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DISCUSSING WHAT NEEDS TO BE DISCUSSED

General Meeting

May 7, 2007

Minutes

Fr. Paul Chateau welcomed the Elephants to Our Lady of Fatima.

Diane McDonald remembered Bishop Joe Schoenherr and Fr. John Nowlan in our prayers.

We recognized three visitors from Ohio:

· Virginia Hoehne, VOTF, Cincinnati

· Roxanne Hemmelgarn, VOTF, Dayton

· Virginia Hull, VOTF, Toledo

Bishop Gumbleton Award

Fr. Gerry Bechard presented the second Bishop Tom Gumbleton Award to Rev. Tony Kosnik.  In his remarks he said:

“This is the second annual Thomas J. Gumbleton Award.  This award in the future may be given to worthy recipients not members of the Elephants; but we would be remiss not to honor one of our own who already has a national reputation.  He is revered by his brother priests and has been recognized by virtually every speaker we’ve had.  So this year’s award is presented to Rev. Arnold Yamasaki, pastor of St. Switherins in the Dell, better know to us as Tony Kosnik.”

Meetings on Priests’ Rights

Fr. Tom Lumpkin described two meeting the Education Committee held following the Educational Forum on Priests’ Rights.  The first meeting the committee met with Fr. Ken Kauchek, the canon lawyer representing priests.  Fr. Kauchek described a new employee hired by the archdiocese to monitor priests on administrative leave.  This raised questions about the pastoral approach.  A second meeting was requested with Msgr. Ricardo Bass and the new employee, Ina Grant, a former Wayne County parole officer.  Msgr. Bass has positive responses to questions raised.  Mrs. Grant presented her plans to help priests on administrative, e.g., help identify the priest’s needs; help with secular employment, where appropriate.

Meetings on Survivors of Sexual Abuse

Fr. Tom Lumpkin described meetings the Education Committee held following the Educational Forum on Survivors of Sexual Abuse.  The committee has tried to plan a reconciliation service for victims of sexual abuse.  Bishop Gumbleton advised that victims want:

· Church officials to listen to their pain

· Church officials to apologize for the abusive activities of Church officials

· Assurance that the sexual abuser in no longer in a position to hurt other children.

He suggested contacting SNAP to extend invitations to victims (we don’t know who they are), and review the plan with SNAP to verify if the plan is workable.  SNAP responded that the service should not be on church property.  SNAP would be happy to forward invitations.

In a second meeting, Bishop Gumbleton advised that a similar meeting for victims was held in Midland last year.  While there was good attendance by others, very few victims came.  He suggested we rethink what we are trying to do.  He said he would consult with Barbara Blaine of SNAP.

Over the previous weekend, Tom Kyle had an opportunity to talk with Barbara Blaine in Cincinnati.  She suggested that the Elephants consider using a panel of clergy to listen to survivors, modeled on a program used by Archbishop Dolan in Milwaukee.  Earl and Iole LeTissier plan to contact the Archdiocese of Milwaukee to learn more. 

Pastoral Plans and Rights of Parishes

Fr. Tom Lumpkin described a meeting that five priests representing the Elephants had with Cardinal Maida.  The five were: Fr. Tom Lumpkin, Fr. Norm Thomas, Fr. Bob Morand, Fr, Dave Buersmeyer and Fr. Don Archambault.  The meeting was requested in a letter signed by thirty-six priests expressing concern about the abrupt retirement of Bishop Tom Gumbleton as pastor of St. Leo’s, Detroit and the confusing statements issued by the communications office of the archdiocese.  See attached letter.

Cardinal Maida stated that Bishop Gumbleton was not retired as pastor of St. Leo’s due to canon law.  He was also not retired due to archdiocesan policy.  He said that the retirement was base on Bishop Gumbleton himself, primarily on his January 2006 testimony before the Ohio Legislature on extending the Statute of Limitations for victims of sexual abuse.  Cardinal Maida stated that the Holy Father himself had made the decision.  He implied that he would not challenge the pope.

The conversation with Cardinal Maida moved to an assessment of the Together in Faith process.  The priests informed Cardinal Maida that the parishes were dealing with moving targets.  The Department of parish Life continues to issue new criteria for parishes to evaluate the future of these parishes.  Of particular concern was a recent statement that clustering was merely a temporary step toward merging parishes to accommodate the declining numbers of priests.  Cardinal Maida stated that he did not agree with that statement, that parishes could remain clustered.

Particular reference was made to the Cathedral cluster: Blessed Sacrament Cathedral, Madonna, St. Gregory the Great, and St. Boniface, Highland Park.  Msgr. Mike Lefevre, rector of the cathedral, had announced that by July 2008, these parishes would be merged.  He also projected gthat Detoit’s thirty-six parishes would be reduced to six.  Cardinal Maida said that he had no knowledge of that and asked Bishop John Quinn to meet subsequently with these priests to clarify any misunderstandings.

Bishop Quinn met with four of the priests a week later and agreed to review directives with the Department of parish Life.

Subsequent to the Educational Forum of Fr. James Coriden, March 19, the Elephants established an ad hoc committee to meet with parish teams who are discerning their future to offer materials and counsel not being provided by the Department of Parish Life.   The current committee consists of Fr. Tom Lumpkin, Fr. Bob Morand and Tony Kosnik.   Interested parishes may contact Fr. Tom Lumpkin at 313 963 4539.  Bishop Gumbleton recommended that the committee contact certain parishes rather than await an invitation to meet.  The most vulnerable parishes are those within the city of Detroit.

Proposal for Alternative Church Structures

Tom Kyle presented the following.  Last October Robert Blair Kaiser spoke to the Elephants and proposed Making Our Church a Peoples’ Church, a different concept of church governance in the Church in America.  He pointed out that since the early history of the Church there has existed several Churches, such as the Coptics, Melkites and Marionites, who have been loyal to Rome and to the pope, yet they have maintained their own governance and dealt with Rome through a patriarch.  In 1925 Cardinal Mercier of Belgium proposed that the Church of England, whole and entire, be accepted into the Catholic Church as an autochthonous Church, similar to the Coptics, Melkites and Marionites.

Robert Blair Kaiser also pointed out that the Asian bishops and the African bishops have for some time proposed more local control to adapt to their cultural conditions for the spread of the faith.  Today’s New York Times (My 7, 2007) reported that Pope Benedict XVI is traveling to Brazil to meet with the Latin American bishops who are continuing Liberation Theology and have adapted charismatic liturgies to the local culture.  Robert Blair Kaiser than proposed that it may be time that the Church in America propose and promote such changes in governance, so that bishops would be selected on a more local basis, the liturgy would be more adaptive to the American culture, and leadership be more responsive to the needs of American Catholics.

Robert Blair Kaiser presented similar talks to several cities across the United States last October and November.  Returning to his home in Scottsdale, Arizona, he called a planning meeting of leaders of church reform organizations for March 2007.  Representatives from Call to Action, Voice of the Faithful, Corpus, Association of the Rights of Catholics in the Church, Quixote Center, Catholic University, Holy Cross College, the Elephants, and others.  Twenty-one representatives of there organizations attended.

Bishop Gumbleton was unable to attend; but he met with Tom Kyle prior to tom’s departure for Phoenix.  He expressed his concern that some bishops might construe this proposal as a schism.  Tom Kyle presented this at the planning meeting in Scottsdale as Bishop Gumbleton’s concern.  Tony Podavano and Leonard Swidler concurred, although agreeing that a schism was not the intent of this planning group.  However, the planning group agreed that those who would oppose the concept of more local governance would try to convince American Catholics that the reform groups were proposing schism.  So how the idea is framed will be critical.

The planning group agreed that to be successful, the various reform groups would have to pull together instead of conducting parallel programs.  For example, Voice of the Faithful is conducting a national program on accountability.  Call to Action is also conducting a national program on the same subject.  Both are competing to gain the attention and support of the same Catholics.  Call to Action is also promoting lay synods across the United States.  You may have heard of such a lay synod for Michigan in 2008.

The planning group proposed to plan for a national conference for 2008 that would lead to a synod similar to Call to Action 1976 in Detroit.  Recall that this started in parishes and was consolidated through vicariate meetings, diocesan meetings, and finally six regional meetings before coming to Detroit.  Over 800,000 recommendations were consolidated to just under 200 proposals that sere considered and voted on in Detroit.

Another meeting is scheduled in Philadelphia in September 2007 with a larger base to plan the national conference in 2008.

Meeting with Priests in Phoenix

While Robert Blair Kaiser visited Detroit last October, he was the guest of Fr. Gerry Bechard.  During their fireside chats, Mr. Kaiser spoke of the discouragement among many priests in the Diocese of Phoenix since the installation of Bishop Thomas Olmstead.  He asked if Fr. Bechard would meet with these priests in Phoenix and discuss the Elephants.

Since Tom Kyle would be there for the planning meeting discussed above, Fr. Becherd and Robert Blair Kaiser asked Tom to lead the discussion.  Robert Blair Kaiser, John Chuchman, a local member of the Elephants, Peter Borre, a VOTF leader from Boston, and Tom Kyle met with six priests who represent a group called the Forum.

When Ken Untener presented himself to his priests, he said, “I’m Ken, and I’m going to be your waiter.”  When Joseph Bernadine introduced himself to his priests, he said, “I’m Joseph, and I am your brother.”  When Bishop Olmstead introduced himself, he said, “I am Bishop Thomas Olmstead, and I am your bishop.”

He told his priest that he did not need advice or input from them.  He took his direction from Rome.  He told them in fact that he didn’t need them – that they could leave the Diocese of Phoenix.  To back this up, he has replaced priests on a regular basis with priests from Africa and from the Legionnaires of Christ.

The Forum continues to meet and is making use of the Elephants’ website.  We have offered to help and are awaiting further developments.  John Chuchman and Robert Blair Kaiser are also in touch.

Presentations of Candidates for Office

Tony Kosnik led the presentation of nominations for the offices of president, secretary and meeting facilitator.   Each is a two year term.  The nominees were:

· President

Fr. Tom Lumpkin

· Secretary

Tom Kyle

· Facilitator

Jack Ryan

Other nominations were invited from the floor.  No additional nominations were made.

Tony Kosnik then invited the acclamation of each nominee.  The acclamations were unanimous.  Diane McDonald received a round of thanks for her leadership as the meeting facilitator for the last two years.

Discussion of Organizational Issues

Since the first Meeting of the Elephants in November 2003, we have grown to about 900.  In the meantime we have continued to operate as a small informal group.  But with our growth has brought certain organizational concerns.  The issues are on four levels:

· Legal registration of our name: Elephants in the Living Room

· 501 c 3 application to the IRS as a non-profit organization

· Application to the State of Michigan for a Solicitor’s license

· Application to the U.S. postal service for a bulk mail permit.

Fr. Tom Lumpkin presented the case for the informal structure.  He said:

· There’s no right or wrong way to do this.  My style is to do things less institutionally, if possible.

· Theologically, we are on a journey – in the world, not of he world.

· In our Church we stress the incarnational (in the world) mode rather than the pilgrim (not of this world) mode.  Some see it more important to have a church edifice rather than a community.

· I prefer the more pilgrim dimension of the Church.

Tom Kyle presented the case for the more formal structure.  He said:

· We have come to appreciate our name and want to continue to use it.  However, if another organization wants to use it, or prevent us from using it, that organization could register the name and prevent us from using it, because they would now own it.

· We have been using Our Lady of Fatima as the basis to support our non-profit status.  We thank Fr. Paul Chateau for his support, but it’s time we operate on our own.

· In order to do fund raising, the State of Michigan requires organizations to obtain a Solicitor’s license.  We have been small enough to date to come under the radar.  For $20. per year, it is not worth the risk to get into legal problems about fund raising.

· Bulk mailing cost $150. to apply and $150. per year after that.  The savings are 14 cents per letter vs. 41 cents per letter for first class postage.  There are some constraints.  Letters must be in ZIP code order and must be delivered to a specific post office.  Currently we have a donor who contributes stamps for mailings to the clergy: 835 invitations for each educational forum.  We have 260 members who do not have e-mail.  We had seven educational forums since last April and one membership mailing of 900.  Without our donor and without bulk mail, our mailing costs would have been $3100.  With bulk mail that costs would have been $1300. 

Fr. Jim Meyer, a civil attorney, advised that obtaining a non-profit status was expensive and time consuming.  He recommended resolving the other three issues. 

Marilyn LeBlanc, treasurer, stated that using the Our Lady of Fatima account for the Elephants was working quite well and the elephants could assure that contributions were tax deductible as charitable contributions.

Tom Kyle said that having a bulk mail permit did not negate using first class mail, if appropriate.

Tony Kosnik, chairperson of the Organization Committee, fielded other questions, and then called for a vote of the issues.  The name registration, solicitor’s license and bulk mail permit were approved.  Seeking a separate non-profit status was defeated.

Other Discussions

· The Total Pastoral Plan for Priests.  What is the progress for its implementation?  It appears to have stalled in the Presbyteral Council.  Many priests are being assigned three, four and five parishes.  According to the draft plan, this was not supposed to happen.  Priests are going to burn out, become alcoholics and/or die before they can retire.

· The Elephants are trying to hold onto Vatican II.  We need the help of the clergy to hold onto Vatican II.  Too many priests have become managers of physical plants rather than pastoral leaders.

· Virginia Hull described the happenings at her parish, St. James, in Kansas, Ohio, near Toledo.  Bishop Blair closed the parish in May 2005. Parishioners organized a prayer vigil that lasted until March 2006 when Bishop Blair barred all doors to the church and adjacent parish house.  The parishioners continue to hold Sunday prayer services at a Methodist church each Sunday.  Bishop Blair hadn’t heard Fr. Jim Coriden that community is more important that the availability of a priests to run the community.    In June 2006 the parishioners of St. James filed a civil suit against Bishop Blair and the Diocese of Toledo.  They argue that Bishop Blair does not have legal authority to divert the property and its assets to other accounts.  Last November the Vatican issued a letter to US bishops restraining them from diverting parish assets to diocesan accounts on the closure of a parish.

Tom Kyle

Secretary
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