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FOR KELLY AND CHRIS




Noli venire inter Dominum et me





Prologue



What I am going to do now is invoke the special powers act of the first new Catholic parish in my diocese of Brooklyn since 1972, one in which I am in charge with the rank of bishop. Bishop Breslin.

I say bishop and not cardinal because I like the sound of Bishop Breslin. Just say it once and you know who’s in charge. The big guy, Bishop Breslin. Kneel with your back straight and I’ll give you my blessing. I cannot abide people slumped onto the pews like they’re riding the subway.

I qualify for the rank of bishop because I’m not a pedophile.

In this match between Bishop Breslin and his religion and the old, established church, let me tell you something: The Other Guys Are the Joke.

And as bishop, I called my friend Danny Collins up one day and told him that he was the auxiliary bishop. He was extraordinarily qualified. Certainly, he is no pedophile or pimp. Let’s get that out of the way. He does know Latin and Greek.

“Do we have vestments? I have no money for wardrobes,” he said.

“No, Christ never had them.”

“Good. You’re not going to have us swinging a can of incense around?”

“Never.”

“Because we get some free swingers and they’ll wind up having pot smoking in the urn.”

The idea of my being a bishop was outrageous and irresponsible and I loved telling everybody about it.

And then the pope called the American cardinals to Rome over their failure to protect children from priests, and that is quite a failure when you think about it. He called the cardinals to Rome because on his best days I don’t think he knew where America is.

Afterward, the cardinals and bishops held two more meetings in America—or was it three?—in which they called for more thin air in which to cast their solutions to all problems. They formed a large national commission to investigate every complaint, pluck out all offending priests, and end the dark night. After some months, the bishops announced that they had determined that over four thousand priests had been accused of molesting ten thousand, mainly young boys, from 1950 until 2002. The head of the bishops conference, Bishop Wilton D. Gregory, proclaimed the scandal “history.”

He no more can prove these figures than I can of my considered estimate of twenty-five thousand priests and one hundred thousand victims in those fifty-two years.

I know one thing. Gregory’s church history cannot stand the light of a heavy candle. I issue mine after doing what he and his bishops don’t know how to do: walk the streets of the parishes and listen to Catholics who, slowly, reluctantly, but so surely, tell of atrocities by priests on the young.

I was talking to my auxiliary bishop about it. “They are going to lose the church this way.”

“They could,” he said.

“Let people listen to them and then listen to me. I know what the religion has to do,” I said. “You have to have women priests. And women from the outside, not restricted to nuns. Too many nuns need to have the past shaken out of them. All they do is bow to priests. The second thing you do is have married priests. A parish is a great job for a man and wife. Great housing. Sermons on Sunday. Major sermons. I’ll write them with such spirit that they’ll ring through the ages to come of Catholicism in America. The constituent work all week is the work of the Lord. You serve the poor, not the country clubs. Turn your parish into a church following the life of Christ.”

I finished with my favorite expletive: “Beautiful. You mean to tell me that I don’t have a better idea than the people in Rome do?”

“That’s why I’m not going to do it,” Collins said.

“Why?”

“Because it’s too feasible and I don’t want to get caught in it.”








Chapter One



There is one tenet in which the church people are so driven in belief that they often can think of no other. They believe it is a certainty that their anger and fervor sends it off into the sky searching for God, and finds him. Abortion. Teachings and discussions of all other parts of life must be put aside, thrown to the winds, if necessary, in order to have full Catholic concentration on abortions.

The present pope has four subjects on his mind: abortion, abortion, abortion, and Poland.

It now is the official duty of these old men in the pulpits to cry murder at every liturgical function, no matter what the subject.

And so I went with my friend Ed Ward to a baptism on a Sunday afternoon on Long Island, at the beginning of the Hamptons. The church is a small wood structure that sat on this day on frozen grass. Ward was close to the family, including a young woman who was going to be married in the same church and by the same priest, your usual white-haired Irish. I stood way out in left field.

The priest poured water on the baby’s head and the baby did not cry. This was a powerful kid. The priest finished the baptismal prayers and then said loudly, “Today, we are not only baptizing this infant and bringing Christ to him, but he is going to bring Christ to the world. Faith without action is unsatisfactory.” The priest now began to speak directly to the baby. “And you”—he pointed to the baby, whose head now rolled in his white baptismal garments and looked right up at the priest, and with a nod that seemed to say he approved—“you must go out and stand up against abortions in the name of Christ and your church.”

And the baby began to gurgle and roll his head and see who was around.

“You must stand up to these politicians who talk crap about abortions, stand up against this John Kerry who talks crap. He was for abortions and then he was for choice or he isn’t for choice, you don’t know. He talks crap. We today baptize this child and send him out into the world.”

The baby was being told to go out into the world like a crusader. The average height of a crusader was five foot four, so on this day the infant didn’t have far to go before a sword could be thrust into his hand. He would be on his way to do battle with these filthy murderers, these people who support abortions.

At the finish, I heard Ward say to the priest, “Don’t you think it was a little out of context to be criticizing a politician like Kerry and then yelling about abortion? This was a baptism of an infant.”

“Oh, no, it was proper,” the priest said. “We have been ordered that at every liturgical ceremony, we must make a statement against abortion.”

“Even at a baptism?”

“Yes. That is our orders.”

That is one religion, the holy Roman Catholic Church. How could you not step away from such a church?

My belief always gave me feelings of indescribable beauty. In grammar school at St. Benedict Joseph Labre in Richmond Hill, Queens, in classes made larger by putting an extra row of temporary desks, the nuns built a brick wall of Roman Catholic Church faith around me that resisted all doubt. I gave my most precious belongings, a blind belief, one that was almost to the point of love of somebody unseen. It was young and fresh and it was going to be part of me forever, each day of my life a bright reflection of all that I was raised to believe.

Now the brick wall is gone and my feet scruff through crumbled masonry of a church that failed. The indifference and lying has caused me to look through the wreckage for these most precious belongings. I want to retrieve my promises, my vows. I know that I have my own heart, my own intellect. I need no stone tablet coming down from a mountain to tell me that I should not kill or steal. How can I be told not to have false gods in front of me when that is all the church does, throw up a false god, a huge building, and have you stand before it and worship something as false as a paper flower.

I need no person wearing vestments to stand between God and me.

I reach this place because I can write about it, and I should. I use anger, legitimate anger, too, at the betrayal by the church. What do you want me to do, say, well, it wasn’t everybody who got molested, just ten thousand who have come forward? Then the church lies about it, and that suddenly exposes their entire structure for what it is, a fraud inhabiting great buildings.

But the nun dies last. The memory of her hand on my ear or hair is the only reason I sometimes still ask myself if I’m so certain of my belief that I can walk past churches like they were useless museums.

 

There was a late afternoon at the beginnings of darkness, with the East River across the street cold and motionless, and with a winter storm poised somewhere in the moody sky. I walked out of Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center after visiting my oldest daughter. She has a chronic blood problem which for ten years now has eluded research and which reacts to no treatment so far other than blood transfusions every fourteen days. Right now, she was all right and would be out of the hospital in a day. Still, it gets so long, so ominous for her. The expenditure of courage is stunning.

As I walked up the block, East 68th Street, I happened to glance at the Catholic church across the street, almost in the center of the block. It was the church of St. Catherine of Siena. She is one of the few Catholic saints whom I know something about. At one time in her life she opposed a pope. Good for her. In the years of going up this street I never have gone into the church. This time, deep in my troubles, I felt the church starting to draw me across the street. My friend Murray Kempton’s rope across a slippery deck.

The moment found me at the intersection of two faiths, the Roman Catholic Church and the Catholic religion. They are separate and not nearly equal. The church sees holiness in a great big building. Then it produces pedophiles and pimps and lies and says we should forgive the priests. The hierarchy? Who are you to mention them? They are holy. About victims, confused and cringing twenty years after their humiliations and attacks, the church of Rome says we should pray for them, but first remember our poor priests. And beware of these people making allegations. They must be liars in a police station. They’re claiming priests have done something wrong.

That’s the one faith, the church faith.

 

On this day, here on 68th Street, I am waiting for my nature to direct me. The nun wins. I cross to the church. Inside the church, there was silence and dimness and low candlelight, all familiar, all comforting to my private prayer. Simultaneously, the scandals I have been writing of so much seemed to cover the floor and leave the church as dead as the statues. I was in need of my spirit being stirred and I got nothing. Of course I prayed. For a daughter. And I tried losing myself in a too-short prayer of love. Oh, Lord, give us your jobless, your homeless, your sick and imprisoned.

But the words in church are uttered into a confused air. Do I keep on in a church that I mistrust or remain outside and follow a religion I love? And right away on this gray afternoon, involuntarily, with no way to avoid the thought—I am back to the morning at the start of my daughter’s illness. We were in a small room in the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute in Boston with my second wife, Ronnie Eldridge, my oldest daughter, myself, and Dr. Robert Mayer, an oncologist who had treated my first wife, my daughter’s mother, when she came down with breast cancer that eventually caused her death.

Mayer had a clipboard and was asking questions. The usual: family background and illnesses. He answered the obvious ones himself.

“Mother. We know that.

“Father. Right here. Illnesses?”

“None to speak of so far,” I said.

“Any surgery?” he asked my daughter.

“No,” she said.

“Diabetes. Kidney. Liver. Heart problems?”

“No?”

“Pregnancies?”

“One.”

It almost went right by me. My wife had her hand on my daughter’s shoulder and they both were looking at me.

“What did you want? I was seventeen. Did you want another baby home?”

The church of Rome today cries “abortion!” to distract us from crimes by all their pedophiles and pimps. When this seems to exhaust itself, it turns to gay marriage. Look out that it doesn’t make these the last two issues of their existence.

I got up and left St. Catherine of Siena. I’m walking out just for now, I thought. Then I said to myself, this church has stolen the spirit you need. Why would you go back?

A firefighter at the World Trade Center attack said something far more important than anything Rome says. He was around the corner from the first World Trade Center building to go down, Two Tower. He lost several of his people and was left against a shaky wall, dazed at being alive. A thick coating of dust made him a gray mummy. He did not say hello or recognize me with any motion. He just said:

“I have a daughter in college in Baltimore. And I love her.”

He said this with tears.

And through the black smoke overhead were these words by cell phone, of the people of the fires who turned to final importance.

Stuart Meltzer, age thirty-two, on the 105th floor: “Honey, something terrible is happening. I love you. Take care of the children.”

Kenneth Van Auken of Cantor Fitzgerald, on the 102nd floor: “I love you. I’m in the World Trade Center. And the building was hit by something. I don’t know if I’m going to get out. But I love you very much.”

Moises Rivas, a chef at Windows on the World restaurant: “I’m okay. Don’t worry. I love you no matter what. I love you.”

Veronique Bowers: “I love you, Mommy, good-bye.”

Lucy Fishman, AON insurance to her home in Canarsie, Brooklyn: “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

There were many hundreds of such messages, and all used the word that dwells in the souls of all on earth. Love. In the beginning and at the end, it is the vocabulary of Christ.

I was thinking of this as I walked downtown. It is the faith I’ll follow to the last of my world that ends.

At this hour, Manhattan was a wall of Christmas lights. The church has stolen some of the spirit from this, too. Christmas always was the Catholic church at its warmest, with the hymns in rich Latin, the people at their friendliest. Now they celebrate Christ’s birth in a manger by holding midnight masses in palaces and with the priests in vestments that, if they are not made of beaten gold, they should be, because that is the idea of them.

The only time that Christ became angry was at the money changers in the temple. To me, that means St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue and the archbishop wearing capes and gold in a church as big as a mountain, and living sumptuously in a priceless mansion on Madison Avenue, right behind the cathedral.

At any church I run I will preach to the sky against the first evil of life, greed.

The church says sins of the flesh throw you into hell. I don’t know where that comes from, nor is there any value to knowing it. When you start dealing with greed, nothing else counts. I want. It’s the sin from within that kills. Why does he have what I don’t have and why can’t I have it? A church that is supposed to teach you to worry about the poor sets the standard for having, for owning, for rejoicing in great big things.

When you see the cardinal of New York, standing in the bright light and the vast, sweeping, phenomenal cathedral of St. Patrick, holding a golden chalice high above him as the gold on his hand explodes in the lights on the altar, it is now that you see the power of greed to spread. It covers an altar devoted to a man who walked on foot in sandals.

The start of my church will have no gold, brocade, rings or any other vain, useless, insane articles.

A gold ring on a bishop’s finger is the commercial of a pimp.

Unneeded possessions step out of a church building and are regarded as vital to life: gold and diamonds for engagements or wedding anniversaries. Custom now has us by the throat and we cannot get out of its grip to figure out what we’re doing with all this trash. Any church I’m around will give diamonds a bad name. How can you walk around with all these trappings in the face of people who have barely enough to eat?

The preposterous size and riches of church buildings is academic. Nobody should build them anymore. The archdiocese of Boston started selling churches to pay the victims of these priests of theirs, and of the bishops and cardinal who assign them to the biggest boys’ choirs.

In this church I propose, all of them take a realistic pledge of poverty, and not one that allows you to use the riches of parishioners.

There was this freezing night when my wife and I passed the corner supermarket entrance, and walked toward our building entrance a few yards up Broadway.

“Do you think he was Christ?” she asked me.

“Who?”

“In the doorway. He was just standing there in the cold.”

I stopped.

“Give him some money,” she said.

I had none in my pocket. She went into her purse and gave me a couple of bills, one a single, the other larger, I didn’t know how much larger, but I got to the supermarket doorway and there was this guy with a beard and a suffering face. The face was crinkled in the cold. He had a dirty gray blanket around him that dragged on the ground. You could see his body shaking under the blanket. The hands clutching it in front were raw.

The moment I gave him the money I knew I had given him the wrong bill. I had the single, he had the other bill, a twenty.

“My wife is going to call the police, and they’ll take you to a shelter,” I said.

“I won’t go. They rob you in those shelters.”

“Then where are you going to sleep tonight?” I asked.

“I usually sleep on the A train,” he said.

“Let me walk you there,” I said. He just had to walk down the steps at the subway kiosk two short blocks away.

“I can’t. Two people told me to wait here. They were going to do something for me. I’m waiting here ten minutes.”

“Then let’s wait inside,” I said. I ushered him through the sliding entrance doors. The moment he got a foot into the supermarket, a Latino checkout girl snapped erect at her register. “You go somewhere else!” she snapped.

Now two more checkout women looked up with fierce faces.

“He brings bugs!”

The homeless man who looked like Christ backed out. Suddenly, a lovely young woman, a willow wrapped in fur and fleece, came out. She had two plastic bags, which she put down at his feet. With her was a handsome young man, wrapped in black, his face covered with a plaid scarf.

“Now this is chicken in here,” the young woman said. “And this is…”

I couldn’t hear what she said now because the man who looked like Christ coughed loudly.

Then the young couple left and the homeless man who looked close to Christ looked down at the bags and said, “What do I do with these? I don’t want chicken.”

He had his sacks of coins ready to push inside at the right moment, and put them in the machine that gave him dollars.

“I want to get my money,” he said.

“You can do that later. Let me get you into the subway.”

“The money is more important.”

“You have money. You could freeze to death tonight.”

Now he looked at me with disdain. “Cold is a mind game,” he said. “You can’t handle that.”

I was going to say something to him, but that long bearded face stilled my tongue. I turned and walked away. But now these street faces were in my mind. When I saw a homeless guy on the street the next day, I was almost sure of who he was.

Then I saw an ambulance parked on West 23rd Street with the back open to take in somebody. A homeless man was watching. Something radiated from him that caused my body to tingle. There was no question that it was Christ.

In the late afternoon, the freezing wind nearly cut off Christ’s bare ankles and feet. When he was killed in Jerusalem, the temperature was in the sixties and sandals were common.

One of the people he loves the most was carried out on a gurney from a shelter on West 23rd Street. The man on the gurney looked up with a face the color of gray paste. Orange straps kept him on the gurney. “Seizure,” a medic said.

The worst of winter fell onto the city that night and hunted through the streets for the helpless, for the defenseless, for anybody too poor to have a roof. For every other act, a blackout, the fire and explosion in the sky, the great city goes on. People come and go, they talk, they go to work. The homeless can go through the most miserable of rainy nights on the streets or under the archways or riding subways. But cold arrives in silence to torture. This night was the start of what might be the worst run of cold weather the homeless have had in this city. It was Christ’s moment to be among them. The air clawed his face.

At six-thirty at night, he came out of the first darkness and swirling snow and into St. Patrick’s Cathedral. There were homeless people asleep with their foreheads against the pew in front. They had hoods from rough, old winter jackets pulled over their heads. It was difficult to see how many homeless were in the church because there are fourteen great pillars that obstruct the view of the rows along the side aisles, where most like to sleep.

Sleeping in the pews on the main aisle is too conspicuous and thus an uneasy resting place.

Christ slipped into a pew on the side aisle on the left-hand side. He looked like all the others who had almost nothing. In fact, he had less. At least the other homeless people had plastic garbage bags filled with whatever they owned. Christ sat with nothing.

When he gave up his life for this religion, it was a belief that honored the blind, the destitute, the lame. Now he sat in a church and looked ahead, far ahead, over the many rows, to an altar that sat under a steeple and was dedicated to gold.

He looked up at a ceiling hundreds of feet high.

At the last pew, two ushers in red jackets stood facing the main front doors. For a while, a city cop was with them. When he left, another came in. Their hand radios kept saying something.

Christ looked and reflected. A man’s forehead slipped off the bench in front of him, and he woke with a start. The man put his head down again and soon was back to sleep. A woman with a blue wool hat on talked to herself. Far ahead, in the front of the church, a woman walked around, pulling a suitcase on squeaky wheels.

They were in a place away from the cold, the most famous church of the Catholics in America. It is supposed to represent the Lord’s religion.

On this cold night, one of the ushers said that the church closes at 8:35 P.M. Exactly.

And at a little before eight-thirty, a man on the right side stood up, yawned, stretched, and then gathered his plastic bags and walked down the aisle. He knew.

From far up in front, the woman pulled her suitcase on loud wheels. She knew.

At eight thirty-five, a cop and an usher walked around the church telling homeless people that the church was closing and they had to go out into the cold.

“Nobody can stay?” an usher was asked.

“Church closes,” he said.

In the last row on the left side, a man stirred, then sat bolt upright. He put on a blue wool hat and lifted a backpack that he carefully put on. He had two heavy shirts to fight the cold. He started out. People were coming from the darkness on the side aisles. Soon, the church was empty.

Christ slipped out of a pew and followed the other homeless people out of the church. The ushers and cops didn’t have the slightest idea of who he is, and nobody running the huge church he was leaving knows anything about him, either. They claim they do. They say they pray to him and try to act in his behalf. On this night, he was asked to leave and go out into the cold, just like any of the other homeless.

“Watch yourself out there, it’s getting very slippery,” a cop said to all of them who looked like Christ, and one of them was.

 

Time and again, over all the weeks and months spent on this book, I was certain that one of the people I’m writing about actually was Christ. But I was fearful that if I said this, people would regard me as a new fanatic. I was afraid to type it because when I looked up and read my words I would think like everybody else, that I truly had lost my mind.

I will tell you how I got here and how much trouble it has been to write this book. Once it was known I was writing about the Catholic church, it seemed that every time I started typing, the phone rang with somebody telling a story that forced you not only to listen, but to go out and see for yourself.

When I got home one night, Tom Duane, a New York state senator, called to tell me I was going to hear from a person in his Albany office named Mark Furnish. Outside of Boston, where the Globe newspaper had a group of the swiftest news reporters covering the stories, there was no way of reporting the news of sexual atrocities by bishops and priests other than these phone calls that turned out to be true. Usually, a major crime report starts with a story for local news and television coming out of the police and a district attorney’s office and then going on the Associated Press wire to the world. But on priest pedophiles, you had only these complaints from subterranean chambers where the hideous is buried.

The first news comes on the phone from somebody maimed by the past. It made the writing of this book extraordinarily difficult, for as you try to write, the calls keep coming, each one shaking you and demanding you shelve what you’re doing and take up this matter.

Mark Furnish called a day later.

“Tom Duane asked me to call. I’m Mark Furnish.”

“Where are you?”

“Albany.”

“I’ll come up. Let’s see, what’s a good day next week?”

“Let me tell you what it’s about,” he said.

“You can in Albany,” I said.

“I want to outline it now.”

He started to tell a tortured, slowly remembered story:

He was twelve and an altar boy at St. John the Evangelist in Greece, New York, outside of Rochester. The priest in charge of altar boys was Robert O’Neill. According to Furnish, O’Neill only visited the families of his best altar boys and, in Furnish’s case, visit and have dinner and become friendly with the parents. Then he could safely ask the boy to come along with him on a trip to his cabin near the Thousand Islands of the St. Lawrence River.

It happens that just before his call, I had been going over notes about a priest with a house in the Pocono mountains in Pennsylvania that always was one bed short for the young group with him. Always one bed short. And Mark Furnish is on the phone about a shack near the St. Lawrence River. The style in each place and all the others was as unchanging as the collar around their necks. Everywhere, there was a priest at family dinner and a summer retreat or whatever to take young boys as a reward for service in the church.

“My abuser was a master of deceit and manipulation,” Furnish was saying. “The priest knew I would not question his authority, especially because I’m in Catholic schools since kindergarten. He was smart enough to hide his sexual impulses under the guise of weekend trips with other boys at his cottage. It actually was a small, rundown, two-room hunting shack in the middle of the woods. It was three hours away from my home. I went on several of these trips. He took us to a local bar and gave us whisky, gin, and beer. Bedtime became one of the most stressful parts of the evening. One of us would be chosen to sleep in Father O’Neill’s bed with him. Sometimes he would pick the boy to sleep with him, but most times we would be asked to choose among ourselves. If we didn’t name somebody quickly Father would get upset and tell us to hurry up. He flipped a coin to decide. Father’s bed was small. He said the only way I could sleep comfortably was to strip down to my underwear. He would not drop the matter until I did that. Then he’d offer to give me a massage so I could sleep. The massage would consist of Father rubbing down my body and always ended up by touching my genitals and buttocks area. Sleeping during the night was difficult. I’d wake up because Father’s hands were touching me.”

While no criminal charges have ever been brought against O’Neill, and a lawsuit against the diocese relating to his conduct was dismissed on statute of limitations grounds, Furnish was clear about the priest taking him in the woods for confession and the conversation turning immediately to masturbating. According to Furnish, the priest asked him how he masturbated and what he thought was the best way and then the priest started doing it alongside him in the woods. There were many more disturbing incidents which Mark successfully had, until now, locked away in his subconscious. He attended the State University of New York at Albany and became a lawyer. He married Kimberly, now a lawyer, four years ago.

He remembered that he and his wife were taking a trip into the upstate woods and emptiness that should have been exciting. Suddenly he had a panic attack. He had a sense of doom and he became light-headed, sweaty, and dizzy. Another time, his wife wanted to go away and they drove north again, and he felt he was on a train and not in control of it. He wasn’t driving the train and he couldn’t get off the train. Woods and emptiness rushed by him as the train went on, headless and evil, and he was close to fainting with anxiety. Sitting in a car.

In April 2002, fifteen years after the heinous acts of abuse he described, Mark Furnish, young lawyer, sat on the living room couch with Kimberly and watched television. They had on MSNBC, which had nonstop news coverage of the pedophile cases. They were watching heads who were talking about painful experiences with priests while growing up. They mentioned massages and masturbation and trips with altar boys. Mark’s head began to close down.

“What’s the matter?” Mark Furnish’s wife, Kimberly, said.

“Nothing,” Mark said.

“You sure act like there is.”

Suddenly, he blurted out, “That’s me.”

Electricity went through his wife.

“It is?” Mark remembers her saying.

“And my wife said, ‘You have to tell this. You can’t keep this inside you and this priest can’t be allowed to go without everyone knowing what he did.’ ”

He called me. It was the start of hurling it out of his system as much as possible. It also was glistening proof that the only sane way to go through life is with a dead smart, stand-up partner. Think Kimberly before you take the step.

After some weeks of trying to write about the sexual molesting of the young by priests, and as bishops and cardinals tried to conceal any fact, including their own involvement, my belief in my religion is deeper than ever. But not in their church. I disbelieve so much of what I am told by the church, including in this meeting in Rome in April 2003. It was a meeting of cardinals called in the Vatican by the pope to announce that it was wrong for priests to molest altar boys. That was his decision. Beautiful! It was dead wrong to fall on a boy. I went all the way over there to sit and listen to these church bureaucrats say, “We know and you don’t,” and then all they did was lie. Bishop Wilton Gregory of Belleville, Illinois, the chairman of the American conference of bishops, spoke to news reporters in an auditorium in the North American College, a building that sits in splendor amidst outdoor gardens a block or so up from St. Peter’s. Gregory is of color. He was obviously smart and articulate enough to qualify for any job in the church. But he made you think of American television shows, where the chief of detectives is of color and that black face is on camera for the first minute and a half of the show, thereby proving that race has no place here: Look at him. He’s the Boss. Are you saying we’re prejudiced? He then disappears for the rest of the show and the white actors go on to enthrall Mississippi.

Gregory does last longer out front than television blacks. Simultaneously, the Vatican is trying to load the church with Africans to make up for dwindling whites while keeping the new African faithful in Africa where they belong, rather than strolling brazenly around St. Peter’s Square, or Madison Avenue.

Bishop Gregory said that the bishops were trying to find a way to “synchronize” canon law and the civil laws in America. Here he was, he had come all the way over to Rome to put the illusion of papal firmness and solemnity onto the same cheap rules that got them into so much trouble in the first place. The bishops and some Vatican bureaucrats believed that they were beyond the law, that their own religious statutes, called canon law, allowed them to handle all transgressions as church business. This could let the church glide unnoticed through all storms. Crime by clergy was their business alone. They believed that. They really did. They were going to take their instructions from the centuries. Stall, confer, draw the thickest drapes until the room is dark and then tell you that there is a marvelous sunset outside.

Even the splendor of Rome could not suffocate the anger at hearing this. I asked Gregory: “Do you mean that you are trying to find a way to get around the laws of the state and city of New York, for which I voted, and use canon law, which I didn’t vote for, and I don’t know what it is?”

Gregory said that was not what he had said at all. He had merely said they were trying to find a way to “synchronize….”

I said, “It’s not a problem. Just open the door and let the detective in.”

Bishop Gregory shrugged. His face said, this is exactly what you get from this rumpled newcomer; he’s not even a Vatican regular. One Vatican priest, billed as a canon law expert, wrote, in an article applauded in the Vatican, that bishops in America should ignore the law and conduct their own investigations of sex charges. In a papal announcement meant to show anger and strength, the pope announced that pedophiles commit the grave sins.

He had to have a special meeting in Rome to announce that? Did that mean that it wasn’t a sin until now?

Did that mean that it was not immoral before they had to call this meeting, and that it wasn’t a crime?

The bishops at the Vatican advocated a phrase, “one strike and you’re out.” I don’t know how they used such words because nobody in Rome knows anything about baseball since Joe DiMaggio. I do know that all were using cheap, trivial language to describe the act of harming children. I am in the North American College auditorium in the Vatican when a group of women asked about their right to be priests, and the lackey said the matter had been closed for centuries. They were never to be priests. That ruling was infallible. Thus there could be no discussion. The lackey at the Vatican made this announcement without a hint of lying on his face. Why not? It was not really a lie. He was only stating fact. The Roman Catholic Church is an all-male club that is many centuries old and believes prayers to God must be heard over the sound of women scrubbing the floor.

I slumped into the seat and daydreamed and was lulled by the sound of scrubbing. I pulled my head up with a start. Then it dropped again. Suddenly, I am out of this auditorium and down to St. Peter’s and I walk into one building and then started winding along halls and through great rooms with kneelers for prayer and ancient and exquisite chairs and finally I am in this one grand room and the old man sitting in a wheelchair looks up inquiringly.

BRESLIN (to the pope): I have an important question to ask you. What is infallibility? Do you think that you are infallible? How do you know that you don’t make mistakes?

POPE: Infallibility is present only when the pope speaks ex cathedra. And this we have not done.

BRESLIN: Why does the church hate women?

POPE: This is a monstrous untruth. We have the feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. In August. She was taken into heaven. She did not die.

BRESLIN: That is a delightful thought but I have trouble with it. God bless her. She suffered. But I prefer to observe the holiday as pleasant conjecture. I would remind you that it was Pius XII who demanded such a feast. He was the pope who couldn’t get excited over concentration camps.

POPE: We will pray for your penchant for accusations.

BRESLIN: Why can’t priests get married?

POPE: Jesus Christ was a man. His apostles and disciples were men. If Jesus wanted priests to be married or women to be priests, he would have made them so. He did not. We uphold the tradition of Our Lord.

BRESLIN: On abortions, how can you place yourself between a woman and her medical doctor? Or a woman and her God?

POPE: A child is human from the moment of conception. The fetus cannot be killed.

BRESLIN: What if the woman’s doctor disagrees? What if the woman praying to her God disagrees?

POPE: We believe that the church belief is that abortion is a murder, and Catholics commit a mortal sin by taking any part in such an exercise.

BRESLIN: How can you say that contraception is a deadly sin? You advocate a natural system. Rhythm. What is the difference? The intent of a natural system is the same as contraception. Therefore, what is wrong with contraception? You are accomplishing the same thing.

POPE: May we point out that as you have obviously done no formal studies of theology, you could not possibly understand the answer to this and the fundamental theology that validates it.

BRESLIN: I would like to ask one last thing. I am looking around at the splendor of this room. And of all the other rooms. And of the powerful view of St. Peter’s, one that Catholics cannot imagine until they stand here and touch the walls of the Basilica. My question is, how can you and the others in your church live in this splendor when people are starving all over the world?

POPE: (UI) These initials mean unintelligible. He answered in high Latin.

LACKEY (suddenly walking in): We grieve for the poor. They are next to God.

BRESLIN: The rich surroundings give the appearances of the church not caring. That only riches hold their attention.

POPE: What would you have us do?

BRESLIN: Sell everything and live like Christ did.

 

The Catholic religious are supposed to live celibate lives. The word itself is confused with chastity, which means a pure life, virginity. Celibacy is defined as the passing up of unlawful or immoral sexual activity. But it does not describe a chaste life. The church will say to you, “He remained celibate [unmarried], although he engaged in sexual intercourse.”

Only they could think this is clear. If you are normal, it is great reading for an institution dayroom. If you prance on the ridges of words, celibacy does not rule out sex. If they said chaste, they would mean absolute purity. Use of the word celibacy leaves a person with a life of their own, while letting the definitions get out there and mix the whole thing up. Celibacy, chastity, what’s the difference? I’m pure! However, celibacy for priests arrives with three words: Don’t. No. Never. Giving oneself up to honor God is the announced reason, but if you’re Catholic, it’s real estate. For centuries, the bishops, priests, and deacons were married and had families and lived on sweeping lands. They left the property to their children. One of the first and most urgent proclamations from one of the earliest gatherings of this religion, a council of Elvira, Spain, in 303, commanded that nobody could have wives. If they could not have wives, then there would be no children and, as there were no heirs, all land would revert to Rome. The church would steal it, but at least land would not go to some rat children.

It took a little time. Seven centuries worth of dissenting behavior had thousands of children who, after weeping bitterly at the funeral of their father, a bishop, went strolling about estates they had just inherited. Pope Benedict VIII, in the year 1018, decreed forcefully that priests could not marry and that their children could not inherit even a blade of grass.

The results of their forced celibacy show it has been an act of madness for the church. It leaves priests without wives and with masturbation. Or with an eye on the boys’ choir.

When the American bishops formed a committee to end all sin, they named Frank Keating, the Oklahoma governor, as chairman, displaying hypocrisy as if it were part of their vestments. Their view of executions is distorted by almost anything. In the early years, the popes executed people for doctrinal deviation. The notion of such punishment was celebrated through the ages of Rome. The marvelous sound of a sinner screaming in the basement caused a great thrill to run through the whole Vatican.

While the church today says it opposes executions, and the pope sometimes says so publicly, the church has no serious opposition to executions. The American bishops argue against abortions and find that only the slimmest number of people do not yawn. They were so certain that it would be a brilliant political move to bring out Keating, a strong conservative, as a commission chairman in charge of cheap talk to show the public that they really were going to purge their molesters. Bishops, who had supposedly opposed death by the state, appointed Keating. Keating had presided over fifty executions and wished there were a lot more.

Here is a religion founded on capital punishment and it didn’t stop to look up at a crucifix in church to realize this.

Keating made a politician’s noise in the job, and unfortunately for the bishops, he made a politician’s sense. He asked for the names of priests with complaints against them and the bishops thought he was getting personal. At the same time, Keating had taken a big job with the insurance industry and he was getting paid; the bishops might have been trying to pay with prayers. Whatever, Keating did not appear to put many hours in. Then he said that the bishops were as silent as the bosses in the Cosa Nostra. Keating didn’t seem to understand that the church was in Italy.

So he was gone. He left the bishops with their principles shredded at their feet.
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