Highlights of the LI-VOTF Regional Meeting  

Unitarian Universalist Congregation, Manhasset

May 11, 2006

The meeting began with a reading from John’s Gospel – “I am the true vine…….”  

Dan Bartley was enthusiastic in reviewing the recent activities:  our Faith Convention on April 22 with more than 500 members in attendance, and the outcome of our recent petition drive supporting an elected independent diocesan finance council, to work alongside the Bishop’s appointed body, to bring the needed transparency to diocesan finances and the better direction of funds in accord with Gospel values. Thousands of signatures on these petitions were collected at selected parishes, along with hundreds of new members joining LIVOTF. It is clear that VOTF has become a cohesive national organization.  Dan quoted a N.Y. Times article referring to us as “a highly influential group.”  He plans to attend the Chicago meeting of the National Representative Council in June; the topic there will be “How to Grow the Organization.”

Kevin Connors spoke about the May 16 bus trip to Albany, with other VOTF leaders from Brooklyn and Westchester, to lobby for needed legislation to bring justice to survivors of abuse.  Those joining in this effort will be briefed on the bus on the ride to Albany.

John Ryan addressed the sad history of child abuse with some startling figures: one in four 

girls and one in six boys under the age of 18 have been abused.  We must continue our efforts to protect all children and afford a level playing field for those victimized.


Penny Duggan reported on specific results by parish of the petition drive.  Most pastors gave volunteers a warm reception, some providing outdoor tables for our use, others offering coffee and doughnuts. She noted that face to face meetings with fellow Catholics resulted in requests for more information about VOTF.  Judy Grillo, another volunteer, in her report felt that we educated a lot of people on these weekends and put a face to the VOTF message.  The general overall impression was of the wonderful group of priests in our diocese who really want to be communicating with the faithful.  It should be noted that the signatures were collected at 13 of the 134 parishes in the diocese.

Phil Megna reminded all that we would be observing the third anniversary of our vigils at St. Agnes on June 4.  National VOTF has asked all to join in a celebration of Pentecost at the cathedral in the name of the Spirit Who guides us to our goals.

Phil and his co-chair Pat Paone reported on the recent Faith Conference, delighted with the 520 attendees and the wonderful speakers who inspired us to continue in our mission.

Dr. Eugene Kennedy’s talk focused on the troubled state of the Catholic Church in today’s world and urged us to adopt a policy of benign neglect toward the hierarchy.  He stated that groups such as VOTF have come into being in response to current Church problems, as did the Jesuits and Dominicans in earlier centuries.  He compared the hierarchy to a beached whale and suggested we not spend our energies trying to re-float it.  We need only heed the words of Pope Benedict’s first encyclical, urging us to live in love and unity.

David Clohessy, national head of SNAP, addressed his remarks to the “largest, most active VOTF in the country.”  He reminded us that the Bishops’ National Review Board is essentially a failure; abuse by priests continues in the Church.  Most bishops continue to challenge help for survivors by alluding to financial ruin.

Dr. Phyllis Zagano spoke about the changing role of women in the Church.  Citing recent comments by Pope Benedict about women in positions of responsibility, she reminded the audience that women served as deacons in the early church as ministers of charity.

In her closing remarks Pat Paone asked for volunteers to serve on a publicity committee to broaden our message.

Next on the agenda was group discussion on the theme “Anger born from love.”  Our VOTF movement was conceived in anger – anger born from our frustration over what the leadership was doing to the Church we love.  Our struggle will be a long one.  The audience was asked to break into smaller groups to consider how we can continue to be a vital growing force, while remaining mindful that our moving force is love and not anger.  

Those opposed to us believe that if they are patient and ignore us, we will eventually fade away and everything will return to the way it was.   Attendees then broke up into discussion groups to explore answers to the following questions:

1. How do we maintain our passion?

2. How do we channel our legitimate anger into a vibrant love-based movement?

3. Do we view VOTF as a parallel organization or as a reform group within the Church?

(If you see us as a reform organization, how do we deal with the hierarchal authority structure of the Church?  Remember, our critics are all too eager to point out that “the Church is not a democracy”.)

Discussions were spirited and vocal.  Answers to the questions were voiced and commented upon, and suggestions were made on how to reinforce our growing presence.

In his closing remarks, Dan referred to the good news of our existence; we continue to grow in community, aided by advancing technological tools i.e. instant surveys.  And as evidenced by the response to our recent activities, most people are supportive of our actions.

The meeting came to a close with a short meditation on the Sixth Station of the Cross – Veronica offers her veil to Jesus, followed by the singing of “Immaculate Mary” in honor of  our Blessed Mother.
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