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Introduction

We are all born into this world with no choice for the circumstances and environment we enter. A good number of us are born into poor families; many others into the middle class; and a far smaller percentage are placed into the cradle with a silver spoon.

When we open our eyes, we may be lucky enough to see a loving mother and father; or perhaps just one loving parent; or maybe even the ceiling of an orphanage. Our first birthday celebration is a surprise party, and the present is the life into which God has delivered us.

If we are lucky enough to have one or both parents, we will be raised according to the choices those parents make on our behalf. That doesn’t mean those choices are right or wrong, good or bad, just merely decisions parents are called upon to make.

Religion is one of those choices. I could have been born into a Jewish, Protestant, or Muslim family. Or, my God, even an atheist family! But no matter what faith we receive, our parents are there to guide us. How they conduct themselves within that faith will affect our own personal view about religion and eventually how we conduct ourselves. We are all products of our parents.

As we grow older, we begin to break away from our parents’ views and start making our own religious assessments. We begin forming our own opinions, which may or may not be in agreement with those of our parents. By the time we are in our midteens, we pretty much know it all and are eager to let our parents and anyone else who will listen know it.

I was born into a hard-working, blue-collar, middle-class, Irish-Catholic family in St. Bede the Venerable Parish on the Southwest Side of Chicago. This was a typical neighborhood, but upon meeting new people and being asked “Where you from?” the initial answer was always “Bede’s.” Our home was our parish and anyone blurting out “Bede’s” or “Dennis” or “Redeemer” understood who you were and where you lived. And if they wanted to pinpoint the location, “84th and Kostner, right down the street from the church.” This quick oral exchange was more efficient than today’s MapQuest.

My father, Bernard Joseph Ruane, emigrated from Galway, Ireland, in 1948 at the age of twenty-one. He was born and raised Roman Catholic, as are most in Ireland. My mother grew up on the West Side of Chicago and was a devout Catholic who gave serious consideration to becoming a nun. My parents met on New Year’s Eve 1953, were married in Resurrection Church, and, like the good Catholics they were, proceeded to have five children.

When they moved to St. Bede’s in 1958, my mother found a new home only one block away from the new church, the perfect location—just down the block from God’s house. I was brought to His house every Sunday beginning from as early as I can remember, age four. Soon I was enrolled in St. Bede’s Catholic School.

Reflecting on my days at St. Bede’s, I realize what a wonderful place it was: a great neighborhood with a good family environment. But when I was growing up, like all kids, I had no perspective. I thought everyone in America grew up in a Catholic parish, with their mom at home and father at work.

Parish the Thought is a nostalgic look at growing up Catholic in America in the 1960s, most certainly a unique though shared experience for many baby boomers. As we age, many of us struggle to gain perspective on our lives during those formative years. It’s amazing how many lost memories I found through thoughtful concentration and rummaging through family memorabilia, as well as through discussions and interviews with family and friends.

This book is an honest account of how this altar boy thought, felt, and acted during that time. I tell of the good and bad times the Ruanes of South Kostner Avenue enjoyed and endured during the chaotic ’60s, including a fire that nearly destroyed our home and my mother’s battle with cancer.

I recount some funny and challenging episodes at St. Bede’s School, where my favorite teacher—a beautiful miniskirted blonde who introduced all the boys in our class to the forbidden land of lust—was fired in 1968 for protesting the Vietnam War. I share the story of my first love and how she broke my heart.

I detail my experience as an altar boy at St. Bede’s Church, surviving the impatience of a drunken, flatulent priest and money-hungry pastor, as well as a heavensent guitar-playing tenor in black cassock and white Roman collar who showed us the light.

I relate anecdotes from my neighborhood: summer days of bounce-or-fly off the porch steps and baseball at Durkin Park, standing up to my first bully, building forts and quarreling brothers.

I chronicle how the Vietnam War was ever present with the brass nameplates listing the parish soldiers on the large wooden board hung on the church wall, as well as the sight of the blue service stars in the windows of the homes along my paper route.

My story is just one among the millions of American Catholics growing up in the 1960s. I hope my experiences will take you back to that time and place in your own life, allowing you to relive those days of youth.

Thank you for taking the time to read Parish the Thought. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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Chapter One

HOLY FATHER
GRIFFIN

I always will remember the first time I saw Father John Griffin, the pastor of St. Bede the Venerable Catholic Church. It was May of 1963 and I was a six-year-old first-grader at John Crerar School, the public school I attended because St. Bede’s Grammar School didn’t offer kindergarten or first grade at the time.

On this memorable spring Saturday afternoon, I was sitting in the big, brand-new beautiful church that would open officially a few months later when Auxiliary Bishop Raymond Hillinger would dedicate it formally. I was sitting at the end of a pew about halfway down the east wall next to one of the two wooden confessionals recessed into the wall. Waiting for my mother to come out of the confessional, I couldn’t understand what was taking her so long. I mean, what did she have to say in that tiny room that took so long? My mom didn’t do anything wrong. All she had to say was “Bless me, Father, for I have not sinned. When will I be up for sainthood?”

As I looked around the church, there were lines of penitents, awaiting their turns to cleanse their souls. There must have been a lot of sinning going on during the previous week. Then, through the two glass doors at the back of the church, I saw a tall figure entering. He was dressed in the standard long black priest’s cassock with a black belt, or cincture, tied around his middle and the white Roman collar across his neck indicating he, indeed, was a priest. He walked down the main aisle to my right. I could see he wasn’t fat, wasn’t skinny, that he wore glasses and his brown hair was graying.

His walk got my attention: perfect posture with his head tilted slightly to the right, looking down at the green rug in front of him as he made his way to the altar. For whatever reason, when he walked, he placed his left hand on his left side, just above the cincture as if he was holding his stomach. His right hand swung with each long step, giving him a dignified gait. As he passed me, I could see his face was stern, determined. He looked and walked like he was in charge, reminding me of John Wayne in priestly garb. Later, I learned he was in charge. I watched him walk up the plush, red-carpeted steps of the altar, crossing to the right side where the folding light brown door led to the sacristy.

When my mother came out of the confessional, she entered the pew.

“Move down, Johnny,” she directed me.

I slid over as she pulled down the brown foam-padded kneeler and began praying.

“Mom, did you do something wrong?” I asked, wondering why she was praying after Confession.

“Shhhhh!” She held her right index finger across her red-lipsticked-sealed kisser. I decided to kneel down and ask God why my mother was praying.

No answer.

As we walked out of the church that Saturday, I told her I had seen the priest. She had me describe him, and knew immediately it was Father Griffin.

“He’s a very holy man, Johnny, very holy,” Mom said, taking me by the hand and leading me out the glass doors at the back of the church. “He worked very hard to have this church built so everyone in the parish could go to Mass here. Remember when we had to go to Mass in the church next to the school?”

“The gymnasium?”

“Yes, the gym. Well, Father Griffin knew this parish was growing and deserved a big, beautiful church—one that the Emperor Constantine himself would be proud of. So he asked everyone in the parish to donate as much as they could to help build it. Your father and I gave $400.”

Now today, $400 doesn’t sound like much money, but in 1961 it seemed a fortune. My mother’s priorities—which of course became my father’s whether he liked it or not—were her family and God, which meant the Church. And if the holy Father Griffin with the John Wayne walk asked for $400, she was going to find the money somehow. One thing I vividly remember growing up was the constant reference to that $400 donation.

From that point on, Father Griffin represented St. Bede’s to me. It seemed he celebrated almost every Mass I attended. This was before Vatican II, so we would sit in the church and basically watch the priest and the altar boys perform the Mass. Mom, my sister Maureen, and I were the only ones attending Mass each Sunday because Dad was at home watching sister Kathy and our new baby brother, Danny, both of whom were still too young for church.

At six, I had no appreciation at all for the Mass. We didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything. We just sat, knelt, and stood when instructed, folding our hands in prayer. Every so often, the organist played a song and we joined in. The only time the priest addressed us directly was in the homily after the Gospel. Father Griffin usually talked about Jesus and why He sacrificed so much for us. There was something about his mannerisms and speech that indicated he was a holy man. But I couldn’t help thinking of him as John Wayne in vestments.

And every so often after he finished talking about Jesus, he called on the parishioners to please give enough in the church offering to cover the expenses of the parish. He talked about the many bills he had to pay and prayed that everyone in the parish would do their part. Well, I knew my parents did their part. Mom turned in our family donation envelope every Sunday to help with the bills, just as Father Griffin had asked.

No one really got to know any of the priests very well in those days. They didn’t stand out at the front of the church after Mass to greet their flock. The final procession took them right back to the sacristy. In the early 1960s, the priest seemed a dignified and somewhat aloof figure whom everyone in the parish admired and respected for the dedication and commitment he made to the church. I believe this is why so many mothers wanted at least one son to become a priest, so they could talk about how admired and respected their son the somewhat-aloof priest is among the parishioners. With so many good Catholic families following the teachings of the Church and practicing the Vatican-approved rhythm method of birth control, five or six children was common. And of the five or six, two or three boys was fairly common, which meant the mothers wanted one of them to make her proud and become a priest.

I’m sure that’s why Father Griffin became a priest. His mother probably watched him walk around and said, “John Griffin, you walk around like you are in charge and remind me a little of John Wayne with that strut. I think you should become a priest, because everyone will think you are holy and will admire and respect you and tell me what a great son I have.”

Most kids I knew in those days would agree quite quickly that Mass was the most boring thing they were forced to do each Sunday. And if we complained about it . . .

“You be quiet, young man. You sit and kneel and fold your hands in prayer and ask God to forgive you for complaining about Mass. You are lucky to be at Mass in a country where they allow you to do this freely. People have died for the right to be at Mass. They have been tortured and killed because they believed in Jesus Christ and wanted to celebrate their faith through the re-creation of the Last Supper, which is the Mass and the receiving of Communion, which is Christ’s Body. Do you understand?”

At six, I didn’t have any idea of what my mother was talking about, but I clearly knew one thing: If I complained about Mass, she got angry. And when she got angry, she yelled at me. And when she yelled at me, I felt bad. So to avoid feeling bad, I chose the boredom that was the Mass of the early 1960s starring the holy Father Griffin with his John Wayne walk.

Little did I know back in first grade how big a role Father John Wayne would play during my grammar-school years. I watched him at that time thinking him such a holy man, such a good man—just as my mother had told me. When he held his hands together in prayer, they were pointed perfectly toward Heaven. I thought that was pretty good, because everyone knows that your fingers have to be pointed toward Heaven for your prayers to reach God. Oh sure, this priest was boring, but I figured I was just a stupid little kid and didn’t understand the significance of his homilies about Jesus. Maybe someday when I grew older, I would understand why the parents sat in the church with eyes gazing straight at Father Griffin, appreciating every word and action on the sacred altar. My mother looked like she was watching John Glenn’s space capsule orbit the Earth on television. She was enamored with the entire ritual.

“Mom, don’t you think this is boring?” I asked.

“Shhhhh,” she sternly directed me with the right index finger over the redlipsticked kisser signal. And shush, I did.

Even though I was only six, there were portions of the Mass that I looked forward to each Sunday. I could always count on the ushers to keep things interesting. The army of men in dark suits, smelling of Old Spice, marched down the aisles every week after the homily. Each was armed with a woven-straw collection basket attached to a six-foot-long wooden handle. These guys were experts at shooting that basket handle through their left hand while holding it with their right to reach those in the middle of the pew. No one could evade the collection basket.

I liked to watch the people’s faces as they reached in their pockets for their weekly envelope. With each pew collection, as the usher shot the basket to the middle of the pew and began pulling it back toward him like a fisherman of the religious treasury, he would give each parishioner ample time to drop the envelope into the church’s kitty. When someone didn’t seem to be reaching in their pocket for an envelope, the usher held that basket in front of them just a few seconds longer, so everyone in the area could see and stare daggers at the uncharitable person who sat in Father’s Griffin’s church.

And people did watch!

When someone didn’t give, the eyes grew wide and the heads turned to the neighbors to make sure they were aware of the stingy Catholic. This had to be embarrassing for anyone who didn’t drop at least some money into the basket. I wondered why anyone would expose themselves to that shame.

Geez, throw an empty envelope in there, I thought.

Anything!

But why shame yourself in front of so many during a service where you’re supposed to elevate your spirit, not have it torn down by the usher with the basket and his band of wide-eyed finger-pointers.

And everyone knew who was the most feared usher at St. Bede’s. I used to call him Mr. Chubs, a rotund usher with about four chins who sweated profusely all over his Sunday’s best whether it was winter or summer. Each week, he made his way up the aisle with his basket, shooting it down each pew and bringing it back slowly expecting an envelope, cash, or coin from every single adult. Anyone who didn’t fork over some type of donation was admonished by Chubs with a loud “Ayhem!” clearing his throat and directing his growing wide-eyed stare at the nondonator.

The “Ayhem!” was the worst torture one could receive at St. Bede’s. Not only did it draw the attention from those around the victim, but on one occasion Father Griffin, upon hearing Mr. Chubs clear his throat several times in succession, glanced down from the altar to view the disturbance. The entire congregation at the 10:00 A.M. Mass that Sunday was amazed. The elderly, balding white-haired man with a stubble-beard face, tattered gray suit, and worn-out brown shoes was so embarrassed, he stood up and stumbled his way over the others in his pew to escape. As he reached the main aisle, he looked up at the grinning Mr. Chubs. Then he glanced at Father Griffin and shook his head in disbelief before limping down the main aisle and out of the church. It must have been a long, painful walk as he made his way from the third row. When he reached the glass doors, he turned around and left with a sad and disappointed expression across his face.

I had never seen him before. Maybe he was new to the parish and just didn’t realize what he was walking into. Maybe he didn’t have any money, although that excuse wouldn’t wash with my mother. She never had the money, but she found it somehow, even if it meant going into debt.

Money was always an issue at St. Bede’s, and somehow the Gospel messages didn’t reflect the actions or words of Father Griffin, who would stand up at the pulpit and tell us how money wasn’t important to Jesus. “Give unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s,” the priest quoted from Matthew, Chapter 22: 15–22. Money may not have been important to Jesus, but it sure was a priority for Father John Wayne telling his flock to fork it over to his ambassador of embarrassment, Mr. Chubs. I never saw that old man in church again.

The other segment of the Mass that always was interesting was Communion. I would sit in the first row watching all of the blessed make their way up to the white marble altar rail, where they knelt and waited for one of the priests to arrive in front of them with the consecrated hosts. The altar boy then placed a six-inch wooden-handled golden round platter, called a paten, under each communicant’s chin.

I liked to watch the way each person received the host. It was like watching a parade of the religious, semireligious, and those forced to be there. The way each person dressed, walked, and acted during Communion said so much about them. These Catholics were not taken from a cookie-cutter mold. No, each was different, walking up to the white marble altar rail and kneeling down.

One fairly tall teenage boy with unruly hair and dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt reacted to the priest’s “Body of Christ” as if the entire ceremony was an infringement on his time. He stuck out his tongue with a look on his face that said “C’mon, let’s get this over with.” As he stood up and walked back to his pew with hands in his pockets, he began to chew the host as if he were eating breakfast at Denny’s.

The midfortyish woman next to him, wearing a nice blue ankle-length dress and looking as though she had just come from the beauty parlor presenting the Jackie Kennedy look of the day, received the host on her tongue in a very solemn manner, as if Jesus Himself was giving her the blessed bread. Then she closed her mouth just as respectfully, slowly made the Sign of the Cross, rose and walked back to her pew with hands pointed toward Heaven. It must have been her daughter next to her, because this grammar-school girl with the curled brown hair and a light blue knee-high dress looked like a carbon copy of her mother, so respectful in her walk and manner. This went on with each person approaching the holy process a little differently than the person before.

I looked around to see if others were watching. They certainly were. It made for great religious theater—still does to this day.

At the end of Mass, I always looked around to see who had eaten and run. Depending on the Mass, sometimes I would see only a few open spaces in the pews. The later the Mass, the more people would be gone after Communion, especially during football season when the Bears were playing.

Ducking out after Communion was not as risky as stiffing Mr. Chubs, but it did take some strategy to pull it off. Those who did it regularly were like professional church-escape artists. They usually sat in one of the side pew sections near the exit or toward the back of the church, also close to the escape doors. Those in the side pew areas received Communion and made their way back down the aisle toward their pew, looking like they were just walking back to their seats. But as they passed by the exit doors, they quickly made a left turn and were out the doors before the wide-eyed finger-pointers could record the early departure. Those in the back of the church understood that by the time they were returning to their seats, the few parishioners in the rows behind them most likely would have been headed down the main aisle in the Communion line. So they had a clear getaway.

After all had received Communion and Father Griffin was finished cleaning and organizing the chalices, patens, and extra hosts with the altar boys, he would sit back down on his throne behind the altar table while the lector read the weekly announcements. As I grew older, I understood how important these announcements were for us. After all, how else could you find out when basketball tryouts would be held? Oh sure, those announcements were printed in the weekly bulletin, but that would require reading—not for me.

Once the lector was finished, Father Griffin would stand and mosey back around the altar table to the middle of the altar, where he would peruse the crowd to see how many had ditched the final blessing. He would say his final prayer, bow toward the crucifix, and then follow the procession of two altar boys back down the steps and left around the white marble rail and through the two heavy brown wooden doors.

This was not the last time I would see Father Griffin come in and out of those brown doors. No, it was just the beginning.
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Chapter Two

FIRST COMMUNION

It seemed like we practiced for First Communion nearly every afternoon in May of 1964. The first time we were brought over to the basement of St. Bede’s Church for that first practice session left quite an impression on me. The church was new, having opened only a year earlier, and the basement seemed gigantic, dark, and cold. From front to back, it seemed the green and beige checkered tile floor ran forever toward the back stucco wall, which was really difficult to see under the few lights that had been illuminated in the drop ceiling. This was the kind of place no second-grader ever would want to be left in alone; very scary.

As we stood there in that cold, dark basement at the first rehearsal, Sister Mary and the four other second-grade teachers talked in somewhat of a huddle, trying to determine how they would organize this procession of young Catholics. The nuns looked like five sets of black drapes, bobbing and weaving as they talked. Their shadows bounced off the stucco walls, which made them look like giant nuns—a scary thought indeed.

In 1964, the nuns wore the traditional religious habits familiar to most baby boomer alumni of Catholic schools. From top to bottom, the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet wore black head veils that came down past their shoulders; stiff white coifs across their foreheads; long black tunics with white chest bibs known as wimples just below their necks; and black leather belts tied around the waist.

It was easy to see from the group of talking drapes that I most definitely had the nicest nun. Sister Mary was always smiling and was probably a pretty lady underneath her hood. But with that black contraption on, there was really no telling what she looked like, except she had a friendly face.

When the huddle broke, an older nun with a loud voice took control.

“All right, we want you to form two lines—boys on the left and girls on the right,” bellowed Sister Old Yeller, her voice echoing ominously across the length of the church basement. She emphasized the direction she wanted us to go with her hands and arms, looking much like a football referee signaling a first down.

“Now I want you to line up shoulder to shoulder so we can place you in order,” she said.

Seemed simple enough. As everyone shuffled around, trying to make their way into the line as instructed, the nuns didn’t wait to see where the height line would begin and end.

“You!” boomed Old Yeller at me. “You come down here. You’ll be first.”

I’ll be first? Wow, how did I get that honor? Then as I stood in the front of the line and watched the nuns move each child, it quickly became apparent what they were doing. Shortest went up front, tallest in the back. The five nuns moved around taking children by the arms and leading them to the correct place. I knew I was easily the youngest kid in the second grade, but I was certainly as tall as five other boys. Nonetheless, I was first.

I looked over to the girls’ side to see my partner. There stood Eileen Donnelly, staring right at me and smiling from ear to ear. Eileen was the cutest girl in the second grade; everyone knew it. There was no contest; it was just a well-known fact. Second-graders talk about the fastest kid, tallest kid, smelliest kid, fattest kid, skinniest kid, and, of course, the prettiest girl. And every kid in the second grade knew the prettiest girl was Eileen.

This young beauty was slim—not too skinny—and just a bit shorter than this boy, which was just fine by me. She had pretty brown eyes, beautiful straight brown hair that ran to her shoulders, a beautiful face highlighted by her bright white smile, and a beautiful olive complexion. But her best attribute was her positive, energetic personality. This was a happy girl and her personality was electric. It was easy to see why all the girls wanted to be her friend and all the boys wished they were standing next to her, instead of me. Luck of the draw!

“Okay, hands together in prayer with head and eyes straight ahead,” Sister Old Yeller demanded. “Now I want the two lines to move closer together so you are side by side.”

Side by side? What happens if we bump into each other? Then what?

Eileen came right up against my right arm. I felt a sensation run up my back and my face suddenly felt very warm. I slowly peeked over at her and saw her staring at me with that big smile. Boy, I liked her, but I had no idea why. I looked back to see if anyone noticed. The three girls behind her were all looking at me, giggling. I didn’t dare look at the boys behind me.

Sister Mary walked to the side of the line to address everyone before going upstairs to the church.

“Now, children, I want you to understand the importance of your First Communion here at St. Bede the Venerable,” she said warmly, very different in manner from Sister Old Yeller. “You are the first class to make your First Communion in this new church.”

A loud gasp filled the basement. I guess none of us had thought of that. A few kids started to clap and then we all clapped. Sister Mary made us feel special and she looked thrilled at our reaction.

“All right! Settle down!” Sister Old Yeller barked, bringing St. Bede’s second-grade class of 1964 back to order. “Let’s walk in a perfect procession up to the church.”

Eileen leaned in against my arm again, a touch to which I was quickly growing accustomed. By the second flight of steps, I realized I really liked her bumping against me. My head felt so hot, I thought it was going to pop off. I wondered if she could notice. I just stared down at the beige steps with small red speckles as we walked up the second and final flight of fifteen steps. I could hear someone tapping against the shiny silver handrail on the wall. No reprimand? Wow!

“Stop!” a nun shouted.

We did, right at the double-glass doors guarding the entrance to the church.

“Now, as we proceed to the altar, it is very important that we do it in a very honorable and dignified fashion,” this intense nun said, determined to make this the most organized First Communion ceremony in the history of the Roman Catholic Church. “I want each boy and girl to take the first step with your right foot and then follow with your left. And your pace has to be perfect, not too fast, not too slow. Your head should be straight up, looking at the altar. Mr. Ruane and Miss Donnelly, you are first, so you have an important responsibility here. If you start the procession correctly, we will have a beautiful ceremony. If not, it will be a disaster. Do you understand?”

Ah, nothing like placing a little pressure on a couple of seven-year-olds!

“Each pair must wait until the pair in front of you has taken three full steps before you begin. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sister,” the group said in a whispering tone.

“Mr. Ruane and Miss Donnelly, when you get to the first pew, walk around the front and enter from the other side. Everyone else will do the same.”

Eileen and I looked at each other. This was more than smiles and bumping. We were now in this thing together and had to lead the procession or Sister Old Yeller would not be happy. I nodded at Eileen. She wasn’t smiling anymore. My face started feeling normal again, not so warm. We had a job to do. I think we both realized that not only were we in the first official First Communion class of the new St. Bede’s, but we would be the first two kids in that class to receive Communion.

“Begin!”

Eileen glanced over and together we took our first right step together, then left. With heads straight, looking up at the altar, off we went in perfect unison down the long green carpet to the front pew. I turned left, she went right. We entered our pews from the opposite ends, turned, and walked to our respective pews toward each other. I looked straight into her eyes. We both smiled. We had done it right. When we reached our seats, we turned and looked straight ahead at the altar. A few seconds later, as the other students passed in front of me, I glanced over through the procession at Eileen. She was smiling again, right at me. My face felt warm.

Each day I looked forward to rehearsal and seeing Eileen’s smiling face. All day I would look forward to seeing her, walking shoulder to shoulder with her and feeling her soft touch as she gently bumped against my arm all the way up the aisle.

Two weeks later, Sister Mary was in charge and she introduced all of us to the two altar boys who would lead the procession with Father John Griffin, pastor of St. Bede.

“This is Pete Hannon and Marty Donnelly,” Sister Mary said calmly. “They will lead you up the aisle to Father Griffin. John and Eileen, just let them get three steps ahead of you before you begin.”

This was different. We didn’t feel threatened by the direction.

“Yes, Sister, we will,” I said, and nodded at the smiling Eileen.

As Sister Mary organized all of the others into line, I watched the two altar boys who were much older than us. They both looked really tall, probably seventh- or eighth-graders. The Hannon boy just leaned against the wall, looking bored as he waited for the rehearsal to begin. Donnelly stood in front of me, watching Sister Mary get things in order. He was a cool-looking kid with thick brown hair, a James Dean look-alike to be sure. And like James Dean, the front of his hair wouldn’t stay in place, a few locks continually falling down onto his forehead.

He had the coolest response to this problem, though. Every time his hair would tumble onto his forehead, he would blow it, sending it right back up in place. This was quite a trick, as he extended his bottom lip, allowing him to blast a shot of wind straight up past his nose, knocking his locks back up over his forehead. He did this every few minutes, it seemed. For a second-grader, it didn’t get any cooler than this. He was without question the coolest kid I had ever seen. I wanted to be just like him, an altar boy who blew his hair back over his head. Problem for me was that I had a crew cut. It didn’t matter. I went home and practiced it anyway, as if I did have hair that fell onto my forehead. My mother caught me doing it and asked me what was wrong. I said I was fine, but she took my temperature anyway.

As Sister Mary and the other nuns finished organizing everyone, I heard the Donnelly boy say to Eileen, “Hey, wait for me after rehearsal. I’ll walk you home.”

What? I’ll walk you home? This kid was a seventh- or eighth-grader. Why was he offering to walk her home? Sure, he was cool. He could blow his disheveled hair back over his forehead with the best of them, but that didn’t give him any right to . . .

“Okay,” Eileen said. “Mom’s taking me to Goldblatt’s after school to shop for a dress.”

Mom! Ah, of course, it was her brother. Why didn’t I figure that out earlier? Donnelly! It just never clicked.

“Okay, let’s all move upstairs to the glass door,” Sister Mary said in a civil tone.

This was new. I liked instructions minus yelling. There was no doubt it had a certain appeal to the ear. I wonder what happened to Sister Old Yeller.

“Eileen, is that your brother?” I whispered.

She just nodded her head. Then she smiled. I needed a cold glass of water.

A few weeks later came the big day. We were told to report to the church at 8:30, the procession scheduled for 9:00 A.M. When I arrived, half the kids were already milling about the basement, but everyone looked different. All the boys were dressed in what looked like the same exact navy blue suit I was wearing, with the exact same navy blue tie. Goldblatt’s must have had a run on blue suits and ties.

And the girls! They all looked so pretty with their white dresses. Each looked like she had been to the beauty parlor with her mother. There were shiny curls, special braids, and long flowing hair combed perfectly for the big occasion. Some of the girls probably wore curlers for two days, just to look as pretty as possible for the big day. A small white headband and veil had been placed perfectly over each girl’s hair, making her look like a little First Communion princess. But when we lined up, there was no doubt in my mind that the prettiest princess was standing next to me.

Eileen Donnelly was a sight to behold. She was always beautiful, but in her white dress she looked incredible. I just stared at her as she talked with her brother, who was dressed in his altar boy uniform, with the white surplice over a long black cassock and white Converse sneakers. After a few seconds, his hair fell onto his forehead and, poof, he blew his dangling locks right back in place for all of a minute, maybe. Even in the altar boy garb, this was one cool cat.

“Okay, children, we need to line up,” boomed Sister Old Yeller, who had really taken the name Sister Marie. She was sounding louder than normal. I guess her adrenaline was pumping extra hard on this spring morning. As we lined up, Eileen looked at me.

“You look very pretty, Eileen,” I said before I could stop myself.

She smiled. My face flushed. The three girls behind her giggled.

“You look very handsome,” she said to me so the giggling girls could hear.

That shut them up quickly as their eyes grew wide, and they looked at each other as if they had just heard the biggest news of the century. Eileen smiled, realizing she had put them in their place.

After leading us in the Our Father, Sister Mary led us up the stairs, just as we had done so many times before during practice. This was it. We couldn’t make any mistakes. When we arrived at the glass doors, which were already opened, the entire feel of the church was different. It was packed. All of the mothers were in their finery with beauty-parlor hair, smiling so excitedly to see their second-grader walk up the aisle looking so nice, so holy, so happy. The dads were in dark suits with white hankies protruding from the front pockets. Brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and grandparents filled every seat in the church except for the first ten rows. Those were reserved for the nervous boys in the blue suits and curly-headed girls in the white dresses.

The organ in the choir loft directly above us boomed out an unfamiliar but inspirational tune, the music filling every square inch of this magnificent new church. Then the voices came up, revealing a full choir for this Mass. I didn’t expect this much religious pageantry, but it sounded so beautiful—the voices, the reverent music. This was one thing they didn’t prepare us for in practice, which was conducted in virtual silence.

I quickly glanced at Eileen. She looked nervous but determined. We were all business now, ready to lead the procession perfectly, as instructed by Sister Old Yeller. We could see Father Griffin enter from the right side, walking around the white marble altar rail and up the three red-carpeted steps of the altar. He turned and raised his arms, letting the altar boys know they should begin moving toward him. Hannon and Eileen’s cool brother both looked back at us and nodded, then started up the aisle. Eileen and I both counted three steps, looked at each other, and, at the same time, stepped with our right, then left. Step right, then left, all the way down the aisle; just like at practice every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon for the past two weeks. As we walked down the aisle, I just looked straight ahead. I could feel the eyes of all the people in their seats.

“Johnny!”

I glanced to my left to see my mother in her pretty light yellow dress and dark black beehive, smiling and waving at the corner of her pew. A flashbulb went off and there was Dad, standing behind Mom, holding the family camera, a leather-covered Canon. I smiled but kept stride all the way down to the foot of the altar, where I looked up to see the stone-faced Father Griffin, whose hands were clasped together in prayer as he watched the procession in front of him. Turning left, I kept the same pace in front of the pew to the other side, then turned the corner and entered the row moving cautiously toward Eileen. She mirrored me and I just stared at her, momentarily forgetting everything that was going on around me.

Once at the corner of the pew, I turned toward the altar and looked straight ahead. The most difficult part was over. Now I could concentrate on the excitement of receiving my First Communion. Would it taste different from the unconsecrated host Sister Mary gave us at practice two days ago? Would I feel differently when I received it? It represented the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ, and I was supposed to let it dissolve in my mouth. I tried not to think about it.

But what about that smart-aleck fifth-grader who told us that if we received the host but had not told the priest all of our sins in Confession beforehand, our head would explode? We weren’t that stupid. Okay, maybe we were, because every kid I knew said they told the priest every single sin they could ever remember. Either way, we would all be watching to see if anyone’s head exploded.

As the Mass went on, the heat of the May day mixed with a crowded church began to take effect as the white ceiling fans whirred above us. Father Griffin looked like he was sweating a bit. Sister Mary and the other nuns must have felt horrible in their heavy black attire. I watched their faces. They looked solemn and really hot.

I took a quick view of the people behind me. Fathers were pulling white hankies from their pants pockets to wipe their foreheads. Those weren’t the decorative hankies like the ones adorning their jackets, but the everyday useable face-wipers and nose-blowers. It seemed like all dads carried white hankies in those days.

Some mothers had little fans they waved in front of themselves to keep cool. There were few air-conditioned churches. When it was hot it was hot, and everyone dealt with it. But through it all, there was Marty Donnelly, the coolest altar boy on the face of the earth. He wasn’t hot. No, he knelt there on his kneeler watching Father Griffin during the consecration. When the priest raised the large host high, Marty reached down and rang the string of three bells until the pastor brought the host down to the altar. Marty set the bells down and returned upright. His hair was a bit messed from bending over. I knew what would happen next. I watched his lip curl up and, poof—there it was, his hair shot back over his head. Father Griffin lifted the chalice of wine up in the air, Marty rang the bells again. Down came the Blood of Christ. Up came Marty with his hair messed and, poof, right back in place.

Then came the big moment. Two ushers signaled for the children in my row and Eileen’s row to stand. We stood and looked past the ushers at each other. She looked nervous, but she managed a slight smile. I grinned back, hoping to reassure her everything would be just fine.

The three other parish priests walked out of the sacristy to help distribute the Blessed Sacrament as the ushers each took a step back, indicating it was time for us to lead the procession toward the altar rail. I could feel the excitement as camera lights flashed and dads scurried up the side aisles for a better vantage point to take pictures of their children receiving Jesus for the first time.

Eileen and I walked directly toward each other, just like we had practiced. She was all business again, as was I. When we met in the middle, we both turned toward the altar and went up to the rail. Her dress brushed against me as we reached the foot of the altar. There was no bumping, no smiling. This was an important moment as I knelt to the left of the rail’s opening and Eileen to the right. The other boys and girls then followed our lead.

We all held our hands in prayer and everything looked like it was going according to Sister Marie’s direction under the adoring watch of our parents. Eileen looked almost angelic, her hands folded in prayer as she looked up at the cross. I knew the next time we saw each other we would be different, changed after receiving the Body of Christ.

I watched Father Griffin walk around the altar table toward the center steps leading right up to me and Eileen. Marty Donnelly, holding the gold paten, followed him. The pastor approached Eileen first, her brother placing the paten under her chin in case the host dropped. The priest reached into the chalice and pulled out the small round wafer. All eyes in the church were on Eileen, the first of our class to receive First Communion.

Even with the buzz in the air, I could hear Father Griffin say, “Body of Christ,” holding the host a few inches in front of Eileen’s eyes.

“Amen,” she said, sticking out her tongue to receive the host. She closed her mouth and eyes and made the Sign of the Cross.

Then Father Griffin walked over to me. It was obvious that at the inaugural First Communion ceremony in the biggest church Father Griffin would build in his lifetime, he would be giving the first girl and boy their first Blessed Sacrament.

I felt the paten under my chin as Father Griffin reached into his chalice. He held the host in front of my face and said, “Body of Christ.”

“Amen,” I said, closing my eyes and sticking out my tongue. I felt the pressure of the host and brought the Blessed Eucharist into my mouth, closed it, and made the Sign of the Cross. As I stood to return to my pew, I concentrated on the host in my mouth. It didn’t taste any different than the practice host Sister Mary gave to us, I think. I wasn’t quite sure what it tasted like, but it seemed to taste the same. The difference was this host was Christ, the other just a piece of bread.

As I turned into my pew, Eileen was nearly at her seat. We both knelt and prayed.

“Dear God, thank You for letting me receive my First Communion today.” I prayed with my hands together, pointing toward Heaven. “Please help me to be a good boy and a good Catholic. Please bless my mother, father, my sisters Maureen and Kathy and baby brother Danny.”

I wanted to be sure God heard all of my most important prayers during the most important Communion of my life. I made the Sign of the Cross. I had done it. I knelt there trying to determine if I felt differently. I wasn’t sure. But I knew from that point on, I could participate in the re-creation of the Last Supper. And that made me feel grown up, like I was finally a true member of the Roman Catholic Church. So I guess I did feel I was different, special just like all the others who are privileged to receive the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.

I looked up at the statue of Jesus hanging on the wooden cross on the green marble wall behind the altar table. That’s when it dawned on me. I realized what it was all about. That man gave His life for all of us, and we were now sharing His purpose in life by sharing His Body and Blood, just as He shared it with his Apostles at the Last Supper.

Kneeling there in the first seat in the first pew, I knew this place would always be special for me. I glanced over at Eileen, whose eyes were shut as she prayed. I hoped she felt the same thing. It was all sort of fun and games up until the moment when our lives changed. And from then on, every time I receive Communion I feel as though God has given me an opportunity to speak directly to Him, which is exactly what I do.

When the Mass ended, Eileen and I led the procession one more time down the aisle toward the glass doors. My dad got another picture, my mother smiled and waved. Everyone looked so happy.
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Chapter Three

THE FIRST
STEP

It was an unusually hot and muggy Saturday afternoon in September of 1967 when I walked into St. Bede the Venerable Church for my orientation as an altar boy. My mother had this fifth-grader dress nicely in navy blue slacks, white collared shirt, and shined black wingtip shoes—typical attire for Sunday Mass. I had arrived fifteen minutes early with the intention of going to Confession first. Confession is what Reconciliation used to be called in the 1960s. It’s a simpler, more direct term that is easier to understand.

Unfortunately as I walked through the double-glass door of the church, I noticed there were about ten sinners lined up next to each of the four confessionals, each a wooden three-door booth recessed into one of the two longest walls of the church. I wouldn’t have enough time to go to Confession, so I walked up to the first pew with hands pointed reverently toward Heaven, pulled down the brown padded kneeler, and began to pray.

By this time, St. Bede’s had grown to become one of the largest parishes in the Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago. I was just an eleven-year-old kid so I had no perspective on this magnificent church or the history behind its inception. For me, St. Bede’s was the only church I knew, conveniently located one block from my house. Nice of them to build it so close to home, I often thought.

But the founding and growth of the parish was a result of baby boomers making their grand entrance onto the Southwest Side of Chicago as well as white flight west from the far South Side. St. Bede’s was located on the very tip of the southwest corner of Chicago and, because city employees were required to live in the city, this neighborhood was a prime location for Chicago cops, firemen, garbage men, and water department workers like my dad.

Keeping pace with the demand and growth was no small task. It all began on July 7, 1953, when Samuel Cardinal Stritch officially founded St. Bede the Venerable Parish and named a former United States Marine chaplain, Rev. John P. Griffin, pastor. When the military is faced with a tough challenge, they call on the Marines. Why shouldn’t Cardinal Stritch?

Over the next few years, it was obvious neither Father Griffin nor Cardinal Stritch could have projected the enormous growth of the parish. Over the next nine years, they built three churches, each structure significantly larger than its predecessor.

Father Griffin said St. Bede’s first Mass on July 12, 1953, in a warehouse at the corner of 83rd Street and Cicero Avenue. After only three months, the pastor broke ground for a real church and a parish hall a few blocks east at 83rd and Scottsdale Avenue. The first Mass was celebrated at the new site on Christmas Eve of 1953, but it didn’t take long for Father Griffin to realize that this facility wouldn’t be large enough to keep pace with the growth of the parish. Within two years, and with the support of the Archdiocese, Father Griffin sold his church property to the city of Chicago after purchasing seven acres along 83rd Street west of Kostner Avenue.

Griffin built a larger church at 83rd Street and Kenneth Avenue, celebrating the first Mass there on June 22, 1955. At the same time, a one-story orange-bricked school and two-story rectory were built to accommodate the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet and the 300 students who would launch the grammar school on September 11, 1955. Father Griffin also got some much-needed assistance as Rev. William Barry was assigned to the parish in 1956, followed by Rev. John Curran in 1958 and Rev. Francis Ciesielski in 1959. But even with the help of additional priests and more Masses on the schedule, St. Bede’s was a baby boomer’s haven and Father Griffin had to work hard to keep pace.

By 1961, the number of families in the parish grew to 2,300, with 1,900 students enrolled at the grammar school (grades two through eight), so new classrooms were built to accommodate the expanding student body. At this point, Father Griffin realized it was time to take a giant step.

The pastor contracted Andrew Stroeker to design his vision of a new church, and ground was broken for the $700,000 facility on November 27, 1961, at the corner of 83rd and Kostner. This new St. Bede the Venerable Church was cathedral-size, with a capacity of 1,500 plus a basement prepared to accommodate up to 1,200. At the packed dedication Mass on June 23, 1963, Father Griffin knew this was the last church to be built for the parish.

Now his challenge was paying for it—and over the next decade many parishioners felt that objective became his obsession, placed ahead of his role as the spiritual leader of his Catholic community. But there was no denying this new church was a magnificent testament to God in the tradition started by Roman Emperor Constantine in the fourth century.

Now, with my prayers finished and another ten minutes before the start of altar boy training, I sat back on the hard wooden pew and tried to shift my attention away from the anxiety I was feeling about my upcoming training.

The sinners’ line along the walls had grown longer outside the confessionals, with about ten people ridden with Catholic guilt waiting to enter each of them. Some people were leaning against the course light brown brick wall, while others nervously shuffled their feet as they prepared to spill their souls to the priest-confessor seated behind each of the middle doors. Those who had already received their penance knelt in pews praying for forgiveness.

That was always the focus with the kids. Even if we received a large number of Our Fathers and Hail Marys as our penance, we said them fast so no one would know how many sins we had confessed. If we knelt there for ten minutes, kids would come up to us asking what bank we robbed or who we murdered.

Regardless of the many sinners standing outside the confessionals, the church was quiet, with the exception of an occasional loud cough or sneeze echoing off the walls. I gazed up at the imposing altar where I would either succeed or fail as an altar boy: a daunting thought for an eleven-year-old. I knew once I stepped through the opening in the middle of that white marble altar rail, I basically would be onstage; up three steps to that impressive religious platform. The red marble altar table looked elegant with its wavy white highlights. My place would be on the left side, on one of the three wooden kneelers.

I looked at the podium near the front of the altar and knew I would have to stand next to it as the priest read the Gospel. I wondered how that would feel, standing there looking out at everyone as they looked back at me. Would I get stage fright?

Another cough echoed off the wall. That didn’t sound good. I looked at my watch. Another few minutes and I would have to walk up to that altar and back to the altar boys’ room next to the sacristy, all hidden behind the back wall of the altar. Then I saw my best friend, Marty Durks, walk past me on the side aisle and disappear into the altar boys’ room. He was wearing blue jeans, short-sleeved blue collared shirt, and black Converse All-Stars. Was I overdressed? A few minutes later another good friend, Eddie Crandell, walked past and through the same doors Marty did. Eddie was wearing black dress pants and a blue Oxford shirt with shined black shoes. Maybe I was dressed okay. I wasn’t sure, but at least Eddie was dressed like me. It was nearly time to go.

I could do this, I knew I could. But just in case, I thought it a good idea to say one more Our Father. After kneeling back down and making the Sign of the Cross, I looked up at the statue of the crucified Jesus presenting a lifelike depiction of the Crucifixion. The cross was high above the altar, along the back green marble wall. It was the focus of the church, and the cross-shaped ceiling lights illuminated it beautifully.

That cross is an image that got my attention from the first day I entered the church as a first-grader, and it lives in my memory to this day. This was the Jesus I knew and loved; the deceased Son of God to whom I prayed throughout my childhood.

Without knowing it, the church and that cross are embedded in my heart, soul, and mind, keeping me on the path of Christianity throughout my life.

It was time to go. I made the Sign of the Cross again, rose, and stepped into the center aisle with hands together in prayer, just as the nuns had taught me. I walked toward the altar rail opening and stopped just in front of the red carpet. I had never been at the altar before. Just as I lifted my right foot to step onto the hallowed rug, a voice filled my ears.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

I turned to see an older, taller, blond-haired boy in blue jeans, T-shirt, and white Converse sneakers, standing in the side aisle looking at me.

“Are you here for the altar boy training?” he asked, not looking very happy.

“Yes, I am,” I mumbled, wondering who was this kid barking at me from across the church.

“Well then, follow me,” he ordered, and he stepped through the wooden doors.

My first step up to the altar would have to come later. I had to believe this older boy was in charge, so I walked around the altar rail, following him through the door and into the altar boys’ room.

On that day in 1967, how many other boys across the United States were entering their parish church feeling anxious about becoming an altar boy? No doubt thousands, maybe a million.

The next four years would be a very important time in my life as a Catholic. I would become an altar boy.
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Chapter Four

A LONG WAY FROM
GALWAY

My father, Bernard Joseph Ruane, was born on April 26, 1926, on a farm in County Galway, Ireland, outside of the town of Balinasloe in a parish called Ballymacward. Making his entrance after his two older sisters, Delia and Mary, he was the first son of John and Mary and named for his paternal grandfather. Dad’s parents were good Catholics who delivered five more children into the world, three boys and two girls.

The final child, Margaret, was born in 1937 when Dad was eleven years old. This was a very sad day, though, because his mother died in childbirth. He told us later how a silence filled their farmhouse for several weeks after the passing. His grandmother, who lived with them and was called Nana, along with his eldest sister, Delia, took on the responsibilities of their mother, running the household while my father and the other boys, Johnny, Peter, and Patrick, all helped their father on the farm.

Growing up on a farm, Dad worked closely with his father in cultivating their fifty acres. They planted potatoes, wheat, barley, oats, beets, and turnips and also raised typical farm livestock. He learned at an early age the facts of life on a farm, with a bird’s-eye view of the cattle placed in the pen alongside the house so they could conduct their mating ritual without disturbance from the other bulls. And my dad would stand next to his father in the shed behind the farmhouse watching the local veterinarian deliver calves—a bloody, messy sight, to be sure.

His education covered the animals’ entire life cycle. He laughed about it later when he described it to us, but it must have been shocking the first time he watched his dad break the neck of a chicken, then chop it off as it would become the family meal. That was the reality of growing up on a farm.

At the age of four, Dad began attending primary school in a two-room schoolhouse that was located on his family’s land, about 100 yards away from the house. His sister Mary, who was his best friend growing up, led him to school each day and made certain he was looked after properly. He recalled later how wonderful it was to have a sister who cared about him so much.

One of Dad’s younger brothers, John, joked that the schoolhouse was so close to home it ruined all chances of skipping school because it was literally right in their backyard. John, who went on to become the head of the Patrician Brothers religious order in Ireland, described my dad as a very happy child who was proficient at reading and mathematics in school.

There were fifty-five children in school at the time, and Dad was in one of the classrooms with thirty other young children, all taught by Miss O’Loughlin. At fourteen, he completed seventh grade, which was the requirement in those days. Secondary education, or high school, was available only at fee-paying boarding schools, which was not an option his father could afford.

In school, Miss O’Loughlin was required to teach half an hour of the school day from a chart that had religious doctrines and spent the remainder of the day on secular subjects. On occasion, the school inspector from the Department of Education would make unannounced visits to the school to be sure the teacher was meeting requirements. My dad, like the others in his class, viewed this man as a continuance of British rule and disliked him very much. They were told to bow to him, which resulted in clenched teeth thirty years later when Dad told the story.

A quick mile walk down the dirt road in the morning to Rafferty’s Store was required to purchase the newspapers for keeping up with the news of the day. The local newspaper, the Connacht Tribune, as well as the two national newspapers, the Irish Press and Irish Independent, kept the Ruane clan up to date on all the important happenings in Ireland and around the world. Outside of a rare visit to the local pub with their father to catch up on gossip, the newspapers were their only connection to events around the world. While my mother and her family were dealing with the Great Depression in Oak Park, Illinois, my father would only have known about it through the newspapers. Two youngsters growing up in the same time period, but under completely different circumstances that would one day converge.
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In a warm and affectionate narrative that “transports readers back to a \
time before cable television, cell phones, and the Internet” (Atlanta Journal- \
Constitution), John Bernard Ruane paints a marvelous portrait of his Irish- i
Catholic boyhood on the southwest side of Chicago in the 1960s. Capturing
all the details that perfectly evoke those bygone days for Catholics and ‘
baby boomers everywhere, Ruane recounts his formative years donning the |
navy-and-plaid school uniform of St. Bede’s: the priests and nuns; bullies,
best friends, and first loves; and most memorable teachers—including the ‘
miniskirted blonde who inspired lust among the fifth-grade boys but was
fired for protesting the Vietnam War. Here are stories from the heart of his
hardworking, blue-collar family: the good times and bad; sibling rivalries;
summers by the lake; delivering newspapers in the frigid Chicago winter; the
fire that destroyed the family home; and the loss of their beloved mother to
cancer. And here are priceless accounts of Ruane’s days as an altar boy: from
an embarrassing bell-ringing mishap, to serving a strict pastor who built a
magnificent church but couldn’t inspire Christian spirit, to the Heaven-sent
guitar-playing priest who turned worship around for a generation of youth.

\

“John Bernard Ruane writes about a truly memorable parish, St. Bede’s in
the Archdiocese of Chicago. His witty but moving recall of his years growing
up is a marvelous tribute to his mother and father and to the parish itself.
Chlcago priests and parishes have shaped literally millions of Catholics, and

% all of us now have reason to be grateful to John.”
—Frahus Gardmal George, OMI, Archblshop of Chicago
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“[A] warm and funny memoir.” —Bill Zwecker, Chicago Sun-Times
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