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Introduction
I was in Rome on the night that I received the happy news that Random House would publish this book exploring what it means to be a Catholic. Twelve hours later I was shaking hands with Pope Benedict XVI. I had mixed feelings about meeting the Holy Father, who, as the leader of a billion Catholics worldwide, represented all I have come to love and admire about the Catholic Church. Still, there was much about the new pope that gave me pause. Part of my ambiguity could be traced to the very reason I was in Rome in the first place. I had been invited to chair a panel for the annual meeting of Nobel Peace Prize laureates. They had gathered for a conference on Africa, where an estimated thirty million people are projected to die of AIDS by the year 2020, a number that would be drastically reduced by strong preventive measures including widespread condom use. A word from the Church and millions of lives could be saved. 
Before becoming pope, Cardinal Ratzinger was a staunch defender of the magisterium of the Catholic Church, which holds that the use of birth control is a mortal sin and therefore that couples who use condoms may be condemning themselves to eternal damnation. As prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, he had also silenced advocates of liberation theology, attacked those who advanced a more progressive stance on homosexuality, and declared secret the details of Church investigations into accusations made against priests of certain serious ecclesiastical crimes, including sexual abuse. When the Holy Father approached me, I asked, “Your Eminence, in view of the tragedy unfolding in Africa, for the sake of the sanctity of life, would you consider changing the Church’s position on the use of condoms?” I don’t know if the devout Catholic to my left was more horrified or terrified, but upon hearing my plea, she leaped backward, rattling the multitude of St. Christopher medals and rosary beads she’d brought along in hopes of attaining his blessing. Apparently, she feared I’d be struck dead right then and there and she wanted to get as far away from me as possible, just in case the lightning bolt missed its target. Meanwhile, the pope gazed beneficently, imparting “God bless you” as he passed.
From that encounter I embarked on an intensive period of interviews, ultimately focusing on how thirty-seven American Catholics interpret their faith. I set out to speak with Catholics who were well known for depth and expertise on a particular issue or profession and who represented different walks of life—actors, historians, journalists, commentators, political figures, educators, judges, cardinals, priests, nuns, union leaders, doctors, activists, comedians, businessmen, and students. They range in age from nineteen to eighty-six; they are white, Latino, and African American; they are liberal and conservative, women and men; they embody the old order and the harbingers of what’s to come. They include those who love the Church and those who feel the Church wronged them. Some have left, others have come back, some work for change, and still others have devoted their lives to upholding the institution as it is. Most are lifelong Catholics, one is a midlife convert from Judaism to Catholicism, and another is a convert from Catholicism to Islam.
Looking back, that thirty-second encounter with the Roman pontiff echoed the dilemma with which almost every Catholic I interviewed grapples. On the one hand, there is the ingrained principle that members of the hierarchy—the pope, the cardinals, the bishops, and the priests—are the direct conduits between the laity and God. As such, these men are regarded with respect, sometimes even awe, and are bestowed a generous portion of the benefit of the doubt. Thus there is an instinctive reaction against questioning their judgment, not to mention their supremacy. On the other hand, few would deny that some of what the Catholic Church teaches, and sometimes the manner in which it conducts itself, is at odds with the very values Catholics are taught that Jesus preached. Speaking truth to power is a strong tradition in the Catholic faith, starting with the Savior himself challenging the Pharisees and the Jewish authorities. But the message has always been mixed, as Catholics are taught both obedience to authority and to venerate saints who challenged the status quo.
I found that those raised in the pre–Vatican II Church voiced aggravation either with the changes they’ve seen or with the promise of change that remains unfulfilled. Those who came of age post–Vatican II are unshaken by the failures of the hierarchy because they never developed expectations about the integrity of institutions, having begun their political awareness during or after the Watergate era and having witnessed two presidents facing impeachment; the financial scandals of the savings and loans; WorldCom and Enron; the mortgage crisis; the betting and steroids scandals in the sports world; and the pedophile scandals in the Church.
But what quickly became apparent during the interviews, was the distinction Catholics are able to make between their personal spiritual journeys and their varying attitudes toward the Institutional Church. Criticism of the Church is a heartfelt concern, but rarely is it an obstacle to a deep sense of faith, a strong connection to the community, and a firm commitment to carrying forward the message of Jesus in one’s daily life. Even those who’ve left the Church agreed to be interviewed for a book about being Catholic. This speaks to the undeniable force with which the Catholic faith penetrates to the bones and endures. Its message of social justice, piety, prayer, spirituality, and intellectual curiosity stays with Catholics throughout their lives, regardless of whether they attend services or agree with the pope. The old adage “Once a Catholic, always a Catholic” rings true. The word “Catholic” is from the Greek catolica, meaning “universal,” and when seemingly disparate voices can all declare, “I’m a Catholic,” they are acknowledging their part of the universal, the whole. We’re all one. At the end of the day, that is the consistent message of faith.
What comes across in these stories is that the Church is, by definition, full of contradictions—Jesus has come but is still coming; Jesus is divine but fully human; Jesus died but rose from the dead; Jesus saved the world but the world needs to be saved; the Church is the bride of Christ and also the mystical body of Christ. The Church has always embraced conflict and contradiction. Ask two theologians about the Church and one will portray the triumphalism of the Church—its glory, its majesty, its divinity, its rich history—while another will proclaim the poverty of the Church—its need to pursue social justice, its missionary role to aid the excluded. When parishioners wonder what that all means, they’re told, “Mass is over, go in peace.” The Catholic laity says, “I don’t get all these conflicting messages,” and the hierarchy responds, “Yes, you don’t get it, but that’s our faith.”
Perhaps that’s a source of strength, as Catholics then can feel comfortable with other areas of life where conflict is inherent. In the midst of agonizing loss, there’s a sudden openness; in the midst of euphoric love, there is overwhelming fear; in the midst of rage over injustice, there’s the possibility of revolutionary change. It’s common for conflicting emotions to coexist, and the Catholic approach allows for both to be held in one’s hands at the same time. And yet Catholics are profoundly disturbed.
Generations ago, the search for spirituality came predefined and prepackaged. The Baltimore Catechism not only gave us all the answers, it even gave us the questions to ask. Now all that packaging has been subjected to criticism and has been found wanting. Religion today is at a time of enormous change. When addressing such issues as immigration, the mishandling of the pedophile crisis, the notion of a just war in the post–9/11 world, the suppression of women, the intolerance of homosexuality, birth control, abortion, euthanasia, stem cell research, along with a host of other issues that Anna Quindlen defines as “gynecological theology,” Catholics express anguish, disappointment, frustration, anger, and despair. As a result, some have left the Church altogether, some simply dismiss the hierarchy, and others work for change. We’re all in a boat that has been rocked. Everyone is struggling to find the proper balance; for comfort, for truth. I hope this constellation of voices will add a bit of much-needed ballast.
Each person’s journey within the faith is her or his own. Religion is an intensely personal, deeply felt system of beliefs. It’s rooted in history, in conviction, in pageantry, in family, and in heritage. It inflects our every action and thought. Religion, at its core, has always been about the search for ultimate meaning. All of us are engaged in that exploration but not always in a conscientious way. The people interviewed in this book face that journey with rare courage. These stories, raw, emotion laden, and honest, give us guideposts with which to conduct our own search for meaning in our quest for spiritual authenticity.

Preface
In the final days of the crucial California primary in the 1968 presidential race, I was traveling on the campaign with my father, mother, and three of my ten brothers and sisters. I was eight years old. We spent the morning at Disneyland, where I was enthralled by the dolls representing the full array of international costumes, singing in unison, “It’s a small world after all.” The last stop was the souvenir shop, where we passed up the Mickey Mouse ears for the joke gifts. I bought an intricately etched cut-glass tumbler that dribbled its contents on the unsuspecting drinker. Two days later, when my parents and David headed off to the Ambassador Hotel to await the results and the much-anticipated victory party, Courtney, Michael, and I were sent off to bed. The following morning, I awoke early and turned on the television to watch Bugs Bunny. A news flash interrupted the cartoon. That’s how I learned my father had been shot.
A few hours later, the astronaut John Glenn, a friend of my parents, came to tell us that it was true. Daddy was lying in a hospital; we couldn’t visit him, and it didn’t look good. David, Michael, Courtney, and I were whisked back to Hickory Hill, our home in Virginia. Late that same night, our older brother Joe called to say that Daddy had died.
I ran into my room, buried my head in my pillow, and instinctively began to pray. For my father and mother. For our family. And then I remember clearly, praying, “God, don’t let them kill the man who killed Daddy.”
Preventing vengeance is a mainstay of the Catholic faith, even to an eight-year-old.
By 1968 death had already been visited upon my family with horrifying regularity. By the age of eight, I’d recoiled over and over again, unable to turn the channel or flip the page fast enough as I watched my uncle and my father shot dead. Uncle George was killed in a plane crash, along with my parents’ best friend, Dean Markham, a fixture in our household. Ruby Reynolds, the loving woman who lived with us since the time I was born and cooked our meals, had died. My aunts Jackie and Joan gave birth to babies who died before we ever met them. Martin Luther King Jr. died. Putt, the ancient fisherman, deaf, dumb, and beloved, who met us on Great Island off Hyannis Port every day of the summer, also passed away.
We found solace in prayer; only God understood our agony. Each night we prayed to God that he’d bring directly to heaven an ever-growing number of relatives and friends. “Daddy, Grandma and Grandpa Skakel, Grandpa Kennedy, Joe, Kick, Jack, Patrick, Dean, George, Sissy, Vince, Ruby, Putt, Annie . . .” The list grew: Marie, Billy, Peter, Jeff, Michael, David, Lewann, Georgeanne, Pat . . . And grew: Gerry, Spider, Margie, Averell, Lem, Cary, Carol, Vitas, Henry, Lorenzo, Jerzy, Abba, Willy, Carmine, Santina. That litany was a nightly reminder that our loved ones were together in heaven forever and our time on earth is finite.
I watched my parents, then my mother alone, my grandmother, and aunts and uncles sort through the trauma, trying to grapple with their pain while dealing with all of us. The one solace seemed to be prayer. The Catholic Church taught us that all the people we loved so dearly weren’t gone forever, but blissfully happy in heaven with angels and God, and that they were never far from us. We’d all be reunited one wonderful day.
Repeating the prayers of the Rosary was transformative, with the chaotic energy of this large family chanting together, and at times, it seemed, we were entering almost a trancelike state of peace. I knew that God understood the anguish I was enduring, the terror and the pain, and the Catholic Church became a kind of a lifeline, the one place that could make sense of all this suffering. Prayer sustained us. We woke up, got on our knees, and consecrated the day to the glory of God through the immaculate heart of Mary. Before breakfast, lunch, and dinner, we gave thanks to Almighty God for the gifts we were about to receive, and then after each meal we thanked God for the food we’d eaten and for the hands that made it. We prayed to St. Anthony for anything that needed to be found, from a cure to world poverty, to the keys or a parking space. We prayed to St. Blaise for our throats, to St. Christopher when the plane took flight, to St. Jude for lost causes, and to St. Francis for our animals. We prayed when we were happy, sad, mourning, angry, scared, or grateful. We prayed at home; in school; at church; and in planes, boats, and cars. We prayed in groups, alone, silently, and aloud. We prayed with memorized prayers and conversationally. We used palms, water, oil, candles, bread, wine, hymns, masses, crucifixes, rosaries, and the St. Christopher medals hanging around each of our necks to help us pray.
We read the Bible aloud every night after dinner, and the Old Testament’s stories of God’s steadfast support of warriors for justice complemented the New Testament’s “Blessed are”s and dictates to love God, love one another, serve the poor, and seek justice. Service to society in general and the poor in particular were sacrosanct. Before sleep, we kneeled around my parents’ king-sized bed or on the second-floor landing in front of a radiant crystal crucifix and beneath a framed poster by Sister Corita that read, “To believe in God is to know that the rules will be fair and that there will be wonderful surprises.” We prayed to the Lord our souls to keep, for Mary to defend us, and to God to bless our family and make us all good.
In addition to our daily devotions, we participated with gusto in annual rites. We went to Mass on each of the holy days of obligation, as well as on Ash Wednesday. Only Walt Disney could compete with my mother in the total makeover of our home at each holiday. The day after Thanksgiving, while other families hit the malls, our house underwent a complete renovation. By the time the first Sunday of Advent rolled around three days later, and we gathered to say the Rosary and compete over who got to light the first purple candle embedded in a fresh wreath, our center hall colonial had been transformed into eye-popping splendor. A platform held Rudolph, his nose a blinking red bulb, followed by a harness with eight life-sized reindeer. There was Santa in his sleigh riding across the snowy spun-glass draped tops of the English boxwood hedge in front of the house. Electric candles pierced the centers of thirty-six balsam wreaths in the thirty-six windows. Walking through the front door triggered jingle bells, which could be heard over the Bing Crosby and Andy Williams Christmas albums playing 24/7 from Thanksgiving till the Feast of the Epiphany, January 6.
The entrance hall featured fir and pine garlands draped over the front door, over the entrances to the office on the right and the TV room on the left, over the archway straight ahead, and again over the door to the dining room just beyond. The doors to the powder room, kitchen, and living room also had a sprig of green above each, tied with a bright red velvet bow. The center arch featured an enormous sequin-covered ball, with a generous portion of mistletoe tied beneath, rendering it impossible to pass into the house without an obligation to kiss the first person in the line of sight, a source of constant amusement to the younger kids. A golden Santa shimmied up a golden rope hanging from the TV room ceiling. With a bulging sack, Santa also stood five feet tall and turned around and shook hands at the bottom of the stairs. Santa stood in various guises on every table, and, stuffed, on every chair. Electronic versions greeted revelers at every doorway. The three flights of stairs were wrapped and then draped with bows of holly and spruce, tied every eighteen inches or so with a red velvet bow holding a laughing Santa with a soft cotton-ball beard.
Spode Christmas china replaced the usual white, and the entire dining room was converted to Christmas cheer, from the three crèches on three sideboards to the angels and reindeer at the centerpiece to the sudden appearance of ribbon candy and red and white peppermint canes in sterling bowls throughout the first floor. Just before the holidays my mother would file us into the station wagon and take us caroling to homes of elderly and infirm friends. When the Savior was born, the angels announced, “Joy to the world.” Indeed, my mother did her best to assure that all of us celebrated his birth with festive delight.
We celebrated Christmas on the Saturday before December 25, and midmorning we headed to the airport for a flight to ski in the Rockies. It wasn’t easy to find a home that would accommodate our sizable brood, and one year my mother rented the guest house of a Trappist monastery just outside Aspen. The monks had only recently relaxed the vow of silence, and we spent that vacation skiing all day and then talking with the Trappist brothers about religious life, which they liked, and raising chickens, which most of them, it turned out, abhorred.
What I remember most was the tangible, physical sensation of the inner peace I felt in every ounce of my being when the monks sang madrigals in harmony in their simple brick chapel. That place of simple beauty, stripped bare of distraction, allowed me to empty my heart and mind of every burden and thrill and, in that sublime stillness, to discover a rare serenity, to touch something that felt profound, holy, and full of peace, deep within. It was then that I understood the lure of sacrificing every pleasure for the contemplative life.
After the New Year, the holidays came with soothing regularity, the secular blending seamlessly with the sacred. For St. Valentine’s Day the house was similarly transformed to a mass of hearts and angels; on St. Patrick’s Day leprechauns and shamrocks turned our home green; and Easter was all bunnies, pastel colors, bright flowers, and baby lambs. These were the decorative manifestations of a deeper faith and a reflection of the call to joy. After forty days of abstinence from chocolate, candy, soda, and ice cream, the girls received matching dresses, new white stockings and gloves, and shiny black patent-leather shoes. We looked forward to Palm Sunday and creating crosses from the palm fronds handed out at church. On Holy Thursday we remembered the Last Supper and quizzed one another about who could identify all the apostles at the table. We had no school on Friday and engaged in great debates about whether Lenten resolutions could be broken Saturday night or had to wait till Sunday morning. We spent much of Saturday dyeing hundreds of Easter eggs, and on Sunday Father Creedon came to say Mass at Hickory Hill. We gathered in the living room along with twenty or thirty Washingtonians to affirm our faith and the righteousness of progressive politics before a massive Easter egg hunt.
On Halloween, we dressed in our costumes immediately after school and headed for Georgetown University Hospital where we visited the infirm and gave out candies to the nurses and the patients alike. We were reminded that this was the eve of All Souls’ Day, which St. Patrick transformed from a pagan festival into a Catholic tradition.
Beyond the holidays, there was evidence of our Catholicism throughout Hickory Hill, as if the simple fact of eleven children wasn’t enough. Each of the thirteen bedrooms had a holy water font next to the door frame, a cross or a statue of Mary on a table, and a Bible on a shelf, alongside biographies of St. Francis, Joan of Arc, St. Catherine, or St. Patrick, as well as The Lives of the Saints, God Calling, and God at Eventide. Most of us had sterling crosses, blessed by the pope, hanging above our beds. There was a statue of St. Francis in the boxwood garden at Hickory Hill and one near the herbs in Hyannis Port. A Lucite frame on the bedside table of every room, and another in the kitchen and dining rooms, detailed the Mass schedule at two local churches.
When we were sick, we took St. Joseph aspirin for children. We played Mass and used chalky Necco wafers for hosts.
The front hall closets in both Hyannis Port and at Hickory Hill hosted a huge stack of short, fat, dog-eared black leather missals, brimming with Mass cards. In addition, for the girls there was a ready supply of mantillas, the lace scarves we wore at Mass (white for summer and black for the rest of the year), and an assortment of white gloves, with no guarantee of the correct match, except that the sister who raided the closet earliest on Sunday would probably find a perfect pair, an honor I think I never once merited.
In fourth grade, I transferred from the local Protestant school to join my two older sisters at the Convent of the Sacred Heart. Women were in charge, women whom I came to know, admire, love, and see in leadership roles, an important lesson for a girl in a male-favoring household, religion, and society.
Looking back, the lessons learned at the convent were enduring and valuable. My savior was the Mother Superior; Mother Mouton, a wise Frenchwoman, who, whenever I was sent to her, asked if I was sorry, reminded me that Jesus loved me no matter how I (mis)behaved, gave me a lollipop, and condemned the war in Vietnam. Thus Reverend Mother taught an early lesson in both the wisdom of reconciliation and the importance of political awareness.
My family was also brimming with strong women, all of whom attended the Convent of the Sacred Heart and all of whom consistently impressed us with their unwavering faith, starting with my father’s mother, Rose. When we visited Grandma Kennedy’s home in Palm Beach, she took us daily to Mass and then quizzed us at the breakfast table about the scripture readings and the content of the sermon. It was a matter of pride to be able to answer her questions correctly and disappointing to fail in her eyes. When she became homebound, a priest came to the house every Sunday, and the extended family gathered in her dining room for services. Mass at home was a common occurrence. The Battersea lace tablecloth we used at lunch the day before, newly washed and ironed, would be draped over a side table that was transformed into the altar. With a wineglass serving as the chalice, cousins leading the psalm response, and each of us chiming in for special intentions, Mass became familiar, comfortable, intimate, warm, and as will be clear in a moment, highly political. 
Across two solid decades and more, at least one of us, and usually several, prepared for the sacraments of baptism, First Communion, or confirmation. The Church was simply part of our world, in the same way oxygen is required for breathing.
Throughout it all, my mother found the fire to attend church every day. She took us all with her on Sundays, and—kicking, screaming, and teasing one another—to confession once a month. After my father died, she took us to Mass on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays as well. She went on retreats at the Convent of the Sacred Heart. She met Popes Pius XII, John XXIII, Paul VI, and John Paul II; there are frames scattered throughout the house recording these most auspicious occasions. Her prized possession is the zucchetto given to my parents when they visited Pope John XXIII.
Every May 29, we visited Uncle Jack’s grave at Arlington National Cemetery, to remember his birthday, and then eight days later, on June 6, hundreds of old friends and family followed us home from Mass at Arlington, remembering my father’s life. We’d each participate in the Mass, reading from scripture, taking up gifts, and singing 1960s folk songs and spirituals. Each reading was carefully chosen for its resonance of the issues Robert Kennedy devoted his life to: peace, justice, tolerance, courage, uplifting the poor, empowering citizens. These themes were so thoroughly interwoven into the readings, the homily, and the conversations with priests that, to me, Catholicism and social justice work were one and the same. Along with Father Pereira or Father Creedon, we returned to the cemetery on November 20, for my father’s birthday, and again on November 22 to remember President Kennedy on the day he died.
By any standards, my mother was a devout Catholic, but she laced her unwavering faith with a healthy dose of skepticism directed squarely at the institution of the Church. She loved the pope and the parish priest but had little time for anyone in the hierarchy between. She consistently questioned the priorities of cardinals and bishops who, in her view, too often chose the institution of the Church over the sufferings of the poor. She was highly critical of those who failed to take a forthright stance on the issues of the day—from the war in Vietnam, to Watergate, to nuclear disarmament, to military spending in Central America, to the housing, education, and health issues in the poorest pockets of our own country. She was outraged by any priest who failed to include a prayer for those in the headlines of the latest disaster. She was offended by pomposity, and she demonstrated her impatience with long-winded sermons (anything over ten minutes) by walking out of Mass, followed by her children like so many ducks in a row. My mother was also suspicious of clergy until they passed the poverty test. If they spoke on behalf of, or worked among, the poor, they were invited into the fold. So, from a young age, I learned from her to distinguish between my faith and the Institutional Church.
Catholicism enriched my life, guided my actions, and fed my political belief in the capacity and responsibility to alleviate suffering. Catholicism was integrated into every aspect of my family’s intellectual, moral, social, cultural, political, and spiritual life. It was impossible to separate the influence of the Church from that of our Irish heritage or Democratic politics.
But the Catholicism I grew up with isn’t the same Catholicism I teach my children, nor is it the same faith I now profess. My relationship with the Church has changed and evolved. I’m still a Catholic, but I’m not the Catholic I once was. I am profoundly disturbed by the problems I see within the Church—in some things it has said, some things it has done, and some things it has failed to do, yet my faith is stronger than ever.
In 1975 I left home for boarding school. The Putney School was situated on a nearly self-sufficient farm in Vermont, where two hundred students worked together. Competition was frowned upon and cooperation was rewarded generously. The daily assemblies, the intellectual rigor, the respect for the earth, the skepticism toward the pecking order, the embrace of political participation, and a decision-making process in which students, teachers, grounds crew, and administration all had a voice fostered a deep sense of communal commitment from which I drew enormous strength and spiritual depth. In fact, the very aspects of Putney I valued most are essential to Catholic faith in practice. My faith remained, but Mass didn’t seem particularly relevant to me during those adolescent years and was limited to visits home.
This diminishing relevance was neither a rejection nor a moment of blinding epiphany. It was more subtle. The bonds that had protected me in childhood, which accompanied me through times of joy and celebration as well as sustained me through unimaginable pain and loss, began to loosen. What I didn’t know was that those bonds would be severely tested in a series of encounters with the hierarchy of the Church.
In 1977 I left boarding school for college, starting my freshman year at Brown University. There, a dear friend was brutalized and raped. Her anguish and pain are vivid to me even now. With great reservation, she made the journey to Planned Parenthood and ended the pregnancy. Wracked by guilt, she confessed to a priest, who curtly responded, “Do you have any other sins to confess? Murder, perhaps?” 
Thirty years later I’m still outraged by that reaction of incomprehensible cruelty. A battered young woman who turned to the Church for mercy, forgiveness, and compassion was instead battered all over again by a callousness no words can define.
Where was the love shown by Christ, a man who had shocked the leading Pharisees of the day when he befriended the ostracized and demanded that the outcasts be invited to the table? The willingness of a priest to pass judgment without regard to the harm caused to the faithful stunned me. I’m pro-choice, but even if I were ardently pro-life my outrage would have been the same. Christ wasn’t to be found in the actions of that particular priest.
I hadn’t lost faith, but I was skeptical when on April 24, 1984, a student interrupted a lecture I was attending at Boston College Law School to hand me a note. Call home. Urgent.
I phoned my mother, who told me that my brother David had died the night before of a drug overdose. The darkness David bravely navigated from addiction to recovery to addiction again was over. The demons had finally won.
My family gathered at Hickory Hill and our longtime family priest, Father Gerry Creedon, comforted us with stories, laughter, and an understanding of the love that we felt deeply for one another at that time of mourning, a time that echoed many times of heartache past and the prologue of more grief to come.
We arrived at Holyhood Cemetery in Brookline to find the newly appointed archbishop Bernard Law and his entourage waiting. The last thing anyone in my family wanted was pomp. What we wanted was Father Creedon, the priest we knew and trusted, to put David to rest. But the archbishop wasn’t to be denied, and instead we got a long-winded, dark sermon from a man who hadn’t an inkling of who David was. His insertion of rank and insensitivity to a family in mourning left me with the distinct impression that this new archbishop was far more interested in asserting his power than in serving his flock.
I had only one other personal encounter with Law (who was later made a cardinal). When my sister and her fiancé attempted to have their wedding by the sea on Cape Cod, the characteristically authoritarian Law put a halt to the plans, calling outdoor weddings forbidden and instead choosing his man-made building over God’s creation as the appropriate place to celebrate the union. The Sermon on the Mount would have been the lecture in the cathedral if Law had had his way. Again, it seemed that asserting authority and maintaining archaic rules were more important to this cardinal than helping a young couple forge their lifelong commitment to love one another. 
Sadly, because of encounters like this, and what she sees as the hypocrisy of too many members of the hierarchy, my sister, like many Catholics, feels driven away from the Church.
Others take a more adversarial approach. One friend became increasingly outraged as he endured a sermon that amounted to a frontal assault on gay men’s and women’s rights. With no small struggle, he had fought through a blizzard to reach the small suburban church that morning, along with his two preschool-aged daughters, two elderly women, and a young, very pregnant Latina housekeeper wearing a wedding band. Afterward my friend confronted the priest. “This is a family Mass. Look around you. No one here is having an abortion. You are completely out of touch with the congregation and you are taking the coward’s way out. If you want to rail in Chappaqua, rail against the greed of the rich, the evils of consumerism and waste in the midst of the misery of poverty. At least that would be relevant.” That congregant’s forthright stance should encourage others to speak up. This is, after all, our Church, and the men running it need feedback, both critical and positive.
When the pedophile scandal made the headlines, it pushed Catholics further away from their faith, but, like many Catholics, I had felt disappointed, angry, and fed up with the Church for a host of reasons long before this injustice.
Too often, when grappling with complex social issues, Church teaching seems insensitive to the complexities of the situation. For example, I understand the Church’s ban on euthanasia because of its insistence on the sanctity of all human life. But the latest requirement to provide continuing nourishment even for those in a permanent vegetative state seems extreme. So too do some interpretations of Church teaching on continuing to provide extraordinary means of health care to terminally ill patients seem out of touch with human suffering and the reality of people’s lives. The problem is often an overly strict interpretation when a less burdensome interpretation is possible.
The abortion issue, similarly complex, has been met with cold proclamations rather than any attempt to deal with its complexity. Consider my dear friend who was told that the fetus she carried was infected with a virus and was certain to die before birth, and that every day she carried it increased the risks to her health. The Catholic hospital where she was being treated refused to perform the abortion yet told her getting one was imperative. Where is the logic in that? In truth, there is a rich debate within the Church among theologians about these issues, but the public generally only hears the simple answers to complex questions.
Furthermore, the Church loses its moral authority when it gives lip service to values like the dignity of workers but then acts in ways that are clearly antiunion and antilabor. Or when the Church commits to finding ways to empower women while allowing bishops to ban girls from participating in ceremonies. All eyes were on New York in April 2008 when Pope Benedict made his historic visit to Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, yet at that highly symbolic moment the Church chose to exclude women from serving as altar servers and ushers at Mass. Catholics and non-Catholics alike are often perplexed about the entire issue of annulment. Try to explain that a civil divorce says that what was once a marriage is no longer a marriage, whereas an annulment says that the marriage never really existed, because the vows were invalid when made, in the eyes of the Church. Almost all annulments applied for in the United States are granted and most of those that are appealed in Rome are denied.
Sometimes these arguments can seem so Byzantine and convoluted that the Church appears out of touch with reality.
The Catholic Church isn’t a democracy, and we, as lay Catholics, can’t just vote the rascals out. But neither can we allow the Church we love to be abandoned to the dark side. There are many people working for change within the Church, and there are many ways to participate in those changes.
Geoff Boisi started the National Leadership Roundtable on Church Management to promote excellence and best practices in the management, finances, and human resources development of the Catholic Church in the United States by greater incorporation of the expertise of the laity. Cardinal Roger Mahoney of Los Angeles has redirected much of the Church’s political efforts into protecting the lives of immigrants to our country, reviving the Church’s reputation for a commitment to outcasts with meaning, and bravely taking on rage at foreigners at a highly volatile and politically sensitive moment in the political life of the country. Groups like Voice of the Faithful, formed in Boston in the wake of the pedophile scandals, seek to hold the Church accountable for its actions. Catholics for a Free Choice advances teachings and thinking that advocate women’s moral agency. 
Instead of fleeing the Church as many have, we need to model ourselves as agents of change and use our power as the people of this Church to create improvements where they’re needed and to laud and protect the many things that are valuable about our Church.
The Church is at its best when it joins its voice with people who are demanding their voices be heard. In Kenya, Liberia, Poland, Northern Ireland, South Korea, the Philippines, East Timor, Latin America, and so many other places over the past thirty years, I’ve been fortunate enough to witness the tremendous lifesaving aid, healing power, and pursuit of justice that is the work of the Catholic Church. In one country after another the Church is on the front lines of the struggle for human rights. I was never more proud to be a Catholic, as when I visited the Archdiocese of Monrovia. Liberia had endured fourteen years of civil war. In a country where a mere 7 percent of the population was Catholic, the Church never shuttered its schools, hospitals, clinics, and press even after the government and other religious missions had long since closed their doors.
While in Liberia, I spent one morning at the federal prison. Dante could’ve learned a lot from that place. A heavy stew of mold, waste, rot, urine, sweat, and tuberculosis was mixed with 100 percent humidity and cooked in hundred-degree F heat. The overcrowding, the starvation, the refuse in a common bucket in the corner of an eight-by-ten-foot dungeon were exacerbated by only enough ventilation for mosquitoes to fester. The lack of lawyers, visitors, blankets, electricity, or light gave one the sense of being a rat at the height of summer in a city sewer system. Family members rarely were able to visit, but the archdiocese never missed the weekly appointments, bringing food, medicines, and hope.
At one slum clinic I met a sister who dispensed medicine by candlelight, as it was too costly to run the generator for more than a few hours twice a week. In an HIV hospice, the Church ran out of antiretroviral medications three months earlier, but the sisters from the Missionaries of Charity were taking in new patients every day. 
Again and again I was impressed by the deep commitment of so many Catholic leaders—highly educated women and men who easily could have landed far more lucrative and less dangerous positions overseas. Instead they stayed and, with hearts of fire, worked tirelessly on behalf of their country. It was impossible not to be moved by their love and grace.
At a camp for former child soldiers, I saw Samuel Kofi Woods restoring some sense of childhood to young teens who’d been forced to rape and murder loved ones.
Kofi knew brutality firsthand. As the founder of the Catholic radio station, his had been the voice of opposition to the brutal Charles Taylor
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