HIGHLIGHTS
LI-VOTF REGIONAL MEETING

OCTOBER 11, 2007
The meeting opened with a prayer led by a member of the Prayer Committee.

Peggy O’Neill reviewed the purpose of this open forum meeting.  The Board is soliciting input from the membership on the reassessment, refocusing and renewal of the organization at its fifth anniversary.  She noted that a number of issues have been raised regarding the organization’s focus and direction as well as the need for greater participation.  The Board would like membership input on identifying the problems, proposing solutions and suggesting courses of action.
Penny Duggan discussed the possibility of a Tri-State effort as well as a coalition with Manhattan VOTF to push for ‘window’ legislation.  The key to the successful legislation in Delaware was the lobbying of VOTF in conjunction with other diverse groups.  Penny noted that changing the law would further all of VOTF’s goals.  She advised that there was a man at the recent Manhattan press conference, the one organized by Assemblywoman Marge Markey and Attorney Marci Hamilton, who would be willing to give a class on how to effectively lobby for legislation.  Penny asked if any of the members would be interested in such a class and received several positive responses.  She will follow up on setting up this class.  She closed by noting that in NYS, our focus must be on the Senate.  The bill has been passed overwhelmingly by the Assembly in recent years and Governor Spitzer has already indicated a willingness to sign it.  Senator Bruno, however, will do everything possible to keep the bill from reaching the floor of the Senate for a vote.

Bill Bennison, building on Penny’s report, indicated that he spoke to an abuse survivor from Delaware who attended the Manhattan conference.  This survivor also emphasized the importance of coalescing with other interested groups.  Bill noted that Marci Hamilton and Barbara Blaine were optimistic the law will be changed.  He stated that there is a need to go around the State to get other organizations together in support of this legislation.  Securing signatures of support from PTAs, union’s etc. will enable VOTF to gain access to our Senators and make them sit up and take notice.  Bill stressed that there is strength in numbers and it can be done.  We will need to be organized and a lot of footwork, presentations, letters and calls will be involved.  He committed to help in this effort.  Bill also urged members to ask our Senators for a direct answer-yes or no-on his/her support for the bill and like in Delaware, to impose a condition of no amendments.

Peggy O’Neill noted that VOTF’s lobbying efforts are getting stronger.  Senators rather than their aides met with us this year, we got call backs and two of our Senators agreed to co-sponsor the bill.  There are powerful people in Albany, however, such as Senator Volker on the Codes Committee who are opposed to the bill and/or the VOTF organization itself.

Collette Haller reported that at the last St. Agnes vigil, there were approximately thirty people.  The flyers distributed at the vigil focused on Monsignor Placa and one of his victims, Richard Tollner, was in attendance.  While Richard was very appreciative of VOTF’s support, Collette felt that thirty people did not evidence a sufficient degree of support for our number one goal.  She argued that larger numbers are needed at the vigils in order to increase VOTF’s impact and further our goal of supporting victims.

Phil Megna indicated that he was not disappointed at the number of vigil attendees, but proud.  He pointed out that there are many ways to support victims, for example, lobbying for legislation and changing the structure of the Church.  He urged everyone to respect each other’s way of fighting the battle. Phil noted that the typical VOTF member is between fifty-five to seventy-five years old and most revolutions are the work of young people.  He said that we must come together and learn to fight while marshaling our stamina for it.  The question is where do we go from here given our ages and a Church who doesn’t want to listen to us.

Kevin Connors argued that support of abuse victims is not the only reason for VOTF’s existence.  We cannot be a quasi-SNAP organization.  It is important that we work to prevent it from happening again by supporting legislation, priests of integrity and structural change.  VOTF is not a one legged stool, but three pronged.  Kevin briefly alluded to the forthcoming survey of the faith community on issues and pointed out that we are the voice of the faithful.

Penny Duggan voiced her agreement.  She then recounted a recent incident within her parish where she was challenged by her Pastor for wearing her VOTF pin while serving as a Eucharistic Minister.  The pin message-keep the faith, change the church-means far more than an organization.  She agreed not to wear the pin as long as her Pastor refers anyone with problems regarding VOTF to her.

Peggy O’Neill stated that she recognized witnessing is hard.  Leo Cuomo of the Vigil Committee will be calling to ask people to participate in vigils at their parish.  While acknowledging that some people find it hard to vigil at their own parish, she stated that it is important to stand and be counted.

Eleanor McGuire identified herself as the mother of an abused son.  Her son encouraged her to become involved in VOTF.  He wants everyone to know how much VOTF is appreciated and asks that we continue to keep up our good work.

Jean McQuaid indicated that she strongly believes in legislation and also thinks the vigils are important as long as they are not confrontational.  She believes that it is important to spread the work out, e.g., Voice of Ordained, SNAP and VOTF.

Phil Megna again posed the questions: What should we be doing? Where are we going?

Joan Bedosky stated that it is important to weave our 3 goals together to generate strength.  She would support vigils at parishes, for this is where change happens. She pointed out that the petition drive drew out a lot of participants who are otherwise observers.   She also recommended that all VOTF committees reassess their goals and procedures and that the Board support these efforts.

Johanna D’Giovanni reaffirmed her belief in VOTF stressing that we need to be a voice for the victims, for our children and the Church that we want our children to have.  She pointed out that the experts have advised that we need to keep doing what we’re doing.  We cannot bring about change overnight.

Cathy Hartman voiced strong support for vigils at the parish level for we need to reach the people in the pews.  By providing information on what VOTF has accomplished and its future plans, we could attract new members.  She advocated taking a more proactive stance with the Bishop to demonstrate that we are not going to go away.

Kevin Connors reported that we still had not received a response from the Bishop on the independent financial analysis report.  However, there have been some indications that the report has spurred action.  Parishes are currently being surveyed by the Diocese on their need for capital improvements.  Work is continuing on the model of an appropriate financial statement for distribution to the parishes.  
 

Phil Megna briefly expanded on this plan, calling it the VOTF Stewardship Campaign.  A steward is a good manager.  The model will be positioned as the type of statements needed for us to make judgments on our continued support based on an evaluation of the need. Phil argued that we should stop focusing on the Bishop.  The hierarchy isn't the Church; we are.
 

Joan Bedosky echoed Phil’s position regarding the Bishop.  The mission is not to change the bishop, but to empower the laity, in order to make a greater impact.  She noted that Dr. Paul Lakeland is scheduled to be the speaker at the next regional meeting and encouraged everyone to have their questions ready.
 
Both Phil Megna and Peggy O’Neill highlighted resource issues - people willing to serve on the Board, staffing on the committees, many of which are down to one or two members and fewer active parish affiliates.  Jean McQuaid recommended that our resources be focused on vigils and lobbying for legislation.

 
Marianne Gschlecht recommended, in response to a question regarding our structural change goal and such issues as married priests, that these types of issues be left to groups already working on them.  Given our resource constraints, it is important to prioritize our efforts.  Phil Megna emphasized, however, that it is critical that VOTF speak out when the Church does something wrong.  We need to be a Voice!

The meeting was closed with a prayer led by a member of the Prayer Committee.
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