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HIGHLIGHTS

VOTF-LI REGIONAL MEETING

JUNE 14, 2007

Peggy O’Neill, Co-Chair, reviewed the meeting’s agenda and then asked a member of the Prayer Committee to lead the attendees in an opening prayer.

COMMITTEE REPORTS
FINANCE - KEVIN CONNORS

Kevin reported that in our push for an elected Diocesan Financial Council, the greatest weapon we have is Dick Grafer’s analysis. This analysis identified excessive amounts of free cash reserves, totaling $188m. The Diocese first ignored Mr. Grafer’s analysis and then published an article claiming the analysis was flawed and offering rationales for these monies. VOTF subsequently brought a team of financial experts together to review Mr. Grafer’s analysis including the source data, methodology and the accuracy of his conclusions. This team also reviewed the Diocese’s explanations for these monies.  The team’s findings were submitted to the Diocese, but the Diocese once again refused to comment.  The team concluded that the Diocese does have $188m in reserves with no methodology for the accounting of surpluses. Their report will be presented to the VOTF Board next week with perhaps a special edition of the VOTF newsletter to share the results with the membership.  It is hoped that these findings will further our efforts for an elected Diocesan Finance Council.

POLITICAL - JOE KERNS

Joe reported on the progress in pushing for a statute of limitations bill, which would provide a one-year window of opportunity for victims to file suit. Similar bills have already been passed in other states.  He advised that this proposed bill has progressed further towards passage than in any previous legislative session. This progress can be attributed to the VOTF letter writing and telephone campaign as well as our very visible presence in Albany on Lobby Day.  Currently, the bill is in the final stages before coming to a vote.  It has already passed in the Assembly (A4560), but has not yet passed in the Senate (S4614).  Within the next day or two, the Senate is expected to vote on the bill and if passed, it will go through the Reconciliation Committee process and then to the Governor for signature.  Joe noted that the next 72 hours are critical and encouraged everyone to call his/her local Senator and urge them to vote for this bill before the end of the legislative session.  Joe thanked the members for their lobbying efforts and indicated that he hoped that we would be celebrating the bill’s passage at our next meeting.

Peggy O’Neill added that VOTF’s reception in Albany was very different this year on Lobby Day.  Last year, VOTF representatives met with the aides of the Senators; this year, we met with the Senators themselves.  VOTF lobbied each of the Senators to co-sponsor the bill with Senator Saland.  Peggy reported that Senator LaValle agreed to read the bill and called the next day to indicate that he would co-sponsor the bill.  Senator Flanagan also agreed to co-sponsor the bill as well as Senator Smith, who is the Senate Minority Leader.

VIGIL COMMITTEE - LEO CUOMO

Leo invited everyone to participate in the July 1st Vigil at St. Agnes Cathedral. He again stressed that the vigils are not demonstrations, but rather prayerful gatherings. While not well received by the Diocese, we are making our presence felt by the number of people participating and our trademark red attire.  Congregants for the most part have been receptive with many requesting the VOTF handouts.  A Lost Sheep Vigil is being planned at St. Aloysius. Details will be distributed as soon as they are finalized.

REFLECTIONS ON ANGER - JOHN RYAN/PAT PEONE

John noted that some people have become disenchanted with VOTF and SNAP because of the anger they perceive within these groups.  He made 2 points regarding anger:

· Anger is a personal response to suffering, pain and/or injustice inflicted on others.

· Anger fuels the energy needed to set things right. The determination and    

    dedication to work for a better good is the positive aspect of anger.

VOTF is a reform movement born in response to mismanagement and corruption.  John pointed out that in order to be successful, we need a proper quotient of anger.  Pat Peone warned, however, that we cannot allow anger to corrode us; it must be properly channeled or it is a waste of energy.

VOTF RESPONSE TO ACCUSATIONS AGAINST FR. TWOMEY

PHIL MEGNA/PEGGY O’NEILL

When a sexual abuse allegation against Fr. Twomey was made public, VOTF issued a three-part statement: 

· We are shocked and saddened by the allegation against Fr. Twomey, who in the past has been so supportive of VOTF.

· The allegation against him is serious, and if proven to be true, it is reprehensible.

· We believe that the Diocese acted appropriately in this matter and will continue to pray for all of those involved.

Unfortunately, only the second part of our response was published in the paper. (Fr. Twomey is aware of the full text of VOTF’s statement.)  VOTF has received criticism for not issuing a statement more supportive of Fr. Twomey.  A number of attendees echoed this criticism even after hearing the full text of the response.  Both Phil and Peggy O’Neill stressed that it is important to distinguish between the appropriateness of an organizational versus a personal response. VOTF has issued the same statement in response to the allegations made against 4 other priests in the recent past.  It is important to recognize that the Diocese followed guidelines in handling this allegation and VOTF’s response is consistent with our goals. If you want to offer support to Fr, Twomey on a personal level, Peggy recommended e-mailing him.

VOTF RESPONSE TO BISHOP’S OVERTURES - PHIL MEGNA

In an interview with Newsday on the occasion of the Diocese’s 50th Anniversary, Bishop Murphy expressed regret that he did not listen more to VOTF in 2003.  Dan Bartley was quoted in an article responding to this interview.  Once again, selected excerpts were taken from Dan’s statement.  A copy of the follow-up article and Dan’s entire response was made available at the meeting.  Phil reported that the Board is currently working on an official response to Bishop’s Murphy’s comments.  In this response, we will seek as a first step a personal meeting with the Bishop without conditions as a prerequisite.  Phil assured everyone that VOTF’s call for the Bishop’s resignation will not be rescinded without a vote by the membership.

GUEST SPEAKER

“ELECTING OUR BISHOPS”

DOCTOR JOSEPH O’CALLAGHAN

Pat Peone introduced our guest speaker, Dr. O’Callaghan, who is a founding member of VOTF and current Board member of the Bridgeport, CT. affiliate.  He is Professor Emeritus in the History Department of Fordham University and the author of several books including his latest Electing Our Bishops: How the Catholic Church Should Choose Its Leaders.

Dr. O’Callaghan opened his talk with quotations from Popes Celestine and Leo the Great.  Both quotes reinforce the concept that one who is unwanted should not be made a Bishop and one who is head over all should be elected by all.  In answering the question why not elect our Bishops, it is important to examine the history of how Bishops were chosen, the current process, the need for reform and the promise offered by the return to elected Bishops.  Dr. O’Callaghan traced how Bishops were chosen throughout the history of the Church from the earliest times when Bishops were elected by the people and the clergy, then the entanglement of governments in the process and finally to the present day appointment by the Pope.  The issue of the election of Bishops was revisited as recently as Vatican II, but once again the Pope’s right of selection was reaffirmed.  In the 20th century, the selection of a Bishop has been based on criteria such as loyalty to the Pope, patronage, and education in Rome and positions on moral issues.  The same holds true in the transfer of Bishops.  Dr. O’Callaghan noted that very few Bishops are selected to rule where they have served as a priest.  When they are assigned, they have no knowledge of the local people with many of the smaller dioceses serving simply as a stepping stone for bigger and better things.  You no longer see a Bishop wedded to a See. 

Dr. O’Callaghan argued that unless the process for selecting Bishops is changed to allow broader participation in the process, it will produce further alienation and other reforms will fail.  He offered 2 reform proposals for choosing Bishops:

Selection

Diocesan Committee of elected representatives of the people would prepare a recommendation and issue a report simultaneously to the congregations, clergy etc.

Election

Election of a Bishop by a Diocesan Synod composed of the Provincial Bishop and elected representatives of the laity and clergy.

He also proposed that the Bishops have a limited term of office, thus allowing for elections and the opportunity to rid the bad and reaffirm the good.

Dr. O’Callaghan noted that the Papacy is a monarchy and the Pope has no reason to democratize the process. The Pope, however, is ignoring the reality of the current Church where the election of Bishops is needed to restore the erosion of trust.  He concluded with the following points:

· Bishops must know the people in their diocese.  In order to do so, the diocese must be small enough.

· Bishops need to be transparent and accountable to the people.

· Bishops should eliminate the pomp and return to the simple life.

· Bishops are responsible to teach and lead, but must recognize that the people are equals.

A question and answer followed Dr. O’Callaghan’s talk.

A member of the Prayer Committee led the attendees in a closing prayer.

Submitted by Marianne Gschlecht
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