Highlights of the LI-VOTF Regional Meeting  

Sachem North High School, Lake Ronkonkoma



September 14, 2006

Opening Prayer:  Meeting was opened with prayer. Moderator Peggy O’Neill welcomed attendees, delivered opening remarks and then requested that Committee chairmen present their reports.

Legislative Committee:  Tom Myles, Compliance Committee Chair, stressed how urgent it is to publicize the sexual abuse of all children by any predator.  Statistics show that 20% of children will have been molested by the time they become 18.  Only 1% of victims ever come forward.  Considering how damaging this abuse is in young lives, we must work to spotlight this “dirty little secret,” much as we now speak openly of topics once considered unmentionable, such as mental illness and cancer, once only mentioned as the “C” word.  If the general population hesitates to talk about sexual abuse, then how can we expect young people to do so.  The cycle of abuse, victimization and silence must be ended.  The laws regarding the Statute of Limitations must be amended to stop this epidemic.  He suggested designating a special awareness “day” to highlight the prevalence of sexual abuse – be it by parents, coaches, teachers, relatives or clergy.  Tom asked that we bring this effort to the attention of our local government and school officials, some of whom we may know personally, to get the ball rolling.

Ad Hoc NYS Legislative Planning Committee Search:  Joan Hopkins, Board member, spoke about continuing the work of protecting our children by working towards the necessary legislation.  She challenged those who have interest in specific action steps to protect our children and those who would like to share their legislative expertise to come forward and help form an AD Hoc committee focused on continuing VOTF legislative efforts in Albany.  As many as possible are needed to help plan, initiate and coordinate the next step in achieving justice for victims in New York State.  We must learn how to influence our legislators.  
Vigil Committee:  Penny Duggan reported on the September 12 vigil in Rockville Centre which served to deliver our 7,000 petitions for financial accountability gathered from among Long Island Catholics to the Chancery office.  Over 120 members, wearing red apparel, congregated to bring them to Bishop Murphy’s attention.  Penny asked for prayers for Leo Cuomo whose wife Marie died recently.  Leo has been the driving force in organizing our monthly vigils.  The next vigil date at the Cathedral is October 1.

Nominating Committee:  Nancy Massaro explained our efforts to find nominees for the six vacancies on LI-VOTF’s board.  (Two persons from our local board have moved on to the N.Y. state level.)  Since we have received two outstanding nominations to replace them, Thomas Lloyd and Eileen Brett, the call for for an election at this time is unnecessary.

Faith Convention:  Phil Megna notified all that the 2007 VOTF-LI Faith Convention will be held on April 14, 2007 at the Huntington Hilton.  He asked everyone to save the date and come out to support our goals and our leadership.  He hopes that it will prove as successful, both financially and as a means of stimulating our ongoing efforts, as in the past.

Guest speaker, Juan Vaca: Juan was an early victim of Marcial Marciel, founder in Mexico of the Legionnaries of Christ.    He retold his painful journey begun in 1949 when he entered their seminary at the age of twelve and was abused by Fr. Marciel; this abuse went on for ten years.  The Legionnaries were established by Marciel after he was dismissed by two other Mexican seminaries.  In this way he was able to acquire an unending supply of young victims for his sexual needs – “his own harem” – as Juan Vaca describes it.  Marciel was known to have scores of victims who attempted over the years to bring their case to the Vatican.  Unfortunately, Pope John Paul was more interested in growing the Legionnaries and the financial largesse they brought to the Church than punishing their leader.

Juan Vaca, now 70, calls this Order the worst cult in the Catholic Church.  As far as Marciel’s recent Vatican “sentence” to prayer and penitence, he is now spending his days in places noted for their lavish lifestyle – Cozamel, Cancun and Acapulco.  Does this decision advance the justice which the hierarchy supposedly seeks?  Juan urged us to write to the Pope, not once but many times, to rectify this grave injustice to victims of clergy abuse.

At the close of his presentation, Peggy O’Neill presented Juan with a “Man of Integrity” award.  Commenting on Juan Vaca’s courageous, life-long struggle for justice, Peggy thanked him for giving us reason to continue as VOTF members.

Peggy went on to say that when our petitions for accountability were delivered to the Bishop and accepted by Sean Dolan in his behalf, it marked a new beginning for us – phase two of achieving our goals.  We have become, as Peggy described it, “ankle-biters”.  We are into it for the long haul, knowing it is not going to happen overnight.

Guest speaker, Dick Grafer:  Dick presented the latest facts on diocesan finances.  First, he gave the history and background of his study:

1. His study began three years ago when the Diocese published “complete” financial reports

2. Excess cash reserves of a very large among were apparent

3. Debate with the Diocese has continued privately and publicly since then

4. A continuous string of weak and misleading explanations have been given

5. Currently, there is still a need for accountability; a Representative Finance Council or some other mechanism to assure balanced stewardship 

His study resulted in the following findings:

1. Total cash





$652,159,000
Less: Deposit/custodial liabilities

(358,983,000)
         Restricted cash



(  79,003,000)
         Net liabilities     



(  26,580,000)
FREE CASH RESERVES (FCR)
       $187,593,000

2. Increase of FCR = $5.2M (compared to $6-12M in prior years)


3. Comparison to industry standards and other benchmarks:
         
     a.  FCR exceeds 1 year of operating expenses by 3.2 years or $142.6M
     b.  Unrestricted Net Assets exceeds 3 years of operating expenses  
          (Better Business Bureau standard) by 2.2 years or $99M                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
     c.  Unrestricted cash minus all liabilities = $87.8M
     d.  Average excess = $110M

Dick summed up his findings by saying that only with some financial accountability from the Diocese can we arrive at the total picture of how the Diocese is utilizing our contributions.  We still need to see a Consolidated Statement, not 15 separate statements.  It was noted that the Boston Archdiocese has now released such a document.  “The information released by our Diocese is vague and arbitrary, totally lacking in substance”, Dick said.  As to the recent article in the Long Island Catholic meant to refute our findings, it explains that the Diocese is in poor financial condition.  How can that be since the Free Cash Reserves have grown from $164M to $188M over the past few years?  When is the Bishop going to practice the same stewardship principles he recommends to the faithful?  If the Catholic Church was a non-religious non-profit organization, we would be warned by the Better Business Bureau not to make further contributions.

Kevin Connors, Finance Committee Chair:  Kevin commented on the urgent need to support Dick Grafer’s findings.  He suggested forming an independent nominating committee to put forward the names of financial experts representative of the 134 diocesan parishes; this committee would in turn propose candidates who would be willing to review the conclusions reached by Dick Grafer’s investigations.  Once formed, this group would operate as an independent voice, apart from VOTF.  While this is yet in the planning stage, we look forward to getting to the bottom of the financial confusion that exists in our diocese today.

Closing Prayer: Peggy asked everyone to join in our concluding prayer, including a meditation on the Eighth Station of the Cross – Jesus meets the weeping women.  

Submitted by M. Keane (North West Nassau Parish Voice)
Sept. 25, 2006

