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  An Explanatory Note on the Layout of the Book

  The Journal Entries can be read separately from the narrative/Seasons. Some of the journal entries may require a second reading, as they were originally written, as separate pieces for different audiences, of different disciplines. The ‘Seasons’ maybe read consecutively as they are autobiographical and follow in chronological order.


  Journal Entry Number 1

  AIDS Diary, New York City, 1986

  The death of Elizabeth Taylor in 2011 brought it all back to me. The one and only time I spoke to her was to tell her that her friend and former dressmaker—Anthony Sofio—was dying of AIDS. She was immensely courteous and kind, sending Anthony the most beautiful bouquet of orchids I have ever seen. She wrote on the card: “To Dearest Anthony. I place my hand on your forehead and my head on your heart and wish you love. Elizabeth.“

  I remember that when I would tell these things to my straight friends or my work colleagues at Mount St Michael’s Academy or my family back in Ireland, they tried hard to sympathise. Something was not right. It was as if they sensed that the experience was slowly and profoundly alienating me from them. This was more than the fact that I was working with the sick and dying. The awareness of the deaths of one’s friends and the terrible sadness of the deep devastation, created a deep chasm between me and the rest of the world. The pain that I witnessed almost daily – not just the physical pain but all the psychological fear and homophobic shame that AIDS unleashed – all this was building an incubator that gradually shut most of my friends out of the deepest and most meaningful part of my life. One was either in or out. The two worlds did not mix.

  There came a point at which the experience was so profound that it became impossible to talk about it. As I told less and less and experienced more and more, I found myself gravitating to those others who had experienced or were going through it as well. They were the ones who knew instinctively what I was feeling. These were the people to whom I did not have to explain over and again what I was going through. They knew with the knowledge of a lover, not simply the knowledge of a knower.

  For a long time I did not break down or cry over any of the experiences of the Plague Years. I wanted to cry, but tears would not come for the friends, lovers and others to whom I ministered - all those whom I had known and loved and loved and known and who had gone and left me to go on. I was supposed to be the strong one. Sometimes it felt like I was carrying the burden of the whole world on my shoulders, and I could not take a step further. Then someone covered in Kaposi’s sarcoma would come up to me and say, “Your presence gives me strength,” and I would feel so ashamed. Who is the one who gives and who is the one who receives? I would ask myself.

  I wanted to cry for Gustavo, the first one I knew to die of the ‘gay plague’ as it was called then. He left by his own hand in 1980 when no one knew what he had. Yes, I wanted to cry for Gerry, for Terry, and for Anne - for David, for Peter, and for Anthony -for Father’s Declan, Philip Frank, and Father Jeremy - for David and Michael his partner - for young Michael, the first Irish guy I knew to be infected - for Keith, for Ernest, and for Thor - for Stephen, and for Jeff and Jimmy whose parents would not accept his ashes - for George and Tim, Red Tom and Bill - for Anthony and Rex - and for Ken and Kenny - for Brian, and for John, and for Peter - for Alan, for Colin, and for Hernando who took his own life - for Barry, for Martin, and for Roy - for Andy and for Joe - for Stephen and for Stewart - for Alistair and for Eamon especially - for John, for Jean Claude and for Sean - for Aldo the youngest one, a fourteen year old drug addict from the Bronx -for Roger, for Anthony and for Timothy - in London for Mark and John his young friend who took his own life, and for Colin -for Charles and John H., for Andrew - for David B., for Tiziano and for Kelvin – for Paul, for Alan, and for Steve and Michael, my Scottish friends and Celtic brothers - and of course for Ken Kitty a true hero – and for all the others I cannot remember - the hundreds of acquaintances to whom I had ministered. The friends who had died, and who I had mourned, or those whom I resisted mourning.

  There were sudden flashes of panic at the thought of my own mortality that would send me into the woods of despair and I was lost. When Jeremy, my closest friend, mentor, professor, and former priest confessor died, the light went out in me. In that bitter poignant farewell my experience was totally denied, ignored, or simply not understood.

  As Mark Halprin wrote in his novel, A Soldier of the Great War, “The war is still in him and will be in him for as long as he lives. For soldiers who have been bloodied are soldiers forever. We never fit in. That we cannot forget, that we do not forget, that we will never allow ourselves to heal completely, is our way of expressing our love for friends who have perished. We will not change because we have become what we have become to keep the fallen alive.”

  

  

  Early Spring

  When I was eight years old, I was told that playing ‘footsie’ with the girl next door was wrong and shameful. ‘Footsie’ is a game children play, usually in spring or summertime. It consists simply of taking off one’s shoes and socks, and sitting facing each other. Each player tries to push the other contestant with his or her bare feet. The one who succeeds in pushing the hardest usually wins. It is a simple, childish game and quite innocent. But this innocence was poisoned at the well of its own birth. I was not really sure why this was so. The invoking of ‘telling the priest’ if we did not put our shoes back on immediately on commencing a game of ‘footsie’ lodged in my young mind. There was something very wrong with flesh touching flesh.

  Maybe my mother was having ‘a bad day’. Nonetheless, the message landed indelibly on my soul. Sensual pleasure was wrong and against the priest and therefore God. This birth pang of Irish Jansenism and toxic shame has been the bane of my life. All pleasure is wrong. Sensual and sexual pleasure guarantees a hot and humid eternity. Despite twenty-five years of psychotherapy and much sexual experience, I still find it very difficult to connect my soul to my body in the act of making love to my lover and life partner with whom I have shared my life for more than eighteen years.

  It is never too late to have a happy childhood, but I believe the ‘brown paper bag’ we inherit from our childhood profoundly affects our living and loving for the rest of our lives. While I am still Catholic and a priest, I don’t know if the bag in which these two gifts were delivered has at times outweighed the beauty of the gift of faith—a gift that I cherish more than any other. The paradox is that it profoundly impairs the integration of my gay sexuality. I am far from alone in this. Many straight Catholic people I have seen for psychotherapy together with others of different religions or no religion, have likewise been warped by their religious enculturation and indoctrination.

  The Word made flesh in the lives and loves of so many Christians has de facto been the Word made muck. This cannot be right from either a human or religious point of view. What is it one may well ask about our enfleshed desires that seems to frighten off so-called ‘spiritual’ people? Or the converse, what is it about the spirit or religious life that immediately seems to be antithetical to a life of human fleshy love? One would think that God having become human flesh in Christ is enough validation for us to be free to engage and enjoy relationships without all this policing of sexual desire which the Catholic Church in particular and other religious bodies in general are so notorious.

  Sex can and does go wrong. So does every human activity, even that of the most noble and altruistic kind. Nevertheless, why does sex and pleasure receive such binding with briars throughout Christian history? To my mind, it is more than just a means of controlling people. It is certainly that. If one controls how those within a social group relate and breed, then that will most assuredly define everything from their economic to their private lives. There is a fear that if we take off the controls everyone will become an anarchist.

  From the dawning of my own consciousness as a gay man, I have tried within the limitations of my humanity to seek the professional help to integrate my God-given sexuality with the rest of my humanity. As part of the process of engaging in that endeavour, I have also worked assiduously for lesbian, gay, transgendered and bisexual (LGTB) freedom. This struggle within me and outside of me has necessarily been at a certain cost. I realised very early on that anyone who goes after freedom from oppression, either for himself or for others, is going to be crucified. This was never more clear to me that in the midst of the AIDS holocaust in New York City in the 1980s. As hundreds of our friends and associates died around us, we fell out of our closets and took to the streets to seek protection in jobs and housing for our most vulnerable sisters and brothers. It was as Dickens wrote about another revolutionary era “the best of times and the worst of times.”

  There was very little time to think; what was needed was action. People were sick and dying and being ignored by the church and by state authorities. Worse still, our gay brothers were being blamed for their illness. The first statement from the Vatican by a then Monsignor, now Archbishop Foley was: “AIDS is the natural result of unnatural acts.” Such outrageous rhetoric would never be used in the context of other diseases. The most obvious been the clear and scientifically based link between cancer and smoking.

  I went to City Hall in New York in 1986 to testify before the city council for the passage of ‘Intro. 2’. This bill was put forward to guarantee lesbians and gays protection against discrimination in jobs and housing and had been defeated in Council for fifteen years running. Justice demanded that, its passage in the light of the AIDS crisis in our midst was an absolute necessity. People with AIDS and their partners, had already been thrown out of their apartments and fired from their jobs. Its chief opponent was the Archdiocese of New York, which used all of its political muscle to force Catholic politicians to vote against the bill. John Cardinal O’ Connor led the opposition with his infamous line of attack: “God’s law cannot be changed.” How the Cardinal succeeded in mangling God’s law into discrimination against a struggling and now dying minority I shall never know. On hearing of the Church’s opposition and being steeped in ministry to people suffering and dying, I joined the struggle for justice and testified for the bill. The bill finally passed. But the battle had just begun.

  In 1984 my closest priest friend and former professor and confessor died of complications related to HIV/AIDS. He had been working at the school in which I was Campus Minister for over six years. On his death, his brother and fellow priest started a witch-hunt at the school to have me ousted from my position. In some crazy way, he blamed me for his beloved brother’s death. He arrived at the school several times with placards denouncing me publicly as an ‘avowed homosexual’ and a ‘danger to the students.‘

  At the particular time, I was theological consultant to Dignity/New York, an organisation for the pastoral and social support of lesbian and gay Catholics. As with all gay organisations in the city, the AIDS pandemic was having a devastating effect on our membership. As one of the priests involved with the community, I was naturally and necessarily deeply committed to care for those ill and dying. While this particular work was enervating and challenging, it did not interfere with my duties as campus minister to Mount St. Michael’s Academy in the Bronx. Although my superiors were aware of my involvement, they had no difficulty with it. In fact, many of my colleagues both admired and supported my work. I was out as a gay man to all of my friends, but not in the school to my pupils or most of my colleagues.

  When my sexual orientation came into the public forum during the witch-hunt, there was initially no outcry. The principal of the school remained silent, but not for long. Three teachers in the school joined in the witch-hunt and went to the principal demanding my resignation. I was summoned to the principal’s office and told that I would have to go. I protested my complete innocence and told the authorities that in no way would I be scape-goated in this fashion. I was also pertinently aware that the principal was himself gay and had been seen by many of my friends in Dignity in gay bars in the city. Eventually ‘for the good of the school’, I agreed to resign and was given a full year’s salary with excellent references. The principal died of AIDS-related illness two years later.

  I took advantage of my forced resignation to throw myself headlong into my pastoral ministry with those in our community suffering and dying. The Archdiocese of New York was not at all happy and would not renew my faculties (licence) to minister as a priest. I tried several other bishops, but everywhere I went I was blackballed.

  Eventually, my religious superiors were forced by Cardinal O’Connor to order me to Rome. My stay there, although orchestrated by the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith (formerly known as the Inquisition) led by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI), was pleasant enough. I stayed in the headquarters of the community to which I belonged, the Society of African Missions (S.M.A.), and studied French and Marian spirituality at the Angelicum and Gregorian Universities. I was ordered by Cardinal Ratzinger to be faithful to Church teachings in my ministry. Subsequently I had to sign a document to that effect. I had no difficulty in so doing as I made clear to my own superiors. Pursuing justice for the oppressed and caring for the sick and dying was to my mind the most sacred duty the Church had in light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

  In Rome, I made contact with the local HIV/AIDS support groups for gay men. I was shocked, but not surprised, to learn that there was no support whatsoever from any of the thousands of church bodies in Rome. I invited members of the support groups to a Mass and social at my religious society’s headquarters. They expressed their hurt and anger at the Church and deep-felt gratitude for our hospitality. As I learned, there was little in the way of an open gay community in the Eternal City. Everything was underground and buried in shame and secrecy. There was lots of sex available, but few bars or centres in which people could meet and form loving and lasting relationships. Undoubtedly, this was a direct consequence of the Catholic Church’s unrelenting condemnation and oppression of gay people. ‘Don’t humanise your sexuality’ is the unspoken but unquestionable message of the Church to sexual minorities. The very same Church that condemns gay men for sexual promiscuity fosters it in every single utterance from its magisterium.

  While in Rome, Cardinal O’Connor in New York was making sure that I would not return. Together with the help of the FBI and an organisation called SAFE (Students Against Faggots in Education) at my former school, the witch-hunt took on a new momentum. The FBI with the New York City police vice squad started an investigation of ‘certain goings on’ that had been reported to them by ‘concerned church authorities’ and some teachers. At first, my name did not surface in the investigation. I had already been out of the school for four years. Eventually when my name was mentioned, a seventeen year-old student claimed under coercive pressure and unethical tactics by the investigating agent, that I had molested him as a fourteen year-old.

  I was on retreat in Dublin preparing for my return to HIV/AIDS ministry in New York when I received the word from my Provincial in Cork, Ireland that the FBI was looking for me. I had absolutely no idea why. I was not left in the dark for long. Subsequently, after some excellent legal advice paid for by my religious community, I returned to New York in a hail of lurid tabloid publicity to face the charges brought against me.

  At the time, I was given very little hope of justice. After all, I was up against two of the most powerful institutions in the world: the Roman Catholic Church and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. For almost an entire calendar year, together with my defence team and loyal friends, I went back and forth to the Bronx Supreme Court to try to clear my name of these outrageous and calumnious charges.

  Eventually at trial on 21 April 1989, my accuser, John Schaefer, refused to testify. Having admitted that he had been forced against his will to bring the charges by Special Agent McDonald, he refused to go further with the case. Schaefer was nineteen years of age at the time. The judge, Justice Burton Roberts, not only dismissed the charges and berated the politically motivated prosecutors from the District Attorney’s office, but dramatically and fiercely declared me wholly innocent.

  It was a pyrrhic victory. The effects of this soul murder by the Church I served and devoted my life to in New York will follow me to the grave. After the trial, I could no longer work for the Church. I remained in priestly ministry and continued my pastoral care for people who were HIV positive. Eventually I felt I had to get out of the city in which I had made a home dearer to me than any other I had known and I immigrated to London. At least, I thought to myself, if I get away from all the politics and publicity for a while, maybe I can then return and start anew. I was wrong. Little did I think on arrival in London in the spring of 1992 that here my life would change utterly from anything I had previously known. All of my adolescence and during my young adult life I had dreamt of some day meeting someone with whom I could share a life of lasting love.


  Journal Entry Number 2

  In order to pursue my doctoral studies - 1977 to1980 - I had to find a position to support myself financially. The parish of Saint Gabriel’s in the North West Bronx, where I was associate pastor from 1975 to 1978 could not do this. In fact, the pastor was seriously opposed to my pursuing my doctoral studies at New York Theological non-Catholic Seminary. “I don’t want any priest of mine attending Protestant seminary and preaching Protestant theology to my people.”

  I had completed my Master’s degree - within the fold - at the Jesuits’ Fordham University Lincoln Center campus in Manhattan. Consequently, I sought and found employment at Mount Saint Michael’s Academy, a high school owned and operated by the Marist Brothers of the Schools in the North East Bronx. The Brothers supported my studies and allowed me the necessary time to complete them. Meanwhile at Saint Gabriel’s parish where I was popular with those of a more liberal persuasion, there was much sadness tempered with a little anger and hurt that I was being forced to move elsewhere to do my academic work. This is my farewell address to the group I founded for the study of psychology and theology at Saint Gabriel’s in 1976. The group is still in existence to this very day, albeit in a different form.

  Farewell St. Gabriel’s, 9 May 1978

  There is loneliness in the heart of each one of us that is never overcome. As I have often said in other contexts, the fascination and bitterness of sexual experience lies precisely here. Sexual congruence points to a total sharing that cannot be realised in this time called life. It is in that sense a true sacrament of what is and what is not.

  Aloneness has so much to do with Christ’s message to us. We Christians are lonely by the very fact of belonging to him and the more we seek to follow him, strangely the more does our loneliness increase. There are anguishing experiences of not belonging, either to this world or to the next – not being able to explain the existential loneliness we are experiencing – even while being in the midst of people.

  Sometimes we think all that we need is closeness to a person we love. Sometimes it seems as though physical closeness might answer the need. Sometimes our hearts are so full of confusion, so filled with our own tears, while in our faces people who are not too sensitive think they see contentment. We all know these feelings. Yet often it is when we are at our lowest ebb that God is closest to us. The truth is that Christ thought that in his twelve apostles he had an understanding community, yet in the Garden of Gethsemane He was alone. He too asked, indeed He sought, the Father God to take away the absolute and absurd pain of His loneliness.

  We cannot cope with human life on the human level alone. For anyone who has had even a glimpse of the Absolute understands this. Knowing God, even for the briefest instant, creates a hunger that is often incredibly painful. The only way to assuage it that I know of is by continuing in prayer and reflection, even against all odds. For to love is a decision, it is not simply a feeling. Each one of us, in different and diverse ways, experiences the wilderness situation. Like Abraham and Jeremiah, we know that God has at some time addressed us. Now He is the silent God. He seems not to be responding. All we can do is continue to wander in the darkness, in the direction we think He wants us to go.

  At times that God whom we have tried to so love and who first loved us, does nothing to lift our burdens or to lighten our darkness. He is not at our beck and call. There is in fact a rhythm of presence and absence, of word and silence, of infinite loneliness, when the God to whom we felt so close at one time becomes radical mystery. At this very point in our experience, I believe we are growing as never before. We do not lead one another to God as a result of sharing a wonderful feeling of His presence. We lead one another to Him most of all when we struggle across an infinite remoteness, in doubt and fear, in shame and guilt, but also in wonder and mystery, conversation and joy.

  At one time or
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  Circle is a symbol of infinity and unity. It’s part of a growing list of imprints, including o-books.net and zero-books.net.

  Circle Books aims to publish books in Christian spirituality that are fresh, accessible, and stimulating.

  Our books are available in all good English language bookstores worldwide. If you can’t find the book on the shelves, then ask your bookstore to order it for you, quoting the ISBN and title. Or, you can order online—all major online retail sites carry our titles.

  To see our list of titles, please view www.Circle-Books.com, growing by 80 titles per year.

  Authors can learn more about our proposal process by going to our website and clicking on Your Company > Submissions.

  We define Christian spirituality as the relationship between the self and its sense of the transcendent or sacred, which issues in literary and artistic expression, community, social activism, and practices. A wide range of disciplines within the field of religious studies can be called upon, including history, narrative studies, philosophy, theology, sociology, and psychology. Interfaith in approach, Circle Books fosters creative dialogue with non-Christian traditions.

  And tune into MySpiritRadio.com for our book review radio show, hosted by June-Elleni Laine, where you can listen to authors discussing their books.
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