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  Epilogue


  Last Mass


  On the morning of January 30, 2011, Youngstown Bishop George V. Murry, SJ, presided over the final mass at Immaculate Conception Parish, whose brick steeples had marked the entrance to the city’s east side since 1890. The parish itself predated the neo-Gothic edifice by eight years. Founded in 1882, “the Immaculate,” as it was known to longtime parishioners, served generations of families, some of whom retained connections to the center-city parish, even though they had since relocated to suburban communities. Those who returned were drawn back, in part, by the beauty of the parish’s main building, whose smoke-darkened exterior offered visitors no preparation for the bright, airy worship space contained within. That space had changed over the years, but not in ways that longtime parishioners found disconcerting. Starting in the 1960s, a series of interior renovations were carried out, though often with an eye toward preserving cherished remnants of the past. At one point, a talented parishioner removed a section of the wooden reredos screen that once stretched across the back of the sanctuary and refashioned it into an elegant altarpiece—a gesture that typified the sense of commitment many people felt toward the parish.1 When the service ended, Boardman Township resident Julia Palazzo, a member of Immaculate Conception for more than six decades, conveyed an attitude of mournful resignation. “It’s difficult, but we knew it was inevitable,” she said, in an interview with a local newspaper reporter. Others expressed cautious optimism about the future. “It’s a sad day, but something dies and something starts up living again,” said Cosmo Pecchia, a parishioner who had also driven in from Boardman. Pecchia’s comment echoed the theme of Bishop Murry’s homily, which focused on the parish’s enduring legacy. “[Immaculate Conception] has a future,” the bishop said to the gathered crowd, “and the future is you.”2 The future to which Bishop Murry referred was inextricably bound up with the newly created parish of Immaculate Conception–Sacred Heart of Jesus, the product of a recent merger between two established east side churches.


  Feelings of hope and resignation may not have been the only emotions at play among those who attended the final mass. Some parishioners probably felt a twinge of resentment over the imminent loss of a beloved icon. For many of them, the choice of Sacred Heart as the home of the merged parish appeared no less “inevitable” than the closing of the Immaculate itself. Months before a decision was announced, unsettling rumors had circulated among Immaculate Conception’s parishioners. “Early on . . . there were statements made that kind of indicated it was . . . a foregone conclusion that Immaculate would close,” recalled Father Kevin Peters, pastor of Immaculate Conception–Sacred Heart of Jesus Parish. “That was really unfair to the people at the Immaculate . . . because the decision had not been made.” Although Father Peters took steps to discredit such rumors, many parishioners at the Immaculate found Sacred Heart’s attributes difficult to ignore, and some fell into a “despairing mode.” Unlike Immaculate Conception, whose surrounding neighborhood had been destroyed by a combination of highway construction and commercial development, Sacred Heart was ensconced within a stable, mostly Latino neighborhood; and more than 30 percent of Sacred Heart’s parishioners resided within the parish boundaries, a figure that compared to less than 10 percent at the Immaculate. Moreover, Sacred Heart’s granite, Norman-style physical plant, which comprised three buildings arranged in a U-shaped pattern, did not lend itself to a wide range of reuses. Meanwhile, all three of Immaculate Conception’s buildings could be leased or sold, independently. Indeed, the parish’s former school building, located across the street from the church, had served as the site of a charter school for almost five years. Some observers pointed out that the stately rectory would be an ideal site for an inn catering to out-of-town guests, while others later suggested that the church’s spacious edifice would make a natural home for the diocesan archives, whose contents are currently spread across a number of sites.3 In certain ways, the parish complex of Immaculate Conception had become a victim of its own versatility.


  The final decision regarding the site of the merged parish, however, rested with the parish councils of Immaculate Conception and Sacred Heart of Jesus, an arrangement that reflected the diocese’s determination to avoid some of the tensions and misunderstandings that had accompanied parish consolidations in other communities. Youngstown, as the last Catholic diocese in Ohio to engage in parish downsizing, benefited from hard lessons meted out elsewhere; and there was no shortage of cautionary tales for those anxious to avoid the controversies of the past. In 2004, for instance, a sweeping parish reconfiguration plan implemented in the Archdiocese of Boston inspired a backlash among parishioners, many of whom resisted orders to close their churches. In one high-profile case, parishioners of St. Frances Xavier Cabrini Church, based in Scituate, Massachusetts, occupied the parish complex and, over the next six years, maintained a 24-hour vigil to prevent the building from being closed. Parishioners at St. Frances were among representatives of nine parishes in the archdiocese who appealed directly to the Vatican, which upheld the archdiocese’s right to close the parishes a few months later.4


  More recently, in March 2009, Cleveland Bishop Richard G. Lennon’s decision to close 29 of his diocese’s 224 parishes, while merging 41 others, met similar resistance. Twelve days after the bishop’s announcement, the Cleveland Plain Dealer reported that representatives of no fewer than 11 parishes were appealing the decision.5 As U.S. Catholic reported in 2010, three of those appeals yielded encouraging results, when St. Colman, St. Ignatius of Antioch, and St. Stephen parishes “were given a four-year directive to prove their viability.” Meanwhile, embittered parishioners of St. Peter Parish, whose appeal had been rejected, set out to establish an unauthorized congregation, a move that prompted Bishop Lennon to threaten them with excommunication.6 In a particularly surprising development, the Diocese of Cleveland’s decision to close churches that were regarded as urban landmarks drew expressions of concern from members of Cleveland City Council, who moved to strengthen the city’s historical landmark law.7 “We think of these churches as houses of worship, but they’re also part of the basic foundations of our community,” Councilman Michael Polensek said. “They have a great impact on neighborhood stability. We need to protect these structures.”8


  Consolidation was bound to come to Youngstown, and few residents should have been surprised when, on May 29, 2010, Bishop Murry announced there would be 25 fewer parishes in the diocese, bringing their number from 112 to 87. The planned consolidation was framed as a necessary response to trends including demographic change, economic difficulties, and a chronic shortage of priests.9 So far, the consolidation process in Youngstown has been relatively smooth, which may owe something to careful planning. “When we started this process, I deliberately spent time looking at how it was done in other dioceses,” Bishop Murry explained in an interview. “Then, we tried to monopolize on the strengths and minimize the weaknesses.” The bishop stressed that his primary concern was to ensure that “plans came from the local level.”10 In 2008, within months of his installation, Bishop Murry recommended that each of the diocese’s 115 parishes organize a planning committee, whose first order of business would be to conduct an assessment of the parish. Guided by a survey developed at the diocesan level, parish planning committees composed a detailed overview of their parish that included estimates of attendance at Sunday services, the average age of parishioners, the overall condition of the physical plant, and (in cases where parishes maintained schools) the general direction of enrollment. Each parish was then asked to select two representatives of its planning committee to serve on a larger deanery planning committee. The deaneries, for the most part, corresponded to the diocese’s six counties—Mahoning, Trumbull, Columbiana, Portage, Stark, and Ashtabula—but given the size of Mahoning County, it comprised two deaneries: Mahoning North and Mahoning South. At that point, the deanery planning committees were instructed to select two representatives to serve on an executive (or diocesan) planning committee.


  The planning stage of the process was overseen by Monsignor John Zuraw, former diocesan director of clergy and then administrator of Immaculate Conception Parish.11 In a move that underscored the diocese’s investment in the process, Bishop Murry appointed another diocesan priest, Father Nicholas R. Shori, to oversee the implementation of the consolidation plan, on a full-time basis. Apparently, one of the bishop’s goals was to ensure that lines of communication between the diocese and pastors and parishioners would remain open. “We’ve seen how other dioceses did this,” Father Shori explained in an interview. “My position is a full-time position and, technically, the bishop didn’t want me to have any contacts with parishes, as far as assignment is [concerned] so that there was no indication of preference or favor.” Father Shori recognized that, if he were appointed to the position, he would be required to step down as pastor of St. Paul Parish, in New Middletown, Ohio, where he had served for 17 years.12


  Even some of those with misgivings about the consolidation plan have praised the diocese for treating the matter seriously. Richard Scarsella, a Youngstown area writer and preservationist, is one of them. “I have to give the diocese credit,” Scarsella said in a recent interview. “They are [addressing] parish councils. They have encouraged regular meetings. They have a consolidation-merger-suppression-collaboration facilitator with . . . Father Shori. So, that much I will give them credit for.” In other areas, Scarsella has found much to criticize. He argued, for instance, that the diocese placed strict limits on dialogue when it determined beforehand that a certain number of buildings would need to be closed. “Yes, [parishioners] attended these meetings,” he said. “But they were told in no uncertain terms that these things were going to be done. There might’ve been a menu of things that were going to be done, but many of them—all of them, really, for the most part—were unpalatable.” When the diocese presented the options of merger, collaboration, and closure, few parishioners were able to discern much of a difference, he argued. From the outset, Scarsella warned that the diocese’s decision to close churches poses a threat to the community’s architectural heritage, given that older parishes will be disproportionately affected.13 In spring 2010, his concern about the fate of local religious landmarks inspired him to launch a program called the “Sacred Places Dialogue.”14 Since then, he has met with a number of groups to discuss strategies for the preservation of threatened religious landmarks; and in recent months, he has worked closely with parishioners of St. Casimir’s Church, a Polish national parish that is set to merge with St. Columba Cathedral within the next two years. The parishioners, who recently established a nonprofit organization, are attempting to purchase the parish complex from the diocese, with the long-term goal of turning it into a multipurpose community center and museum. Scarsella suggested that the predicament of parishes like St. Casimir’s highlights the church’s insensitiv-ity to ethnic institutions, and he went on to question the diocese’s apparent failure to enlist the support of potential donors, especially those connected to ethnic communities. “I think the Catholic Church is looking at . . . demographics, but I think they’re ignoring some other demographics . . . because your . . . Europeans are very well heeled,” Scarsella said. “They have deep pockets, even though they may be of a certain age.”15


  Bishop Murry denies that he is indifferent to the plight of many of the community’s national parishes, and he contends that the parish reconfiguration plan will ultimately strengthen local ethnic communities. “I made it clear from the very beginning that I wanted to maintain the ethnic heritage, ethnic traditions, and cultures,” he said in an interview. “My point to these various groups was that, if we try to maintain all of these buildings, what is going to happen is, all the money that you have is going to be spent on building maintenance, and you’re going to reach a point where you can’t afford to maintain these building, and they will simply disappear.” Bishop Murry indicated that, by reducing the number of ethnic parishes, the diocese will contribute to the survival of those that remain. “Do we need to have three Slovak parishes in the city of Youngstown?” he asked. “Can we come together and maintain culture, history, and tradition in fewer buildings, so that we can do more outreach and evangelization, attract young people, and maintain this into the future?”16 Yet, it is difficult to ignore that the consolidation plan has struck ethnic parishes harder than most others, and few groups have been more adversely affected than Youngstown’s Polish American community, given that the city’s two Polish national parishes, St. Casimir and St. Stanislaus Kostka, are scheduled to merge with St. Columba Cathedral.17 The impending demise of these institutions, in particular, has fueled questions about steps that can, and should, be taken to preserve the memory of churches that were once repositories of Old World culture. In December 2010, Father Shori addressed this issue in a meeting with the Ethnic Heritage Society, an organization established by another diocesan priest, Father Joseph Rudjak, who currently serves as the pastor of three ethnic parishes—Sts. Peter and Paul (Croatian), Our Lady of Hungary, and St. Stephen of Hungary. The organization’s stated mission is to support local ethic communities.18 More recently, in March 2011, Father Shori indicated that he intends to form a committee of scholars, preservationists, and representatives of ethnic communities that would examine strategies to preserve the history of ethnic churches that are scheduled to close.19


  As the consolidation process unfolds, other critical observers have warned that the closing of urban parishes could send an unintended message regarding the diocese’s commitment to the cities, especially in the wake of serial school closures that have left one parochial elementary school operating in Youngstown. Bishop Murry indicated that, while he appreciated such concerns, the consolidation plan should be understood as part of a larger effort to bolster urban parishes that remain viable. “In the three years since I’ve been here, I have spoken on a number of occasions . . . about the commitment of the diocese to the cities,” he said. “And I’ve said over and over again, ‘We are not going to abandon the cities.’” The bishop added that he is often advised by Catholic business leaders “to just let the cities crumble and focus [our] energies in the suburbs,” a course that he claimed to reject. “We’re not going to do that,” he said. “What I see as a result of these consolidations is to create stronger urban parishes that can do the outreach . . . that can do the ministry that is needed for people who are sometimes on the edge.” The maintenance of urban parishes, he said, enables Catholics (many of whom live in suburban communities) “to make that commitment to walk with the city” and to address its problems in a more direct manner. At the same time, however, the diocese has been compelled to respond to demographic shifts that have resulted in smaller urban Catholic populations.20 This development was underscored by the findings of the 2010 U.S. Census, which revealed that Youngstown’s population had fallen by 18.4 percent since 2000, a loss of 15,044 residents.21 The census report showed that, during the same period, the population of Mahoning County, as a whole, fell by 7.3 percent, a figure suggesting that the city’s losses were disproportionate.22 While the census data failed to specify the religion of those residents who had migrated from the city, the findings point to a further decline in Youngstown’s Catholic population.


  Similar trends elsewhere have encouraged some episcopal leaders to shift their base of operations to the suburbs, as Boston’s archbishop, Sean Cardinal O’Malley, did in 2007, when he moved the archdiocesan offices to the outlying community of Braintree.23 Bishop Murry has taken a decidedly different path. In April 2009, he announced plans to sell the five-bedroom suburban residence that was purchased by his predecessor, Bishop Thomas J. Tobin, and promptly relocated from Liberty Township to Youngstown.24 “When I moved into the city,” the bishop recalled, “I got letters from people saying: ‘Don’t move into the city. Move to the suburbs.’” For the bishop, who resided for a time in the Detroit area, the church’s responsibility to maintain a relationship with urban communities is not just a matter of ethics; it is a practical necessity. “The church in Detroit, in many ways, simply became disconnected from the city, because the Catholics were all in the suburbs,” he said. “The African American Methodists were in the city, and the Catholics were out in the suburbs; and so, understandably, the churches were serving their own people.” Bishop Murry stressed, however, that U.S. church leaders have become increasingly sensitive to the fact that “you can’t have a strong, stable economy in the suburbs if you don’t have a strong, stable economy in the city.” He added that there must be “fluidity and interaction between both” if the metropolitan area, as a whole, is to prosper. While this may be true, the demographic challenges facing the Diocese of Youngstown at this juncture are by no means limited to the flow of Catholics from the cities to the suburbs, as the bishop readily acknowledged.25 The six-county diocese is feeling the impact of regional depopulation, as more people migrate from the northeastern United States to the South and the West; and reports indicate that the number of registered Catholics in the diocese has fallen from 256,071 in 2000 to 201,857 in 2009.26 This population decline has plunged many diocesan parishes into “severe financial straits,” making the merger and closure of some inevitable.27 As Father Shori noted, the situation in the Diocese of Youngstown reflects challenges facing much of the state of Ohio. “The only diocese in Ohio that hasn’t had to do this . . . reconfiguration is Columbus,” Father Shori said, “and that’s because [the Catholic] population in Columbus is increasing.”28


  These sweeping demographic changes have overlapped with a worsening priest shortage, which has made it difficult for the diocese to staff parishes. “At this point in the history of the diocese, we have approximately a hundred priests, with fifty priests who are retired,” Bishop Murry explained. “Of that 100 active priests, the majority of those priests are over the age of sixty; and between 2011 and 2014, thirty-five of those active 100 priests will reach the retirement age of seventy.” The bishop noted that this sobering figure does not take into account the possibility that some priests will become disabled or will die prematurely. “We, physically, cannot continue to maintain 115 parishes,” Bishop Murry said. “That’s why we had to make a change, because we want to be able to provide a full range of services to the people in our parishes.”29 The priest shortage in the Diocese of Youngstown is consistent with a national trend. According to the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University, the number of priests in the United States fell from almost 60,000 in 1965 to almost 50,000 in 1995, to slightly more than 40,000, in 2009.30 Over the past decade, the central role the priest shortage has played in the trend toward parish consolidation has stirred questions about the viability of the so-called one-priest, one-parish model. Indeed, those parishes who resisted consolidation in the Archdiocese of Boston publicly urged the archdiocese to employ “parish life coordinators or lay or religious administrators to circumvent closures.” The consolidations have also rekindled the debate over priestly celibacy. “We don’t believe the priest shortage is a valid reason to close parishes,” stated Sister Chris Schenk, CSJ, a parish-based activist. “We’re closing parishes rather than opening ordination. Why couldn’t we open the conversation to the married priesthood?”31


  Bishop Murry acknowledged that the priest shortage has forced the diocese to consider a range of models for parish administration. “One alternative to the one-priest, one-parish model, of course, is to bring parishes together, as we have in a number of places in the dioceses,” he said. “You have one priest who is pastor of two smaller parishes, and he works with the parish council, the finance council, [and] also a lay administrator.” There has been some resistance to this approach, however, and most of it has come from parishioners who insist on access to a priest. The bishop noted that, in cases where a priest is able to travel back and forth between parishes (celebrating a Saturday Mass at one site and a Sunday Mass at the other), the arrangement tends to work well. “When he can’t do that, that’s when the people will write me and say, ‘Would it be possible to assign another priest, or could we restructure in such a way that we have a priest available to us?’” he added. Apparently, some parishes in the diocese have fared well under the management of administrators, including St. Patrick’s Church, based in Leetonia, Ohio. The current administrator, Sister Joan Franklin, OP, addresses most responsibilities connected to the parish’s daily management, while sacramental duties are handled by Father Robert Edwards, the pastor of St. Paul’s Parish, in nearby Salem, Ohio. “Father [Edwards] comes over and celebrates Mass and the other sacraments,” Bishop Murry explained. “But if someone needs baptismal records, if someone needs counseling, if someone needs to be visited in the hospital, Sister Joan does that.” The bishop stressed, however, that the use of parish administrators has done nothing to relieve the financial difficulties that have arisen at many parishes amid regional depopulation, and a growing number of these institutions are no longer equipped to cover the cost of their operation.32


  In the face of these challenging trends, a handful of center-city parishes in Youngstown have managed to flourish, even though their parish boundaries are depopulated or include few Catholics. Bishop Murry indicated such parishes share three fundamental characteristics. “First and foremost, the parish has to be . . . an evangelizing parish,” he said. “When a parish starts thinking in terms of, ‘What we want to do is maintain what we have,’ that is the death knell.” He added that those parishes that have remained vibrant reflect a “commitment, a dedication, a thirst for growth.” The second characteristic Bishop Murry associated with thriving parishes was a vibrant liturgical life “that reaches out to younger people, to middle-aged people, and to older people.” Unsurprisingly, the third characteristic was financial stability. “You can’t run a stable parish if, year after year, the parish is in debt,” he noted. When asked to identify an urban parish that exemplified these qualities, the bishop singled out St. Patrick’s, located on the city’s south side. “They do an excellent job in all three of those areas,” the bishop said. “If we had more parishes like St. Patrick’s, I think we would have a strong church.”33 Carla Hlavac, former director of faith formation at the parish, stressed that St. Patrick’s reputation is the product of continuous effort. “Since I’ve been on staff here, I have felt like we have to compete with the big parishes,” she said in a 2009 interview. “Not only do we have to do it well, but we have to do it better.” She added that the church’s pastor, Father Edward P. Noga, consistently reminded staff members and parishioners alike that, if they weren’t “cutting edge,” they would die. Although a significant percentage of St. Patrick’s members are older suburbanites who have sentimental ties to the neighborhood, the parish maintains an active youth program, offers a special liturgy for children (held in the parish social hall during the regular mass), and provides a family-based religious education program. Hlavac observed that many families who have joined St. Patrick’s were once associated with suburban “mega-parishes.” “What they told me is that they felt like numbers there,” she said. “And they wanted their kids to grow up in a parish that was a real community, where they would know one another.”34 The strong sense of community Hlavac described has inspired many parishioners to be generous with their time and their resources. Over the years, the parish has not only remained afloat financially, but it also has sponsored benefits for a range of charitable causes. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, St. Patrick’s parishioners contributed in various ways to the rebuilding of Our Lady of Lourdes Parish, in Slidell, Louisiana, which was completely destroyed in the disaster.35 Bishop Murry has expressed confidence that at least some of Youngstown’s consolidated parishes will move in this positive direction.36


  This is the hope of urban priests like Father Kevin Peters, who said he is encouraged by recent developments at the merged parish of Immaculate Conception–Sacred Heart of Jesus. Father Peters noted that the vast majority of parishioners who belonged to Immaculate Conception have chosen to join the merged parish, even though some of them expressed misgivings about the consolidation. The pastor recalled that, when the two parishes were formally joined on January 9, 2011, he requested that parishioners at the Immaculate specify whether or not they planned to join the new parish; and to his astonishment, about 80 percent of the respondents indicated they would become part of Immaculate Conception–Sacred Heart of Jesus. “I was figuring . . . that, if we got a handful of people, we’d be lucky,” he said. Shortly after the closing of Immaculate Conception’s edifice, the pastor arranged for workers to remove three items from the vacant building and transport them to the site of the merged parish. These included the reconfigured altarpiece, the pulpit, and a Schantz organ that had been installed at Immaculate Conception a century earlier. “Well, as soon as it was announced that we were going to move [these items] to the Sacred Heart church . . . that started this process of people thinking, ‘Okay, well, we’re moving physically and emotionally to this new place,’ and that kind of brought it together for them.” More refreshing surprises were in store, including the almost pastoral environment of the merged parish’s surrounding neighborhood, a district stigmatized as a locus of crime. “We can talk about how dangerous it is,” Father Peters said. “But the reality is . . . on any given day, there are elderly couples walking down toward Lincoln Park. There’re kids riding bikes.” The pastor recalled that on one afternoon as he sat at his desk in the parish rectory, he saw a young boy riding his bike up the street. As the boy approached the church complex, he paused and made the sign of the cross. “Now, where do you see that?” Father Peters asked. “And I think that is more descriptive of the east side than we give the east side credit for.” The priest went on to describe a parish community that seems committed to improving the neighborhood. One group of parishioners had announced plans to establish a communal vegetable garden, he noted, while another had volunteered to remove debris from a dry-bed creek that flows near the parish complex. Father Peters indicated that much of this energy is a by-product of the merger. “I don’t know how this would happen, but it seems to make sense to me that . . . mergers and collaborative efforts should be general maintenance of the church,” he said.37


  For some of the city’s older Catholics, however, the past tends to hold more allure than the future. Fred and Josephine Ross, lifelong members of St. Anthony’s Parish, are having difficulty coming to terms with the scheduled merger of their church with its north side neighbor, Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Parish, Youngstown’s “other” Italian national parish. The couple appeared to slip into a reverie as they recalled the days when St. Anthony’s Parish was the center of a bustling Italian American enclave. Each dawn, the men, on their way to the nearby steel mills, fired up the district’s communal brick ovens; as their wives, mothers, and sisters took turns baking their allotment of dough, the smell of bread permeated the neighborhood. In the decades before World War II, the annual highlight of the district was the St. Anthony religious procession, held on July 13. Led by a brass band, the men of the neighborhood carried a plaster image of the saint through the cobblestone streets of Brier Hill, while a clutch of elderly women followed close behind. “The old women, imagine them, marching in the parade, carrying their shoes,” Fred Ross recalled. “That was their devotion to St. Anthony. That was their penance.” Meanwhile, his wife, Josephine, looked back with surprising nostalgia on the harsh years of the Depression, when neighbors in the district refused to allow her and her widowed mother to “go without.” “My mother would get up in the morning, and there’d be crackers in the door,” she recalled. “Somebody just dropped them off, but you don’t know who. They never wanted you to feel that they were giving you something, but they didn’t want us to go hungry.” When the conversation turned to the present, however, the couple became noticeably reserved, though Fred Ross eventually agreed to discuss the plight of his longtime parish. “I feel, and a lot us feel . . . that this new bishop was brought here to straighten out this diocese from a financial viewpoint,” he said. “And all this change is dollars and cents. St. Anthony’s probably has 200 parishioners. . . . We can’t even pay our utilities.” Fred Ross struggled to put a positive spin on St. Anthony’s merger with Our Lady of Mt. Carmel, noting that many of its parishioners are “doing their best” to make the prospective newcomers feel at home. While he claimed to bear no grudge against the diocese, he admitted that he could not fully accept the imminent closure of his parish. “We are letting our hearts control what we think should be done, and I think we’re going to get hurt,” he said. “We of St. Anthony’s are going to get hurt.”38
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