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Highlights of the LI-VOTF REGIONAL MEETING   

Unitarian Universalist Congregation, Manhasset July 12, 2006

Dan Bartley, co-chairman of LI-VOTF, welcomed the members who had challenged the bad weather to attend the meeting. Before going on with the evening’s program, Dan took a moment to correct the information published in the St. Christopher (Baldwin) parish bulletin by its pastor regarding the diocese’s cash reserves.  Apparently, the pastor was misinformed about their availability; financial experts examining the financial statements concur that these funds are not dedicated to current diocesan needs.

The efforts of VOTF to press for passage of New York State legislation to extend the statute of limitations for victims of sexual abuse were unsuccessful in the recently ended session of the legislature.  Despite this setback, victims and their supporters have made important strides in bringing justice for these crimes.  The names of state senators opposed to the bill proposed by their colleague Stephen Saland would be made public.  While this may be viewed as a victory by the N.Y. State Catholic Conference, the insurance industry lobby is also happy at the outcome.  Settlements for abuse victims will not be coming out of their pockets.  Columnist Marci Hamilton in a recent article urged us not to abandon our campaign to support the victims.  Dan voiced the obvious by pledging to support this legislation once again when the legislature returns to session.    

A flyer publicizing the upcoming LI-VOTF Eucharistic celebration and picnic scheduled for the Eastport Shrine of Our Lady of the Island at 1:00 p.m. on August 12 was distributed (see enclosed).  Msgr. Peter Pflomm will be the celebrant.  Desserts are solicited for the gathering after Mass.

Penny Duggan and Kevin Connors reported on the recent petition drive for accountability of bishops with regard to diocesan finances.  Almost 7,000 signatures were gathered from local Long Island parishes.  Kevin described it as one of the most successful undertakings among Long Island Catholics.  It is planned to present these petitions at a vigil gathering on September 12 at the diocesan Chancery Office.

Nancy Massaro spoke of the current drive to gather nominations to the LI-VOTF Board of Directors elections scheduled for October 2006.  She reminded members that we are challenged to be the Lord’s voice at this time in our Church and urged those present to “find a candidate for Jesus.”   A flyer outlining the criteria for nominations for the three Long Island Provinces - Western, Central and Eastern - was distributed.

Tom Barra, one of the evening’s speakers, spoke movingly of the virtue of forgiveness as applied to sexual predators.  Tom has struggled to achieve this change of heart since his abuse by a parish priest when he was a child in the 1960s.  Over the years he has arrived at an inner peace which allowed him to take back his life and personally express forgiveness to his abuser.

His path to healing began when he brought suit against his diocese for the sin of this priest.  Even that confrontation was challenging – Tom and his attorney found themselves facing a team of five diocesan lawyers defending the diocese, as well as the predator.  Even though he was awarded a settlement of over $68,000, he still has flashbacks of this childhood torment and cannot go into a Catholic Church without reliving the memory. Tom, now married and the father of four, is presently worshipping as part of a Baptist congregation.  His ability to speak on how forgiveness has changed his life for the better speaks volumes.

Tom Myles introduced the evening’s next speaker, Diane Stelling.  He reported a startling statistic: 20% of the U.S. population has been abused in some way; equally startling is that no 


one is talking about it.  Our goal should be to make it easier for victims of abuse to come forward.

Diane knows this topic only too well.  She, her two brothers and a sister were the children of abusive parents who themselves had been abused.  These four children were subjected to ongoing physical and verbal violence, isolation, emotional coldness, and were witness to vicious threats and actions on the part of their father.  They grew up not knowing what a happy home could be; their goal was simply to survive.

In addition to the abuse she encountered at the hands of her parents, Diane also knows the pain of sexual abuse by someone she thought she could trust.  She understands now that her childhood did not prepare her to know what appropriate boundaries were, so she was left vulnerable to become a victim as an adult for a period of ten years.

The miracle of her survival is only eclipsed by the fact that Diane was able at some stage of her life to rise above the violence she had known to become a bearer of healing and forgiveness.  In her book “Honor Thy Father and Thy Mother” she recounts her early childhood (insofar as her trauma allowed her to recall); the effects of that abuse on herself and her siblings; how she was able to find solace in the Scriptures; her journey through adulthood, marriage and parenthood, straining not to resort to behaviors she had learned in childhood; the eventual healing she achieved through therapy; and the elusive peace afforded by Jesus’ words in Matthew 18: 5-6, 10 

“And whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name welcomes me.  But if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.  See that you do not look down on one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven.”

Finally, she understood the guilt she had felt for so many years was a false guilt.  She had come to realize that the abusers should have justifiably shouldered the burden she was carrying.

Diane quoted some disquieting statistics to stir our concern:

· More than 2.5 million cases of child abuse or neglect are reported each year.

· The actual incidence of child abuse is estimated to be three times greater than reported.

· One in 4 girls and one in 6 boys are sexually abused before they reach the age of 16.

· Every 45 seconds someone is sexually assaulted.

· As many as 4 million women are affected each year by battering.

· Forty percent of teenage girls age 14-17 report knowing someone their age who has been hit or beaten by a boyfriend.

Diane is an active Lutheran and pursues a ministry of helping abuse victims and bringing open discussion on the subject of all kinds of abuse.  She likens the current shame of abuse to the stigma that was attached to mental illness a generation ago.  She challenges all church institutions, and pastors in particular, to recognize this scandal and work to eradicate it in all its forms.  She acknowledged that abuse by clergy occurs in all denominations, but not all receive the publicity that the Roman Catholic Church now endures.

Diane closed her talk by offering to take questions from the audience.  It was obvious from the numerous queries and remarks that she had touched something that needs to be addressed more fully.  Abuse in all forms is an affront to the loving Creator and must be ended. 

Respectfully submitted by: Marieanne Keane, Northwest Nassau PV, 07/20/06
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