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Pilgrimage


A PRIEST’S LIFE


Hewas born in a row house in Philadelphia on January 15, 1920, the fourth of five children born to Dorothy and Thomas O’Connor. She was a caring, indefatigable woman who suffered from insomnia; he was a union man, a skilled painter who specialized in church ceilings. Both were devout Catholics with a strong sense of faith and justice who never spoke of the future without adding the phrase, “God willing.” Together, they taught their children about prayer, faith, compassion, and love. John Joseph O’Connor inherited his parents’ values (and his mother’s insomnia), and never forgot his modest beginnings. To the end, he was the son of a working-class family that believed in God, prayed the Rosary, and found solace and comfort not in theology, but in faith.

Five days after his time on earth ended on May 3, 2000, the world paid tribute to him with a magnificent ceremony in one of the nation’s great houses of worship, St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York. While it was a public display like fewothers in the history of the American Catholic Church, the preceding day had witnessed an even more extraordinary sight, that of New York’s rabbis and leaders of the city’s Jewish community gathered in St. Patrick’s for their own salute to a man they loved as a healer and conciliator.

The liturgy for John O’Connor’s Mass of Christian Burial on May 8, 2000, was no different from that of any other Catholic, no different from the funeral Masses over which he himself had presided whenever a priest in his archdiocese died. The outpouring of emotion and the prominence of the congregants, however, was extraordinary, a sign that John Cardinal O’Connor’s ministry had won the love and respect of Catholic and non-Catholic alike. In the front pews of St. Patrick’s Cathedral were the incumbent U.S. President, his wife, his predecessor and the two candidates to succeed him, along with other celebrated dignitaries from the world of temporal power and might. Less conspicuous were those who bore personal witness to John O’Connor’s years as a shepherd—those who knew him from his years as a Navy chaplain; priests and nuns; a child with one leg, waving as the coffin passed him while balanced on a pair of crutches; parents whose children he baptized; troubled men and women he counseled; immigrants who were made welcome in a cathedral built by another generation of immigrants; union organizers who saw in him the American Catholic Church’s commitment to social justice; business leaders who worked with him in educating and mentoring poor children.

Colleagues from the College of Cardinals eulogized him; family members who traced their roots to that row house inPhiladelphia, and, beyond that, to a life of poverty in Ireland, said their goodbyes to a beloved brother and uncle. And as the coffin containing the earthly remains of John Cardinal O’Connor, eighth Archbishop of New York, was carried to a crypt underneath the Cathedral’s main altar, the congregants burst into applause. It was sustained and heartfelt; many wept or made a sign of the cross as the coffin passed their pew. The applause lingered after the procession disappeared from view.

So ended one of the 20th century’s most memorable pilgrimages.

Though John J. O’Connor had been Cardinal-Archbishop of New York for 16 years, though he had been a national and indeed global figure, a man sought out by politicians and penitents alike, at his death he remained an enigma. Universally described as outspoken, he was, in fact, softspoken. Labeled, even in his obituaries, as a conservative, he refused to cross union picket lines, opposed the death penalty, and argued against government policies that hurt the poor. A Navy chaplain for 27 years, retiring with the rank of Rear Admiral and Chief of Chaplains in 1979, he was a severe critic of excessive military spending. A staunch upholder of his Church’s teachings on sexuality, he personally ministered to AIDS patients in a hospital he dedicated to the care of those suffering from the disease. Often portrayed in the media as rigid and judgmental, in reality his sincerity, kindness, and unstinting generosity touched the lives of countless individuals. And it is their stories, the stories of men and women from all walks of life, Christian and Jew, friend and foe, mighty and obscure, that offer a glimpse of the John Cardinal O’Connor the world rarely saw.

They met John O’Connor in parishes in and around his hometown of Philadelphia, in foxholes in Vietnam, at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Md., in St. Peter’s Cathedral in Scranton, Pa., and finally in St. Patrick’s Cathedral. He was their spiritual leader, their boss, their comforter, their confessor, their inspiration. His life touched theirs, and they were never quite the same. Some would insist that he was a living saint; others would credit him with saving their lives, talking them out of suicide or inspiring them to fulfill the potential God had given them. In their untold stories is the truth of John O’Connor’s life and ministry.

He was a parish priest, a chaplain, a scholar (with a master’s degree in clinical psychology from Catholic University and a doctorate in political science from Georgetown), a bishop and finally a Cardinal-Archbishop and Prince of the Church. The role he lived for, however, was that of priest and pastor. Even as a Cardinal, he celebrated daily Mass in St. Patrick’s, heard confessions, counseled couples preparing for marriage, visited the sick, and buried the dead. Uncomfortable with the trappings of wealth and the splendor of office, he never forgot the simplicity of his childhood. His friends remember a man who was more at home with the person in the pew than with men and women of privilege whose paths he crossed in Washington, D.C., and in New York.

For most of his priesthood, which began with his ordination in 1945, he was known only to his family and colleagues and those who found him a source of inspiration, wisdom, and compassion. During the time he spent as Archbishop of New York, he was known throughout the world. His last ministrybrought him to every continent, and wherever he went, he was greeted, in the words of one of his secretaries, Monsignor Gerald Walsh, as “the leader of the Catholic Church in America.” He did not hold such a title. There is no such title, at least not formally. And, as a matter of fact, the New York Archdiocese is not the nation’s largest, since it does not cover all of New York City—the boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens form a separate diocese. To the public, however, the title of “leader of the Catholic Church in America” was his, not because he wanted it but because it seemed to suit him.

After presidential candidate George W. Bush was criticized for speaking at the anti-Catholic Bob Jones University during the South Carolina primary campaign in 2000, he sent a letter of explanation not to the head of the U.S. Bishops Conference, not to the Cardinal-Archbishop of the nation’s largest archdiocese (Los Angeles), but to John Cardinal O’Connor, the public face, the public voice, and the public conscience of the American Catholic Church. He was a natural leader and a patient teacher, a vibrant personality and a man of quiet eloquence. He was an enthusiastic preacher, a passionate voice for those the world refuses to hear, a tireless advocate for those the powerful have forgotten.

The spiritual journey of John J. O’Connor might be described as unlikely, except that, as people of faith, his flock, his friends, and his colleagues believed it was not unlikely at all. They believed that God chose John O’Connor for this memorable ministry and guided him along the way, and once you accept and believe that, John J. O’Connor’s journey from row house in Philadelphia to Cardinal’s residence in Manhattan ishardly unlikely. It is, in fact, the only possible journey John O’Connor could have undertaken.

As a child during the 1920s, young John was not unlike other children in the neighborhood. He talked about growing up to be a police officer, and he loved baseball. As he grew into adolescence, he enjoyed parties as much as any other teenager in Depression-era Philadelphia. The most profound influence on his life, however, was the example of his parents, whose religious faith pervaded all of their actions. His mother went blind for about a year while he was a child. She credited her devotion to St. Rita of Cascia with the restoration of her sight, and for the rest of her life, she offered a nightly prayer to St. Rita, along with a Rosary and prayers to St. Therese of Lisieux. His father, whom the Cardinal described as an “out-loud pray-er,” wore his prayer book to a frazzle.

By his mid-teens, not long after transfering to West Catholic High School in Philadelphia from a public high school, John was thinking about the priesthood. He soon entered St. Charles Borromeo Seminary, a place seemingly designed to discourage all but the most faithful and strongest of spirit. John O’Connor fit that description, and he was ordained at age 25.

He never intended to be anything grander than a parish priest, and he hoped to spend his priesthood working with retarded children. He spent the next seven years teaching, serving as a high school guidance counselor, hosting a radio program, and establishing the first of many ministries for children with special needs.

He joined the Navy in 1952, a career move that was not his idea; it was his bishop’s. The Korean War was under way,and Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York—the head of the Catholic Church’s military vicariate—put out a call for young chaplains. John Cardinal O’Hara of Philadelphia thought young Father O’Connor ought to heed Cardinal Spellman’s plea, and so he did. Little did Cardinal O’Hara know that young Father O’Connor would one day hold both of Cardinal Spellman’s titles, as Cardinal-Archbishop of New York and as head of the Church’s military vicariate.

Father O’Connor spent nearly 30 years in uniform, sometimes at sea, sometimes on bases on either coast. He was sent to Vietnam with the 3rd Marine Division in 1964 and served on the front lines. Like many others, he would not talk very much about Vietnam once he returned, so few details of his tour of duty there are known.

He made history in 1972 when he became the first Catholic named as a senior chaplain at the Naval Academy in Annapolis. Three years later, he was promoted to Chief of Chaplains and given the rank of Rear Admiral. He held those posts until he retired in 1979, thinking that, finally, he would return to the parish work he left behind in 1952. But even before Admiral O’Connor’s retirement became official, Pope John Paul II named him a bishop in charge of the American Catholic Church’s military vicariate, which ministers to Catholics in the armed services throughout the world. He went to Rome for his consecration, returned home, put in his papers, put away his uniform, and, at age 59, began a new career as one of the American Church’s teachers and leaders.

It wasn’t long before his brother bishops discovered that this man about whom they knew precious little held manywell-informed positions and was not shy about sharing them. He played a critical role in drafting a pastoral letter on nuclear warfare and defense, arguing against positions he thought were too radically pacifist. But he also became a strong voice for economic justice and for life. The bishops of America weren’t the only people who took notice of John O’Connor. In 1983, the Pope named him to head the diocese of Scranton in his native state of Pennsylvania. Finally, he was going home.

Scranton, near the coal mines that gave impetus to the Catholic-dominated Knights of Labor trade union in the 1880s, quickly adopted John O’Connor as a hometown favorite. He pledged to pay the diocese’s struggling teachers a living wage, and he promised to meet with every one of the diocese’s priests.

He never got the chance. When he quite literally was still settling into his new job in his home state, he received a telephone call from Archbishop Pio Laghi, the Pope’s representative in America. After a few minutes of small talk, Archbishop Laghi broke the news:“By the way,” he said,“the Holy Father has appointed you Archbishop of New York.”

John O’Connor would later tell people that he went to Scranton thinking he would die there. He went to New York knowing he would die there. Between his installation on March 19, 1984, and his death on May 3, 2000, he became one of the great religious leaders of the 20th century, a man whose style and beliefs reminded Church historians of one of his storied predecessors, Archbishop John Hughes. Hughes built St. Patrick’s Cathedral and the Catholic schools in NewYork, and defended his flock from physical assault by nativist Know-Nothings and outright discrimination from Yankee New York. John Hughes was not a man to back down from confrontation. Nor, as the world soon discovered, was John O’Connor.

During his years as Cardinal-Archbishop of New York, John O’Connor’s name was attached to several public controversies, most of them concerning abortion and some gay rights issues. Because he believed that life begins at conception, he vigorously opposed abortion, and because he believed that no legislator and certainly no doctor had the power to take away life, he argued against capital punishment and euthanasia. Early on in his tenure in New York, he opposed gay-rights legislation and condom availability in public schools. Once engaged on these issues, there was little doubt where he and the Church stood, and why. He made himself readily accessible (perhaps, he later admitted, a little too accessible) to members of the news media hungry for controversy. In doing so, he became a stock character in the nation’s conversation of the 1980s and 1990s—a time of loud voices and cultural change. The role he was assigned was that of a stern, authoritarian upholder of orthodox Catholicism.

That he was—that, and so much more. He supported strikers and lectured business leaders about justice. He kept open Catholic schools in poor, non-Catholic neighborhoods. He visited the sick and dying, and ministered to the grieving. He defended the poor and the handicapped, and he gave hope to the discouraged. This other side of him, the side that his family and co-workers saw, that those to whom he ministeredsaw, that those he inspired saw, was largely unknown during his life and even now, after his death. The testimony of those who knew him, some for years, others only fleetingly, offers another look at a man so many people thought they knew.

Their stories of inspiration and compassion, faith and wit, show that he is with us still, still preaching, still ministering, still teaching, and still telling the truth as he saw it. He was truly a man full of God’s grace.








Family


Each night, my priest secretary gives me a special blessing. That blessing is very meaningful to me ... It is a reminder of a blessing that I received as a child each evening from my father. It was a wonderful custom which prevailed for many years, and it has remained with me.

—Cardinal O’Connor’s Sunday homily,
Feb. 20, 2000





RARELYDID A DAY PASSwithout John O’Connor making some reference to his family—his parents, his siblings, his nieces and nephews. As a Roman Catholic priest, he took vows that precluded a family of his own, but those same vows ensured that he would form a family of another sort: the brotherhood of his fellow priests, the kinship of other religious people, the intimate relationships born of faith, suffering, and compassion.







BETTER THAN A COWBOY SUIT





When he was about to turn seven years old, John O’Connor decided he wanted a cowboy suit for his birthday. This was a slight change in little John’s priorities—the previous Christmas, he had asked for a pony. His father, Thomas, made the undeniable argument that a row house in Philadelphia was no place for a pony. Christmas came and went—next on the calendar was January 15, John’s birthday.
He didn’t get the cowboy suit, and resolved to run away from home “as soon as I could save up 15 or 20 cents,” he once wrote. Nearly a month passed, and he had just a nickel. When he came home from school on Feb. 10, 1927, John had a surprise waiting for him. The cowboy suit? No, a baby sister named Mary. Despite the seven years between them, John and Mary grew up to be lifelong friends. John introduced Mary to her future husband, Hugh Ward, and together she and Hugh had eight children.


Myparents were very spiritual people. We lived some distance from the local church, St. Clement’s, but we were brought there for the missions and for religious services. It was always done with love, so it was never something we felt was imposed on us. I remember watching my parents say the Rosary. My parents were true to their religion, and we lived by what we were taught. The doctrines of our faith were sacrosanct.








Even as a kid, my brother was a workaholic. He ran a bicycle repair shop out of the basement. He would be outside the stores to help people who couldn’t carry all their groceries home. He also was a telegram delivery boy. He always figured out some way to make a few dollars, which he then turned over to my mother.

As a child, I remember him wanting to be a priest. He would say to me,“Come on, I’ll show you how to say Mass.” And he’d go through it with me. I believe the first time he mentioned to my parents that he wanted to be a priest, he was 15. Their reaction was,“That’s nice. Mention it again in a year, and we’ll see.” A year later, he told them that he wanted to go into the seminary. The truth is, my parents didn’t think he was going to pass the entrance exam. He did, of course. I think the reason they thought he wouldn’t pass is that he spent most of his childhood in public school, and only the last couple of years in West Catholic High School.

He taught at St. James High School [in Pennsylvania] for a while, and for years I’d get calls from people telling me how he had saved their lives, that if it hadn’t been for him, they’d be in jail.

He introduced me to my husband, Hugh. They were very close friends, and when my husband died in 1983, he became my children’s surrogate father. He had a great impact on them. My children say they had three parents, and anytime something happened in the family, it was,“We have to call Uncle Jack.” We made great efforts to see him when he was in the Navy. We would pack the kids into the car and off we’d go. My brother would call and say,“I’m in Quantico [the Marinebase in Virginia] to do a confirmation,” and my husband and I would go down there for the confirmation, have dinner, and drive back. He was so much a part of my life, and there was no place my husband would not have gone for him.

After my father died, if my brother was free for the holidays, he came to my home. He always said grace, and I used to make a particular kind of stuffing for him. It was like what my mother made, and he enjoyed it. On Christmas morning, the children would pile into his bedroom and start saying, “Uncle Jack, Uncle Jack, look at this!” He was like the Pied Piper. He’d take them to the lake to skate on Christmas.

He got a good taste of what it’s like to raise children. It was one of the things that made him sensitive to the needs of parents. I had eight children nine years apart, and he spent a good period of time with all of them. He was an imporant part of their lives.



UNCLE JACK



In his biography of Cardinal O’Connor, Nat Hentoff said of Eileen Ward Christian, “She brings cheer when few others can.” Mrs. Christian, the Cardinal’s niece, is Mary and Hugh Ward’s youngest child. She attended law school at St. John’s University in New York, and lived in nearby White Plains during most of her uncle’s tenure as Cardinal-Archbishop. On August 15, 1998, Uncle Jack presided at the wedding ofEileen Ward to Jefrey Christian. A year later, the couple received a letter from the Cardinal congratulating them on their first anniversary. It was written the day doctors found a tumor on his brain.Myfirst recollection of my uncle was around 1965, when he returned from Vietnam. I would have been three or four years old at the time. It was always a special time when he came to stay with us. My parents would prepare us, and we’d all get excited—it was like having a third parent who was coming home from his tour of duty. He always saw the good in us, because we were always on our best behavior when he was around. He got the liberty of spoiling us, of spending one-on-one time with us.

Whenever he came for a visit, it was known that we all had to get up at some ungodly hour, come downstairs in our pajamas, and we’d have Mass in the living room, with my brothers acting as altar servers and my father as the lector. As a chaplain, my uncle always had a traveling kit with him, so he always had his altar materials with him. His homilies, I remember, were very instructive, whether he was giving them in our living room or later in St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

When I was eight and one of my brothers was nine and one of my sisters was 10 —this would have been when Uncle Jack was based in Newport, R.I.,—he had a friend who was a chaplain at the Naval Academy, and he took us to visit him. We got a tour of the place, stayed with his friend, went on canoe trips on the Potomac. He did that for us all the time. When my brother Hugh was in Europe, Uncle Jack took mybrother John to visit Hugh there. They all met at Auschwitz and spent a few days touring that area. In retrospect, I realize now that my uncle was trying to expose us to a bigger world outside our little town of Prospect Park, Pennsylvania. But we sort of overtook his life at some points. He must have been thinking,“Where did I get all these kids?”

What a blessing we had in him, though. I spent lots of time with him and other priests, hearing their discussions of spirituality. My understanding of my faith is so much expanded because of what he taught me. I spent a lifetime—until I was 38 years old—listening to his homilies.

I also got to spend a lot of one-on-one time with him, going over every problem I had in my life. He was my own personal spiritual director. Throughout my life I heard from him about his reverence for the Eucharist, and for the Mass, and the meaning behind it all. He explained small things, but they had a great impact. I’m now the local expert on the Mass.

I’m sure the people around him got so sick of hearing about me. [Laughs] I would be at a dinner, and somebody would say, “I know all about you. Your uncle talks about you all the time.” And I’m thinking,“Oh, my goodness, what the heck is he saying now!” The people around him, like Maura O’Kelly, the housekeeper, would call and say, “You have to come by. He needs a night off.” Or they’d say, “You have to talk him into taking a vacation.” But there was nobody who could talk him into taking a vacation. If anybody could try, I would try. But it didn’t work.



THE MAN IN A UNIFORM



Hugh Ward was the second of Hugh and Mary Ward’s children. He traveled extensively in Europe with his Uncle Jack in the 1970s, and Uncle Jack paid for Hugh’s stint as a graduate student in France in 1978. The future Cardinal told friends, “I offered to send him anywhere, and of course, he chose Paris.” Hugh shared his uncle’s interest in politics and global affairs, and has gone on to become a federal prosecutor in the U.S. Attorney’s office in Knoxville, Tenn. He and his wife, Fran, have two children.


Inmost of the pictures you see of Uncle Jack, he’s in flowing robes or in a priest’s Roman collar. But in my strongest memories of him, he’s wearing a uniform. For the first 27 years of my life, he was in the military, and he was always in a shirt and tie and a uniform. It was a little hard getting used to seeing him in more priestly garb as the years went on.


I remember him going off to Vietnam in 1965 to be with the Marines in Da Nang. He’d send home audiotapes instead of letters, and we’d play them at home. They were pretty businesslike. I think he was trying to calm the fears of my grandmother. We knew he was in a combat zone, and we knew he was living out of a tent, so we were keenly aware of the danger he was in—we were on pins and needles the whole time. But after he returned, we never really spoke about his Vietnam experience. I remember reading about it, many years later, in a story printed after he became a Cardinal. He told areporter a story about being in a helicopter that came under fire. He was a smoker then, and he was smoking a cigar. At some point, he threw the cigar out the chopper and he vowed to God that if he survived this incident, he would stop smoking. He did, and he did.






UNCLE JACK’S ROOMMATE



Joanne Ward Mohrmann was Hugh and Mary Ward’s third child. Irreverent and candid, she delights in telling stories showing the human side of Uncle Jack, the side she saw when she went to live with him at the Naval Academy in the early 1970s. She and her husband, Jeff, now live in Manitou Springs, Col. They have four children.


Livingwith him was very adventurous. [Laughs] It was 1972. I was 17 when I got there, just out of high school. He was the first Catholic senior chaplain at the Naval Academy, and he had this big house with seven bedrooms. So my parents said, “Go live with Uncle Jack and go to college down there.” I always felt they were trying to get me away from my high school boyfriend. [Laughs]



I lived with Uncle Jack from the time I was 17 until I was 21. He would explain things to me a little bit differently than my parents did. Or he would encourage me to find things out for myself. I would get angry sometimes at my parents—I remember once I was mad with them over something theywere doing with one of my brothers. I was complaining to Uncle Jack, you know, saying,“Why do they do that?”And he said,“Well, gee, honey, if you want to know, why don’t you ask them?” So I went and asked them, and they gave me a perfectly logical explanation.

On other matters, he was very much like a parent. I was 17, living on a campus with 4,200 men—there were no women in the Naval Academy at the time. So he’d say things like,“You’re staying out too late.”We fought about the things a teenager and a parent would fight about. But he did teach me how to cook—he often would have 50 or 60 people over for dinner, and at 18 years old, I was cooking for that many people. And he was teaching me how to do it. What I found amazing is that he knew how to do that, too.

I took care of his military uniforms while I lived with him. One time he asked me if I would pick up his uniforms from the cleaners, and I forgot. When I came home that night, he asked me where his clothes were, and I told him,“I forgot.” And he said to me, “Joanne, if it was important to you, you wouldn’t have forgotten. Apparently, the fact that I needed them wasn’t important enough for you to remember.” I never forgot anything again for him, but now that I’ve gone on in life, when I ask my kids to do something, or my husband, and they forget, I have that same instant reaction: It wasn’t important to you. Sometimes, I don’t think that was a good thing for him to say to me.

He was a perfectionist, and he wanted things done properly. I remember when I was sharing this gigantic house with him, with a big winding staircase, he was standing at the bottom,complaining to me about one of his particular white uniforms, and I was at the top, and I threw the uniform all the way down to him and said, “Clean it yourself. I can’t do any better!” [Laughs] Still, he was a very loving uncle.

Living with him—let’s see if I can phrase this right—was almost like living with somebody who was constantly counseling. He would be very careful not to do anything that would alienate you, which is probably pretty normal for a parent, and at the same time, he was trying to lead you constantly in the right direction. He was very good and very successful at it. I did get rid of the high school boyfriend, I did graduate from college, and he was very happy when I chose the man I married. And he was happy that I hadn’t completely screwed up my life by the time I was 25. [Laughs]



THE SILENT TREATMENT



Hugh Ward


Ilived with my uncle and my sister for a while when he was at the Naval Academy. He helped find me a job as a mail clerk in the House of Representatives. I think we got a chance to expose him to what it’s like to raise teenagers. He loaned me his car once, and I took it and didn’t come home until the next day. He never asked me where I was, and I never told him, but he reacted in typical Uncle Jack fashion: days of the silent treatment. Then it reached the boiling point, and we thrashed it out, and it blew over. He was like a parent, in every sense of the word. In fact, my sister Eileen used to send him cards on Father’s Day.




HE PICKED THE DATE



Joanne Mohrmann


WhenI left Washington in 1979, he was Chief of Chaplainsand still living there. I took a job in New York, and I was probably there two months when he called me—from New York—and told me to meet him someplace. And I showed up, and that’s when Cardinal Cooke made the announcement that my uncle was going to become a bishop in charge of the [Catholic Church’s] military vicariate. So now he was going to move to New York full time.


I met Jeff, my husband, while I was in New York, and we’d occasionally go to see Uncle Jack at Mass. When we decided to get married, the first thing I wanted to do, even before we told our parents, was to tell Uncle Jack. I knew, knowing Uncle Jack for so many years, that he was going to require us to take premarital instruction with him, and that he was going to pick a date for the wedding—that would not be up to me, because he was going to do the wedding. I kept calling him, but he was traveling a lot, so I finally called his secretary and said, “Make me an appointment.” Finally, we went in one evening to see him, and we told him we wanted to get married. And he said, “Oh, let me look on my calendar.” Sure enough, he sat there and picked out the date of my wedding. Then he lined up the premarital instructions, when they were going to start, and then he took us out to dinner.
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