party; they had to budget at least fifteen minutes for Tom to be able to say goodbye to everyone, such was the regularity of the episode. They dated together, taking girls out on double dates. Tom dated two girls while at Holy Cross. The second, nearing their graduation, wanted to get serious and settle down. But with eyes already set on the priesthood, he broke things off before they could.


			“He wanted to live the life of a non-priest,” Ed says now, explaining Tom’s wish to experience life as an ordinary person, a member of the laity, so that he could best serve people confessing their sins or recounting their troubles. He thinks that Tom largely succeeded in that goal. Even as he became a popular figure at Holy Cross, busying himself with the work of student leadership and preparation for a cloistered future, he never lost sight of his friends.


			In the 1959–1960 yearbook, his junior year, he appeared with Ed in photos of announcers for WHCHS, the school radio station. They also appeared in the section for the school photography club, the Photo Tradesmen Guild. Tom’s father Dominick appears on the staff page in that same yearbook as the School Physician, a role he maintained for several years before and after Tom’s enrollment. Also included was a profile on Dominick in the Health and Physical Education section. The write-up mentions how Dr. Oddo, as a city-approved physician, would hold meetings with students needing special medical attention and perform general physical examinations for all students entering Holy Cross’s interscholastic sports program. Among these was the administration of a brand new service, the Heaf skin test for tuberculosis.


			While Tom and Ed attended Holy Cross, Dominick also volunteered his time as the Team Physician for the school’s sports teams, and one photo of him on the grounds of the school’s football stadium reads, with disappointment: “Dr. Oddo kneels in the sideline quagmire at the Thanksgiving game.” Dominick had made a name for himself in local medical circles, rising to multiple positions of leadership in professional associations, including President of the American Academy of General Practice—Queens Chapter and Co-Treasurer of the Queens County Medical Society.


			Within its pages showing the variety of student activities at Holy Cross, the 1959–1960 yearbook includes a photo of Tom with Brother Matthew Gara CSC, Head of the Religious Studies Department, going over a script for the January 20 morning religious bulletin. The caption for the photo reads “This shot was taken one minute before Tom’s familiar voice ranged throughout the school….” Tom’s hand is on the microphone, awaiting the announcement chime. In another shot of all the morning announcers, Ed holds the microphone while Tom stands next to him, in a suit and Christmas sweater. Tom looks like the typical American teenager that the country had professed would be the leader of the free world within the next generation: tall, trim, smartly-dressed and proper. In those days, Tom’s adherence to order paired with his outgoingness, propelling him to early success among his peers.


			Senior year, 1960-1961 was a banner year for Tom at Holy Cross. Beyond his continued work at WHCHS and in the Photo Tradesmen Guild—where he, Ed, and two other students are credited for much of that year’s Yearbook photography—he also appears in group shots for the Holy Cross Mission Unit, the staff of The Lance student newspaper, and intramural basketball. He was also in the cast of a student production, “The Reluctant Romeo,” as a member of the Dramatics Club with Ed. His presence throughout the school’s culture can be felt on each page, with many of the published photos coming directly from his camera, from his own perspective. Wherever he wasn’t already participating in school activities, Tom would be snapping pictures and recounting the memories later in the darkroom.


			By 1961, he appeared far less in yearbook shots; now lead Yearbook Photographer, he was the one taking them. Despite his obligations to The Lance and his own preparation for religious training, he still made time to perform in another show, Thornton Wilder’s “The Matchmaker,” and continued helping with the morning religious bulletin. The 1960–1961 yearbook itself is a remarkable document. Created in tribute to the inauguration of the first Catholic President of the United States, John F. Kennedy, the cover is adorned with a presidential seal over a left-set cross. The first pages are awash in red, with a white silhouette of Abraham Lincoln and the words:


			A NEW NATION


			CONCEIVED IN LIBERTY,


			AND DEDICATED TO THE PROPOSITION


			THAT ALL MEN ARE CREATED


			EQUAL.


			The next pages, a mixture of red, white, and blue text with an image of the Statue of Liberty, capture the star-spangled mood of the times within the American church:


			The


			CATHOLIC CHURCH IN AMERICA


			Basking in the glow of


			LIBERTY’S TORCH


			Aims at the development of a


			TRULY FREE AMERICAN,


			Strong in the love of his


			CREATOR


			Virile in his attachment to his


			COUNTRY,


			A God-centered patriot,


			


			Morally responsible,


			Physically sound,


			And possessing the


			Highest degree of


			Political and social


			INTEGRITY


			A truly


			CHRISTIAN


			And


			AMERICAN


			Product of


			CATHOLIC


			EDUCATION


			For DEMOCRACY


			Other pages include quotes from Kennedy’s inauguration speech and alternating drawings of priests, a soldier with a rifle, and a graduating Holy Cross student. The contrast between priests in their vestments and Cold Warriors in fatigues belied the future that lay ahead for many of Tom’s peers. His cohort couldn’t know what lay ahead for them—the scare of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the institution of the draft, injury and death in the jungles of Vietnam—but Tom had a clear vision laid out for himself.


			Since he was ten years he had wanted to be a priest, and had never seen another future for himself beyond it. His time at Holy Cross had only further cemented his desire to be like his school elders, the Holy Cross brothers. In an autobiographical sketch written by Tom many years later, he recalled his attraction to the brotherhood and why he chose to pursue it:


			I remember my great admiration for the brothers, particularly their intense and generous investment in the lives of young people, their commitment to service, their family spirit. But like many, I put these thoughts on hold for a while, following my parents’ counsel to let some time pass within a general college setting.


			The Congregation of Holy Cross (signified by the suffix CSC after priests’ names) is a religious congregation within the Catholic church whose primary mission is to educate others on the faith, and by extension knowledge of the wider world. Tom would’ve had congregational options available to him through college and seminary, but he was always drawn to the tradition he’d been raised in, to eventually join the ranks of Holy Cross educators he grew up around.


			With both of their sights set on college, Ed assumed they’d both go to the same school again. But Dominick, while less ecstatic about Tom’s career path than Catherine, was determined to provide his son the best education possible. A guidance counselor at Holy Cross suggested that, if they could afford it, they should send Tom to the University of Notre Dame, an institutional centerpoint of both the Holy Cross brotherhood and American Catholic higher education. And so, that year Tom was Notre Dame bound, while Ed chose Siena College in California.


			Despite a distance of over 2,000 miles, they wrote letters to each other regularly. What could be said in a phone call was different from what they could write to one another. Nowadays, Ed tells me there were only two people in college that he kept in contact with this way: his wife of more than fifty years, and Tom—his surrogate brother from Queens.


			Chapter 2


			Indiana


			This chapter (and a few others in Part One) deal with the minutiae of Catholicism, details that may not be familiar to you. I’ve tried my best throughout this book to write about religion in the easiest way possible without ignoring your intelligence, so that you can fully understand the context of Tom’s work and service. It’s the way he would’ve wanted it.


			Catherine’s joy at Tom’s matriculation to Notre Dame quickly turned to horror: Tom would spend his first year in a “forced triple [apartment] in the attic of Breen-Phillips Hall.” The building was known among students as “Stalag B-P,” a riff on the 1953 POW film Stalag 17, and because of the hall’s strict rector with Germanic roots. Despite this reputation, when Tom arrived, the hall and the rest of Notre Dame were engaging in a “radical ‘experiment’… the elimination of mandatory study times and evening ‘lights out.’” Though liberal and freeing, this did not dissuade Tom from his studies or extracurriculars. A math major at first, he switched to philosophy, the subject required by seminaries at the time, after fall 1961.


			That first year at Notre Dame, Tom joined the university swim team. While not the most accomplished swimmer, he quickly established himself as a team player. He appears each year in team photos, beaming beside his fellow swimmers. As early as the ’61/’62 season, he’s listed as a “numeral winner,” a rank under the varsity “monogram winners” for the team. Regardless of wins, he was a vigorous athlete, regularly competing in the 500-yard freestyle, trying hard but never quite reaching a varsity letter.


			While swimming provided Tom both healthy competition and a place of solace, he quickly became active in other areas of campus life. Tom’s 1962 freshmen photo is a group shot with the label “Watch the Camera.” The boys in the shot are either lined up on the stairs in the background, or either slouching or sitting on the hillside in the foreground. Tom stands alone on the hill, in another sweater with his hand in his pocket. His pose reflects his rising to the occasion: That year, he was elected Spiritual Commissioner for the Sophomore Class, and became involved in the Hall Chairman’s Council.


			Fall 1963 was already the start of an eventful academic year as students prepared for Thanksgiving Break. The November 12 Religious Bulletin included notes on varying attendance and engagement at campus Masses, recent comments by Pope Paul VI on Catholicism in America, and a one pager from a “Fr. Baker” entitled “ARE YOU IN THE SWIM?” Baker began his write-up by describing how unfulfilling life may appear to the average Notre Dame student:


			It’s no wonder the Christian life is so dull and unchallenging. It holds out no satisfying value. It’s a complex of empty rituals. And the ideal of goodness is looked-upon as a hangover from childhood—an ancestral code of taboos. Not only is such a way of life dull but the hypocrisy of it all completely revolts you.


			Baker then challenges the reader:


			Honestly, have you ever let yourself experience the dynamic alchemy of the Christian life? Have you ever lived, for a day, this profound mystery? Have you dug your teeth into its ageless challenge? Since “coming of age” have you jumped into the swim of your Baptism and experienced in every pore and nerve-end the Christian paradox—that you must die to live?


			As long as you sit snugly and smugly on the outside of the Baptismal pool, the Christian life will most certainly remain dull, flat, ritualistic and mechanical. And you’re so right—you are in every sense a hypocrite because a Christian means living this mystery in your own flesh and blood today—1963—on this campus. Its fierce dynamics don’t consist in wearing a medal, saying a Hail Mary before a test, or Standing inside a certain building for 38 minutes every Sunday morning.


			He ends with the following postscript, something Tom no doubt would’ve found joy in: “P.S. It’s impossible to experience the joy of swimming if you never throw yourself in the water.” Such engagement with the mystery of his faith was the animus that made Tom move, the desire to swim in the waters of God and often against the current of the world, a current that would become a riptide in a matter of days.


			


			On Friday, November 22, campus was quiet. The skies were gray. Those milling about South Bend were preparing for the Saturday football game, a non-conference match against the University of Iowa Hawkeyes, as both teams wound down their seasons. That afternoon, at 1:40 p.m., anyone watching CBS would’ve seen As the World Turns cut in by the voice of Walter Cronkite, reporting that President Kennedy had been seriously wounded in a shooting in Dallas, Texas. Within minutes, NBC and ABC joined the coverage, with some frenzied newsmen reporting that President Kennedy was dead. Radio stations would also start pre-empting scheduled programming and commercial breaks in favor of wall-to-wall coverage of the event—the first such event in the history of American television news.


			Students talked amongst themselves. Tom would’ve heard the whispers too. In the hallways, rumors quashed rumors which begat more rumors. Some classes were canceled abruptly. Others, like Dr. John Meagher’s 3:00 p.m. Shakespeare class went ahead as scheduled. Meagher, a wunderkind of Notre Dame who graduated with two PhDs in the 1950s, walked into his classroom without a word, without greeting his students. He started his lecture without preface, without acknowledging what had transpired in Dallas. The students, juniors like Tom, one by one started taking notes, as was their habit. Meagher spoke on King Lear, as another alumnus Jack O’Connell remembered years later:


			Meagher continued talking about the tragedy of Lear and the jealousies and murders and backstabbings and—slowly looking up to the ceiling with his arms outstretched—concluded with Cordelia’s words from the end of Act IV, “No cause, no cause.” Then he walked out of the room.


			Cordelia delivers the line as a dying King Lear seeks reconciliation with his daughter, estranged after he ignored her and sought favor with her sisters. As Lear remarks that she has a reason to hate him, to continue holding a grudge, she says simply, “No cause, no cause.” Meagher’s delivery of the line, in contrast, suggested he believed the violence of the president’s murder to be without cause, without meaning. Senselessness was a communal feeling, as Tom must’ve felt. Two days later, as some students watched on TV, Lee Harvey Oswald was murdered by Jack Ruby in a Dallas police garage. A period of national mourning not seen since the assassination of Abraham Lincoln descended upon the country.


			The death of President Kennedy, felt profoundly among the Catholic faithful, shuttered the South Bend campus. Notre Dame officials canceled the Iowa game. It would never be played, out of respect for Kennedy. We can’t be sure what Tom’s exact thoughts were on the assassination, the moment, the feeling, or that timeless phenomenon of recalling exactly where you were when “it happened,” but we can be certain it led to some profound moments of prayer, and private searches for meaning.


			During his junior year, still in the search, Tom inched closer and closer toward the priesthood. He registered for Latin classes held in Moreau Seminary, a tight-knit community on the Notre Dame campus. While there, Tom acted as an information agent for seminarians sequestered from the news of the world. Whenever Tom arrived, he would report the latest.


			In December, Tom was selected as Chairman of the President’s Reception Committee for Notre Dame’s Junior Weekend, planned for March 1964. His performance in helping execute the event may have helped him prevail in a close election for the presidency of the Notre Dame Hall Presidents’ Council in May, defeating a student government peer and past Class President. In the May 1, 1964 edition of The Scholastic, Notre Dame’s student newspaper, the report on Tom’s victory mentioned that he “expressed the belief that next year the Council will assume a more dynamic and important role on campus, increasing its activities on the hall level.” Tom didn’t waste any time delivering on that promise.


			Two weeks later, The Scholastic ran the following story under the headline “Don’t Choose the Mug”:


			Last Sunday afternoon a few strollers on the main quad were shocked to find three or four racing bicycles bearing down on them. These unfortunate pedestrians just happened to be in the way of the Hall Presidents’ Council’s first annual Bike Race. Tom Oddo, president of the Hall Presidents’ Council, cautioned the contestants, “Remember, you’re only racing for beer mugs. If it comes to a choice between a beer mug and running someone down, don’t choose the mug.”


			The story described the route of the race, a slog that hit half a dozen buildings across the campus, traversed in four or five minutes by the racers who met Tom at the finish line. That same month, Tom was awarding trophies again, this time for hall displays—the best since the contest began, in his estimation—at halftime of the Homecoming football game.


			In fall, never the slacker, Tom began his term as a Student Senator, and quickly became involved in campus life issues. In September, the Senate’s Student Affairs Commission initiated a program run by a subgroup, the Religious Committee, to better include the three-percent Protestant student population in local churches, on- and off-campus. The Committee, led by Father Lloyd Teske CSC—Notre Dame’s Assistant Vice President of Student Affairs and University Chaplain—was advised by Tom and fellow Senator Mike Wilsey. The committee opened its membership to all residential halls, with members chosen by Hall Rectors, Teske, and Father Ted Hesburgh CSC, the university president. This early instance of ecumenicalism was something Tom would build upon throughout his life, and would become a driving force of his ministry.


			As Senator, Tom voted on an updated speaker policy for the university, following the appearance of the segregationist Governor George Wallace earlier in the year. He was also involved in the formation of the Stay Hall system, a residential life experiment that gave students the option of living in the same halls through their graduation, breaking with the custom of class-specific halls. The idea was first developed by a committee which eventually added Tom to its ranks. While much doubt existed about its implementation—which would relocate some freshmen and equal divisions of sophomores, juniors, and seniors amongst three residential halls—a Senate vote to approve or reject the proposed four year plan was scheduled for February 1965. Committee members campaigned vigorously for the plan, and when the votes were tallied all but four Senators voted in favor. Despite initial difficulty getting traction, the plan went into effect that year.


			Decades later, Tom would note that a Student Government retreat at Moreau Seminary—a long weekend held inside the building, a window into the lives of the brothers studying there—convinced him to formally pursue the priesthood. Tom approached his hall chaplain after the retreat to seek his professional guidance, and soon was meeting with the campus Holy Cross Vocation Director. Tom’s educational track matched the track of seminarians so closely that he was able to matriculate into a Novitiate immediately after graduation, a seamless transition from academic study to religious apprenticeship. Finally, he was “in the swim.”


			His last term as an undergraduate, spring 1965, Tom was recognized for his work. In March, Notre Dame announced the first recipients of the new President’s Medallion, the highest non-credentialed honor bestowed upon its students, which replaced a previous honor—The Who’s Who Award. After a process involving 137 nominations and interviews with forty-three finalists, Tom and twenty-four of his senior peers were chosen. Of his selection process and criteria, Father Ted Hesburgh said the recipients should have “distinction within that order in which students can achieve distinction, and excellence in the various forms in which it is achieved on this campus,” referring to academics, good character, moral responsibility, and leadership in student activities. Tom charmed the Medallion Board in his interview, and he fit the bill perfectly.


			Nearing graduation, Tom was ready to enter his year of Novitiate, the first step on the road to priestly vows. His work would be completed at Sacred Heart Novitiate in Jordan, Minnesota, a suburb of the Twin Cities eight hours away from South Bend. And while many years of study lay ahead of him, he had already deeply reflected on his faith, and the state of modern Catholicism. As he prepared to enter the work as a college graduate and priest in waiting, the church he served had seen a radical reawakening, a mini-revolution which began overseas and was landing on America’s shores. And Tom joyously welcomed its arrival.


			Chapter 3


			The New American Catholic


			Thousands of miles from South Bend, Indiana, the future of the church and Tom’s career path had been debated and discussed by priests from around the world, determined to start a new chapter in Catholicism. When Tom was eighteen, in his first year at Notre Dame, Pope John XXIII opened the Second Vatican Council, the first ecumenical council of its kind in nearly a century. To open such a council was, in the words of the pontiff, an attempt to find “new enthusiasm, a new joy and serenity of mind in the unreserved acceptance by all of the entire Christian faith…” In the years following the council, a common metaphor to describe its impact was one of throwing open the doors of the church to let in fresh air, and fresh faces.


			For Tom, the council and its declarations made a deep impression. In many ways, he grew up with it: Vatican II was first announced in January 1959, in the early months of John XXIII’s papacy. Planning for the Council stretched through Tom’s later teen years, with discussions trickling down from the cardinals to the clergy. By the Council’s end in 1965, after the death of Pope John XXIII and the election of Pope Paul VI to finish the job, multiple commissions within the Council had offered their insight on major issues of faith and theology reconsidered for the modern world. These determinations and declarations came when Tom was in his early twenties, well into his religious training.


			Vatican II, the council’s short name, was felt in all corners of the church. Catholic religious life, long a home of high church charisma and the trappings of ancient custom, suddenly began to reflect the world around it. The Council ushered in an era of ecumenicalism and interfaith dialogue, anchored by an embrace of the “Universal Call to Holiness,” the idea that all Christians are called to God, not just the Catholics. It directed the usage of local vernacular in the recitation of Mass, replacing the old Latin, which many generations grew up hearing from the pulpit, with language most people in their community could understand. Priests would now face the congregants as they recited the words, and the laity could receive their own Communion of bread and wine. Other statements made by the Council’s commissions declared and restated major positions of the church, including the primacy of liturgy, a condemnation of anti-Semitism and mass destruction in war, recognition of other Christian denominations with a call for outreach and reiterating the importance of Mary, Mother of Jesus and the faith, to church life. The effects of these changes rippled across the church, and appeared in Tom’s writing at Notre Dame.


			In early June 1965, the senior graduating class attended their Last Visit to Sacred Heart Church, a tradition at Notre Dame for students on their way to the priesthood. Tom’s booklet from the event is marked up with notes for a speech he delivered that morning. Within the notes, mirroring the program of the event, Tom ruminated on Mary. Brainstorming on the topic, he makes several comments, some crossed out in the process:


			No Mother image—crutch type of thing


			Such might seem sissy


			Be 100 percent what we are to be


			Another referred to her as the “director” of the church, directing the people to Christ. The next reminds us she stayed with her son until the very end. Neither comment is particularly charged, although both are subjective. Far bolder were the following lines:


			Nothing divine about her at all


			She is HUMAN +


			therein lies her


			Greatness.


			Mother of Christ


			Mother of Christ’s earthly body to whom the


			Church looks to for direction


			She teaches only love.


			*She is the mother of Christ + so she is the


			Mother of all those who are part of Christ


			


			In looped cursive over five pages, Tom poured his heart out to Mary. Trying to get the speech right, he crossed out whole sections and moved others with the long addition of an arrow uprooting the text, setting the words farther down to allow a new thought, a new epiphany to fill the blanks. To him, Mary was the embodiment of pure, maternal love on Earth. Remembering the nightly  rosary growing up, he no doubt thought of his own mother Catherine as he wrote.


			Tom began by saying, “It might be good for us to think for a moment of the personal meaning Mary should have for each of us[,] the college educated student ready to meet the world.” But rather than expound on what Mary meant to him personally, Tom spoke about she meant for the world, for every Catholic but also every Christian, in the renewed discussion of her importance at Vatican II:


			It seems to me that the vibrant discussion over Maryology today is one of the best indications of the health of our times. For no longer can we be satisfied with Mary as a childlike mother-image, surrounded with a devotion that is tinged with superstition and lack of conscious understanding of what we are doing + why we are doing it. Instead, we must ask “What does ‘Son, there is your mother’ really say to us[?]”


			He referenced John 19:27, where Jesus calls Mary a mother of a disciple from the cross, and the global implications of that quiet declaration.


			She is the mother of Christ and so is the mother of all those who are part of Christ. She gives us not our own life but the life which all of us must share, the life of Christ, a life of love.


			In closing, Tom had a unique take on the graduation speech, thinking aloud about the future:


			As we leave here today, the most important task we have ahead is to become another Christ through the life we are living in the world—doctor, businessman, engineer. Mary literally brought that life of Christ to us, and she did this only by being what she was supposed to be, the perfect mother. We honor her not because she was divine—for her greatness really lies in the fact she was human. Rather we honor her because she did what we must do—carry Christ to the world, no matter the cost.


			


			Tom’s relation of becoming “another Christ through the life we are living in the world” with a sample of white collar jobs held disproportionately by white men made the speech relatable to the newly-graduated college students set loose on the professional class of the 1960s. But the line also meant that the graduates should make real-world application of Christ’s teachings in their careers, in whatever sector they worked. Compared to Mary whose burden included giving birth to Jesus in the worst circumstances (and later watching him die) all because God told her so, the weight of faith was much lighter for Notre Dame graduates. Through just their work, they could “carry Christ to the world.” I think Tom had a lot of self-reflection in that line.


			One question that remained unresolved in the post-Vatican II world was the question of priestly celibacy. Before the Council, discussion of topics like marriage for priests and the rescinding of the celibacy rule had risen to the forefront in Rome. John XXIII himself believed, as Robert Anello wrote for US Catholic Historian, celibacy “was not an immutable Church law but a discipline which he could by his own signature rescind.” Anello cites the 1964 ordination of a Lutheran minister, married with children, to the priesthood in Germany as a major point of contention in the church during the Council’s deliberations.


			When the Council finally produced a document on priestly life, Presbyterorum Ordinis2 in fall 1965, it was approved mere weeks before the close of Vatican II. Despite “5,600 suggested modifications (including over 1,300 regarding celibacy)” after five years of continuous consideration and reconsideration, the document was approved by the assembled bishops 2,390 to four. It left open the questions of priestly celibacy and marriage.


			Tom would take his own simple vows of celibacy, poverty, and obedience once he finished his Novitiate, as required by the Congregation of Holy Cross. Novitiate is a time of intense prayer and reflection on religious life, a period of contemplation meant to help priestly aspirants in the same way basic training helps the armed forces weed out recruits until only those who are capable of surviving war remain. Afterwards, there would be a taking of vows. Solemn vows are the ones that usually involve public declarations of the vow, then surrendering all money and property to the church, committing to a contemplative life (usually within a monastery). By and large, they are only revocable by the Pope, and when you say them you commit to them until death. The Holy Cross brothers and many other Catholic orders take simple vows, which are any other type of vow taken either in public or in private, and they are not always permanent. Nevertheless, they are promises made to God. These would’ve weighed just as heavily on Tom’s mind as the developments in the larger church when he graduated Notre Dame.


			His year of Novitiate (1965-1966), despite the liberal reforms of the church, was a strict and largely cloistered existence. Sacred Heart Novitiate required its residents to live mostly in silence, and Tom struggled with the contemplation expected of him, missing the days at Holy Cross and Notre Dame filled with social interaction and his friends. But he still found a way to smuggle books in and, with time, made the most of his Midwest interlude. It was preparation for the great contemplation he’d encounter the rest of his life.


			Meanwhile, a gap in theological direction was felt across the church as priests continued to advocate for optional celibacy and the right to marry through the early years of Paul VI’s papacy. These advocates, who Tom no doubt read about and saw on TV while in Indiana, grew so loud in their calls that Paul VI crafted his own solution, the encyclical letter Sacerdotalis Caelibatus3 in 1967.


			The letter left open the possibility for married men to enter the priesthood, but closed the conversation about celibacy, noting it was a mainstay of the Western Church. Reactions to Paul VI’s attempt were largely critical, and may have led to a decline in ordinations starting in 1968. A gulf was developing between younger and older priests, those who largely believed in optional celibacy and those who defended the tradition: 61 percent of priests under thirty-five according to the National Opinion Research Center (1970) approved of the idea. Anello also noted the link that existed between discussions of celibacy and homosexuality within the priesthood, which may have impacted the number of priestly aspirants as well.


			That same year, 1968, NBC aired a documentary titled The New American Catholic. The hour-long special presented a major culture shift occurring in Catholic congregations across the US to millions of viewers. B-roll footage of parishes that once reveled in the conservative hierarchy of the past now showed scenes that resembled a rowdy college campus, with guitars, singing, marches, prayer requests, and qualities that would conjure the image of a liberal Methodist, or even Unitarian Universalist4 gathering. Against the backdrop of riots in LA and other cities, the deaths of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy (within days of the broadcast), and catastrophe in Vietnam, the images of Catholics singing Kumbaya while holding hands and surrounded by balloons proved a joyful if stark difference. Throughout the special, congregants and priests alike praised “the changes” made by Vatican II, saying they improved their church experience and inspired non-Catholics to attend, many for the first time. Others came back into the fold because of it.


			This combination of direct, emotive, and welcoming theologies advocating for love and acceptance washed over American Catholicism, and some of the faithful began to drown in it. The seeds of the reaction to Vatican II, which accelerated following the death of Paul VI in 1978, were rooted in its antithetical mission of throwing open the doors of one of the most secretive and mysterious organizations in world history. Once open, those doors were impossible to close.


			Several debates were put to rest with the 1971 Synod of Bishops on the Ministerial Priesthood, who voted against the ordination of married ministers and reaffirmed the importance of celibacy to the priesthood. While these issues continued to be debated through the decade, they decreased in prominence. The Synod was one of many direct and indirect reactions to Vatican II that would reshape the church landscape, a landscape Tom would soon navigate.


			Chapter 4


			“The Maturing Years”


			From his Novitiate, Tom entered the next stage of his professional and spiritual development. Writer Christopher Boehme, in an article on Tom for the Fall 1989 issue of Portland magazine included a timeline of his life with various segments labeled for their themes. Boehme calls the period of 1961-1982 “The Maturing Years.” This title is especially fitting for the years 1965-1971.


			After his year at Sacred Heart, Tom enrolled in a Masters of Professional Theology program at Notre Dame that included study at Holy Cross College, a seminary in Washington D.C. While there, he also briefly studied at the Catholic University of America. He became a fixture of the Catholic University pool, swimming laps each day, and playing handball when he wasn’t. As part of his seminary education, he was required to teach at least six hours a week at a “federal reform school.” Of this experience Boehme writes,, “Oddo is so popular there he puts in a minimum of 12-18 hours a week,” and his popularity didn’t stop at the classroom door: his meticulous notes became a high-value commodity among his fellow seminarians.


			Among these seminarians was Edward Malloy. Originally from Washington D.C., Malloy had attended Notre Dame and graduated with a Bachelors and Masters in English while Tom completed his undergraduate work. Until seminary, they had always passed each other while treading the same waters. Most people, including Tom, know Malloy as “Monk.”


			Tom and Monk met in an Ordination class in 1968. Soon after, they both served as assistant rectors in the same residence hall, and quickly became friends. As they worked, taught, and learned together, they discussed Vatican II, the shifting sands of their religious world, and their respective places in it. For Tom, his goal was always to be a priest and an educator, Monk remembers, to one day be like the Holy Cross brothers he knew in high school, and the priests he’d looked up to at Notre Dame.


			An incident in Maryland in late summer 1969 would further connect the two seminarians. They had been vacationing at Deer Lake, Maryland, close to Holy Cross College, with several other deacons and priests. Seven of them piled into a station wagon to drive back to South Bend in order to attend a training. Tom was driving while Monk sat in the back seat. The weather was awful, and torrential rain made their route even more treacherous.


			Somewhere in the Allegheny Mountains, the road narrowed to a one lane bridge over a dark, swollen river. As Tom drove downhill toward the bridge, where the road curved at almost ninety degrees, he felt the car start to fishtail. In a split second decision, Tom sped up and turned the wheel hard right to avoid drifting off the road and into the river below. The left side of the car smacked into the guardrail of the bridge, and caught it from drifting further. Monk wasn’t seriously hurt, but Tom had a broken wrist, cuts, and abrasions. A priest traveling with them, Father Jim Sullivan CSC, was bleeding from a cut after his head hit the windshield. Monk said Sullivan “had already survived two surgeries for brain tumors,” and medical attention was needed quickly.


			Monk broke open his door and ran out of the car to get help. Minutes later, a semi-truck driving the opposite direction bore down on them. Monk stood in the road, waving his arms, praying the driver would see him. The truck stopped at the last second, five yards from the car, and the driver hopped out to see what had happened. Monk then ran to a nearby farmhouse, whose owners had heard the car skid and crash, and lent him their phone. According to Monk, the weather was so terrible it took twenty-five minutes for the first police car to arrive, and forty-five for the first ambulance. Tom and fellow seminarian Jack Lahey would spend several days recuperating in a local hospital. For years after, he would be apologetic about the incident to Monk. But to Monk, Tom probably saved his life: “I am a confirmed non-swimmer,” he writes in his memoirs. Reflecting on it today, he thinks it’s unlikely he would’ve survived if the car had tumbled into the river. It was a surprisingly close brush with death for the crew.


			Shaken up but undeterred, Tom marched on toward his final vows. Several decades later, Father Patrick Sullivan CSC would recount Tom’s experiences in the D.C. area, remembering the impact he had on those he worked with: “Tom was a Big Brother for ghetto youth and a census-taker for Catholic parishes in the nation’s capitol. He surveyed and tallied the hardship and stigma of welfare mothers and corner boys in Baltimore’s inner city.”


			While his path had diverged from D.C., the destination remained the same. He was picked to serve as Assistant to the Chaplain at St. Mary’s Church and graduated with his Masters. In April 1970, Tom and Monk were ordained together in Sacred Heart Church, the place Tom had addressed his fellow seniors. In the weeks and months after, Tom would be active in the religious life of South Bend, performing marriages and delivering homilies—often for nuns professing their final vows. Keeping his momentum, with Harvard in his sights, he prepared to pursue his doctorate degree.


			Monk would take a similar path. Shortly after ordination, he was accepted into a doctoral program at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. From there, he would graduate in 1975 and begin a whirlwind career in Catholic higher education. He remained close with Tom throughout, keeping in touch and watching his peer’s trajectory from a distance. Their friendship, borne from the stressors of seminary and the assumption of final vows, would evolve into a professional allyship in future years. But it was in those maturing years that their paths became interwoven, through shared experience and study where both men explored their futures together. And during those years, it’s possible Tom first learned of a new support group called Dignity, the organization with which he would find his voice for social action.


			Chapter 5


			Dignity


			In early 1969, Father Pat Nidorf was facing a problem at his San Diego parish: congregants who confessed their homosexuality, but had nowhere to turn for help and no one to counsel them. The notion of homosexuality was, in the American popular consensus following World War II, a mental disorder akin to psychopathy. For Father Pat, the resources of the church weren’t up to the challenge.


			Two years before, CBS aired “The Homosexuals,” a now-infamous Mike Wallace documentary featuring numerous gay men, along with Gore Vidal, Columbia University Professor Albert Goldman, and psychiatrists Charles Socarides and Irving Bieber5. Socarides believed homosexuality was a disorder while Bieber believed it was an acquired trait, but also pathological. Later in the special, a gay man is interviewed with his wife and two children. A highlight of his interview is the observation that, despite his sexuality, he felt gay men were too narcissistic to form a long-term, romantic relationship. The ending note of “The Homosexuals,” a short epilogue delivered by Wallace, captured the moment of gay America prior to Stonewall, Harvey Milk, and the liberation movement:


			The dilemma of the homosexual: told by the medical profession he is sick; by the law that he’s a criminal; shunned by employers; rejected by heterosexual society. Incapable of a fulfilling relationship with a woman, or for that matter with a man. At the center of his life he remains anonymous. A displaced person. An outsider.


			


			Tom may have distinctly felt those last lines as he entered the priesthood, knowing his sexuality would preclude him from other professions, but could remain undisclosed in the clergy. Meanwhile, as the threat of police harassment, public embarrassment, and legal jeopardy continued nationwide, pockets of queer people had turned to creating support groups within their own circles. But for queer people in the Catholic Church, few circles existed, and where they did, their reach was strictly local, within cities and within parishes. Nidorf thought he could start something similar in San Diego. A few months before bricks flew at Stonewall, Dignity had its first meeting. Nidorf never imagined the group growing beyond his parish, but it soon did: transforming from a counseling meeting to a general support group, and opening its first satellite chapter in Los Angeles within a year.


			Ask them now, and only some who knew Tom will mention he was gay. Some will say it was a major part of his personality. Some don’t bring it up at all, either out of respect for his priestly vows or because they never knew themselves. Some, perhaps, have other feelings entirely. But Tom’s decision to speak out on behalf of gays—a term used, because of the times, to refer to all queer people6—was fueled by more than empathy for those in his congregation. Tom sought real change in the church because it was his church, and he believed he could do something to make it happen. But it is unclear just how open he was about his personal connection to the struggle. At least one article in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch said, at the time, Tom was not a “professed gay,” only one who empathized with and gravitated toward the struggle of gay Catholics. As he grew older, though, his sexuality became less of a secret and more of a motivating force.


			Sometime in fall 1972, a young man named Paul Diederich walked into the Newman Catholic Center in Amherst, Massachusetts. He had moved to Boston in 1969, after two years of Navy service, and had found a job as a customs house broker from The Boston Globe classifieds. But without a church, he still felt without a community to call his own. Paul’s profile in the LGBTQ Religious Archives recounts how, upon visiting the center—which catered to Boston’s colleges and universities—one Sunday, he listened to a homily about “neglected minorities” and homosexuals in particular. The homilist was Tom, and Paul was enraptured by his words. They met later that day, exchanging greetings and finding commonality in the message of acceptance by the church. Paul then suggested Tom and the center organize a “homophile forum,” a weekly group for the faithful to discuss issues related to homosexuality. From this conversation came the beginnings of Dignity/Boston, and the roots of a relationship that would change both mens’ lives.


			In activist circles Tom and Paul were soon an item of quiet discussion. Although the two did not share public affection, they shared a love of God and each other. Wherever one went, the other was sure to follow. Conference hotel room assignments would always pair the two, and those that knew them recall how protective Tom was of Paul, and Paul equally so of Tom. Their relationship appears to have been romantic and long-term, but without public recognition or acknowledgment. Such disclosure would’ve meant professional hardship for both partners. But this did not deter them from working together. By early 1973, Tom was first mentioned in print as a chaplain of Dignity/Boston, a chapter whose mailing address was a private residence in Worcester. Paul served as chapter president.


			As Tom and Paul grew the Dignity operation in Boston, Tom also began a brief flirtation with local politics. In February, he testified in support of bills to prohibit discrimination due to “sexual preference” in employment and public accommodation that were under consideration by the Massachusetts House Committee on Commerce and Labor. In those hearings, a boisterous State Representative made his opinions clear:


			Sponsor of the bills… Rep. Barney Frank, D-Boston, called homosexuals a “hidden minority.”


			“What difference does it make,” Frank added, “What a bank teller’s or mailman’s sexual preference is. Either these people are going to be employed or they’re going to be on welfare. That’s one choice this committee is forced to make.”


			In his remarks, Tom spoke about the many congregants he’d counseled who experienced targeted discrimination in both areas. He, like Nidorf, felt powerless to do anything. “What can I do as a religious counselor? What can I say to these people?” he asked the Legislators. “I see and feel with them the pain of what this is doing but I’m unable to change these restrictions. Only you can do that.”


			In an Associated Press story on the hearings, Tom is described as “a pastoral counselor to the homosexual community in Boston.” It was because of this role that he had already met another person testifying that morning: Elaine Noble, moderator of a talk radio show on WBUR, “The Gay Way.” Noble, and fellow committee speaker Robert Dow, President of the Homophile Union of Boston, were queer leaders in the city and welcomed Tom to their fight. Their three names often appeared together or within a column of each other in the pages of Gay Community News, a major gay publication of the age.


			In June, Tom wrote a letter to the editor of the Fitchburg Sentinel (now the Sentinel and Enterprise) commending State Senator Robert Hall for bringing companion versions of the House anti-discrimination bills to the Senate floor for votes. Despite losing overwhelmingly, Tom applauded Senator Hall’s “great courage and leadership.” His letter further expressed his concerns in detail:


			Each day in counseling my clients present me with examples of unjust discrimination against them in the areas of housing, employment, and insurance. These are part of the pains they are feeling, part of the reason they seek out a priest-counselor and ask some very serious questions about justice and love. I see what this discrimination has done and is doing to my clients, and I seek to heal where I can, to understand and support. But I have great difficulty in offering spiritual help when each day they continue to face these examples of injustice, many of which are carried out in the name of religion (but certainly not Christ’s).


			Serving as chaplain to the growing network of Dignity chapters across the US meant Tom became an accessible figure for news outlets to contact when they sought the opinion of clergy who worked with gay people—an exceedingly rare breed of priest in the early 1970s. His first real national news exposure came a month after his Fitchburg Sentinel letter, when the Boston Globe ran a multi-page feature as part of a larger series on Catholicism.


			“The Homosexual, the Catholic Church and Dignity” was the third story in the series by Kay Longcope, the first openly queer reporter at the outlet. On the front page of the story, which ran in the Globe Magazine, a photo portrait of Tom appears with a slight smile, the camera placed so close it appears uncomfortable, causing an effect similar to a Richard Avedon portrait. The photo caption is a quotation from Tom: “Most gays throw away the church because of the guilt drilled into them.” Longcope’s story, in parallel, began with anecdotes of gay Catholics who felt unwanted and cast out by the church. To their collective pain, Tom could only empathize. “It’s a real hang-up,” he said to Longcope. “Either they sublimate their guilt by dropping the whole structure imposed on them, or they try not to express themselves sexually.”


			The article made a note that, for gay Catholics, the problem of rejection was worse than in Protestant denominations, where congregants weren’t required to confess their sins to their ministers. Tom not only believed that he and gay Catholics shouldn’t feel excluded from living full lives, but that priests should help:


			“As priests for gays, we have to be different from the old church,” maintains Fr. Oddo, who serves as chaplain to the Boston group.


			“Some gays may conceive of Dignity as a support group not to have sex, but we encourage them to be full persons,” he said.


			The article was sure to mention the things Dignity wasn’t: it was neither a group in competition with Protestant and Catholic congregations, nor a “pseudo swingers group” focused solely on finding sex partners. It was, in fact, a group that opened doors but kept the line of Catholicity:


			Though members of other faiths are welcome, Catholicism is not minimized. Neither is sexuality played up.


			“We don’t emphasize gayness in the liturgy,” declared Fr. Oddo, who celebrates Mass for the group. “We are careful to stay away from primary identification with the sexual.”


			Tom’s efforts at St. Clement’s Archdiocesan Eucharistic Shrine on Boylston Street, and the efforts of the Homophile Forum group at St. Clement’s, produced a Dignity chapter with monthly meetings drawing upwards of sixty to seventy attendees from three states. It was clear a demand existed for this kind of group, and Dignity was sorely needed in the church.


			The article mentioned the efforts of other priests who ministered to LGBTQ+ people outside of the Dignity network. Besides Tom, it also profiled Father Paul Shanley, another priest active in the Boston area at that time, who was sanctioned by Cardinal Humberto Sousa Medeiros, the city’s Archbishop, to make gay ministry his full-time work. Shanley is the second priest with a photo profile and lengthy quotations in Longcope’s article. Throughout Tom’s ministry in Boston and while associated with Dignity, they would invariably appear in the same stories, and as speakers at the same events.


			


			Prior to Tom and Shanley’s orbits traversing, the latter had privately developed a reputation of grievous misconduct. As early as 1961, Shanley had sexually abused young boys within his care. This continued through the 1960s, without any action by the church or local law enforcement. In the late 1970s, Shanley attended a conference on sexuality on behalf of the Archdiocese of Boston. While there, he vocally defended the value of relationships between men and boys. Soon after, other attendees of the conference would form NAMBLA, the North American Man/Boy Love Association; Shanley was never involved in it, but his free admission of these beliefs would’ve eliminated any doubt of his activities. His crimes were eventually divulged to the public, when he was arrested for child rape in 2002. He was laicized in 2004, and served twelve years in prison. He died in 2020, three years after his release, while he was still on supervised probation.


			It may be easy to assume Tom’s connection to the man collectively referred to as the “street priest” by their close association in historic news columns, but whatever closeness they had was incidental. They swam in the same circles, but always acted independent of one another. Shanley never appears in Tom’s speeches or writings (except to note his attendance at events), and their styles were drastically different. Activist Brian McNaught recalls how they were both “Type A personalities;” where Shanley was a brash disruptor, Tom was a patrician strategist, carefully choosing his words and his battles. Tom is not known to have associated with Shanley’s ministry where documented abuse occurred. And requests for information to both the FBI and the Survivors Network of those Abused by Priests (SNAP) produced nothing on Tom. Regardless, they forever remain connected in the archives of the Boston Globe, Gay Community News, and other papers in the Boston metropolitan area.


			A deeper question persists around what, if anything, Tom knew about Shanley. The 2001-2002 Spotlight investigation conducted by The Boston Globe uncovered evidence of the child sex abuse endemic among the city’s clergy, including the disclosure of Shanley’s crimes. But in the 1970s, his reputation for crossing lines with congregants was known, at least among some of his fellow activists. From the public record, we can only confirm that Tom—if he knew—did nothing about it. Whether this was because of a fidelity to Holy Cross brotherhood or an actual lack of knowledge or evidence is up for discussion. I choose not to speculate based on the documents I’ve reviewed.7


			In late August 1973, Dignity held its first national convention in Los Angeles. Three-hundred attendees filled the Hollywood Holiday Inn ballroom to formally organize the network of twelve chapters under the theme “The Spirit Is Calling Us.” Father Nidorf was a special guest of honor. A board of officers was voted in by the membership: Paul Diederich was elected President, and John E. Hart as Treasurer. Tom, meanwhile, became the first National Secretary of the new organization, DignityUSA. His role, primarily based in communications, chapter development, and member outreach, was crucial in those early days. As he and Diederich were both Massachusetts-based, the Dignity office was set-up in Boston.


			In December, the Dignity/Boston chapter celebrated its first anniversary. It was an emotional, hopeful, and joyful event attracting what Gay Community News described as a “wide age range which is so obviously lacking in the bars. Little old ladies with babushkas, denimed youths, lovey dovey lesbian couples, and coat-and-tied businessmen all sang and prayed together.” At the event, Tom delivered a sermon which called on those assembled to “find [their] own way of living out the Gospel.” For Tom, Dignity’s mission was intrinsically linked to the Gospel:


			Dignity doesn’t make too much sense as a “cause” alone. Sure we seek freedom for people, an end to oppression. We hope to help people to grow to be themselves. We hope to help a Church understand and even a society understand. But I think we’re saying more. We are saying that Dignity has something to do with life, Christian life, resurrection life.


			The latter he expounded on in detail.


			Resurrection isn’t just sexual freedom. Resurrection isn’t just an end of discrimination or a Church finally saying “God bless you.” All of these are, of course, very important. But there is something more. Resurrection means a new life in Jesus, a plunging into his way of life and really believing that when we’re with him there is light and hope and brothers and sisters as one.


			Then, everyone joined hands in a circle, praying together. Tom led a prayer for “those who [didn’t’] understand” their plight. Gay Community News called the moment a “natural high.” But not all was friendly within the group, as some members vocalized their criticism of Catholicism’s patriarchy, and openly discussed the question of women becoming priests. Tom suggested that, rather than strike out for such radical changes, the church would destroy their group if “too many rules were broken,” an insightful statement considering how Tom approached his own activism. Paul Diederich, perhaps more directly, said the reason women couldn’t become priests was “because we’re Catholic.”


			Despite this break in festivities, the triumph of Dignity was palpable. In four short years, this little group had grown from a church basement meeting to a national organization with real political and cultural influence. And Tom’s leadership meant it was on a path of clear growth. The January 1974 edition of Dignity’s self-titled newsletter lists fifteen active chapters with a national office four blocks down the street from St. Clement’s, where he worked. A skim of Dignity, the organization’s newsletter, shows a wealth of content, from anonymous notes and letters to the editor, poetry, and a front-page editorial whose opening line is its thesis: “Oral and anal copulation seem to be the primary goal in life for many gays—a never-ending quest for a fleeting moment that has nothing but memories. There has to be a higher goal than that.” What was once a simple, typed mimeograph shared between disparate groups was now a full-fledged publication for gay Catholics, and by extension gay America.


			That month, frequent Dignity patron Father John J. McNeill SJ had been put on notice by Rome. An associate professor of moral theology at Woodstock College, McNeill became synonymous with the gay Catholic rights movement and delivered an address at Dignity’s first conference in Los Angeles. The Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, a group whose purpose is to promulgate Catholic doctrine and root out heresy, contacted McNeill’s religious superiors to request an investigation into his beliefs on homosexuality. The investigation was a private, internal affair handled by the Jesuits, McNeill’s order. The story in NC News cited Tom for contextual pieces on Dignity. Toward the end of the write-up, Tom mentions a letter that was sent to all religious orders around the country after the formation of Dignity’s national organization, to little response. All the same, Tom reported, bishops were largely aware of Dignity’s work. Whether they acknowledged it was another question.


			In March 1974, a fifteen-page booklet titled Principles to Guide Confessors in Questions of Homosexuality was created by the US-based Committee on Pastoral Research and Practices. A church publication on pastoral care to gay people, it reraffirmed traditional teachings on the subject, including the observation that homosexual acts—i.e., Sex—were “grave transgressions of the goals of human sexuality and of human personality.” Tom and Paul Shanley both spoke out against the booklet, against the wisdom of the American bishops, as Kay Longcope reported on it for the Boston Globe.


			“The document completely ignores the broader dimension of the need of the gay community for pastoral concern and care,” Fr. Oddo said…


			[He] further stated the guidelines are “no answer” to a request made last December by Dignity’s 1,000 members that US bishops “expand your apostolate to us.”


			The letter sent by Dignity was quoted at length in the article, asking for the bishop’s “leadership… love and concern” in the group’s pursuit of justice. These guidelines, effectively, served as a tart response to that letter. Tom believed the church had acted in bad faith.


			In issuing the guidelines, the bishops “didn’t do much research or seek any kind of consultation from their own theologians who are now suggesting more humane approaches to inclusion of homosexuals in the church,” Fr. Oddo said.


			He pointed out that an article in the Feb. 15 issue of Commonweal, a prestigious weekly Catholic journal, supported Dignity’s position that “it is the call of Catholic homosexuals to affirm their sexual orientation in faith, to regard themselves as equal members of the believing community, and to express their sexuality in a manner consonant [sic] with Christ’s teaching of love.”


			Here too, Paul Shanley is heavily featured. Another cited is Father John McNeill, who was still under investigation on order from Rome.


			In May, Tom participated in the fourth annual “Gay Rites of Spring” at University of Massachusetts-Amherst. The event, a three-day festival culminating in a dance at the UMass ballroom, drew a stark contrast with other campuses in New England. An article reporting on the event mentions the recent legal battle between the University of New Hampshire Gay Student Organization and Governor Meldrim Thomson, Jr., a conservative Republican who sought to ban the group from campus. With similar battles in other states, the event drew a regional attendance.


			


			Tom’s part came on day two, with a Saturday workshop entitled “Religion and Gays.” Tom is featured in a photo from the event, misidentified as “Rev. Robert Oddo.” His hair is still long, and he looks more like a preppy Jesus Freak than a priest, wearing a collared shirt, patterned slacks, Oxford shoes and a large crucifix necklace. He sits at the center of a semicircle while attendees listen, arms folded and legs crossed. Some form of this workshop would reappear throughout Tom’s life, where he’d deconstruct theology and human sexuality. He also began to hold public lectures and workshops for groups outside the gay Catholic orbit, with the motive of introducing them to the gay community and related issues in a safe, non-judgmental environment. That same month, Tom gave a talk to North Shore Parents Without Partners, one of several groups in Massachusetts that would come to know the long-haired priest.


			His work wasn’t lost on domestic church leaders. Likely seeking to expand on the efforts of Principles to Guide Confessors in Questions of Homosexuality, the church tried again on the question of how to minister to gay people. In early June, Father Daniel Pilarczyk, a former rector of St. Gregory Seminary in Ohio and future Archbishop of Cincinnati, gave a talk on “Church Policy and Gay Ministry” at a four-day conference on the topic in Dayton, Ohio. Tom and others (including Paul Shanley) presented in tandem. Pilarczyk’s talk distinguished between “homosexual[s] pure and simple,” those who were same-sex attracted but did not act on those attractions, and “practicing homosexual[s],” those that did act on their attractions. Pilarczyk then outlined four “principles” he believed should become the standard for gay ministry, which the Dayton Journal Herald reproduced in summary:


			


			

					Being a homosexual pure and simple is not sinful and implies no guilt, because all sin implies free choice and the homosexual has not chosen his condition and so is not responsible for it.



					Homosexual acts are per se sinful. The Judeo-Christian tradition holds that homosexuality is contrary to human sexuality. Human acts are objectively moral evil.



					The church is a teaching community, and one of its major responsibilities is to teach morality, so there must be no doubt possible on where the church stands on fundamental moral questions such as homosexuality.



					The church exists in order to reconcile, not in order to condemn. Its main function is to bring men back into union with God through Christ. “Compassion and healing are what the church is all about…”



			


			In closing, Pilarczyk compared gay Catholics to divorced ones, whose problems were not of their own making and whose “prospects of sexual fulfillment are slim to non-existent.” Pilarczyk added that, “The church must offer help to the weak, but without condoning sin. The church must reject moral evil, but without closing doors to those involved in moral evil.”


			Dr. Franklin Kameny also spoke at the event, after Pilarczyk. The President of the Washington D.C. chapter of the Mattachine Society, an early gay rights organization founded in 1950, he was blunt in his response:


			Your compassion is patronizing, degrading, and dehumanizing. Your position is unchristian, anti-christian and a disgrace to Christianity in the name of Christ. The position you’re taking is driving countless thousands of people out of your church and, as great as their loss may be, and it is great, your loss is greater.


			Kameny believed that leaders like Pilarczyk were making the church unwelcoming to gay parishioners, and that their flawed understanding of this group directly led to an exodus of church members. In this exodus, In this exodus, Tom saw the continuing need for Dignity, which offered the premise that they too were worthy of sharing in Christ’s love and the glory of the Gospel. His response was also captured by the Journal Herald:


			[Dignity] is “not waiting for a clearly defined theology of sexuality,” he said, but is ministering to gays…


			[Dignity] has a dual theory and approach, he said, “reaching out to gay people themselves, helping them to learn the dignity already in gay life” and balancing that, “reaching out to the church, trying to teach the dignity of gay people so it can better minister to gay people.”


			Although Tom made it clear that Dignity was neither a dating service nor a radical political group, he also didn’t back down from the challenges his organization and its membership faced:


			Dignity is “not waiting for the church to say it’s okay to receive the Eucharist,” Father Oddo said, “We don’t wait for the institutional church to catch up in its theology to where the people are. We will assist the church by going ahead and doing it.”
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