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CHAPTER 1

A CHURCH OF GOOD AND EVIL

BISHOP WALTER EDYVEAN SAT directly in front of me across an enormous conference table in the wood-paneled boardroom of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Boston. Over his shoulder, just beyond a huge picture window, an encampment of journalists had maintained a vigil ever since the horrific news broke about the sexual abuse of children by priests and the cover-up by the church hierarchy. The almost-daily revelations of new atrocities, first in the Boston Globe and then in papers across the country, shocked Catholics everywhere. The leaders of an institution dedicated to promoting Christian values had desecrated those values. It was as if fire-fighters had become arsonists, or doctors had intentionally spread disease.

The cover-up of sexual abuse by the hierarchy had caused me to question the foundation of my cultural and spiritual identity. The Catholic Church had guided and nurtured me in many ways. I was a graduate of St. Joan of Arc Grade School, Cathedral High School, and the University of Notre Dame before attending the Johns Hopkins Medical School. An uncle was a priest, an aunt a nun. My father had been the medical director of a large Catholic hospital. I had given commencement addresses at Catholic institutions and served on their academic committees.

I realized how enraged I truly felt one morning when I looked at the eighteen-inch-high Steuben cut-glass award on my desk. It had been presented to me by the Archbishop of Indianapolis, an award for my work to help prevent nuclear war. I read the inscription: “For your considerable impact on and service to our community.” I noted the engraving at the top, CELEBRATING CATHOLIC SCHOOL VALUES, with the T of “Celebrating” in the form of a cross, and I recalled the great pride with which I had received the award. Yet in the immediate wake of the revelations I felt an urge to seize it, to smash it, to shatter it.

The scandal had actually caused me to consider leaving the church, or, as I would later express it, to acknowledge that the church, by its actions, had left me. But I could not leave the Catholic Church. It was the church into which I had been baptized as an infant, the church which had provided spiritual guidance throughout my life. It had done incalculable good for millions of others working for world peace, caring for the poor and sick, educating tens of millions of students throughout the world, nurturing countless souls across the millennia. It was the church of my beloved wife; the church of my parents and grandparents; the church in which my children had been raised. It was my church, and I could not leave it.

But I also knew that I could not remain and simply accept what had happened.

And so I helped form a grassroots organization called Voice of the Faithful. We are a group of devout Catholics, now more than thirty thousand strong, with a determination to be heard. We started out meeting in a suburban church basement and now have nearly two hundred active affiliates from Florida to Alaska. We are mainstream practicing Catholics, the lifeblood of our faith—parents and grandparents, Sunday school teachers, deacons, members of the choir, Eucharistic Ministers, and concerned members of our communities. We are hardly a band of radicals.

But while we are faithful Catholics, we are certain that if the laity had a meaningful role within the church, the sex abuse of children by priests would have been halted in its earliest stages. With lay people involved in the decision making, certainly no priest who had abused a child would have been transferred to another parish and allowed to molest other children—parents would never have permitted it.

Early on, then, the founding members of Voice of the Faithful decided that our historical docility had contributed to the cover-up and must end. We saw our meeting with Bishop Edyvean as a crucial step toward that goal. On the day of our meeting—May 23, 2002—we wanted to be embraced by the hierarchy, to work in partnership with them. Our goal was to forge a trusting relationship with the cardinal and others in the hierarchy so that the laity could gain a seat at the table, become part of the process of decision making, and help build a better church.

As Vicar General and moderator of the curia, second in command to Cardinal Bernard Law, Bishop Edyvean was a powerful figure. Now in his early sixties, he had a reputation as an erudite, courteous man who was particularly well connected, having served for some years at the Vatican. In Boston he played a behind-the-scenes role, implementing the policies of Cardinal Law.

Bishop Edyvean was joined by another priest, a young canon lawyer, while I was attending the meeting with two other members of our group, Mary Scanlon and Steve Krueger. I arrived just as the meeting was starting, having raced to the chancery from Massachusetts General Hospital, where I work as a cardiologist.

Coming to the meeting that day, I believed that we had much to offer the hierarchy. I felt a sense of exuberance for I knew we could help. I was sure that if the local hierarchy were to embrace us it would be a signal to countless Catholics deeply troubled by the scandal that there was a genuine desire to work with the laity to improve the Church. My excitement approaching the meeting was tempered, however, by reports we had been hearing that Bishop Edyvean was working back channels against us, presumably at Cardinal Law’s instruction.

We began the meeting with a prayer, led by the bishop, and then exchanged pleasantries. Having been awarded honorary degrees from five Catholic colleges, I was accustomed to affable discussions with church officials, and I hoped this meeting would not be an exception. But the mood quickly grew tense as the younger priest, Father Mark O’Connell, attacked our group, claiming that our very existence somehow undermined the leadership of Cardinal Law.

While I was surprised by his arrogance, and the hostile tone he had suddenly injected into the meeting, I replied that we supported the authority of the hierarchy but that as lay Catholics we had a right and even a responsibility to help our church in its time of crisis.

Cardinal Law and other members of the hierarchy had committed grave errors of judgment transferring many priests who had sexually molested children to other parishes where they continued as sexual predators. The Cardinal had not only transferred these men, but he had led a massive cover-up as well. We noted that our group had been formed in response to these failures of the hierarchy.

The accusatory tone set by Father O’Connell made it easier for us to pose the difficult question for which we needed an answer.

“Bishop Edyvean,” I said, “we’ve heard that you’re blocking us in parishes, that you’re calling pastors and telling them not to let Voice of the Faithful meet on church property.” I looked him in the eye and paused a moment, then asked him directly: “Are you blocking us?”

The bishop hesitated, then replied, “There are a lot of issues we have with your organization. We have to know what you’re about.”

This response didn’t ring true, for I was certain he already knew a great deal about us. A priest supportive of Voice had told us that Bishop Edyvean had downloaded materials from our Web site. Newspapers, magazines, and television networks from all over the world had reported on our movement. It was clear that we were about responding to the horrific sex abuse scandal to support victims whose lives had been so deeply scarred. We were about getting involved in the church so that never again would the culture of secrecy be permitted to cover up abuse of children and criminality. We were about using the talents and experience of educated, successful lay people—doctors, lawyers, professors, judges, business people, mothers, fathers—to help revive our church after the abuse scandal and assist in resolution of the many other problems of the Catholic Church. What Bishop Edyvean did not know about Voice of the Faithful from the many public sources was easily available from talking with us. We had no secrets. But we had been told that he acted against us before joining in dialogue.

As I looked across the table it was clear to me that Bishop Edyvean hoped I would drop the subject. But I couldn’t. So I posed the question again, this time in a tone with a bit more intensity.

“Bishop Edyvean, are you trying to block us?” The tension in the room increased. The canon lawyer at the bishop’s side frowned, clearly annoyed.

“We’ll have to do more research,” he said, continuing to evade the issue.

I replied as respectfully yet as directly as I could. “You haven’t answered my question.”

This was not easy for me. I was a sixty-year-old lifelong Catholic with an instinctive reverence for priests and bishops—indeed, for all church leaders. Yet I was also a scientist who believed in a probing search for the truth.

“Are you actively blocking our organization?”

There was a brittle silence.

Finally, Bishop Edyvean conceded that, yes, he had tried to block us, but he said that he had phoned only one parish.

While I appreciated his acknowledging an unpleasant truth, I was astonished that a bishop would act against some of the most enthusiastic Catholics in his archdiocese who were acting in compliance with all the rules of the church.

“We’re concerned,” he said.

Concerned? I thought. Concerned about mainstream lay Catholics who want to help their church through a crisis? I feared that the bishop’s concern was reflective of what had gotten our church into trouble in the first place: a concern more for protecting the age-old culture of secrecy, for placing the power of the hierarchy above the safety of children.

Rather than pushing us away, rather than secretly trying to block our growth, it was clear to me that church leaders should have been doing the opposite—embracing us, welcoming our offers of help and support.
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As others at the table spoke, I thought back to my meeting with the hierarchy twenty-one years earlier in this very same conference room. The contrast in tone was striking. In 1981, the pastor of my church had helped me arrange a meeting with Cardinal Humberto Medeiros, the predecessor to Cardinal Law. At that time the United States and the Soviet Union were engaged in mad rhetoric about winning a nuclear war. Having worked in the Soviet Union as a young physician, I had gotten to know a number of Russian doctors, including Dr. Evgeny Chazov, an esteemed cardiologist who included among his patients Soviet president Leonid Brezhnev. Along with my American colleagues Drs. Bernard Lown, Eric Chivian, and Dr. John Pastore, I joined with the Russians to form a group called International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War. Our goal was to frame the nuclear debate in medical terms, to educate people throughout the world that any sort of nuclear exchange would be a medical catastrophe. We believed that accurately describing the medical consequences of nuclear war would convince the people of the world to force their political leaders to move beyond the bellicose language of the Cold War.

Early on in our antinuclear efforts, we were criticized as being naive dupes of the Soviet propaganda machine. If this charge were to stick it would have severely damaged our movement. I realized that nothing would combat that charge more effectively than if Pope John Paul II, with his impeccable anti-Communist credentials, were to endorse our group. I had sought the meeting with Cardinal Medeiros, to ask whether he would help our organization obtain a letter of support from the Holy Father. This was a highly unusual request. It was not common for the Vatican to send out letters on request, but Cardinal Medeiros supported our mission and agreed to help. I told the cardinal that there was some urgency in my request—our group planned its first convention in just six weeks.

He asked what I hoped the Holy Father might say in his letter, and I volunteered to draft something. He readily agreed, and I set about doing so—right there at the very table where I was to meet with Bishop Edyvean. As I wrote, Cardinal Medeiros brought me several documents from his office containing the Pope’s statements on nuclear war, pointing out a wonderful excerpt from the encyclical Pacem in Terris, issued by Pope John XXIII, “on establishing universal peace in truth, justice, charity and liberty.”

Six weeks later, at the first conference of International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, in Washington, D.C., a letter arrived from Pope John Paul II endorsing our efforts. It was a crucial statement by the church at the ideal time—a prime example of the Catholic Church using its moral authority to bring the teachings of Christ to the modern world. The Pope’s endorsement helped us build an international organization with 130,000 physicians in more than twenty nations, which in turn led to a massive grassroots uprising that altered the discussion of nuclear war. President Reagan sent us a statement at a later conference indicating that, “Nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought.”

Five years after we received the letter from the Holy Father, I traveled to Oslo, where our group was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

This had been the church at its best. But now we were confronting the church at its worst. Shadowing our meeting with Bishop Edyvean were the unspeakable crimes that had been committed by priests and covered up by the hierarchy. Father John Geoghan alone, it is believed, molested more than 130 children in a half-dozen parishes over three decades. He had fondled some, raped others, traumatized all. After abusing a twelve-year-old boy whose father had recently committed suicide, Geoghan told the child to keep it secret. “We’re very good at keeping secrets,” the priest told him.

Cardinal Law, and even Cardinal Medeiros, despite knowing of Father Geoghan’s crimes, wrote glowing letters for this sexual predator as they assigned him to new parishes. And then there was the matter of Father Ronald H. Paquin openly admitting his transgressions to a Boston Globe reporter. “Sure, I fooled around. But I never raped anyone and I never felt gratified myself,” the priest said. There was a case where both a father and his son had been molested by priests a generation apart. And there was the shocking story of Father Paul Shanley, who reportedly left a trail of sodomy and ruin in his wake.

These horrific crimes—and the many others that have been reported since—have made it clear that, like a decubitus skin ulceration, the decay of the Catholic Church was deeper and broader than the surface signs indicated.

When we first explored ways that Voice of the Faithful might help our church, we were told by some that lay people, who represent 99.9 percent of the church, should simply acquiesce to mandates from the hierarchy. But we quickly learned that in the early 1960s, the historic Vatican II ecumenical council had called for the laity to actively participate in the leadership of the church. And as we reached back thousands of years before Vatican II to the roots of our religion—to the words and life of Christ—we also found our faith strengthened. We realized that during this early period, the laity was the church. The church did not start with an imperial style. On the contrary, when Christ himself was alive on this earth and could have acted as an autocratic ruler, he preached and lived a message of humility, love, and inclusiveness far different from that modeled by some current members of the hierarchy. The statement by Christ that Peter was the rock upon which the church would be built is often cited as support for a strong central authority, but Christ also advocated many of the principles of respect for individuals underlying modern democratic structures.

This notion strikes some as radical because the mantra that “The Church is not a democracy” has been repeated so many times. Our first response to this criticism was to make it clear that we did not intend to vote on the core beliefs of the faith—these we accepted. We would, however, debate and vote on the manner in which the church operates. Our study of church governance revealed that even in the present church there are many democratic practices such as the selection of a pope by voting and the debate and voting on resolutions at conferences of bishops. Over time, though, the laity have become disenfranchised, a problem we intended to correct.

As the meeting with Bishop Edyvean and Father O’Connell drew to a close, I proposed that we agree on a joint statement we would make to the press. In the spirit of conciliation, I suggested, and Bishop Edyvean agreed, that we say we had a productive meeting and would meet again.

As I left the room, I realized that before the news of the sexual abuse and cover-up had been revealed, the hierarchy surely could have secretly spread the word that they wanted a group like ours suppressed, barred from meeting in various parishes, and it would have been done. But the scandal had changed everything. There were now thousands of lay people demanding that the flaws that led to the sexual abuse cover-up, and other problems, be corrected. The faithful now realized that the scandal was a symptom of the underlying problem of unbalanced power in the hands of fallible humans—a flawed structure that had led to the cover-up and many other problems of the Roman Catholic Church in the twentieth century.

The primary effect of the abuse and cover-up has been extraordinary harm to survivors. But in stepping forward, these brave witnesses revealed the flaws of the church and generated the energy in the laity that might help correct the underlying problem. In addition to the laity becoming active, hundreds of parish priests were also calling for change, as were theologians. Cardinal Law and his associates could try to stop our movement; they could try to stop the laity from organizing. But as we left the meeting, I knew that they would fail. The time had arrived for the voice of the faithful to be heard.


CHAPTER 2

A NEW VOICE FOR THE FAITHFUL EMERGES

— I —

THE PATH TO THE DIFFICULT MEETING with Bishop Edyvean began months earlier with the shocking revelations by the Boston Globe of massive abuse of children by priests and cover-up by the hierarchy. My wife, Kathleen, and I, parishioners at St. John the Evangelist parish in Wellesley, a Boston suburb, struggled to understand how we might respond. We finally decided that I should ask our pastor, Father Tom Powers, if the laity could hold a discussion group on the topic.

On the first Sunday in February of 2002, I waited in the vestibule after mass for the congregation to leave so that I could talk with Father Powers. I saw John and Mary Riley, the proud parents of a priest and my friends of many years. We talked about the revelations and it was clear that they too were greatly affected by the scandal.

“I’m going to ask Father Tom if we can start a discussion group,’’ I told them. “If you think it makes sense, perhaps you could join me in the request?’’

So John, Mary, and I approached Father Tom. “Would it be possible,’’ I asked him, “to hold a meeting in the church hall so that the parishioners can talk about this? It might work best if the meeting be led by a member of the laity, and I would be willing to do that.’’

John added that he had heard me lead group discussions many years ago during the peace movement and that I could probably do it well.

In a considered and thoughtful manner, Father Tom replied, “It sounds like a good idea, but I’d like to think it over and consult with others. I’ll give you a call.’’

After mulling it over for a couple of days. Father Tom called me and offered us a meeting place on Monday nights. He also suggested that we invite anyone who wanted to discuss the scandal to remain in the pews after mass.

The following Sunday, Kathleen and I went to the eleven o’clock mass at St. John’s—a mass as routine as the hundreds we had attended there over thirty years. Looking over the congregation of about two hundred, I saw many old friends. I saw Svea Fraser, a deeply religious woman with an intense commitment to the church, attending mass with her husband, Scott. I would learn that Svea was struggling with the crisis by deepening her already extensive religious study. She had been particularly struck by a passage from the spiritual writer Carlo Carretto that she had encountered in The Holy Longing by Ronald Rolheiser. Even though Carretto wrote the piece years before the current crisis, Svea had found it so apt that she copied it down and carried it with her in her purse.

Either by coincidence or the hand of the Holy Spirit, Father Tom had selected the identical Carretto reading as the basis for his homily. As he prepared to read the excerpt, Father Tom told us: “People don’t leave failing institutions, they leave failing institutions that don’t change.” And then he read the excerpt.

How much I must criticize you, my church and yet how much I love you! You have made me suffer more than anyone and yet I owe more to you than to anyone. I should like to see you destroyed and yet I need your presence. You have given me much scandal and yet you alone have made me understand holiness. Never in this world have I seen anything more compromised, more false, yet never have I touched anything more pure, more generous or more beautiful.

Countless times I have felt like slamming the door of my soul in your face—and yet, every night, I have prayed that I might die in your sure arms! No, I cannot be free of you, for I am one with you, even if not completely you. Then too—where would I go? To build another church? But I could not build one without the same defects, for they are my defects. And again, if I were to build another church, it would be my church, not Christ’s church. No. I am old enough. I know better!

When the mass ended, Father Powers announced that there would be a discussion of the crisis for those who wished to stay. He encouraged us to use our voices. While some parishioners began to file out, it became clear that many others wanted to talk—almost a third of the congregation remained in the pews. Some who had been in pews in the back moved closer to the front. As agreed in advance, another parishioner named Tom Smith and I went to the front, between the congregation and the altar, and Father Powers handed me the microphone.

“I want to thank Father Powers for giving us this opportunity to discuss the terrible crisis in our church,’’ I began. “I have found it very confusing and distressing. I suspect many of you feel the same way. We thought it might be useful to share our reactions to the revelations that are occurring.”

Father Powers, in the vestments he had worn for the mass, sat off to the side, listening. I looked around at the group, hoping that someone would speak. There was silence for a long moment and with it came an air of tension.

The quiet voice of a woman broke the silence. As she started to speak, she faltered and a hush fell over the group. She was trembling and suddenly tears were streaming down her face. She started sobbing audibly, and as she did so she said: “I don’t know what to tell my children.’’

There was a stunned silence, an air of reverence that greeted her words, for she seemed to embody it all—the overwhelming emotion of it, the confusion, the terrible hurt.

Emboldened by the woman, several others spoke and they, too, were visibly shaken. Luise Cahill Dittrich rose. She was smart—a fast talker and clear thinker. When she had first heard about the abuse scandal she had thought, “This could have been my son.” She thought about the children whose lives had been ruined and she grew angry.

“If women were involved this would never have happened,’’ Luise urgently told the group. “This is what happens when you don’t have women involved, when you don’t have married people involved.’’

The woman behind Luise began crying. She talked about two priests who had been accused of molestation. She said she had had them as guests in her home for dinner. Another woman who was raising her children Catholic wondered how she could justify this to her husband, who was of another faith.

Peggie Thorp, a lifelong Catholic, was nearly too nervous to speak, but she was far too angry not to speak. Peggie is a writer, the mother of three grown daughters. She welcomed the session; she had found herself talking to fellow parishioners after mass for weeks, talking in hushed tones. I did not know Peggie at the time, but after she was finished speaking, no one there would forget her. As she spoke, her voice was shaking with fury. “I share the same outrage that everyone else has expressed this morning, but I do think something like this was bound to happen. This is an institution that has operated for fifteen hundred years on only half of its strength, the male half.’’

Jim Post, with his neatly combed black hair and trimmed mustache, sat taking all this in. Jim is a business school professor and lawyer in his late fifties. During the course of the mass, he had been thinking about the litany of saints referenced in the liturgy. They didn’t get there by living in good times, he thought. They lived in times when they were challenged to stand up for something. He thought, maybe this is our time to stand up.

When Jim spoke, he likened the archdiocesan cover-up to scandals in the business world—to Enron and other companies that had deceived stockholders and employees. And then he quoted Justice Brandeis: “Sunlight,’’ he said, “is the best disinfectant.’’

Svea Fraser agreed and reflected on what the co-leader of the discussion, Tom Smith, had said. Someone lamented that these were dark days for the church, but Tom, who was studying to become a church deacon, had disagreed—he said that the darkest days were when we didn’t know.

Someone likened the current crisis to the perfect storm in which a number of atmospheric elements collide to create a rare and violent upheaval. In modern Catholicism there had long been powerful undercurrents of dissent on issues such as women’s ordination, divorce, and birth control, and now, on top of it all, came the abuse of innocents and a cover-up by the hierarchy. Svea stood and said that the church is all of us, not just the bishops. She said that the crisis was not one of faith but of flawed leadership.

Susan Scully Troy, like Svea, held a master’s in divinity degree. She observed that many had lost the sense of security the church had provided. People were questioning whether they had been too trusting.

After about twenty people had spoken, we ended the session, but it was clear that we had tapped into an enormous well of emotion and opinion. I announced that there would be another meeting the next night in the church basement for those who wished to continue the dialogue.

— II —

On Monday night, as we drove to St. John’s, Kathleen and I wondered whether anyone would show up. We arrived a few minutes early and were disappointed to find that the parking lot was empty. We walked over to the darkened social hall in the basement of the church. Within just a few minutes, however, several dozen people arrived, bringing life to the room.

The steel folding chairs were arranged in rows facing the front of the room where there was a small stage. I knew the arrangement was wrong. This was not a time for listening to an announcement from a church leader. The people of the church needed to talk to and hear one another as equals. I suggested that we rearrange the chairs to form a large circle. The circle complete, we took our seats, including Father Powers, who told us he was there to listen.

We opened the meeting with a brief prayer and then I suggested that we simply go around the circle, have people identify themselves, say how long they’d been at St. John’s, and offer whatever comments they’d like. Peggie Thorp, who led the session with me, agreed with this plan.

An older man who I knew to be devout and conservative in his Catholicism was red-faced with anger. He said that he had trusted too much. He said he had raised all of his children Catholic and now he was embarrassed in front of them.

One woman sat silently for a long moment, then said: “I just wanted to see your faces. I wanted to be with a community of Catholics.’’

A middle-aged couple talked about their son. They said they had never spoken publicly before but wanted to do so now. And so they spoke, in subdued tones, choked with emotion, about their child who had been sexually molested by a priest in whom they had placed their trust. As he listened, Jim Post felt as though he had been kicked in the stomach. He sat there thinking, “The pain this has caused them and their child—a child we knew.”

A retired high school principal in his sixties was a lifelong Catholic and the father of five sons. For a time, he had been a member of St. Julia’s parish in Weston, the next town over from Wellesley and one of the parishes where Father John Geoghan had abused children. This man was furious. He said that if this had happened in one of the schools where he had been a principal, the offender would have been gone by nightfall. And then he wondered aloud whether he had been too trusting; whether he had placed too much faith in the church; whether he had been “too Catholic.” He wondered whether he had failed to listen attentively enough to any of his sons. He wondered whether one of his boys had ever tried to tell him anything. Was it possible one of his boys had tried to broach the subject with him and he had somehow shut him out? We shared his sense of betrayal when he said, “I never believed a priest would do this.’’

An older woman talked about growing up in a Catholic family and her conviction that “if I had said, ‘Father touched me inappropriately,’ I know I would not be believed and Father would be believed. My mother would have hit me if I’d said anything bad about Father.”

People nodded, knowing that their trust—our trust—in priests had been absolute.

A woman spoke about two of her nephews who had been sexually abused. She thought it had never happened to anyone else.

Fighting back tears, Mary Scanlon said, “My first thought was for the victims, for the children who had spent their youth and adulthood carrying this terrible burden. It contaminated their whole lives.” She was so disturbed by their stolen innocence that she felt compelled to find them, to share their sorrow, and to work with them to find a way to heal. “I’m a parent,” she said. “What is more fundamental to our Catholic heritage than the image of the relationship between the Father and the Son? For a parent, the child is the ultimate sign of faith, hope, and love. The child believes that what the parent says is true, trusts that he will be cared for, and loves the parent with boundless devotion. We, as parents, don’t just talk about this. We live it. If we fall short, our family relationships break down and we see the evidence all over the place, then we have to fix it. Parents know this at a gut level.”

There was tension in the room; a sense that things were being said aloud that had never been said before—certainly not in this setting. Perhaps as much as anything else, there was a sense of confusion. How could our church have done this? people wondered aloud. How could this possibly have happened?

As I listened to the passionate and deeply insightful comments that were emerging from the discussions, I sensed that the common sense of a small group of ordinary people in dialogue was creating a powerful message of value for millions. I recognized it as similar to the moment when a small group of Russian and American physicians formulated what led to a worldwide organization.

Thinking of the path ahead, I expected that at some point we might find ourselves in confrontation with some members of the hierarchy. I turned to Father Powers, who had been sitting quietly as a member of the circle. He had passed when the opportunity to speak reached his place, but he had been greatly moved by the faith of those who had spoken.

“Father Tom,” I said, “there may come a time when we make a statement, or take some action, that could cause difficulty for you. Perhaps it would be better if our future meetings were not held on the premises of St. John’s Church.” I said this partly to protect Father Tom from harm, but also to provide us with the freedom we might need to act.

I was struck by the depth and simplicity of his response: “Of course you should continue to meet here. You are the Church.’’

It had taken us more than two hours to work our way completely around the circle. Everyone had spoken.

As difficult as it had been, Susan Troy felt that “it was a graced moment. There was a palpable feeling of the movement of the Spirit, of being in the presence of God. We were being moved to speak. We needed to not let the anger go. We were being told to act, to do something.’’

My feelings after the meeting are best described by the famous prayer of Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk, whose hermitage in Kentucky I once visited:

My Lord God, I have no idea where I’m going. I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really know myself and the fact that I think I am following your will does not mean I am actually doing so.

But I believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire. And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road though I may know nothing about it . . . .

I will not fear, for you are ever with me.

We left the meeting not sure of what lay ahead, but we knew the journey had begun.

— III —

The following Monday night I asked Susan Troy, whom I learned had a gift for liturgy, to lead us in an opening prayer. The size of our group had increased from forty to about sixty. New arrivals said they had heard something special was happening in the basement of St. John’s and they wanted to be part of it. We needed an easy way for them to join us. Through my work at the hospital, I had seen an effective way to welcome newcomers. Dr. John Parrish, director of the Center for the Integration of Medicine and Innovative Technology, asks each new person at our weekly forum to explain their reason for coming. We borrowed Dr. Parrish’s method and it became our standard way of opening our meetings. The newcomers expressed many thoughts similar to those we had spoken of the week before—shock, anger, love of the Catholic faith.

While a consistent picture of the scandal began to emerge and all felt supported by the common understanding, we were not sure where to go—not sure of our purpose. Ever so slowly, the group began the difficult process of turning our energies from emotion to intellect. While we felt a continued need to talk, a powerful desire to learn and to act began to emerge. When we started discussing issues such as pedophilia, ephebophilia, and the structure of the church hierarchy, we quickly realized the breadth and depth of our ignorance.

“We were at ground zero of understanding about these things,’’ said Jim Post. “But when you put a group of successful people around a table they’re going to begin to take apart the problem.’’

And that’s what was happening. There were Svea Fraser and Susan Troy, two bright women each of whom possessed a master’s of divinity degree; Svea’s husband, Scott, a Harvard Business School graduate and business consultant; Jim Post, a professor who possessed an MBA, a Ph.D., and a law degree; Peggie Thorp was taking time away from her writing projects; Mary Scanlon, a nurse practitioner and social services counselor; Paul Baier, a young dot.com [inactive] entrepreneur and another
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