Monday, August 22, 2005

	


Activists flock to save parishes 

Nuns, priests, faithful beg: Don't shut Detroit churches

By Kim Kozlowski / The Detroit News
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The Rev. Norman Thomas leads Tuesday Mass at Sacred Heart. "When it comes down to a particular church, if it's a small congregation and they're a community, they should continue to exist," he says.
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DETROIT -- Although St. Ignatius was among 32 churches that the Archdiocese of Detroit closed 16 years ago, a small group of its parishioners still meets weekly in an east side storefront to provide food and housing for the poor. 

"Here is a flesh-and-blood instance of people who come together and worship and are a service to their neighborhood," said the Rev. Tom Lumpkin, a priest assigned to another ministry but who volunteers to celebrate St. Ignatius' weekly Mass. "You can come and see that. You can touch it. You can hear it. We've shown it's possible." 

Using St. Ignatius as an example that there is more to a church than sheer numbers, Lumpkin is among more than 300 Metro Detroit priests, nuns and parishioners in two groups who are rallying to prevent what they fear will be another round of church closings in Detroit and older suburbs. 

Their fears are not entirely without substance. The archdiocese is expected this fall to unveil a long-term plan, called "Together in Faith," that could include closing several more parishes. 

To help decide its future, the archdiocese has issued an 18-page questionnaire to gather critical information on the numbers of parishioners, baptisms and other services provided by each parish to the region's 1.5 million Catholics and beyond. 

The questionnaire has created a firestorm of controversy and the latest debate over how the region's most populous faith, itself dealing with a shortage of priests, should adapt to an increasingly far-flung population. It has prompted a manifesto and suggestions about how the value of churches should be measured. 

"If you evaluate yourself and you're small and you don't have a lot of money, look out," said the Rev. Norman Thomas, pastor of Sacred Heart parish in Eastern Market and head of the committee that drafted a response to the archdiocese. 

"The greatest sacrament of all is community. People gather together and connect with God. When it comes down to a particular church, if it's a small congregation and they're a community, they should continue to exist." 

Thomas did not complete the questionnaire about his church. 

Cardinal Adam Maida met recently with him and other Detroit priests to talk about their concerns about how churches will be judged. 

"Acknowledging that no process is perfect, the cardinal reaffirmed his belief that 'Together in Faith' is a fair and collaborative strategic planning process," said Ned McGrath, a spokesman for the archdiocese. 

"Despite some of the difficult decisions that have already been made regarding the schools, and in anticipation of some of the changes that may be coming, the cardinal said he hoped the priests came away from the meeting with a better appreciation of his personal and pastoral commitment to the urban communities of the Detroit archdiocese." 

In addition, McGrath said the planning will be shaped by conversations in parishes and local districts, known as vicariates, since what works in one community may not work in another. What's more, McGrath said, the process under way was suggested by priests, evaluated by them and other Catholics and aimed at using church resources in the best way possible. 

Other priests agree that the archdiocese has to do something because Detroit parish membership is dwindling. 

"Unless we are proactive in doing something, we are going to find ourselves with 20 people in a building that holds 400," said Deacon Wyatt Jones Jr., pastoral administrator of Precious Blood parish, which already has decided it will merge with St. Francis de Sales in Detroit later this year. 

The small group of dissidents also has a plan to help keep parishes open after the announcement. 

"We will have some control of our destiny," said Tom Kyle, secretary of the Elephants in the Living Room, one of the two groups that plans to replicate some of the vigil strategies used in the Boston Archdiocese, which reversed three church closures announced in 2003. 

For now, a second group known as the Urban Agenda Committee has circulated a document to Maida and all parishes that offers an alternative evaluation plan to the controversial questionnaire. It includes themes of community, inclusion and outreach to judge churches. 

It's not clear which or how many churches will close, but it is widely believed among the coalitions that city and inner-ring suburban parishes are most vulnerable, and the toll could exceed the 32 closures announced 16 years ago. Many other dioceses, including Chicago, New York and Philadelphia, are also struggling with shifting demographics. 

"It doesn't matter where you are, no church is safe," said Lisa Cohen, a parishioner at Redford Township's St. Agatha, which is the only parish so far to know it will close -- on Sunday. 

Cohen already has experienced the turmoil of her children's Catholic school closing last year. Half of the 18 schools closed were in Detroit, renewing fears about which parishes are most vulnerable. 

Now, Cohen has to say goodbye to the church where she had her first Communion, got married and baptized her three children. But she isn't even planning to go to the farewell Mass. 

"There are only so many times you can sing a song before the song gets old," said Cohen, a Southfield resident. "It's just too sad." 

The archdiocese's questionnaire, called a parish evaluation survey, solicits figures such as the number of parishioners, baptisms, marriages and funerals. It also asks for demographic information, parish staffing and financial statistics. 

Soon after parishes started reviewing the questionnaire, some smaller congregations, especially in Detroit, began to fear that only the ones with the most money and parishioners would survive. 

"This is a corporate model," said the Rev. John Nowlan, pastor of St. Hillary in Redford Township. "It's not the model that Christ talked about. I suppose one could argue those were different times and circumstances. But the corporate model does not reflect what churches are or ought to be." 

The 100-plus member Urban Agenda Committee began examining the questionnaire soon after its release and decided that Detroit parishes were broader than the questionnaire, so they came up with some benchmarks of their own. 

"It's not about numbers and statistics and demographics," said Sister Cathey DeSantis, executive director of the Detroit Catholic Pastoral Alliance, formed in the wake of the 1989 church closings, who is part of the committee. "It's about how people worship together, how they are in the community where they find themselves, how they take care of each other and how they take care of their brothers and sisters outside of their church in their community." 

The group published a document, the "Church in Detroit Manifesto," where it laid out some of these benchmarks, and noted the questionnaire ignores the realities of the churches in Detroit. 

"The church represented by this survey does not seem like a community of disciples, but a corporate model striving for cost-cutting controls," says the document. 

It also questioned whether the planning was also driven by white residents' flight from the city and racism. 

"Examining the (proposed) church and school closings in Detroit, whose population is predominantly African-American, and viewing the building of new Catholic churches and schools in the suburbs of Detroit only reinforces the fact that the Catholic Church is guilty of self-perpetuating institutional racism," it says. 

McGrath vehemently denied charges of racism, noting that the archdiocese has worked hard to be inclusive. 

"Cardinal Maida has often, often spoken to the evils of the sin of racism," said McGrath. "He speaks to Catholics and all people of good will to be honest, open and fair with all of their brothers and sisters." 

The coalitions say they have lined up canon lawyers to assist churches that want to appeal Maida's decision to Rome. And they say they have plans to advise churches on other ways to reverse decisions, such as sit-ins, which some say contributed to reversing the decisions in Boston. 

"There is a sense of loss when a parish is sold," said Kyle, a Farmington resident who is active in both coalitions. "Part of your identity is stolen." 

Too much has already been stolen from Detroit, and the church shouldn't take away its churches simply because its parishioners are no longer there, said the Rev. Robert B. McGrath of St. Benedict in Highland Park. 

"We have a responsibility to have a presence in the city," McGrath said, "and proclaim the gospel wherever we are." 

You can reach Kim Kozlowski at (313) 222-2024 or kkozlowski@detnews.com.
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Ronald Thurner, center, and Judith Burkhardt, right, sing during Mass. St. Ignatius was closed years ago by the archdiocese, but the community continues to meet at a storefront in Detroit.
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