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Fifth Meeting

February 13 and 14, 2004

Minutes

The fifth meeting of the Elephants in the Living Room was a dual meeting called by at St. Malachy, Sterling Heights, MI. on February 13, 2004 and at SS. Simon and Jude, Westland, MI on February 14, 2004 to hear Fr. Donald Cozzens.  The attendees are maintained on a separate list.  

Presentation of Fr. Donald Cozzens

The clergy realizes that these are difficult times for the Church.  Peter Steinfels, in his Introduction to A People Adrift, The Crisis of the Roman Catholic Church in America, says,  “Today, the Roman Catholic Church in the United States is on the verge of either an irreversible decline or a thorough ongoing transformation.”

Where will we be in ten to twenty years?  The average age of priest is increasing while their numbers decline.  There are more priests over 90 than there are under 35.

Priests in parish ministry are tired and discouraged.  Today, many people are ministering to their pastors.  And that is as it should be.  There is too much distinction between the pastor and the people.

This crisis moment in the life of the Church can be a time of grace.  Round one of the sex abuse crisis came in 1983 in Lafayette, LA.  The bishops knew then this was a problem, but they thought if you sent a repentant priest to counseling and time of reflection, it was OK to reassign him without the knowledge of unsuspecting pastors or parishioners, providing the priest opportunity to do it again.  Round two came in 1992 in Fall River, MA.  The bishops couldn’t agree on a national policy.  Some powerful bishops, e.g., Cardinal Bernard Law, opposed the needed corrections.  Round three came in January 2002 with the series of articles in the Boston Globe.  Justice Constance Sweeney, a Catholic, ordered the Archdiocese of Boston to open its documents.  Focus swung from abuse of priests to the way it was handled by the bishops.  The reputation and credibility of the Church was on the line and the bishops didn’t want to “scandalize” the faithful.

We are all challenged to work our way through this crisis.  We are a people on a mission.

Pius X said that the Church was a perfect society, albeit an unequal society.  He described the Church as made up of the pastors and the flock.  He taught that only the pastors have the right to lead.  The flock is only to docily follow the pastors.  The Vatican II Church is made up of those who are baptized.  We are all equal members of the Church.

In the bishops’ document, Fulfilled in Your Hearing (1982), the American bishops described the Church as a covenant of those called in peace.  The primary symbol is Christ in the midst of the assembly.  Offices and orders are secondary.  The Spirit is loose in the world.  The Spirit speaks to the world through the baptized.

The laity and many of the clergy feel that the Church leaders are not interested in their lived experience.  The Elephants came together to address the denial of Church leadership.  A sign of health is that we can address the problems we have.  There is an overwhelming sense of denial among the bishops.  They say, “Let’s pretend all is right.”  We recognize that denial is part of the human condition.  And we expect more of the Church – the bearer of truth.  We say to the bishops, “Why don’t you treat us as adults?”

One of the significant issues is the structure of the Church.  The Church developed its structure from civil structures at the time that worked.  The structure of the Roman Empire of Constantine was modeled into the division of the Church into diocese with a bishop at its head.  In the Middle Ages, the Church adopted the feudal system.  Today, we are witnessing the unraveling of the last vestiges of the feudal system.  The feudal system was based on land and the uneducated.  The serfs at the bottom worked the land.  They kept part of the food for themselves and gave the rest to their overlord who in turn protected them from marauders.  The landlord gave his portions to his lord, a vassal of the king.  The feudal economy is based on loyalty.  Without loyalty the system fails.  Accountability is required of the king to his vassals to the serfs.  Accountability only applies upward.

We need to be loyal to the Gospel, loyal to the Church.

In his poem on cemeteries, the monk Killian MacDonald said, “No grand betrayal; we dies of small treasons.”  We die of small treasons when we keep silent.  “What will the bishops or our parishioners think of us?”  Priest are afraid to speak their minds in the face of authority.  What are priests afraid of?  What the bishop may do?  What brother priests may think?  Our pastoral experience has transformed us.  Yet our bishops are not interested in our experiences.

We have all gotten to be experts at not facing things.  Facing things is a sign of the Spirit at work among us.  At a time of crisis we need to draw on our courage!  You will be criticized, and you will need encouragement.  Encouragement is a marvelous gift.

Walter Burkhardt, S.J. said, “I have seen more Catholic corruption than you have dreamed of.  I have been corrupt.  But I joy in this Church.  I share rich joy and laughter.  I sense here the real presence of Christ.”

Responses to Open Discussion

Over 2000 priests have been credibly accused of sexual abuse.  Although the bishops are saying that these cases are primarily several decades old, there are cases in the 1990s.  It would be folly for any diocese to cover up.  If there is still compulsion toward sexual abuse in a priest, the abuses will go on.  It takes ten to fifteen years for a victim to have the courage to come forward.  It’s too early to tell if we are past this.

There are still issues of power and position in Church leadership.  How can we throw these accused priests away is another issue, especially if they are someday vindicated?

The bishops made two serious mistakes:

· The bishops put the welfare and the reputation of the institutional Church over the safety of children.

· In Dallas the bishops put the reputation of the institutional Church ahead of their priests.

Many priests are psychologically underdeveloped.  Priests tend to have friendships, i.e., those with whom they can be open and frank with, with those persons on their own psychologically developed level.

How should the Church change structures?  Let’s take the conciliar documents seriously. We are all baptized persons.

The bishop controls the presbyteral council, i.e., what can be on the agenda, what can be discussed, what cannot be discussed, what the recorded minutes state.  We need to honor our priests, to be open and honest.

We are close to a tipping point to making change.  We cannot sit on the sidelines.  Silence is one of the treasons.  Silence chips away at our integrity.  That’s what it means to see the elephant in the room!  We are building the Kingdom of God.  We may not see the end of the story in our lifetime.  We are all meant to be liberators.  “You are the beloved of God.”   Behave like that.

Next Meeting

The next meeting of the Elephants in the room will be at Our Lady of Fatima, 13500 Oak Park Blvd., Oak Park, MI on March 9, 2004 at 11:30 AM.  We will prioritize the issues identified in the brainstorming at the meeting of February 13, 2004.  These are attached for your reference.

Tom Kyle

Attachment

· Brainstorming

Attachment

BRAINSTORMING

Who Are We?
· Loving, highly motivated people, grounded in the Gospel.

· Different gifts; same Spirit.

· Prayerful

· Compassionate

· Passionate

· People of God

What Are the Elephants in the Room?
· Honesty and integrity of the Church re:

· Sex

· Money

· History

· Theology

· Power

· Justice

· Freedom of conscience

· No realistic pastoral plan

· Providing Eucharist to the people in the light of declining, celibate, male clergy

· Cover-up by the bishops

· Management by disaster

· Democracy vs. monarchy

· Responsibility and accountability.

· Priests’ morale

· Polarization

· Inclusiveness

· Building community

· Openness to the Spirit

· Remove “shepherd/sheep” distinctions – one people of God.

· Ministering together

· A little courage.

· Collaboration

· Communication with Cardinal Maida.

How Will These Issues Be Addressed?

· State-wide survey of priests on optional celibacy.

· Prioritize the Whats (Elephants in the Room)

· Educate ourselves so as not to be deceived by the bishops.

· Delegate the group’s responsibilities.

· Research the first item.

· Determine how to fund these activities.

· Overt protesting.

When Do We Begin?
· Begin immediately

· Prioritize the Elephants

· Do research.
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