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*Theologically, ultimate authority in the Catholic Church resides in the pope, bishop of Rome, and all the bishops in concert, as at the second Vatican Council.
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To get back to all the sorry Catholics. Sin is sin whether it is committed by the Pope, bishops, priests or lay people. The Pope goes to confession like the rest of us…. The Church is mighty realistic about human nature.


—FLANNERY O’CONNOR





PROLOGUE



THE STORY JUAN VACA told was baroque and chilling, but he wanted Bishop John Raymond McGann to understand why he had come to the diocese of Rockville Centre, Long Island. It was April of 1976. Father Vaca, thirty-nine, had dark hair flecked with silver, a fair brown face, and the discerning bishop could perhaps see the melancholy in his eyes and the sadness in his demeanor. In later years Vaca would study psychology to, as he said, “determine where sickness ends and evil begins.”1


Vaca had joined the Long Island diocese just as McGann’s predecessor was retiring. Men from the religious orders, like Jesuits or Franciscans, often serve in dioceses, but few asked to officially change status from religious to diocesan clergy. Father Vaca had impeccable credentials. In Orange, Connecticut, he had served five years as the U.S. director of the Legionaries of Christ, a religious order with headquarters in Rome.


The Legion was founded in Mexico in 1941 by Marcial Maciel Degollado. Under Father Maciel, the Legionaries built a network of schools and universities in Mexico, and branched out with prep schools and seminaries in Spain, Latin America, Ireland, and now America. With the Legion’s growth, Maciel’s stature rose in the eyes of the Roman Curia. By 2003 the Legion would claim eleven universities and over 150 prep schools worldwide.


Recruited by Maciel as a ten-year-old in Mexico, Vaca had grown up in the Legion, studying at the order’s seminaries in Europe. Vaca told Bishop McGann that Maciel began sexually abusing him when he was twelve. He said that Nuestro Padre—Our Father, as Legionaries call the founder general—had used him in a perverse sexual relationship until Vaca was twenty-five. Maciel ran the Legion like a dictator, according to Vaca, and had dominated him by cutting him off from his family. Bishop McGann took it all in. Then he asked a classically American question: Didn’t anybody blow the whistle?


Not that I know of, replied Vaca.


McGann’s diocese encompassed Suffolk and Nassau Counties. He relied upon the generosity of Irish, Italian, and Hispanic descendants of an immigrant church, many of whom commuted into Manhattan jobs their forebears barely imagined. Nearly a third of the Fortune 500 CEOs were Roman Catholic.2 McGann was of that generation of bishops who were builders, broadening the infrastructure of parishes, schools, colleges, and services that lifted Catholics from the margins of society to prosperity and power.


Sexual misconduct of priests was not a media topic in those days. Within the clerical world, stories occasionally circulated of priests having affairs with women, or even men. Priests were human, not without sin. In the eyes of millions of Catholics, the church nevertheless stood for moral rectitude. Father Vaca’s charges went far beyond “sin.” McGann had been appointed a bishop by Pope Paul VI and answered to him. McGann’s priest was alleging severe moral crimes by the head of an international order. The Holy Father must be informed about this. Father Vaca had asked his bishop for help.


McGann was deceased when a Long Island grand jury made headlines in 2002 with a voluminous report that condemned the Rockville Centre diocese for a systemic pattern of concealing priests who molested children and lying to the families of those abused. In the case of Father Vaca, a bishop tried to do the right thing.


McGann told the Mexican cleric he would report Maciel to the Vatican. Vaca was skeptical; he thought Maciel had influence in the Curia to block an investigation. McGann insisted that they report through correct channels; he would write to the papal delegate in Washington, D.C. But a document of such gravity must be specific: Vaca had to take that next step. Over the summer Vaca settled into parish work in the town of Baldwin. On October 20, 1976, he sat down in St. Christopher’s Rectory and wrote a twelve-page, single-spaced letter to Maciel. After thanking Maciel for his release from the Legion, Vaca got blunt:


 


For me, Father, the disgrace and moral torture of my life began on that night of December 1949. Using the excuse that you were in pain, you ordered me to remain in your bed. I was not yet thirteen years old; you knew that God had kept me intact until then, pure, without ever having seriously stained the innocence of my infancy, when you, on that night, in the midst of my terrible confusion and anguish, ripped the masculine virginity from me. I had arrived at the Legion in my childhood, with no sexual experience of any kind…. It was you who initiated the aberrant and sacrilegious abuse that night; the abuse that would last for thirteen painful years.3


 


Vaca’s cri de coeur is a riveting document, even amidst the recent tide of legal actions against priests and the media’s coverage of the double lives that too many clerics have led. Vaca identified twenty men with Mexican or Spanish surnames, their place of residence in parentheses. “All of them, good and gifted young boys … personally told me that you committed the same sexual abuses against them, whose names I place before God as a Witness.”


Vaca also impugned Regnum Christi, an organization the Legion had fostered to inspire laypeople as evangelists for the kingdom of Christ on earth. Vaca scored “the RC movement itself, with their procedures of secretism, absolutism and brainwashing systems, following the methods of secret societies rather than the open and simple evangelic methods … [and] through the use of subtle arrogance and vanity, [deluding members] into believing that they are the preferred beings and that they have been chosen by God.” Vaca had a sister who as a “consecrated woman” had taken vows in Regnum Christi back in Mexico; he demanded that Maciel send her back to their family. Vaca wanted to be left alone to rebuild his life. Finally, “for the good of the Church,” he told Maciel, “Renounce your position.”


Vaca never got a reply from Maciel.


A dispassionate analysis of the letter holds three possibilities. The first is that Vaca was unstable and fabricated a defamatory picture of Maciel. The second is that Maciel was guilty and had no reason to risk self-incrimination with an answer. The third possibility—which presumably crossed Bishop McGann’s mind—is that Vaca was substantially telling the truth, though perhaps not every single allegation, like brainwashing, could be proven.


Under the Code of Canon Law, McGann had a responsibility to act on the letter, or dismiss it, based on his judgment of Vaca’s character and credibility. Of the twenty victims Vaca listed, one was a priest in the same Long Island diocese. The Reverend Félix Alarcón, then forty-three, had grown up in Spain and joined the Legion in early adolescence. Alarcón had opened the Legion of Christ center in Connecticut in 1965 and left the following year to join the Rockville Centre diocese. “I would have taken this to my grave,” Father Alarcón said later, “but when my bishop asked me to verify what Vaca said, I was in the fray.”4 Maciel, he stated, had sexually abused him often, as a seminarian. McGann consulted with his canon lawyer, the Reverend John A. Alesandro. The canonist prepared a dossier that included a statement from Alarcón to buttress Vaca’s damning letter to Maciel. Father Alesandro sent the package to the papal delegate in Washington. In vouching for the two ex-Legionaries, McGann and Alesandro were inviting a Vatican investigation into a man with an established base in the ecclesiastical power structure in Rome.


The result was—nothing. No Vatican official requested more information. The allegation that the founder of an international religious order was a pederast, and that his organization used brainwashing, met a cool Roman silence.


Two years later, in August of 1978, Vaca flew to Mexico to be with his family as his father was dying of cancer. His sister, still in Regnum Christi, resisted his pleas to leave the group. But Vaca was in a deeper crisis. He had fallen in love with a woman and felt guilty for remaining a priest. On return to Long Island he told Bishop McGann and asked to be laicized—to be dispensed from the obligations of the priesthood. Laicization required sending a petition to Rome. As part of his reason for leaving, Vaca again returned to the sexual abuse by Maciel.


Taking Vaca’s troubled background into account, the bishop suggested he take a leave of absence from ministry to sort out his life. McGann also asked Vaca to see a psychiatrist. Several months into the sessions, Vaca disentangled himself from the relationship and returned to ministry. He also renewed his quest to see Maciel removed. Once again, the canonist Alesandro sent a dossier to the Holy See’s apostolic delegate in Washington, D.C. On October 16, 1978, Cardinal Karol Wojtyla, the archbishop of Krakow, was elected pope and took the name John Paul II. The Sacred Congregation for Religious at the Vatican sent a receipt of the complaint. In 1997, when Gerald Renner asked Monsignor Alesandro why nothing happened, he spoke with reluctance: “All I can say is that there are different levels where people are informed about this. It was our duty to get this stuff into the right hands. I don’t know why it was not acted on…. It’s a substantive allegation that should have been acted on.”5


“It’s amazing,” reflected Father Alarcón. “There are big people in Rome who are avoiding this.”


Juan Vaca left the priesthood after psychotherapy and more struggle with celibacy. On August 31, 1989, he married in a civil ceremony. On October 28, 1989, Vaca wrote a seven-page letter to Pope John Paul II requesting dispensation from his vows. Although he no longer functioned as a priest, Vaca and his wife wanted their marriage blessed by the church. For a former priest or bishop, that requires the pope’s approval of laicization.


Monsignor Alesandro again sent a Vaca document to the apostolic embassy in Washington. Again he received confirmation of its receipt by Rome.6 Vaca wrote as if speaking personally to John Paul II, reflecting on his life, his failings, his marriage. He wrote of “being poorly trained” for the priesthood “because of the serious traumas I suffered for years for being sexually and psychologically abused by the Superior General and Founder, Marcial Maciel… in the same way I soon realized he was doing to other seminarians.”


Four years later Vaca received the dispensation, one of thousands bearing the papal signature. He never heard a word about Maciel or the allegations. In 1997, in response to our questions for a report, Maciel denied the allegations, and continues to.


Why did Pope John Paul II protect Maciel?


The Vatican is under no obligation to assist investigative journalists. In the seven years since we first contacted the office of the papal spokesman, Joaquín Navarro-Valls, for comment on accusations by nine ex-Legion members that Maciel had abused them, the Vatican refused comment. No Vatican official ever told us Maciel was innocent. There was simply no answer to the accusations in media reports. The charges that Vaca and others filed against Maciel in a Vatican court of canon law in 1998 were shelved: no decision. Instead, Pope John Paul in 2001 praised Maciel at a sixtieth anniversary celebration of the Legion’s founding. That symbolic acquittal from a pope who championed human rights under dictatorships is a numbing message on the state of justice in the church.


Our first report on Maciel, in the February 23, 1997, Hartford Courant, drew upon the accounts of Vaca, Alarcón, and seven other former Legionaries. Maciel refused to be interviewed. The Legion of Christ hired a blue-chip Washington law firm to try to kill the report. The Legion uses its newspapers, publicists, and apologists on its Web site to portray Maciel as a victim falsely accused. His supporters include some of the wealthiest citizens of Spain and Latin America, many of whose children attend or have studied at Legion schools or colleges. Americans who champion the Legion include George Weigel, a biographer of Pope John Paul II, and William J. Bennett, the author and lecturer on moral values. Maciel’s defenders include the Reverend Richard John Neuhaus, the editor of the journal First Things; William Donohue, the director of the Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights; Mary Ann Glendon, the Learned Hand professor of law at Harvard; and Deal Hudson, the editor of Crisis magazine.


Most Catholics in the English-speaking world know nothing of Father Maciel, the strange history of Regnum Christi, or the Legion’s methods of psychological coercion. In America, Legion schools have left a trail of litigation and embittered former followers, even as the order lays plans for universities in Sacramento, California, and Westchester County, New York. In Latin America and Spain the Legionaries are a major religious movement, and in Mexico a national institution.


How do the Vatican courts treat accusations of great moral crimes by a priest close to the pope? How has the Vatican responded to the larger sexual crisis in the priesthood? These questions bear not just on Maciel and the response of many bishops to child molesters, but on eroding assumptions about clerical life. The Reverend Donald B. Cozzens, a former seminary rector, has written that the priesthood “is, or is becoming, a gay profession” 7—echoing an issue raised in 1992 by Jason Berry in Lead Us Not into Temptation8


Of twenty-one hundred priests identified in U.S. legal proceedings since the 1970s, the overwhelming majority preyed on teenage boys, according to Dallas attorney Sylvia Demarest, who has kept an extensive database. Therapists at a handful of institutions that specialize in treating such priests asked the bishops to fund a study that would assess the clinical findings. “The bishops voted it down,” stated Dr. Leslie Lothstein, a clinical psychologist at the Institute of Living, a facility in Hartford, Connecticut, with a history of treating sex offenders. “The study people in the church don’t want is comparing deviant sexual behavior among Protestant, Jewish and Catholic clergy. We’ve seen over 200 priests involved with teens or children…. Of about fifty ministers of other denominations I’ve counseled, the vast majority have been involved with adults—women.”9


In June 2002, three years after Lothstein’s remark, the American bishops appointed a National Review Board to gather data on clergy sex offenders in the dioceses. That study was under way as we completed this book. The bishops’ denial of sexual crimes within the ranks was an unintended consequence of the celibacy law. That is not to say that celibacy causes men to abuse children, any more than marriage can be blamed for incest. Sexual behavior is rooted in personality development. The gay priest culture that arose in the last generation was another byproduct of celibacy as cornerstone of a governing system. How did Pope John Paul II react to these changes tearing at the central nervous system of the church? We pose this question as products of Catholic families and schooling, with benevolent memories of priests and nuns as mentors, and priests we count as friends. Neither of us was abused, sexually or otherwise.


The most striking impact of the crisis has been in Ireland, the most culturally Catholic country on the globe, where the seminaries are now nearly barren. Studies show a deep Irish disaffection, not with faith but with the dishonesty and control mechanisms of church officialdom.10 That disillusion spread in the 1990s as scandals beset North America, Australia, and Western Europe, hitting a critical mass in 2002 with a media chain reaction to the Boston Globe investigations. What happened before the pope summoned the American cardinals to Rome for the extraordinary meeting in April 2002? To answer that question we tracked the geography of the crisis and how lines of responsibility flowed back to Rome.


John Paul’s failure on this issue stems from several factors we explore. One factor is a Vatican view of the scandal as a product of uncontrollable American courts and an anti-Catholic media. While there is certainly a pagan element in our entertainment media and a tawdry turn in news coverage toward tabloid obsessions, American reporting followed legal events. In contrast, Italy’s legal system does not have the sweeping discovery powers of countries with a base in English common law, and the Italian media had far fewer civil cases to draw upon.


In Father Maciel, we confront a papal cover-up. His career is a case study in disinformation—distorting truth to gain power and fabricating a virtuous image out of pathological behavior; but the Vatican assisted this process for years by its failure to investigate serious charges. Maciel, who turned eighty-three on March 20, 2003, may be the most successful fund-raiser of the twentieth-century Catholic Church; he was very much in control of the Legion as this book went to press. Maciel’s movement uses schools as a vehicle to make money and gain power within the church. The Legion claims to have five hundred priests and twenty-five hundred seminarians in twenty countries, and “tens of thousands” of laypeople as well as diocesan priests and deacons in Regnum Christi. While we do not doubt the spiritual integrity of many of those people, the evidence clearly suggests that the Legion is a Roman Catholic sect, built on a cult of personality that is centered on its founder. Maciel has fostered a militant spirituality by emulating fascistic principles he admired in the Spanish dictator Francisco Franco. More disturbing, the Legionaries use psychologically coercive techniques common to cults.


The church considers the Legion a religious order. Orders that are centuries old, like the Franciscans and the Jesuits, take vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. Legionaries of Christ take two extra “private” vows: never to speak ill of Maciel or their superiors, and to report on those who do; and never to aspire to leadership positions. Those vows reward spying as an expression of faith.11 As we excavated the history of Maciel and his organization, sexual behavior in clerical culture became an international news story and one of the great institutional tragedies of our time.


Pope John Paul II, his bishops, and his advisers in the Roman Curia could have arrested the crisis years ago had they heeded the warnings of a prophet in their midst. The Reverend Thomas P. Doyle, a Dominican priest, worked as canon lawyer in the Vatican embassy in Washington, D.C., in the early 1980s. No individual has played a more catalytic role in seeking justice than Father Doyle.


As a chaplain and lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Air Force, Father Doyle’s career provides a prism on history. His journey—as a young seminarian during the early 1960s; as a consummate insider in the 1980s; and then as an exile—and a pariah—straddles a time in which the great promise of reforms at the Second Vatican Council of the 1960s met a backlash under the papacy of John Paul II. As the Vatican tried to muzzle theologians making honest inquiry into church teaching, a sexual underground in clerical life, concealed by ecclesiastical officials, made a mockery of enforced orthodoxy. Over a period of twenty years, Tom Doyle was there—writing reports, warning bishops, briefing cardinals, standing up for values of justice, then casting his lot with victims and their attorneys, helping journalists, and, in the process, rewriting the meaning of his life. He is a Catholic embodiment of the rebel, an ethos expressed by Albert Camus: “A man who says no: but whose refusal does not imply a renunciation…. Rebellion cannot exist without the feeling that somewhere, in some way, you are justified.” The rebel “says yes and no at the same time. He affirms that there are limits and also that he suspects—and wishes to preserve—the existence of certain things beyond those limits.”12


In 2002, while stationed at a military base in Ramstein, Germany, Doyle was besieged by reporters and TV producers from many countries as clergy sex abuse cases became an international media story. His was a rare voice of conscience, a priest speaking truth to the powers of his church.


Vows of Silence explores the Vatican’s cover-up through the lives of two priests, Doyle and Maciel: one demanding justice, the other a fortress of injustice. In chronicling the major events surrounding these men, we also train a lens on the persecution of theologians and church thinkers under Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger. This latter-day witch hunt is of a piece with John Paul’s refusal to confront the great crisis of the priesthood by allowing free discussion of alternatives to a male celibate clergy.


The sexual abuse of young people by clergy is not a new phenomenon in Rome. Saint Bernard of Clairvaux advised Pope Eugenius III, his fellow Cistercian monk and former pupil, how to behave after his election in the year 1145: “You cannot be the last person to know about disorder in your house. Raise your hand to the guilty, since a lack of punishment breeds recklessness that opens the door to all kinds of excess. Your brothers, the cardinals, must learn by your example not to keep young, long-haired boys and seductive men in their midst.”13 We do not share the ideological view of those who argue that the clergy crisis has been caused by “the homosexual network.”14 But neither do we share the mentality of political correctness that causes some commentators in the media and academe to shun any criticism of any dimension of gay culture whatsoever. In examining the sexual crisis of a celibate governing system, we try to heed the caution of Pascal, the French philosopher, who said that virtue is displayed not “by going to one extreme, but in touching both at once, and filling all the intervening space.”15
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Readers not familiar with the hierarchy of the church may find the charts at the beginning of the book and the glossary at the end useful references.





PART ONE




The Odyssey of Thomas Doyle






Chapter One



TO BE A PRIEST


HE WAS A FRESHMAN in a Roman Catholic seminary in upstate New York when the Second Vatican Council opened in 1962. The drama of a church gathering her bishops and best theologians was breathtaking to Patrick Doyle. His natural disposition toward authority might have sent him toward an FBI career. As a boy he hunted with his dad and at eleven joined the National Rifle Association; he remains a member to this day. But Pat Doyle, all of eighteen, wanted to help people and be close to God. The pageantry in Rome strengthened his vocation, the idea of his calling as a gift from God.


Pope John XXIII had called for “aggiornamento”—updating, or renewal—in summoning the first council since 1870. The portly pontiff exuded a benevolent, paternal grace that charmed many millions in those early years of television. He also had an instinctual approach to power; he was furbo, to use the Italian word: canny, sharp-witted.1Elected by the College of Cardinals in 1958 (a month before he turned seventy-seven) as a caretaker pope, John XXIII startled the Roman Curia in calling an ecumenical council. His sweeping, if imprecise, agenda was to “open the windows” of the church to the modern world. He died in 1963 midway through the proceedings. His successor, Pope Paul VI, a seasoned curial insider, was quite learned, yet lacked the charisma of “good Pope John.”


In 1964, Pat Doyle transferred to the Dominicans, the seven-hundred-year-old Order of Preachers, and entered a seminary in Dubuque, Iowa, named for Saint Thomas Aquinas, the medieval Dominican who grafted Aristotelian thought onto theology. Students and faculty followed Vatican II as the leaders worked to implement John XXIII’s vision of engaging the church with a changing world. The Dominicans traditionally renamed their seminarians. Patrick Michael Doyle (born August 3, 1944, in Sheboygan, Wisconsin) became Thomas. With a rugged build and open Midwestern ways, Tom Doyle took the change in stride. His kin still called him Pat. “We were not a particularly churchy family,” he recalls. “My parents really loved each other. They enjoyed each other’s company and I guess that rubbed off. My sisters, Shannon and Kelly, have had good long marriages.”2


Though key members of the Curia, fearful of change, wanted the council terminated, Paul VI guided Vatican II to its conclusion in 1965. The church began phasing out the Latin Mass in favor of liturgy in the local language. More than that, Vatican II proclaimed that rank-and-file Catholics were “the People of God,” a great shift from thinking of the church as personified by bishops and clergy to meaning all Catholics.3


Tom’s ancestral forebear Patrick Doyle had been born in 1830 in County Wicklow, Ireland, and sailed to America in 1850, settling in Wisconsin.4 Tom’s father, Michael Doyle, had fifteen siblings spread across the Midwest. An executive with an agrichemical business, Michael moved his wife, son, and two daughters to Cornwall, Ontario, where Pat spent his adolescence. By the time he joined the Dominicans and took the name Thomas, the family was in Montreal. When he went home for Christmas, in 1965, his mother, Doris, fifty-two, had breast cancer.


Monsignor R. J. MacDonald, the pastor back in Cornwall, made regular trips to the hospital. Kelly, then twelve, sat in her bedroom as her brother gently explained that their mother was dying.5 After officiating at Doris’s funeral, MacDonald gave Tom a rosary blessed in her memory. MacDonald was a gruff, largehearted Scotsman whose relationship to the Doyles typified the culture of American Catholicism through the mid-twentieth century. Priests developed siblinglike ties with parents in parishes. Mothers welcomed them into the home as role models for their kids. Celibacy carried a mystique of holy discipline. “The priest dealt with sacred matters in a sacred language … the mysteries of faith,” an archbishop recalled. “To be a priest was the highest life a boy could aspire to.”6


Irish priests molded the Catholicism of North America and Australia. To the waves of nineteenth- and twentieth-century immigrants from Ireland, priests were exalted figures in inner-city warrens, assisting people with tax forms, schools, bureaucracies, and jobs—signs said, Irish Need Not Apply.7 Out of the clerical culture rose a line of cardinal-archbishops with ancestral ties to Ireland; Spellman in New York, Cushing in Boston, Mclntyre in Los Angeles, Mannix in Melbourne—the list goes on of men as adroit with politicians as corporate barons.


Tom Doyle went back to Aquinas Institute and the aftershocks of Vatican II. Factional disputes were erupting over the liturgy—should guitars be used at Mass, should Latin chants be scrapped? Doyle loved the Latin Mass. He didn’t like guys playing hootenanny licks; he felt a deep security from the bells that rang at appointed moments in the Mass, and the sweet aroma of incense burning. He believed in the order of the past. Priests and nuns in many countries were clamoring to have the law of mandatory celibacy made optional. Pope Paul VI put a lock on that talk with a 1967 encyclical that called celibacy the church’s “brilliant jewel”—that which “evidently gives to the priest, even in the practical field, the maximum efficiency and the best disposition, psychologically and clerically, for the continuous exercise of a perfect clarity.”8 The pope cited no psychological studies of perfect clarity; there were none to cite.


Just before Christmas 1967, the faculty priests at Aquinas Institute went out for dinner. The prior—the priest elected to lead the Dominican community—announced he was leaving to get married. The gathering broke up with torn feelings. When the bell rang at Aquinas, Doyle and his fellow seminarians trooped into the common room and got the news. Feelings of betrayal by a leader darkened the festive season; some men asked why they all couldn’t marry and be priests. In the months that followed, two faculty priests quit; disillusioned seminarians followed. Of the twenty-six men who began with Doyle, six would be ordained. By 2002, only three were still priests.


Had Vatican II caused a revolution? Did the council show a prophetic vision—or capitulate to a society already adrift from its moorings? The legacy of Vatican II opened a fault line in the church, widening into the new millennium.


The wrenching scandals of our day look back to those unresolved issues.


In theology classes Doyle read the ecumenical thinkers of Vatican II, the German Jesuit Karl Rahner, the Dutch Dominican Edward Schillebeeckx, the French priest Yves Congar. Their ideas of an introspective church, open to reasonable change, had made them outcasts in the 1950s under Pope Pius XII; all were rehabilitated by John XXIII.


The unrest at Aquinas continued. A religious brother who was retarded and did menial tasks disappeared. Word filtered down that he had made sexual advances to students and gone to a treatment center in New Mexico. Doyle later learned he had died in New Mexico. A theologian who studied at the Menninger Institute began speaking about homosexuality—not as sin but as lifestyle; some seminarians were spellbound. The man left the priesthood; years later he died of AIDS. Several men in Doyle’s class were thrown out because they were gay.


As student protests rocked the globe in 1968, Tom Doyle sought closeness to God in the bedrock of orthodoxy. The earthquakes in the seminary seemed a test from God. He felt a greater pull to the mysteries of faith; he wanted to administer God’s grace through the sacraments. “The issue of my seminary years was to survive” he would recall. With a voracious intellect he galloped toward a master’s in philosophy. He would earn five M.A.s—adding degrees in theology, political science, canon law, and church administration.


Doyle had broken up with a high school girlfriend in Cornwall before making his choice. He wasn’t indifferent to women’s charms. But he saw the 1967 papal letter on celibacy as dashing any chance of imminent change in the rules.


On July 29, 1968, Pope Paul VI issued the encyclical Humanae Vitae, which condemned all forms of artificial contraception. Reaction to the birth control letter was awesome. Theologians in Europe and North America openly broke ranks, citing Paul’s sixty-four-member advisory commission on the issue, which had overwhelmingly favored use of the birth control pill. For two years after the commission’s secret report, Paul VI had read about bioethics and spoken with advisers in a Hamlet-like struggle. Should he break with a papal teaching that told couples wishing to avoid pregnancy to abstain from sex during the woman’s fertile period? Or should Paul VI cross a threshold, and bless the logic of sexual intimacy without childbirth as an immediate goal?9He chose the past. Soon after the letter’s release, an English cardinal said that Catholics using birth control devices could receive the sacraments.


As priests, nuns, and laypeople in many countries advocated freedom of conscience, a great wall of Catholic unity was cracking. Doyle learned he had cousins who used the pill. One couple became Episcopalians. At least the encyclical was not issued under a rubric of papal infallibility.


Thomas P. Doyle was ordained on May 16, 1970, in Dubuque, Iowa. Michael Doyle gave his son the wedding and engagement rings of his deceased mother; Tom had a goldsmith in Montreal implant Doris’s rings, in the design of a Celtic cross, in the silver chalice he used henceforth in celebrating the Holy Eucharist. In time, he officiated at the weddings of Shannon and Kelly. If he had a mild envy of his sisters’ intimacy with their spouses, and homes soon blessed with children, he led a rewarding life nonetheless. Celibacy meant sublimating the sex drive through athletics, marathon reading, intense prayer, and an array of friendships with parishioners and in the Dominican communities. He was twenty-eight when a woman in confession asked if experiencing an orgasm was a sin. On impulse he told her no—enjoy those orgasms when you have them!


In 1971 Doyle was an assistant pastor at St. Vincent Ferrer Parish in River Forest, a suburb of Chicago, when a divorced man asked his help. Could he get his first marriage annulled, and remarry in the church? Divorced Catholics were rare in Tom’s parents’ generation. Many Catholics believed that divorced people could never remarry within the church, though canonical proceedings did allow for annulments. Those who remarried civilly or in other churches were forbidden to receive communion. Doyle drove down to the Loop and visited the Chicago archdiocese’s tribunal, where priests and lay staff dealt with the Code of Canon Law.


An annulment had stricter standards than a civil divorce; but if aberrations like spousal abandonment or systematic abuse were proven, the tribunal could deem the sacramental bond “invalid,” opening the way for a new exchange of vows. Doyle helped his parishioner get an annulment and presided at the man’s wedding. Suddenly, people were calling him for help on annulments. He listened as women sobbed, telling of husbands who had beaten them for years; he met kids numbed by violent and alcohol-drenched homes; he heard women talk about frigidity and being abused as girls. He saw the proud exterior of men turn brittle as they revealed sexual secrets that had plagued them for years; some were impotent, others homosexual, and though they loved their families, they wanted out of marriage. In this undercurrent of suffering, Doyle reasoned that Christ’s church must help its hurting members.


“Cardinal Cody wants to see you,” his Dominican provincial said one day.


The mansion of Chicago’s cardinal archbishop overlooked Lincoln Park in a zone of downtown real estate called the Gold Coast. Cardinal John Cody ruled the nation’s largest archdiocese with an iron fist. Cody forced many older priests out of parishes they had served for years. He would show up at a rectory unannounced, wait hours if the pastor was out, and when the man walked in order him to vacate on the spot. His decisions could be bizarre. When the psychologist Eugene Kennedy advised him that a priest on the verge of collapse should enter a therapeutic facility, Cody gave the priest money and a plane ticket to Paris. The priest flew off to a breakdown, and ended up in a New York hospital. “Who could read Cody’s mind?” says Kennedy. “He wanted to control everything.”10


As archbishop of New Orleans, Cody had overseen $30 million worth of construction in four years and championed racial desegregation. In Chicago, he had to close inner-city Catholic schools because of his poorly conceived closed-circuit TV network for parishes. He lost $2 million investing church funds in a company that crashed. But Chicago had more than 2 million Catholics whose loyalty allowed Cody to make financial gifts to members of the Roman Curia on trips to the Vatican. A fireman’s son who had entered the seminary at fourteen, he took doctorates in philosophy, theology, and canon law, landing a job at the Vatican Secretariat of State in the 1930s.11 In Chicago, his tyrannical behavior generated a river of bad press and speculation about his stability, which flowed to Rome. “As long as I’m all right with God, I don’t care what my critics say,” he huffed.12 In 1978, with Pope Paul ill, the Reverend Andrew M. Greeley noted the arrival of a cardinal from the Roman Curia:


 


Sebastiano Baggio has been in our city. In a secret stop on his way to a meeting in Latin America, he visited Cardinal Cody with a “request” from the pope that he yield power. The cardinal is already telling people about the visit. I hear there was a fierce shouting match most of one night at the cardinal’s villa on the grounds of the seminary at Mundelein, with the cardinal adamantly refusing to go along with the request…. [T]he cardinal often does not respond to letters from the various Roman congregations and in one case did not respond for several months to a handwritten letter from Pope Paul VI (he bragged to others about ignoring this letter, saying that “Baggio made the pope write it”).13


 


Two days later the pope died. Cody flew to Rome for the funeral and conclave that selected Cardinal Albino Luciani as John Paul I. A month later Luciani, too, died. Back in Rome, Cody sat in conclave with the cardinals who chose Karol Wojtyla, the archbishop of Krakow, as the first Polish pope, John Paul II.


Well before those events, a cautious Tom Doyle had been ushered into Cody’s office. The famously moody cardinal, bespectacled, with sagging jowls, inquired about his background, life in the Dominicans, his parish. Father Doyle answered politely, truthfully. Remarking on his work with the divorced, Cody asked if he knew canon law. “Not much, Your Eminence.” Cody had been a scholar on the canons relating to marriage. The cold exterior melted into a strange bearish warmth as he praised the young priest for helping those who needed the church.


Thus began an odd friendship. Seasoned by the confessions of wrecked marriages, Tom Doyle saw Cody as unable to articulate his pain. He was careful not to play therapist to a cardinal. Secretaries came and went with documents to sign; Cody slept alone in the big house, surrounded by stacks of papers. With a large reach of family and friends, Doyle was upbeat about life. Cody confided about alcoholic priests he was helping financially, and support to women with out-of-wedlock children. The fathers were priests, Father! Doyle did not become Cody’s confessor; but as Cody spoke of his compassion, Doyle saw a lonely man yearning for affections that his stormy habits barred him from finding.


Ambitious young people commonly seek out older, powerful figures they may not like, yet whom they cultivate in finding a career ladder. Cordial Tom Doyle ended up liking the old man. Cody not only encouraged his ministry with the divorced, he provided financial support for Doyle to study canon law. In 1973 Doyle went to Rome for courses in church jurisprudence. He lived at the Angelicum, the Dominican university, and took classes at the Gregorianum, the Jesuit university. He saw the Legionaries of Christ walking in pairs, like soldiers. In class they talked about orthodoxy so much as “to seem paranoid—so lacking in independent thought,” he recalled. He knew little else about them.


From Rome he went to Ottawa, earning a master’s in church law at St. Paul University, and then to the Catholic University of America, in Washington, D.C., for his doctorate. Catholic U—called “the little Vatican” by virtue of its founding under an 1887 charter by Pope Leo XIII—covered 144 green acres in the northeast section of Washington. At the front, on Michigan Avenue, stood the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception with its brilliant blue dome. Doyle lived across the street at the Dominican House of Studies, a cavernous neo-Gothic structure with a row of steeples.


In time off from classes, he took flying lessons and got his pilot’s license.


By 1978 he was back at the parish in River Forest, working on annulments at Chicago’s tribunal. A group of scholars overseeing a revised edition of the 1917 canonical code enlisted Doyle to write the commentary on the canons governing marriage. He resumed his visits with Cardinal Cody, more unpopular than ever in Chicago yet on good terms with Pope John Paul II.


In 1981, a canonist working at the Vatican embassy in Washington, D.C., resigned to become a Dominican superior. The apostolic delegate, or papal envoy, was the Italian archbishop Pio Laghi. Doyle was stunned at the invitation to interview in Washington for the canon lawyer’s position.


Built in 1939, the three-story building of Florentine design on Massachusetts Avenue’s Embassy Row was directly across from the official residence of the vice president. In countries where the Holy See has no diplomatic standing, the papal envoy to the nation’s bishops is called an apostolic delegate; a papal envoy with ambassadorial rank is called a nuncio. Pope John Paul II’s secretary of state, Cardinal Agostino Casaroli, was negotiating a relationship with the Reagan administration to secure diplomatic status for the Holy See. In 1867, under pressure from Protestants, the United States had severed ties with the Vatican.


Born on May 21, 1922, in Castiglione, Pio Laghi was a peasant’s son who advanced through the priesthood with doctorates in theology and canon law in Rome. He was thirty when Pope Pius XII selected him for the Vatican diplomatic corps. As befit his title, the fifty-nine-year-old Laghi had a quick mind and an elegant manner. He was a trim man with dark eyes, close-cut silver hair, and “a frustratingly consistent forehand on the tennis court,” in the words of Senator John Heinz of Pennsylvania.14 Fluent in four languages, Laghi had served in Nicaragua during the Somoza regime; then in India, Jerusalem, Cyprus, and finally Argentina, where the military regime paid the salaries of the bishops.


Laghi’s tour of duty in Argentina coincided with the “dirty war” of a dictatorship that tortured and “disappeared” thousands of its own people. Laghi later called it the “most thankless” job of his career. Human rights activists accused him, bitterly, of cozying up to the regime—charges Laghi would deny as they shadowed him into the evening of his career.15


Doyle knew nothing of that controversy in 1981 as he sat in Laghi’s large office, where a photograph of the pope hung prominently With a prelate’s gold chain draped across his chest, Laghi spoke of the need to select correct men to become bishops, reviewing qualifications to ensure that the Holy Father had a list of three candidates from whom to choose each new bishop. The topography of the church was changing. As descendants of Irish, Polish, and Italian Catholics settled into affluent suburbs of the Northeast and Midwest, the influx of Haitians, Cubans, and Nicaraguans into Florida, and of Salvadorans and Mexicans into the Southwest and California, pushed the frontiers of the church. Laghi emphasized the need for naming new bishops as Rome carved out new dioceses.


Laghi kept talking—about the need for bishops loyal to the Holy Father’s vision for the church, about the Holy Father’s emphasis on evangelization. Doyle had written his master’s thesis in political science on Lenin’s theory of social revolution. As archbishop of Krakow, Karol Wojtyla had lived through the horrors of communism. As pope, John Paul II was sending signals of disapproval to Latin America, where advocates of Liberation Theology sought an empowerment of the impoverished masses as part of their spiritual destiny. The pope saw Marxist thought as influencing such theologians. As Archbishop Laghi kept talking, Doyle, eager for a career track to become a bishop or diplomat, wondered, Why is this guy yakking so much? Isn’t he curious about who I am?


An aide interrupted to say that the guests had arrived.


In marched Cardinal John Krol of Philadelphia, tall and gray-haired, with regal bearing (as befit his name, meaning “king” in Polish), accompanied by two newly named auxiliary bishops. Laghi showed the Americans into the dining room; French Canadian nuns served a celebratory meal with wine in honor of the two men who had joined the hierarchy. One bishop proposed “a toast to the Holy Spirit,” which struck Doyle as stupid. But you can’t not drink to the Holy Spirit when you’re sitting with the apostolic delegate and the cardinal archbishop of Philadelphia. Laghi and Krol did most of the talking, ruminations on the recent shooting of the Holy Father in Rome by Mehmet Ali Agca, a Turkish terrorist. The table was charged with speculation about news on Agca’s reputed ties to Bulgaria and the Soviet KGB. A plot to kill the pope was evil of the harshest form.


Cardinal Krol and the two bishops departed after lunch.


Coffee-logged, Doyle readied himself for questions.


“How soon can you come?” said Pio Laghi.


Well, replied Doyle, he would have to ask his superiors.


“Yes, fine,” said Laghi matter-of-factly. “Go ask them.”


And that was it—no questions, just come back when your superiors have agreed to let you work for the Holy Father. Doyle thanked Archbishop Laghi, realizing the job had been his to lose. The Vatican delegation! He flew back to Chicago on wings of joy and congratulations from his brother Dominicans.


The Chicago Sun-Times was investigating Cody’s use of archdiocesan funds, which included generous support to a lady who had been a friend since childhood. Doyle put no stock in rumors of a sexual relationship. Cody claimed they had grown up like siblings. Still, Cody’s bizarre fiscal habits had caused the U.S. attorney’s office to open a probe. Cody’s lawyers insisted he was protected by the constitutional separation of church and state. Lead attorney Don Reuben, a self-styled fixer in the city’s power structure, called Cody “answerable to Rome and to God, not to the Sun-Times.”16


Cody told Doyle that the papal delegation would be a demanding job, but he knew Doyle would handle it well. Doyle thanked him with a sad foreboding about Cody. After a round of good-byes he boxed his many books, drove to Washington, and moved back into the Dominican House of Studies, where he would live while working as the embassy canon lawyer and for his ultimate superior, Pope John Paul II.


In Service to the Vatican


Father Doyle had voted for Ronald Reagan; he liked the administration’s emphasis on a strong national defense and less government. Each day he rose for early Mass and drove to the embassy mansion for morning prayers at seven-thirty in the chapel lined with wooden carvings of the Stations of the Cross that Laghi had brought from Italy. The nuns who prepared the men’s meals lived in their own quarters within the embassy. Work began with a congresso, or meeting, at which Laghi presided. Four Italian priests handled his correspondence, reports, and cable traffic with Rome. Doyle was among the four American priests. One wrote Laghi’s speeches; another was his secretary and aide at events; a third was the economo, a quartermaster who issued checks, planned events, and oversaw custodial work at the embassy. Doyle dealt with some of the most important and confidential tasks, doing background checks on future bishops.


Laghi met with bishops individually and through the U.S. Catholic Conference, in northeast Washington, which served as the bishops’ national support staff. (The U.S.C.C and the National Conference of Catholic Bishops later merged, becoming the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops.) Secrecy was fundamental to Doyle’s job. Few reporters knew who he was, which suited him fine. Laghi caused a stir in July of 1981 with a letter to U.S. bishops admonishing their diocesan newspapers for “lack of respect toward the church and the magisterium.”17 The word “magisterium” refers to the teaching authority of the pope, the church, the bishops. Laghi’s letter, mentioning no journalist by name, was widely seen as a criticism of Andrew M. Greeley, the prolific priest whose column ran in many diocesan papers. Greeley, a sociologist and leading critic of the 1968 birth control encyclical, predicted the silent dissent by millions of Catholic couples who would use the pill or other contraceptives and still receive the sacraments. Laghi chided the Catholic press for “harm to the faith of the people” when articles dissented from church teaching. One editor quipped: “How can you respond to a letter that contains no specifics? You can only say: Be specific.”


Doyle saw the letter as a warning shot on loyalty. Catholics constituted 24 percent of the U.S. population, some 62 million people in the richest nation on the earth. John Paul wanted them four-square on church teaching about topics that ran against the grain of popular culture. Doyle’s misgivings about forbidding married Catholics the use of contraception had deepened. Those were profoundly personal decisions. Realizing he would be fired if he questioned church teaching, Doyle rationalized self-censorship as a price for securing a role of authority in a church that was bound to change. The church had tolerated slavery before the Civil War; John Paul II was speaking out for human rights. Church teachings on human sexuality gave short shrift to the social sciences. One day Rome would have to approve new theological inquiry.


Doyle had met John Paul in October of 1979 at a reception of Chicago priests during his first papal trip to America. He had arrived like some celestial superstar, handsome with his chiseled Slavic features, wide brow, and determined gaze. In the warm smile, an adoring media found a sublime persona. Most commentators ignored a subtler message, as the historian Garry Wills observed in a Columbia Journalism Review essay. Addressing theologians in Washington, John Paul said: “It is the right of the faithful not to be troubled by theories and hypotheses that they are not expert in judging or that are easily simplified or manipulated by public opinion for ends that are alien to the truth.” Wills seized on the words as “the old defense of theological censorship…. The man who says that will not be quick to take questions from a press that might ‘simplify’ or distort the answers.”18


The stormy years in seminary had toughened Father Doyle. Wearing French cuffs at receptions on the embassy circuit, he met Vice President and Mrs. George Bush. He had lunch with Catholic advisers in the White House. Having never imagined such a life for himself, he liked it and wanted to move up.


Doyle spent much of his time writing internal reports for Laghi’s review and that of the Secretariat of State in Rome. In vetting bishops, Doyle relied on people who knew a given candidate. A questionnaire went to such people with a cover statement exactly as printed here: ANY VIOLATION OF THIS SECRET NOT ONLY CONSTITUTES A GRAVE FAULT, BUT IS ALSO A CRIME PUNISHABLE WITH A CORRESPONDING ECCLESIASTICAL PENALTY. The questionnaire asked about the priest’s attitude toward Vatican statements on “the priestly ordination of women, on the Sacrament of Matrimony, on sexual ethics, and on social justice … loyalty and docility to the Holy Father, the Apostolic See, and the Hierarchy; esteem for and acceptance of priestly celibacy.”19


The prospective bishop was never interviewed, nor supposed to know he was under consideration. Doyle spoke with bishops and priests in assessing candidates. Laghi discouraged priests’ councils from submitting names. The process was a “pontifical secret.” Those receiving a letter from the delegate “are not to disclose this fact to anyone nor are they to discuss the content of their response with anyone.”20


For all of the secrecy in the background checks, Doyle found it boring work. He preferred writing reports on the dioceses, fusing demographic data and internal numbers in analyzing infrastructure, state of the clergy, growth in schools, universities, and charitable services. One thing Doyle omitted from his reports was the reason behind the declining numbers of priests; some twelve hundred men were leaving American clerical life a year, most of them to marry. A similar attrition factor was emerging in Canada, Australia, and Ireland.21 The mandatory celibacy law and the birth control prohibition were taking a toll.


Silence was a powerful force in ecclesiastical culture—things unsaid could be as important as the timely word. Under John Paul, no priest who wanted to be a bishop could speak against celibacy, or the birth control ban, or in favor of ordaining women. Doyle knew that any number of would-be bishops did not share Rome’s positions. In the arc of history the church had to reckon with the sensus fidelium—the “mind of the faithful.” Until then, he told himself, he was working for the greater good. Laghi praised his report on the Chicago archdiocese at the congresso.


On a trip back to Chicago he visited the seventy-four-year-old Cody in a parlor of the mansion on the evening of April 24, 1982. The cardinal, so bloated that his head seemed tiny, was dying of heart failure. Amidst the pounding Sun-Times reports, a federal grand jury had issued subpoenas to five archdiocesan bank accounts; Cody stonewalled the grand jury about his spending. With Doyle, the old man reminisced about happier days, until a nurse said he needed rest.


At 2 A.M. Doyle was awakened by a phone call: Cody had died. Laghi ordered him to retrieve the cardinal’s personal papers. Cody had been a voting cardinal in conclaves that had elected two popes. If investigators obtained his papers, Cody’s diary might be leaked to the press. With authorities at bay, Doyle searched Cody’s office and mansion. He found letters to people who were sick, and gifts from children in Cody’s bedroom. A teddy bear symbolized how a man emotionally cut off found comfort in a child’s gift. Doyle brought other things back to the embassy, beyond a subpoena’s reach.


Cody’s death ended the dismal spectacle of federal investigation. Before his death, the pope had quietly approved Cincinnati archbishop Joseph L. Bernardin to become Chicago’s next archbishop. A Southerner by birth, Bernardin had shown a genteel, conciliatory manner in the early 1970s when, as general secretary, he had a shaping role at the bishops’ conference in Washington. In an ironic postmortem, Cody’s old nemesis, Cardinal Baggio, the head of the Congregation for Bishops, tried to block Bernardin’s candidacy. Baggio had been a favorite of Pope Paul VI in seeking moderate, pastorally minded men for the hierarchy. John Paul II “was disturbed at reports that some bishops in the United States were not speaking out clearly on birth control, abortion, and divorce,” wrote Time Vatican correspondent Wilton Wynn. Baggio’s move against Bernardin backfired. Demoted by John Paul, Baggio moaned: “I am nothing in the Curia now—nothing!”22


When Joe Bernardin moved into the mansion in Chicago, Doyle and Pio Laghi flew in for his installation as archbishop, staying at the big house. Bernardin was the opposite of his predecessor: at ease with others, a good listener, a consensus builder. He began an address to the Chicago priests with the words “I am Joseph, your brother.” John Paul would soon name him a cardinal. En route to the festivities Doyle sat with powerful churchmen in a limousine and had warm memories as Chicago glided by.


Laghi warned him about becoming too chummy with bishops after Doyle mentioned a conversation with Tom Kelly, a Dominican who had succeeded Bernardin as general secretary of the bishops’ conference. Kelly (soon to become archbishop of Louisville) had told him: “You’re very important to Bernardin now,” meaning that the conference wanted influence over the short list of bishop candidates. Laghi solemnly told Doyle that a priest who once worked at the nunciature—as the Vatican embassy was now called—was fired for breaking confidences. The Roman Catholic hierarchy was as political as Congress or the Kremlin. Bishops dealt with various Vatican congregations, showing unity with Rome. In return they wanted collegiality, a degree of power sharing. Paul VI had changed the College of Cardinals from majority Italian to an international body, reflecting the global church’s great diversity, a change that led, indirectly, to the election of the first Polish pope.


John Paul II, an actor in his youth and a scholar in philosophy, was displaying rare charisma on human rights. In 1979, Poland’s communist regime begrudgingly allowed crowds to gather for his first trip home as pope. He told 250,000 people at Mass in Warsaw’s Victory Square: “Christ cannot be kept out of the history of man in any part of the globe.” Elsewhere on that trip, he said: “This pope has come to this place to bear witness to Christ … to speak of these often forgotten people and nations to the whole, to Europe and to the world.”23 He was embarking on an extraordinary foreign policy feat, a pope using the power of words, the symbol of his office, to defy tyranny. He sent underground messages to imprisoned leaders of Solidarity and monitored channels of covert aid, bolstering a national resistance movement.24 To many Catholics, his conviction about the birth control prohibition seemed marginal, almost irrelevant.


Doyle’s stock rose with the 1983 publication by Paulist Press of a revised, 1,152-page volume, The Code of Canon Law: A Text and Commentary. As author of the section on marriage issues, he was at the top in his field, teaching part-time at Catholic University.


In the power ties between Rome and America, theology was the dicey vocation. Theologians took risks in exploring issues of ethics and conscience. Theologians got in trouble with the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the quaint name Paul VI had given the old Holy Office of the Inquisition. Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, a German, was prefect of the CDF. As a young priest at Vatican II, Ratzinger stood as a progressive theologian advising his national hierarchy, writing of “prophetic protest against the self-righteousness of the institution…. God, throughout history, has not been on the side of the institution but on that of the suffering and persecuted.”25 Back in Germany, Ratzinger became dean of theology at the University of Tübingen. As campus protests swept Europe in 1968, students occupied the classrooms of Ratzinger and his Swiss colleague Hans Küng. “Even for a strong personality like me, this was unpleasant,” Küng told Ratzinger’s biographer John L. Allen Jr. “For someone timid like Ratzinger it was horrifying.”26 Radicals tried to push the student parish into activism. As Allen observed: “Ratzinger later said that the Tübingen experience showed him ‘an instrumentalization by ideologies that were tyrannical, brutal and cruel. That experience made it clear to me that the abuse of faith had to be resisted precisely if one wanted to uphold the will of the council.’ ”


Ratzinger was turning his theological concern from structural change to institutional stability when Pope Paul VI appointed him archbishop of Munich in May of 1978. A month later Paul made him a cardinal. At the conclave that August, following Paul’s death, Ratzinger met Cardinal Wojtyla of Krakow, with whom he had exchanged books for several years. A month later Wojtyla became John Paul II. Ratzinger meanwhile had a publicized falling-out with Hans Küng. A theologian critical of papal infallibility, Küng was a priest committed to changing church structures. His vision of a church committed to deep structural change clashed with that of the German bishops and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which in 1979 declared him unqualified to teach as a Catholic theologian.


Ratzinger would later say that it was not he but his former colleagues who had changed. In 1981 John Paul II chose him to lead the CDF.


When Tom Doyle met him in 1983, Ratzinger was building a case against the Reverend Charles Curran of Catholic University of America, an influential moral theologian. Curran explored the symmetry between theology and biology. How did church teachings on human sexuality, unchanged for centuries, square with the advances of science? For Rome, the unresolved issue was Curran’s role in 1968 as a leader of the theologians dissenting against the birth control prohibition. Ratzinger wanted obedience to church teaching. As the CDF built a case against Curran, theologians saw Ratzinger as betraying Vatican II. Not so, Ratzinger insisted. “A progressive process of decadence,” he explained, “has been unfolding under the sign of a summons to a presumed ‘spirit of the Council.’ ”27


Doyle shared Ratzinger’s revulsion against countercultural currents that crashed against civilized order; Doyle also liked the gentlemanly Charlie Curran and thought him no threat to the church. Ratzinger was laying the groundwork to strip him of his license to teach theology. Unlike Notre Dame, Georgetown, and other independent Catholic universities, Catholic U, with its pontifical charter, answered to Rome. Doyle had no role in the dispute and was glad of that.


At a conference in Dallas in 1983, Doyle spoke on moral values to church officials. After his remarks he sat with Ratzinger, whose silver-white hair and genteel manner shimmered with beneficence. Doyle admired his intelligence and commitment to Vatican authority, if not his views on every issue. This was a culture of power where one worked from within, sometimes slowly. Ratzinger showed a capacity to listen, as if he had all the time in eternity for what Thomas Patrick Doyle had to say. Yet Rome’s battles with theologians cut against Doyle’s pastoral experience of people who sought solace, not rules on sex, in response to life’s burdens. He was careful not to say too much.


A sign of what Ratzinger detested landed on his desk in Rome in 1983: A Challenge to Love: Gay and Lesbian Catholics in the Church, an anthology of essays edited by Robert Nugent, a priest formerly with the Philadelphia archdiocese who had a master of sacred theology degree from Yale. With no whiff of personal scandal, Nugent had run afoul of Archbishop James Hickey of Washington, D.C., for his work with New Ways Ministry, a gay and lesbian outreach he had founded with a nun, Jeannine Gramick, in a suburb of Washington. Hickey forbade them from giving workshops in his archdiocese and began a long-running investigation of the pair for violation of church doctrine. In a short introduction to Nugent’s book, Bishop Walter Sullivan of Richmond, Virginia, quoted a U.S. bishops’ 1976 pastoral letter advocating compassion for those who “find themselves, through no fault of their own, to have a homosexual orientation.” Sullivan wrote: “Some voices challenge us to love and accept homosexual Catholics; some challenge our understanding of human sexuality.”28 On a trip to Rome Sullivan visited Ratzinger. Pointing to the book, Ratzinger said: “What is the meaning of this?”29 He ordered Sullivan to remove his name from the cover of future editions. Sullivan obeyed. The CDF requested that the Salvatorians, Nugent’s order, halt future printings, which of course the order had no authority to do.


Nugent’s essay claiming that the church had a substantial gay priest culture violated the logic of secrecy in ecclesiastical life.30 In 1961 the Sacred Congregation for Religious, in Rome, had issued a dark warning: “Advancement toward religious vows and ordination should be barred to those who are inflicted with evil tendencies toward homosexuality or pederasty for whom the common life and the priestly ministry constitute serious dangers.”31 Tom Doyle knew scattered priests who were homosexual, a few fairly up-front about it. Unless a man openly carried on, Doyle was tolerant. But he had seen religious communities torn by cliques along lines of sexual orientation. The straights wondered who the gays were screwing; the gays called homophobia a sin that created spiritual wounds. Doyle was glad too that he had no role in Hickey’s investigation.


In his vetting of prospective bishops, Doyle eliminated men with sexual baggage. Yet even systems with elaborate screenings are not failsafe, as Doyle learned many years later when Arizona litigation over allegations of sexual abuse of adolescents involving one Father Robert Trupia, himself a canon lawyer, revealed that in 1980 Bishop James Rausch of Phoenix had begun paying a street hustler for sex. Rausch had advanced to the hierarchy after being general secretary of the bishops’ conference in Washington. Rausch was long dead by the time the information surfaced in litigation. His background check had been done before Pio Laghi arrived in Washington, before Tom Doyle had any idea he would ever work in the Vatican embassy.32





Chapter Two



EVIDENCE OF THINGS UNSAID


OF THE BISHOPS Tom Doyle met through his embassy work, none impressed him as favorably as Bernie Law.


Born in Mexico in 1931, the only child of an airplane pilot and a mother who converted to the faith, Bernard Law was elected senior class president of his majority-black high school in St. Thomas, Virgin Islands.1 As a Harvard undergraduate he shared a dormitory suite with two Jews and a Southern Baptist. After Harvard, he spent two years at a Benedictine monastery among pastoral oaks in Louisiana, followed by six years at the Pontifical College Josephinum in Columbus, Ohio. In 1961, Law’s final year in seminary, church officials learned that a faculty priest had been seducing teenage boys in his apartment, making them stand naked before mirrors, telling them, “Jesus loves you and your body.”2 The teacher was dismissed.


Law’s Caribbean upbringing gave him a natural rapport with people of color. As a young priest in Jackson, Mississippi, he edited the diocesan newspaper, writing in support of civil rights, putting himself on the right side of history. In 1973, he was named the bishop of Springfield-Cape Girardeau, in Missouri, which had a small Catholic population. Tom Doyle enjoyed conversations with Law at the embassy, where bishops routinely visited to meet with Pio Laghi. Ambitious, comfortable with ideas, Law was an ardent pro-life advocate. When Doyle asked his opinion on Rome’s order to have the Sisters of Mercy halt tubal ligations at their hospitals, Law opined that the surgical procedure for women who no longer wished to bear children violated Catholic birth control teaching. Though frustrated by the nuns’ stall tactics, Doyle was troubled by the equating of aborting a fetus with the tying of fallopian tubes, which involved no embryo. The tubal ligations stopped at the hospitals.


With Doyle’s support, the pope in 1984 made Law archbishop of Boston.


In theory, each bishop answers to the pope; but their more direct line of communication is with the papal delegate in Washington and the various congregations at the Vatican. Bishops have great latitude in running their dioceses. For all of John Paul’s emphasis on loyalty, few bishops preached on birth control. They had to raise money from the pews.


A greater concern to the bishops was the agony of the church in Latin America. The Reagan administration was pouring weapons and military support into Central America. Guatemala, under a fundamentalist Christian, had a military that was slaughtering Indian peasants. Nicaragua had idealistic priests allied with the Sandinista government, the cardinal archbishop of Managua bucking the Marxist regime, and Contra guerrillas waging war on the Sandinistas. In El Salvador, Archbishop Oscar Romero had championed a “preferential option for the poor,” the clarion call of a 1968 Latin American bishops conference. For exhorting his government to respect human rights, Romero was shot dead while celebrating Mass. The assassination outraged bishops, particularly Archbishop Hickey of Washington, who knew nuns in El Salvador who were raped and murdered by death squads.


Laghi was not a critic of American policy. Cardinal Casaroli, the papal secretary of state, was working to restore diplomatic ties between Washington and the Holy See. In 1984, Laghi became a full ambassador as Washington sent a representative to the Vatican. The bishops’ conference, however, was emerging as a critic of the administration, with book-length pastoral letters on nuclear arms and the economy generating national debate. The 1985 economics letter, directed by Milwaukee archbishop Rembert G. Weakland, faulted Reagan policies for neglecting the poor and the working class. Most bishops were moderately left of center on domestic issues other than abortion. In 1982, as a nuclear freeze movement spread when U.S. missiles were installed in Europe, Cardinal Bernardin steered the research on The Challenge of Peace, which questioned the arms buildup and the morality of using nuclear weapons.3


Doyle, who supported administration policy toward the Soviets, watched with silent approval as Cardinal Ratzinger took aim at Bernardin for overstepping boundaries assumed by the Vatican on teaching authority in the church. Ratzinger ordered a report by the Roman Curia that admonished Bernardin and his colleagues for “opinions based on the evaluation of technical or military factors.”4 The suggestion that public stands be approved by Rome pleased political conservatives. But the work on pastoral letters stemmed from the idea of collegiality at Vatican II. Speaking out as moral teachers, the bishops wanted a greater say in guiding the church. With Pio Laghi cultivated as the bishop’s link to Rome, Doyle was like a bad cop, vetting doctrinaire “conservatives” (versus more flexible, pastorally minded moderates) for the hierarchy. Avoiding the internal politics of the bishops’ conference, Doyle showed himself to be following Rome’s orders.


For all of the bishops’ activism and internal jockeying, the issue closest to their lives was never discussed in public: the revolution in the priesthood.


Since Vatican II, the birth control letter and the antique celibacy law had driven off thousands of potential priests. The number of seminarians went into a steep slide, alongside a flood of men leaving clerical life. Ireland lost 35 percent of her priests and nuns between 1970 and 1995; seminary enrollment sank nearly 80 percent. The United States experienced comparable losses.5 With the median age of a U.S diocesan cleric at sixty, the graying priesthood and the decline in seminarians was a looming problem. Shadowing the attrition rate was the rise of a gay priest culture.


In the 1970s, as roughly one hundred Americans left the priesthood every month, most of them to marry, the proportion of homosexuals among men remaining in the ministry escalated. By the mid-eighties, the cultural dynamics of a gay world took hold in rectories, religious orders, and many seminaries. Historically, the priesthood has probably always had a greater proportion of homosexuals than the overall male population. Church laws show a long history of concern about same-sex activity.6 Saint Peter Damian in 1051 sent a famous tract denouncing homosexual activity among clergy to Pope Leo IX, who thanked him and ignored it. Leo IX “was the first pontiff to take action against marriage of priests, which the Western church had only erratically opposed.”7


Clerical celibacy had a rationale in the example of Jesus; but some of the apostles were married, and for generations, priests and bishops married. In the late eleventh century Pope Gregory VII waged a campaign to end clerical marriage. He was especially concerned that priests’ children would create dynasties by inheriting church properties. “Driven from their homes,” the wives of many priests suffered greatly, “their honor ruined, their families broken.”8 Yet an institution built on sexual segregation was bound to have its fault lines. Penalties for having sex with minors run through the history of canon law.9 The seminary experiences of Thomas Doyle and Bernard Law—in which older men left after making sexual advances on students—typify pre—Vatican II seminaries that presumed heterosexuality as the norm. When seminaries were full, rectors weeded out men who seemed unable to maintain a chaste, dignified masculinity.


In the time before “gay” had its present meaning, any number of homosexuals became priests. If a man carried on inappropriately, chances are the bishop turned to therapists. “I was in on some horrendous cases and had titanic battles with bishops over matters of my confidentiality as a therapist,” said Eugene Kennedy of his years as a priest. “The hierarchy wanted homosexuality handled with compassion, and not publicly…. They were put back into the clerical culture, fixed up with great margins of toleration. That culture is now in shards.”10


In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from its list of mental disorders. Catholic vocation directors began accepting men who seemed gay (or admitted as much), premised on an acceptance of chastity. A realization that most people do not choose their sexual orientation coincided with the clergy’s embrace of psychotherapy, once deemed anathema by the Vatican. With Reform Judaism and liberal Protestant churches pulling back from the shibboleth of homosexuals as a menace to society,11 an American bishops’ 1976 pastoral letter stated that to be a homosexual was not sinful; but same-sex activity was a sin. That position of enforced chastity clashed with the ideal of full social acceptance of gay people, especially as the priest hood became a sexual closet. A glaring sign of the double standard came in 2002, when Milwaukee’s Archbishop Weakland resigned after admitting to a secret payoff of $450,000 several years earlier to quiet a man from his past.


To rise in ecclesiastical culture, would-be bishops could not say that the celibacy law left the church desperate to attract new priests. The Vatican’s 1961 admonition against accepting men with “evil tendencies” became a fossil record to the flood of gay men rolling into seminaries in the 1970s. “I have scores of reports from priests about affectionate or sexual approaches or responses from teachers or elders during their training,” writes A. W. Richard Sipe, a psychotherapist, former Benedictine priest, and authority on celibacy. “There is no other single element so destructive to sexual responsibility among clergy as the system of secrecy, which both shields behavior and reinforces denial.”12


The impact of gay priest culture may be disproportionate to the actual number of homosexual priests. The most extensive survey of American priests using standard polling practices was conducted by the Los Angeles Times in 2002. Drawing on 1854 questionnaires, the study found that two-thirds of the respondents were heterosexual celibates, that approximately 20 percent were homosexual, of whom half were celibate. Some 28 percent of priests between the ages of forty-six and fifty-five were homosexual, a reflection of the influx of gay men in the 1970s and 1980s alongside the outflow of heterosexuals who eventually married.13 Father Donald Cozzens, a Cleveland seminary rector in those years, has stated that the priesthood is “becoming a gay profession,”14 a concern that many priests ordained before Vatican II share about the changing image and tone of clerical life. Polls, of course, are not infallible; yet if one accepts the L.A. Times data that 20 percent of priests are gay, that figure is nearly three times greater than the percentage in the overall male population.


Granted that all priests struggle with celibacy, there is a crucial difference between homosexuals for whom priest is a primary source of identity and those for whom gay priest is—an agenda superseding a vocation. As gays swelled the ranks of seminaries and clergy in the 1980s, Rome largely turned a blind eye, while bishops and order superiors blinked. At Rome’s Pontifical North American College, “in the mid-1980s, students … could be found dancing—with each other.”15 In 1990-91 a German sociologist interviewed sixty-four gay priests or seminarians in Rome after being propositioned by a cleric outside the Vatican.16


Some gays entered seminary unsure of their orientation, or expecting to be encouraged in chastity. Many others flocked to religious enclaves where a homoerotic agenda cut against older patterns of assimilation into priestly life. One former seminarian called St. Peter’s College in County Wexford, Ireland, “an academy of debauchery.” Another labeled it “so camp they used to be running around the place like girls out of a Brontë novel.”17


As gay liberation spilled into seminaries, the old environment shed its prohibitions and some seminarians formed cliques, having sex or acting out, while denouncing homophobia in the church. Faculty priests began coming out of their own closets, angry at the church. Gay cliques clashed with the expectations of men for whom priesthood, not sexual orientation, was the reference point. Gay cliques occur “in a fourth of seminaries and maybe more,” says sociologist Dean Hoge. Some seminaries were bastions of orthodoxy. In others, like St. Francis in San Diego, a young ex-marine named Mark Brooks was booted out in 1983 for protesting promiscuity and peer pressure from gays.18


The New Orleans archdiocese paid a $600,000 settlement to the family of a high school boy who on a Good Friday 1986 visit to its Notre Dame Seminary was plied with liquor and sexually assaulted by an adult seminarian.s.19 The Mount Calvary, Wisconsin, seminary run by Capuchin monks was riddled with lawsuits because of a ring of predatory priests who molested teenage students in the 1970s and 1980s.20In Baltimore, six seminarians who went on to be priests were accused of molesting youths while they were doing parish internships during their years of study at St. Mary’s Seminary.21 The changes in seminary life were not the only cause of the abuse scandals that later came to light, for many other victims were girls.


Many priests who happen to be gay lead genuine lives of Christian witness. Nevertheless, a culture of political correctness took root as the agenda of gay apologists collided with orthodox teaching. Bishops and order provincials saw the changes taking place, but assumed that ecclesiastical culture would endure, with its prestige in society very much in place—that the “inner story” would not be revealed. The “gay Catholic” story of the 1980s focused more on clashes between bishops and activists over the church’s opposition to use of condoms as the AIDS epidemic spread. The paradox of a priesthood swelling with gay men got sporadic coverage. By 1990, more than two hundred American priests had HIV, including one cleric in a Chicago treatment center who claimed to have infected eight other priests. Catholic seminaries began requiring men to pass an HIV test before they could be ordained.22
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