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There’s No Place Like (Nursing) Home – Stories of Dementia, Dying, and Peeing on the Christmas Tree

by Paul Tedesco

I have an Nh.D. It’s similar to a Ph.D., except with an N. This one means Doctorate in Nursing Homes. I got it at the University of Experience. One day my mother moved into a nursing home. On another she died there. What happened in between changed my life.
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Papal Audience – A Thriller

by P.E. Tedesco

A beloved Pope has been kidnapped. His ransom: the President of the United States. The world watches as the crucified Vicar of Christ, is paraded across the world stage by Islamist captors via Internet streaming video, setting in motion a series of earth-shattering events designed to force the President to make the ultimate decision – her life for that of the Pope’s. 
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The Iscariot File

by P.E. Tedesco

What if?  What if a secret of epic proportions has been sequestered in the labyrinthine bowels of the Vatican for two millennia? What if a feisty American woman is about to find out?  What if a secret no less epic for her is about to be spilled by rogue prelates who will stop at nothing to stop her?  What if failure will incite a cataclysm destined to shake the foundations of all they hold sacred?  Did history’s most notorious rogue, Judas Iscariot himself, share the bloodline of Jesus of Nazareth?  What if?
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Princess of the Apostles

by P.E. Tedesco

A secret of epic proportions lies hidden deep in the bowels of the Vatican, where it has lain for two millennia – the existence of a thirteenth female apostle.  The startling revelation will rock the foundations of the ‘one true Church’ as intrigue and murder winds from the Vatican to ancient ruins in Turkey to a bloodletting finale on the high altar of the Basilica of Saint Peter, Prince of the Apostles.
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http://www.paultedescoauthor.com 

A heartfelt thank you to Larry, for his invaluable editing, immeasurably helping a flawed manuscript to be a little less so.
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“...no man pours new wine into old wineskins.  If he does so, the wine will burst the skins and both wine and skins will be lost.  No, new wine is poured into new skins.”  (Mark 2:22)

Camden Yards.  I lived in Baltimore when it was built.  It was the first of a new breed of baseball parks across the country, all designed to imitate the more cozy and intimate ballparks of the past – Wrigley Field, Fenway Park, Forbes Field, Crosley Field, Ebbets Field, and so many others.  All were long since demolished parks with decades of unique history and tradition.  The new retro ballparks often resembled these vestiges of the past, but with a new twist – they became destinations in and of themselves, each with unique and pricey eateries, saloons, gift shops, state-of-the-art scoreboards, and endless other amenities.  The games played in these new ‘cathedrals’ almost became an afterthought.  

In the process, their charms spawned an ancillary new and lucrative business – ballpark tours.  Google them.  You’ll be surprised at the number of them appealing to the serious and not-so-serious baseball fan alike.  Two friends of mine, like so many of their peers, have taken these national tours, either in one spurt, or over time, one of the friends twice over.  Somebody is making lots of money on these ballparks.  People come.

I have done a similar, yet different, tour of my own, over the last two decades.  As much as I love baseball, I have yet to do the ballpark tours.  This one was just as rewarding, though far more serious, and with far less blissful results.  I went on a ‘church tour.’  No company planned it.  I did it on my own.  Local churches and far away churches.  Not the buildings.  They were interesting to see, but they weren’t the point.  I went to see the parishes, to ‘feel’ the parishes, to look and listen, and ultimately to learn.  It was not, nor was it intended to be, a scientific study.  This ‘study’ was, by design, a more anecdotal one.  Learn I did. 

I went to big parishes and small ones, urban, suburban and rural.  I went to new parishes and old ones, some close by and some far away.  I went to ethnic parishes.  I went to parishes with young pastors and some with older ones and everywhere in between.  Most of the parishes were white, two were partially Latino, and two were predominantly black.  All of them had one thing in common – they were Catholic.  I set out, as a new millennium was dawning, and in the early years of the new one, to find out what they meant, ‘on the ground floor’ of American Catholicism.  What was happening?  Why did the people of those parishes keep showing up, Sunday after Sunday?  What was going right?  What perhaps wasn’t?  What did we need to be proud of, and simultaneously, what did we need to take a hard look at as a new millennium was dawning?  

I am but one member of a Catholic church numbering over an estimated 70 million in the United States.  I bleed Catholic.  I was reared and educated Catholic.  I love being Catholic. I also worry about what Catholic has become, and could become.  The Roman Catholic Church prides itself on being “the one true church.”  It is not particularly avant garde in some circles to agree with that statement, but I do.  There is a richness in our heritage unparalleled in those of our fellow Christian traditions.  Not a flawless or undefiled heritage, mind you, but a rich one nonetheless.  From the celestial doorway of our sacraments to the pageantry of our ritual to the kinship of our planetary parish, Catholicism has enraptured the world’s citizenry for two millennia already.  There are vexing obstacles, however, impeding its doing so for a third.

The one true church is at a crossroads.  Our church faces a dawning future while clinging tenaciously to its past.  It has stepped proudly across the threshold of a new millennium, oblivious that many who used to be behind it have long ago stepped to the side.  The priestly demon savaging our church for the last twenty-five-plus years has reared its ugly horned head yet again.  The institutional church often flaunts interminable rules and the power that enforces them, while its minions yearn for the face of the Master, and a way for His life to more tangibly touch theirs.  Sometimes their church helps.  More often than not, that same church obstructs the view.  We are long past the point of no return.  It is high time we reinvented ourselves.  Too much is at stake. 

Millennial Catholicism:  What Needs Fixed First tackles head-on the tottering, sleeping giant of the Catholic Church in the United States.  My church, your church, deserves no less.  Together we will confront ten insidious and deadly viruses quietly or not-so-quietly tearing at the seams of the church we cherish.  Each chapter begins with The Story, a real one, to set the stage.  Each follows with The Scoop, what’s at stake.  Each ends with The Sequel, one person’s crystal ball forecast of what could be.  

Along the way, we will propose solutions an oft- deafened hierarchy won’t want to hear.  Frankly, that doesn’t matter.  A healthy and holy third millennium does.
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The Story

You can almost feel the aura on Crawford Avenue.

Little remains now of its storied past.  Dogs sniff the grassy, debris- strewn lots nearby, painful monuments to the riotous fires that are now a bleak memory.  Housing projects, their drab orange exteriors blighted by the graffiti of local gangs, stretch for block after endless block, society’s benevolent dowry to the dispossessed.  On a corner artery, cash passes hastily  from hand to hand as a buyer steals a sideways glance before stuffing a nickel bag into his torn pocket.  He disappears into the shadows between two empty houses, tiptoeing around and over rotting planks and rusty nails.  It’s not what it used to be.

But, oh, Crawford Avenue.  The ghosts of Satchel Paige and Cool Papa Bell still stalk the sidewalks.  In 1935 they might have been sauntering over them, piling into an outdated, smoky bus with Oscar and Judy and Josh for a road trip to play the Negro League’s Kansas City Monarchs or Philadelphia Stars.  They were big that year, as big as you got if your team wasn’t the Yankees and your face wasn’t white.  The Pittsburgh Crawfords, they called them.  White Pittsburgh watched the Pirates.  On the Hill, the Crawfords ruled the roost.

A decade later it was Charlie Parker, Coleman Hawkins or maybe Earl Fatha Hines, their bluesy jazz melodies serenading a late summer night further up the Hill outside the bustling Crawford Grill.  In the sixties, at the intersection of Centre, it was Freedom Place as sweating summer marchers locked arms to parade through downtown streets, the melodious mantra of “We Will Overcome” quickening their grit.

Then, like now, a yellowing proud brick church stood as both a beacon and marker at the invisible boundary between a mercantile metropolis and those left in its wake.  So close and yet so far.  Crawford Avenue.  A lot has changed.  A lot hasn’t.

St. Benedict the Moor, they call it.  Named after a sixteenth century saint.  “Il moro,” he was christened in Italy, “the black,” little known and even less revered.  Except here on “the Hill,” that is.  He means something in these parts.  He was a slave in the beginning, just like their forebears, consigned to the kitchen as a cook for most of his monastic life.  He knew menial work well.  So do they.  For a lot of them, a lot of the time, it’s been the only kind they could get.  A worthy namesake for their church.

They even have a school, a good one.  Nobody gets turned down, Catholic or not.  If you live on the Hill, and you want something better for your child than they can get anyplace else, you send them to St. Benedict.  It’s subsidized, of course, mostly by white suburbanites who don’t know where “the Moor” is and wouldn’t dare, daylight or dark, find out.  Their loss.

I did discover it one Sunday morning.  My heart pounded a little faster than usual.  It was summer, the sun stretching toward its midday zenith, already blistering the littered pavement on either side of the street.  A lot of people were out and about.  They had to be if they wanted to breathe.  Secretly, I was wishing they had stayed inside.  I was an outsider and knew it.  A quick glance at my face and they would know it too.  I counted the seconds as the red light slowly turned green.  Don’t want to tempt fate, I told myself.  Too many eyes, all focused on me.

I parked as close to the stone-sided church as I could get, quickly fastening my bright orange “club” to the steering wheel to frighten off any would-be thieves.  They were probably sizing me up as it was.  I checked and double-checked the lock, praying already that my rag top wouldn’t be sliced from front to back before the priest had gotten to the altar.  Maybe this had been a mistake.

It had been a lark in the first place.  I had tried a lot of others before.  Nondescript.  They all read the Word.  They all offered the bread and wine.  They all came and went, none of them bothering to say hello.  I was looking for something different, someplace where somebody might notice, someplace I could belong.  Rumor had it I might find it here.  Time would tell.

I tugged on the thick oaken door, stepping inside to a bright, bustling vestibule.  It was different already.  A handsome, gray-haired matron in a snappy black and white dress suit was readying songbooks.  Two giggling seven-year olds stuffed a bulletin into my hands.  The place was abuzz with voices, young, old and in between.  This couldn’t be a Catholic church, could it?  People were talking to each other, hugging, even a hearty laugh here and there.  They were black, mostly, though with more than a few white faces mixed in.  They looked like a family, a big, happy one.

I had hardly dampened my forehead with holy water to make the sign of the cross before the first of them, a young father towering over his two sons, noticed.  Moments later they were shaking one hand while sliding a songbook into another, patting me on the back.  A visitor, I answered.  Heard good things.  Came to see for myself.  Glad to be here.  A few of them even asked my name.  The rest was a blur as I found my way to a seat, welcomed again by a new round of strangers sitting on either side.  Happy to have you, they said.  Hope you’ll come back.

Sunday next, I did.  Same thing happened again.  There was only one difference this time.  Most of them remembered.  Made a point of it, it appeared.  “Good morning, Paul,” they said with a smile, one after another.  I couldn’t help but be embarrassed.  I was unable to dredge up one of their names.  They could tell, but didn’t seem to care.  The important point, to them and to me, was that they remembered mine.

I would be coming back to St. Benedict the Moor again.  Wouldn’t you?

The Scoop

Blogs.  Ten years ago I would not have known what they were.  Today you can hardly cruise the Internet without tripping over one.  Romance, sports, divorce, widows and widowers.  You name it, there is a blog for you.  With a few taps of your fingertips and an anonymous screen name for protection, you are off and running.  Surfers of a similar vein on the other side of the world are ready to listen.  Secretly, they are hoping you will do the same.  You can even find some called “bible fellowship,” or, for Catholics, blogs named after the saints.  Makes you think people are looking for something, doesn’t it?

Nobody has asked me, but it is a sad state of affairs.  It is bad enough that so many are so lonely already.  It borders on pitiable that they are desperate enough to turn to nameless strangers for a modicum of intimacy, somebody to share their woes.  They ought to be able to find them at church.  That’s what its for.  Unfortunately nobody is paying attention.

Catholic churches do a lot of things well.  We get people in and out, sometimes at a record pace.  We run the best bingo games in town.  We pack them in for the high holy days.  We teach the kids, at least we try.  Funny, though, how down right solitary we usually are come Sunday.  The church did a number on the older half of us.  They were so busy force-feeding credos we had memorized for life before we learned to count to ten that they forgot to teach us to say hello.  So we didn’t.  Still don’t, if you go to Mass most of the places I have.

In recent years we tried to teach the ushers to break the tide.  We called them “ministers of hospitality.”  Most of them gave it a go, God bless them.  They just didn’t know how.  They had been taught to herd the masses into the pews and take their money when they got there.  We needed them to do both, and they did them well.  But saying hello, well, that was different.  Most places, it looked like we asked a bit too much.

When most folks get to the pews, all too often they don’t even bother taking their coats off.  It’s not a place to “make yourself at home.”  Imagine doing that at a dinner party you were invited to.  Wait.  You were invited to this one.  Why is it different?  Why does it have to be different?

Then later in the Mass we still give ourselves away at the “Kiss of Peace.”  We were uncomfortable when it got introduced thirty years ago and we are no less comfortable now.  No wonder.  We don’t know most of the people sitting in front or back.  Worse, we don’t care.  Brothers and sisters in Christ?  Maybe, as long as they stay the kind who don’t talk back.  People who give hearty handshakes and warm hugs outside the sanctum are reduced to bumbling salutations and soggy grasps within.  The best part about it is getting it over with.  You would think the Lamb of God was the highlight of the Mass.  Most places, we can’t wait to get there.

I was at a Sunday Mass once at a church where the row in front of me was filled with a mother and her four offspring.  The latter had bounced from pew to kneeler throughout the service, behaved but antsy.  When it came time for the Kiss of Peace, they were long since ready.  They turned their little hands outward to everybody within eyesight.  All except the crusty loner sitting next to me.  They tried.  Hard.  One of them even attempted, to no avail, to pry the man’s hand from its rigid clenching of the pew-top .  He didn’t budge.  They just stared, not quite sure what they were doing wrong.  He stared back.  Nice message.  Typical message.

I don’t get it.  We could have stayed home.  Mass, the electronic version, can always be found somewhere on the tube.  If the doors were not locked we could even go in whenever it suited our fancy and do our thing alone.  Instead, we merge with hundreds of other people to do the same thing together, Sunday after Sunday.  Then, when we get there, we do it apart.  Gives “what’s wrong with this picture” a new twist, doesn’t it?

Isaiah understood all too well.  He was a man ahead of his time.  Prophets usually are.  Five hundred years before Jesus proved his point, he said it clear as day.  In chapter 43, verse 1, we hear “But now, thus says the Lord, who created you...and formed you...I have called you by name...”  Listen carefully.  In a world where we have wallet-full’s of numbers that purport to tell us who we are, the Father in heaven tells us to tear them up.  He has a different way, a better one.  It is not enough that we are given a name.  He actually uses them.  They define us, tell Him who we are.  They set us apart, give us an identity, make us feel like we matter.  Then we go to church and forget to use them.

Unless, of course, you belong to one of the exceptions to the rule.  That probably means you are small enough that you have made your way onto the diocese’s endangered species list.  It is a long one in most places.  Often they are places where people have done what they ought to be doing.  They have celebrated what they have in common.  They have generated customs and clung to them.  They discovered, somewhere along the way, that it was important to come together between Sundays too.  So they did.  Then somebody at the Chancery told them they had to close.  They were not “viable” anymore.  They were so busy baptizing and burying and feeding and enjoying each other that they hadn’t noticed.  Not to worry, the bureaucrats told them.  They could still go to the church down the road.  It was bigger and better anyway.  It would have everything they were missing.  They just didn’t know what that was. Travesty of travesties.

I have been to one of the biggest of those big places.  I hope you have not.  Believe me, you would remember.  One could hardly forget.  This one was in the urban northeast corridor.  Efficient as a factory.  Felt like one too.  I and a thousand or so other ecclesial cattle were herded into the church upstairs while another drove was simultaneously being packed into the parish hall underneath with another priest to lead them.  They had it down to a science.  No more than two verses of anything, a quickie sermon, a ten-second kiss of peace, and bread-only for communion.  Get ‘em in and get ‘em out.  They did.  They had to.  They were going to do it three more times that day, and the parking lot left them no choice.

The worst part of all was that not a one of them appeared to have a clue what they were missing.  This was the way it was supposed to be.  How could they think differently?  It was all they knew, all they had ever known.  It is not much different elsewhere, even when the cattle don’t need such a big pen.  We’ve seen to that, keeping us separated more expediently than any Chicago stockyard.  They do it with fences.  We do it with pews.

What a wonderful vestige of our past.  Fact is, that’s where they belong.  In olden times they “belonged” to the family that sat in them every weekend.  Some of them had nameplates in memory of a deceased forebear.  In some places they even paid rent.  Some were works of art.  Still are.  Ornate and hand-carved or not, however, they do one thing really well.  They keep us apart.  Nobody is really to blame.  We have been conditioned.  Even the furniture sets up boundaries to keep us uncomfortably apart.  Then the well-meaning priest gets up in the pulpit and uses words like ‘community’ and ‘fellowship.’  I haven’t figured out how you have that with people when you don’t even know their name.

I used to have a funny experience where I worked.  Not funny ha-ha.  Funny serious.  I like being recognized by my own name so much that I tried to make it a point to find everybody else’s and call them by theirs.  Have you ever noticed how people react when you do?  They have been recognized.  They are somebody.  They stand apart.  They are noticed.  They like it.

Wherever


















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Millennial
Catholicism:
What
Needs Fixed

!

Paul Tedesco

Eirst






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





