Highlights of the LI-VOTF Regional Meeting  

Unitarian Universalist Congregation -- Manhasset



February 8, 2007

The meeting was opened with a scripture reading from Matthew and a prayer, Standing at the Gates of the New Year, by Joyce Rupp. 
Committee reports followed:

The Prayer Team has arranged for a Lenten evening of prayer on March 8, 7:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m., at the Dominican Sisters Motherhouse in Amityville.  Brother Ed Bacon, OSF will be the presenter.  This evening will take the place of a regional monthly meeting.

The Finance Committee report was made by newly appointed Treasurer, Ernie Herrington.  He gave the present fund balance of LI-VOTF as $30,457.84, and thanked everyone for continued financial support.

Kevin Connors, past Treasurer, recalled that member Dick Grafer did an analysis of the 2005 Diocesan Financial Statement which was refuted in the Long Island Catholic.  Kevin informed the audience that an impartial group of financial experts with no connection to VOTF is reviewing Dick’s accounting and will report their findings to membership. 

Co-chair Phil Megna spoke of plans for the April 14 VOTF-LI Faith Conference IV at the Huntington Hilton. The theme of the conference is:  Facing Future Challenges…Keeping the Faith.” Brochures for this event will be mailed out shortly.  It is estimated that the cost of a ticket will be $50, but any amount people can afford will secure a reservation.  Phil spoke highly of the “Angel Program” which helps to underwrite the cost of the conference; over $10,000 was contributed last year by generous donors. Liturgy of the Word will bring the conference to a close, inasmuch as many if not most of the membership will be involved in parish weekend liturgies as well. 

Pat Paone is also a Co-Chair of the Faith Conference.  She spoke about the speakers who will give presentations at the conference. They are:

David Gibson, an author whose works include The Coming Catholic Church: How the Faithful Are Shaping a New American Catholicism (2003) and The Rule of Benedict: Pope Benedict XVI and His Battle with the Modern World (2006)
Richard Sipe, a former monk and an author whose most recent book is Sex, Priests and Secret Codes: The Paper Trail of Sexual Abuse (2006) co-authored with Thomas Doyle and Patrick Wall.

Sister Camille D’Arienzo, R.S.M., author and commentator, will speak about greater lay participation in the Church and facing future changes while keeping our faith.

Co-chair Peggy O’Neill, assisted by Pat Paone, reported on current legislative news in our state.  Assemblywoman Marge Markey has once again filed a bill (A4560) to extend the Statute of Limitations for sex abuse crimes.  This bill will also offer a one-year window of opportunity to victims for whom the current statute of limitations has run out, to bring civil charges against their abusers. Brooklyn VOTF member Joe Byrnes plans to meet with newly elected State Senator Craig Johnson to urge him to sponsor a matching bill in the Senate. Senator Malcolm Smith of Brooklyn is now minority Senate Whip and is friendly to VOTF efforts.  Peggy reported that May 15 is lobby day in Albany and LI-VOTF will once again provide a bus for members to support the legislative efforts.  

Also, a Tri-State VOTF meeting is scheduled for February 17 at Fordham Prep in the Bronx.

Guest Speaker

The evening’s guest speaker was Richard Tollner, who was sexually abused by Msgr. Alan Placa while he was a student at Pius X Preparatory Seminary in 1975.  While his experience is emotionally painful to recount, he does so in the pursuit of justice for himself and all victims of clergy sexual abuse.  Mr. Tollner told his story of a series of abuse by Msgr. Placa.  During the time this was occurring his father died unexpectedly.  Despite his anxiety he decided not to burden his mother at that time.  He did, however, finally confront Msgr. Placa and put a stop to the abuse himself.  During this period he also found there were other boys being abused by Msgr. Placa. 

Years later, in 2002, he heard that Msgr. Placa who was also an attorney had been appointed to investigate sex abuse cases in the diocese. This revelation reopened his feelings of abandonment and injustice concerning his abuse at the hands of this man.  He went to Suffolk County District Attorney Thomas Spota who had opened an investigation of clergy sex abuse in the diocese.  At that time Father Batule of the diocesan investigation team contacted him, but no satisfactory resolution was offered.  He has sent letters to Fr. Batule and Bishop Murphy.  After five years, he still has not heard from the diocese. He is hopeful that the actions of VOTF will have a ripple effect and will someday bring him the justice he seeks.

Currently, Msgr. Placa, is still in residence at St. Aloysius.  He is facing an out-of-state canonical trial.  Mr. Tollner, who will be a witness at this trial, has no plans to sue the church for money, nor does he accept payment for giving talks.  He simply wants to make sure justice gets done.

Mr. Tollner says he has remained a Catholic because he believes in Jesus Christ and all he stands for.  He also said that the good experiences he had being brought up as a Catholic have far outweighed the bad. 

A question and answer period followed.

Leo Cuomo, Vigil Chairman, has scheduled another vigil at St. Aloysius.  The monthly vigil at St. Agnes Cathedral will take place on March 4, a continuation of Leo’s “Ministry of Irritation”.

At the close of the meeting Peggy O’Neill reminded us to pray for the Lost Sheep who are suffering silently for the crimes committed against them, as well as for Bishop Murphy, our Lost Shepherd.

The meeting closed with a Prayer for Hope by Henri Nouwen.

Submitted by M. Keane
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