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Recovering from Losses: 

One Parish's Challenge 

Chapter One: The Pastoral Concerns 

1._ The Challenge of Change 

For an adult, the central challenge of life is understanding and managing change 

(Whitehead xv). It "threatens one's past accomplishments", causing a person to feel insecure. 
If one considers the many changes that naturally occur in turnover within a body such as a 
church parish, how much more of a challenge will that entail? Increasing the challenge is the 
fact that the parish in question is one that is primarily African-American Roman Catholic 
(AARC) located in the heartland of the United States, making most of its members double 
minorities of race and religion. Further, because the changes involved the repeated losses of 
key people in the parish, and finally an embezzlement, one can understand the parish's 
feelings of insecurity, grief, helplessness, anger, and of being overwhelmed. Without guidance 
or needed attention, this hurting and grieving parish was visibly withering, simply losing its 
people as well as its heart and joy. 

2. My Call to Act 

During the weekend of January of 2008, while on site at St. Mary of the Woods to 
prepare for the Arts and Skills in ministry course, I learned via phone call that a huge 
embezzlement had been reported in the parish. My colleagues in the Pastoral Theology 
program immediately predicted that my concern for the people in my parish would lead me 
to use this project opportunity to aid our healing. I was stunned and shocked. I had already 
planned a different project. It would be almost three months before I would feel called to take 
such a step. What they saw in me that could carry it out were a combination of pastoral 
skills, insight, respect for the African heritage, and a personal sense of responsibility for the 
parishioners. As it turns out, they were correct, though none of us guessed the eventual 
outcome. 

The skills I had practiced during almost twenty-eight years in the field of social 
welfare gave me a certain level of expertise in observing and assessing situations for friction, 
healing, and power dynamics. Being active as a liturgical minister and a volunteer for almost 
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six years in this parish, I had observed my fellow parishioners through other various 

personnel losses, noting the grief we all felt to varying degrees. 

An even longer history of volunteering and working in church communities provided 

me with insight into the dangers of not paying attention to the hurt feelings of parishioners, 

both genders and all ages included. Three dangers can be identified as follows: 

A) People are tempted to use their hurt feelings as an excuse to leave the church and/or 

write off God. In an African-American parish, the temptation is even stronger as the church 

experience, instead of being a supportive refuge, becomes one more arena of invalidation, of 

being invisible in society, of being helpless in the face of administrative decisions. 

(Parishioners A & B interviews) 

B) Parishioners form alliances and alignments according to loyalties. Being an outsider, I 

noticed divisions occurring in the parish as members demonstrated loyalties to the pastor or 

to the deacon or music director. 

C) People gradually come less and less, or abruptly leave without telling why. In later 

years, as the music ministry waned and effectively died, many parishioners just drifted off 

without stating their dismay or frustrations, while others abruptly left. Unfortunately, this 

can be expected, according to Kevin Johnson, DMA: "If the Church does not seek ways to 

enhance and create music ministries that allow for the soulful worship of its people ... young 

Catholic men and women will be drawn to other worshiping communities ... where their songs 

are being sung and stories are being told" (Johnson, 3). However, without this perspective, 

one might have the mindset that people are not supposed to come to Mass for the music, but 

to receive the Lord in Eucharist. What Dr. Johnson suggests is not one or the other, but both. 

That way, as one hears his or her story being told in song, the heart is opened to trust, to 

receive, including receiving the Lord in communion. 

Since this African-American parish is in the heartland of the United States, also 

known as the Bible Belt, another danger exists: many Protestant peers or spouses question 

and even ridicule the Black Catholics for staying in a "white person's church" (Parishioner C 

interview). To remain faithful to the Catholic Church and to continue active worship and 

communal life in the fragmenting parish required a strong level of commitment from the area's 

Black Catholics. Many did not continue for one or more of the above reasons. The 

parishioners who did persevere gave these reasons: "I look at the cross", "No one is going to 

get me out of my church", and "This is not the whole story! This life is not the whole truth." 

They were a source of inspiration to me, and a support system as well. 

But the critical reason for choosing to work toward healing the grief in my parish is 

that while, as a parishioner who felt the losses, I also felt a sense of responsibility and call to 
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do something about the pain. The timing of the embezzlement revelation seemed to plant this 
project at my feet, as my cohorts would tell. But in the early months of 2008, I only 
gradually became aware of my unique position. Because the aging pastor and I had 
previously worked together in post-abortion counseling retreats, I had his confidence as 
counselor and leader. I felt I had also gained the confidence of many parishioners for the 
following reasons: good lectoring, extroversion, and supporting the music. For instance, 
many times I received compliments on my heartfelt lectoring, and was "Amen'd" during a 
memorized proclamation of the Exodus at the Easter vigil. "All good preaching should involve 
the emotions. Whatever excites us moves us totally, including our emotions. African- 
American preachers are not more convinced of the power of God's word and message than 
white preachers, but they preach with more conviction" (Vader 5). 

Secondly, being a natural extrovert genuinely interested in meeting and getting to know 

as many of the people as possible already had involved me with the people of this 

community (Keirsey 14). And, thirdly, another part of my personality is taking pleasure in 
taking initiative on projects. During my first year at this parish I worked with the music 
director to produce a CD of the choir's music. One cannot overestimate the importance of 
music, particularly forms of Gospel music, in the African community. Kevin Johnson 
concludes that "African American music seems to have a quality of engaging people in ways 
different from much of Catholic church music...(perhaps) because the heart and indeed, the 
whole self, our soul, seems touched or moved... and people seem to respond with more than 
simply vocal or intellectual reaction" (p 3). The CD project was motivated by my desire to 
have the choir's music, which heartened us on Sundays, available to us everyday. It was seen 
as completely supportive and understanding of my new home of worship. 

Finally, because of past participation in other parishes that offered vibrant or at least 
ongoing adult education, I could tell that virtually nothing had been done for years with this 
parish community. I felt sad about this spiritual neglect, though the focus on the parish 
school was certainly an outreach ministry. However, as a marriage does not stand the test of 
time when one spouse is overly focused on a child instead of on the marriage relationship, so 
too will a parish wither if its pastor is overly focused on one program or ministry instead of 
seeing it as part of the whole parish. 

With the inspiration and knowledge gained from my participation in the MAPT 
program, I was in a unique position to aid my parish. I also felt an almost desperate urge to 
intervene on this downward spiral as soon as possible. The remnant of the parish needed to 
grieve their losses, perhaps by viewing them in the framework of "development" that the 
Whiteheads write about, rather than as catastrophe. In order to make such a cognitive shift, 
their research tells us that two features of reframing are necessary: 1) that of pattern or order 
existing, and 2) that a direction or sequence can be discerned (xv). This means explaining that 
such changes are common and even to be expected in the lives of adults (or, in this case, 
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parishes) and that the later stages depend on the earlier, and might even be better than the 
earlier. This paper will explain the process of intervention designed to aid the AARC parish 
in coping with their many feelings in the hopes of their making such a cognitive shift. 

3. Causal factors: 

The losses listed below combined to have an incredibly strong negative impact on the 
AARC parish. As they occurred, people had various reactions from anger to dismay to 
"what else can you expect?" With some shrinkage of parishioner population after each loss, 
the parish life continued, though "limping" in a sense, yet tolerating the limp as the new 
"normal." 

A. Disrespect to the well-educated and/or middle-class African Americans. The 
parishioners had a wide economic range. Those who were stable, employed, or established 
felt they were not viewed as any more capable than the poorer African American people 
“served by the school or asking the parish for relief. 

B. A pastor of Irish heritage, seeming to be without an appreciation for, and appearing 
not to be personally comfortable with, the African-American musical heritage. This problem 
was similar to that of the many white priests who, due to a dearth of black priests, must 
pastor African American parishes. Like many, he felt more comfortable in and "sought to 
impose Euro American worship styles on black congregations" (Johnson, 1). 

C. Disharmony between the white pastor and the African-American music director, who 
was not Catholic. This is also typical in a black, Catholic parish. Music directors come from 
other faith backgrounds. It eventually led to the firing of one music director, the resignation 
of a second (actually a positive move since he had little knowledge of the Catholic liturgy and 
faith), filling in with substitutes, and the parish without a music leader at Christmas time 
more than once. Choir morale was going down, reflective of the parish's mood. "African 
American worship is expressive, vibrant and depends largely on the music of its culture to 
express itself in spirit and in truth" (Johnson, 1). Vader warns: "the good African-American 
organist, pianist, and music director are on a 'wanted' list for both Catholic and Protestant 
churches. If a parish thinks it can be cheap with regard to music in their annual budget, the 
parish suffers. Churches with decreasing congregations should examine their music programs. 
By skimping on the music budget, a congregation often dwindles, and the collection 
decreases" (p 6). Unfortunately, we witnessed this occur. 

D. Loss of the African-American deacon. This meant the loss of a minister who 
encouraged and supported its African-American heritage, as well as the loss of a preacher 
who always included sound Catholic teaching and the latest theology book he was reading. 
When he was replaced some time later by an African American nun, hope stirred again, only 
to be dashed when, in just a few years, she was let go.  



E. The school building condemned. The school had to find a new site to lease, as the 
plan was to renovate or build new on the present parish site. No ritual leave-taking was done, 
though many parishioners and their children had attended the school. The temporary location 
was an old Catholic school miles away from the parish site, but when compared to the 
condemned building, this "new" location was viewed as luxurious. Unfortunately, when its 
lease was up, no renovation or building had yet begun. Rumors abounded. Some said the 
school would be closed. The whole issue felt unsettled and directionless. The lease was in a 
year of extension for 2007-08. 

F. Hope rising and falling in reorganizing the Pastoral Council. Using a process that 
consulted with the whole parish and renewed their sense of hope, I teamed up with another 
woman to revive the pastoral council at the pastor's request. The parish nominated forty- 
seven parishioners to be on the council, stunning everyone with such cooperation and 
positive outlook. However, the pastor was not used to working collaboratively, and the new 
theology of the council quickly returned to the status quo. 

G. Feeling abandoned. The pastor felt plagued by beggars and those in need who came to 
the rectory at all hours. He had unconsciously fostered this by giving them money to quickly 
end the presenting problem. When he moved out of the rectory and into an apartment across 
town in the spring of 2006, the parish felt abandoned. 

H. Hiring new personnel without a search committee or pastoral council consultation. 
The parishioners felt disenfranchised, particularly when white persons were brought in with 
no introductions nor explanations. 

Any one of these changes or situations might not have hampered the parish. Taken 
together over the period of years I witnessed, they inflicted wounds that had yet to be healed. 

 



Chapter Two: Cultural Context 

1. Background of African-American Catholicism 

The African heritage of canonized saints Augustine and Monica, Benedict the Moor, 
Cyprian, Cyril, Perpetua and Felicity was a point of pride for Black Catholics in the United 
States, as they felt heartened by the Catholic Church's social and moral teachings. "Black 
Catholics fashioned for themselves a rootedness in antiquity that neither the Irish nor 
Germans possessed, and they made a link with Africa that no black Baptist or AME Church 
member could ever forge" (Davis 190). What occurred to bring about this realization? 

African beliefs in "one Supreme Being, in a realistic distinction between good and evil, 
in lesser spiritual powers, and in creation paralleled much in the Hebrew background of 
Christianity" (Hayes 36). It seems that because of this religious paradigm, African slaves and 
their descendants were able to "recognize the true being of Christ and his message of a salvific 
liberation for all humanity despite their lack of formal theological training or scholarly 
knowledge... instead engaging in their own reflection on Scripture and Christ's message" (p 8). 
Their African heritage defined being human as belonging to the whole community and 
involved participating in the beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, and festivals of that community (p 
9). Such intertwining of religion and life helped suffering African Americans encounter God, 
even in "extremely negative, life-threatening and soul-denying circumstances" (p.11) holding 
deeply the belief that God was on their side. This belief was expressed not theologically, but 
in personal expression of song [with double meanings hidden in the spirituals that encouraged 
strength and rebellion against slavery (p 20)], prayer and oral narrative, juxtaposing apparent 
resignation and the determination to survive (p 11). 

While most African-American Catholics were slaves, the first Black Catholics in the 
United States were free, arriving in the Southwest in 1565 with the Spanish conquistadors 
and others later founding the city of Los Angeles, California, in the early 1800s. Both free 
and slave Black Catholics were part of the settlement of St. Augustine, Florida (Davis 30, 
33). Twenty percent of the Catholic population in Maryland was African-Americans (p 35). _ 
Jesuits in Maryland, Vincentians in Missouri and Mississippi, and the Ursuline nuns in New 
Orleans (who taught both Indians and slaves) all owned slaves (p 37). These Catholic owners 
experienced some internal conflict due to owning slaves, yet most continued to participate, 
ensuring at least the slaves! religious education. In the late 1700s, Archbishop John Carroll  



petitioned Rome to offer Mass in English, as the slaves and poor could not understand nor 

keep attention to the Latin (p 40). Religious communities too small to do all the work 

necessary hired slaves, but when their communities grew, kept using the slaves since the 

novice brothers were unwilling to do "slave work" (p 38). 

In 1815, the bishop of Louisiana wrote to Rome regarding doubts about decent slave 

treatment and proper sacramental care. Laws stated slaves had to have prior permission from 

their owners to marry, and this was rarely given. Therefore, the bishop noted, that slaves had 

no means of being validly married in the Church. Another issue was whether to allow slaves 

to have Sundays as a day of rest. There is no record of the bishop receiving any guidance on 

these issues (p 42). In 1862, the bishop of Natchez, Mississippi, wrote to prospective 

donors and missionary priests that the slave owners often deterred their slaves from the 

practice of their Catholic religion: " I believe they are generally well-cared for ...health and 

necessities of life...but for learning and practising (sic) their religion, they have at present very 

little opportunity indeed" (p 43). Davis points out that slaves could not even receive 

communion without a letter of permission from their owner (p 74). However, contrary to 

that report, in 1863 the bishop records in his journal much sickness, a diet of meat and flour 

but no fruit and vegetables, in camps that seem to contain thousands of slave women and 

children (p 44). And still they had no opportunity to practice their faith, attend Sunday 

worship, nor receive the Sacraments after being baptized. 

In 1839, Pope Gregory XVI issued a proclamation condemning the slave trade and 

prohibiting Catholics from participating or speaking supportively of it. However, the 

religious who owned slaves continued to sell, hire, rent, and otherwise treat them without the 

dignity befitting humans. In 1940 Bishop England of South Carolina "explained" in a series of 

articles to a critic of Pope Gregory that the Pope was actually talking about the Spanish and 

Portuguese slave trade, not the domestic trade that occurred in the United States. He misused 

Scripture and Tradition to make his point. Davis notes that all Church teachings on slavery 

sought to "ameliorate the condition of the slaves and to recognize certain rights that accrued 

to (them)" (p 47). The slavery system in the South was not in agreement with Catholic 

doctrine, yet Bishop England's comments and policy of acceptance made the Church and 

himself seem to not oppose slavery" (p 48). 

Catholics were by no means the only religious groups holding slaves, but unlike their 

Protestant peers who were violently divided over the question, American Catholics were seen 

to be more comfortable with the continuation of slavery due to theologians such as Bishop 

England and other bishops. They even attacked abolitionists as the source of the unrest (p 

53) and said that "blacks are incapable of freedom and that it is God's will that they be 

deprived of it" (p 56). Those bishops who called for a humanizing of slavery while keeping it 

as an institution were either naive or deceived. Slavery was based on profit and subjugation, 

and consideration of slaves' families, marriages, religious freedoms, and requiring an end of 
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abuse of women in slavery would change the power relationships (p 55). The Roman Curia 

was aware of the bishops’ misguided writings, and was on the verge of speaking out, but the 

abolition of slavery after the Civil War seemed to null the necessity of making public the 
Church's strong stance against slavery. 

Catholics fought on both sides in the Civil War. In the North, the Irish were anti- 

black, as both Irish and free black groups were competing for the same labor-intensive, lowest 

rung jobs (p 58). Riots and rampages against the blacks occurred. In the nineteenth century, 

"there were few white Americans who really believed that blacks were equal to whites" (p 

59). After the Civil War, the task of the Catholic Church became that of ministry to and 

evangelization of the former slaves. In spite of it being on the agenda at the Plenary Council 

of Baltimore in 1866, no coherent policy was forthcoming (p 116). Rome wanted a national 

coordinator of evangelization of blacks, but only a few American bishops supported it. It 

was decided that each bishop would do what he thought best in his diocese for the pastoral 

care of blacks. 

Certainly one can wonder how slaves would hold a religious faith when there was a 

continuing "dichotomy between a Christianity that preached love and nonviolence to blacks 

while it practiced hatred, racism, segregation and other forms of physical and structural 

violence against them" (Hayes 2). There seems to have been black Catholics on all range of 

the faith spectrum: from intense believers to those Catholic in name only. 

After the Civil War, the Roman Catholic Church, because of its institutional structure, 

did not develop separate Black churches... although Black parishes headed by white priests 

did emerge" (Hayes 21). Davis notes such parishes in St. Louis, Louisville, Natchez, New 

York City and Cincinnati, to name a few. At that time, there were also parishes for Germans 

and Polish, in order to ensure all had access to church services. Schools for black children 

were begun (the first were in Augustine, FL, and Savannah, GA's Skidaway Island) but were 

not all initially successful, as their leaders got sick or died, or they were more monastic than 

academic, or they did not consider the black culture (Davis 123). Generally, the public and 

the church hierarchy thought it was useless to evangelize the blacks (p 127). Individuals who 

contrasted that view were Cardinal Vaughn, Archbishop Spalding, Bishop Verot, and in the 

1890s, Katherine Drexel and her sisters who used their wealth to evangelize among the Native 

Americans and blacks (p 135). 

In the early European expansion (1500-1700s), the question of encouraging a native 

priesthood was not considered in the best interest of the colonial power. Rome's later policy 

was just the opposite, and supported the first three African-American priests in the United 

States and educated the fourth, Tolton, in Rome. The first three were the Healy brothers, 

sons of a Georgia state Irish slave owner through his monogamous relationship with their 

light-skinned but enslaved mother. James Healy, born in 1830, eventually became the second 
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bishop of Portland, Maine, in 1875. His brother Alexander received a doctorate in Canon 

Law, then worked in the city of Boston, and their younger brother Patrick became a Jesuit 
who was named president of Georgetown University in 1874, initiating a huge building 
program. Davis seems somewhat disappointed as he points out that they never took up the 
cause of blacks or slaves, nor dwelt on their slave roots (p 150). James' only reference to 
slavery was that of Colossians 3:11 ("there is no distinction between Greek and Jew, 
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but Christ is all, and 

in all"). Thus, Davis considers Augustus Tolton to be the first recognized black priest in the 
States. Tolton was ordained in 1886, spoke at the first Black Catholic Lay Congress in 1889, 

and served in Quincy, Illinois, where many more white people (up to 200) attended his 

parish church than blacks (only 31 were in the parish). Jealousy from the white parish 

priests caused loneliness and even physical fear. Tolton finally requested to be moved; he 

went to Chicago and though beloved by the black Catholics, struggled to build a parish for 

blacks with real support only from Katherine Drexel. He died of illness in 1897. 

The Black Catholic Lay Congress was the fruition of work of Daniel Rudd, so that 

"our people realize the Church's extent among them... we are hidden away, as it were" (p 

171). A black newspaperman, lecturer, and publicist born in 1854, Rudd was one of twelve 

children of slave parents in Kentucky. After the Civil War, Rudd moved to Ohio, was 

educated, and started the American Catholic Tribune in Cincinnati in 1886 to "give the 

Catholic Church a hearing and show that it is worthy of at least fair consideration at the 

hands of our race" (p 164). Of the black population of seven million in the United States, he 
claimed 200,000 were Catholic. The unique commitment to Catholicism as a church and 

cause was Rudd's thesis: "the Catholic church is the great hope for black people in the United 
States" (p 165). Familiar with the church's social teachings, he also wrote: "The Catholic 
Church alone can break the color line. Our people should help her do it" (p 166). The first, 
and subsequent four, Congresses helped able black individuals find their peers and work on 
the issues affecting their race: the need for schools, training in labor skills, and the need for 
family virtues (p 173). This support was greatly needed, especially in the 1890s, when 
"violence against blacks increased with impunity through the South; lynchings doubled 
tragically each year (3,000 occurred in ten years); the volume of segregation laws swelled" (p 
167). Rudd featured black political leaders, and Fr. Tolton, and supported the Negro Press 
Association, with 168 newspapers already in circulation at that time. The Black Congresses 
ended in 1894, but proved that the Black Catholic community was "active, devoted, articulate 
and proud." Though they lacked a body of black priests to command national respect, the 
laity, authentic leaders within the black community, took charge of creating a movement that 
was "intellectual as well as social" (p 193). 

The first twenty years of the 20th century saw the Roman Church chastise the civil 
and religious inequities in the American Catholic church (seating blacks in side aisles, the back 
or a place in the gallery), its priests' treatment of their black Catholic brothers and sisters, and 
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tolerance of the segregated and prejudicial situation, even in seminaries and institutions of 

higher learning. The Roman Curia through its prelates, "undertook a series of initiatives to 

provide for the spiritual welfare of black Catholics, and to further evangelize American blacks 

as a whole" (p 198). The three black religious communities, Josephites, Society for African 

Mission, and Society of the Divine Word, gained about a thousand conversions a year (p 

200). Where separate churches for black Catholics were established (particularly in the 

South) membership grew; in mixed parishes, massive withdrawal occurred due to the 

continuing racist treatment. Yet, one concern of the black leadership was that they were 

required to attend only the black parishes, having no choice in belonging to the geographical 

parish (p 209). 

While looking for the bishops to reduce common parish prejudice, the prelates gave 

priority to the establishment of black schools and to the establishment of a separate college 

and seminary for training black candidates for the priesthood. The revival of the permanent 

diaconate was encouraged so that black married deacons could take care of the black churches 

for which a white priest was sacramentally responsible. But, this was not adopted until after 

the Second Vatican Council. Still, a seed was planted. 

Also addressed were health care institutions and financial resources exclusively for the 

blacks. When the American bishops were slow to respond, the Curia's delegates reiterated the 

needs, particularly as the black Catholic lay leaders made it known to the Curia in 1919: 1) 

Catholic school education from which black Catholic children were excluded; 2) Catholic 

organizations from which black adults were excluded (the Knights of Columbus, and from the 

National Catholic Association for the Advancement of Colored People); 3) Catholic 

University, which rejected applications from blacks, and from black nuns who sought to 

continue their education in the summers; and 4) restrictions on black priestly candidates (the 

restrictions imposed on candidates by the Josephite superiors almost guaranteed no black 

priests); and racism within the Church (p 218). In 1920, a seminary for black candidates to 

the priesthood opened in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi. To counter the animosity of most 

bishops toward ordaining a black priest, this seminary publicly received the full support of 

Rome (p 235). Mother Drexel was instrumental in opening the only black university in 

America in 1931, Xavier University in New Orleans. In 1909, an organization called The 

Knights of Peter Claver was begun in Mobile, Alabama, to supply insurance to each 

member's family upon his death, and to do benevolent works and provide assistance to the 

diocese. The "junior knights" were organized in 1917; the Ladies Auxiliary in 1922, and the 

"junior daughters" in 1930. By 1935, this organization had spread through most of the 

Southern states, an important part of religious life and a main social group. After W.W.I1, it 

was a national organization, "middle class in structure and tone" then changed to promote 

civil rights organizations such as the NAACP (p 237). 

A critical point occurred in 1932, at a convention in New York, and it involved a 
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white Jesuit who had devoted his life, intelligence, skill, and charm to serving blacks. Davis 

assesses that the problem was the Jesuit's unwillingness to see the resourcefulness and 

leadership ability of blacks. He inserted himself in the Federation of Colored Catholics. 

(FCC), then urged an interracial organization instead of the segregated black organization 

formed to fight racism in the Church. It was perceived as another hostile and disrespectful 

move by white paternalistic Catholics. The FCC was split and weakened, but not the 

determination of leader Thomas Wyatt Turner to have blacks viewed as mature and 

responsible members of the Catholic Church (p 229). 

The middle years of the twentieth century brought the conversion of many blacks to 

Catholicism, mostly due to the white clergy and religious who worked alongside them for 

social changes. The archbishops of St. Louis and Washington ended segregation in their 

Catholic schools in 1947, in spite of loud protest from their white constituents. In 1954, the 

bishop of Raleigh ended segregation in schools and institutions in his diocese. These were 

before judicial decisions or civil rights actions, and the bishops' actions were hotly protested 

by white Catholics in their dioceses. _It was not until 1958 that the American bishops finally 

took an unequivocal stance that racial discrimination was immoral and unjust (p 255). In 

1963, Archbishop O'Boyle was on the platform and gave the invocation just before Martin 

Luther King, Jr., delivered his "I Have a Dream" speech. The Catholic Church was 

significantly present at a public demonstration under the leadership of black civil rights 

leaders (p 256). 

Davis concludes that Black Catholics clung to a faith that gave them sustenance, 

though it did not always make them feel welcome. Their contributions have made the Catholic 

Church a "unique and stronger body" (p 259). 

2. Background of the Parish 

As the black bishops' pastoral What We Have Seen and Heard pointed out, the 

parish school is a means to end the cycle of poverty by including poor, unchurched children 

of the geographic area, educating them and evangelizing their families (Carson, et al, 1). 

AARC's school was started in 1948. It was a school for the neighborhood when it began, 

which at that time was mostly white. The black parish and school were located a few miles 

away. However, in the late 1960s, in a hasty and unconsidered action that was intended to 

facilitate integration, the diocese ordered the black school and church doors to be suddenly 
locked one Sunday, without notice or consultation. Needless to say, many Black Catholics 

left the church. Some eventually were able to let go of some of their shock and hurt so as to 

continue attending Mass at the nearest Catholic church, the site of the present AARC. The 

AARC parish thus became mixed, with black Catholics from all over the city eventually 

calling this their new home, and their children attending the elementary school. When the 

present bishop of the diocese began his service, he made a point of coming to AARC parish 
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and make an apology to the people for the actions of his predecessor bishop. A good number 

of parishioners were the ones who experienced the locked doors, and they very much 

appreciated the present bishop's apology. 

The pastor arriving in 1992 had the desire to carry out the recommendations of the 

black bishops’ pastoral, and providing such a school was laudable. The parishioners in 

general were proud their heritage would continue, believing the school transmitted their 

African and Catholic heritage. More than half of the small school's enrollment was non- 

Catholic, however, and the pastor felt little diocesan support. The pastor often stated that 

the school should be a mission of the whole diocese, not just one parish. 

As noted above, the Second Vatican Council reinstated the permanent diaconate, and 

the AARC parish benefitted greatly. The African American deacon brought a unique 

dynamic to the parish. Using the liturgy committee to circumvent the pastor's apparent 

disinterest in African culture, he ensured African environment and music in the liturgy, 

brought in African heritage speakers for adult education, and arranged for annual participation 

in Black Catholic song workshops and the Black Catholic Congress. The Knights of Peter 

Claver and the Ladies Auxiliary were the social, fundraising, and leadership groups of the 

AARC parish. Little else existed in terms of standing committees in the parish at the turn of 

the second millennium. 

 



Chapter Three: Project Significance 

During the early spring of 2008, when the parish was adrift, the school's future 

location uncertain, people at AARC worried that the bishop would close the church and 

school for lack of attendance and financial viability. It had happened once before, they 

theorized; it could happen again, especially since the pastor had just announced his 

retirement. Many felt that the diocese really did not care about the parish. The lower the 

morale, the more people left to find spiritual feeding somewhere else. Not all went to other 

Catholic churches. Many went to a nearby Methodist church. This project was seen to be 

useful in stemming the outflow of parishioners. It was important in a ministerial sense to 

help the parishioners of AARC feel validated in their several recent losses, particularly that 

of the school and the huge sum of money. For some, knowing the losses were at least being 

talked about might serve as an invitation to come back to AARC, and to the Catholic Church 

as well. Doing so could help the remaining people grieve and thus feel renewed hope. Then 

perhaps they could begin to rebuild enough to gain financial viability. 

If the project would not occur, those who had remained thus far, though in a wounded 

and subdued manner, would very likely have stayed at AARC with the new pastor. 

However, the wounds that had cut so deeply in the past years would still ooze, preventing 

the kind of celebration at Mass that they were hoping to reclaim. 

2. Theological implications 

Several theological implications can be noted in this project. Ideally, they will all be 

addressed in the implementation of the project. 

A. God's care for the poor and suffering; 

B. Seeing meaning in suffering, filling up what is lacking in the Body of Christ; 

C. Being the Body of Christ which is able to forgive despite betrayal, 

D. That God's Word does not return empty, trust in all things; 

E. Giving thanks in all things, relating to the process of change and development; 

F. Witnessing faithfulness to the Church, no matter what its scandal; and 

G. Admonishing sinners while struggling to birth God's love and justice. (Callahan 274) 

3. Primary and Secondary goals 

The primary goal is that the people, individually, experience healing from the many 
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losses they have endured over the past six years. Their pain has caused them to withdraw 

from church attendance, to withdraw from participation in parish and their liturgical 

activities, or to be more passive in liturgy itself. 

The secondary goal is that the parish as a whole will be renewed. This would be 

expressed in feelings of renewed hope, becoming vibrant, energetic, and joyful. 

 



Chapter 4. Plan of Action 

1. Methodology Rationale: 

After meeting with the first theological reflection group and the pastoral council, I 

agreed to a two-pronged approach of intervention: first, a whole-parish intervention and 

secondly a more intimate and personal intervention. The reasoning was that a very direct 

mention of all the losses at the Sunday Masses would at least break the silence for every 

person who attended, while the more personal acknowledgment of losses at the Healing 

Evening would give an opportunity for both community rebuilding and personal healing for 

any who wanted to participate. 

The second part of the project, the evening, was to begin with Mass, followed by a 

light dinner and then theological reflection, sharing, teaching, and a para-liturgical service. The 

rationale for such a structure is that we as Catholics must begin with the Eucharist, the Source 

and Summit of our faith. I was particularly heartened upon seeing that the gospel for that 

day was the Vine and the Branches from John. I hoped that sharing Eucharist and hearing 

that gospel would give us a good spiritual starting point. 

Incorporating a dinner was both practical and healing. People were coming straight 

from their daytime commitments, and knowing dinner was available would make attending 

less stressful. Additionally, this community was so fragmented that I wanted those who 

attended to bond over the most basic of activities, eating. 

The decision to have the second theological reflection occur through visual imagery 

and storytelling had two origins: these "right-brained" activities are more a part of the 

African-American heritage and tradition than simply making a list, which is what the next 

activity entailed; particularly in a healing situation, I wanted to involve the right-brain feeling 

center of the brain. I also provided the people with various colors of markers with which to 

do their drawings. (On Purpose Assessments, 1) 

I knew that some in the parish said immediately, "We must forgive." While this is the 

ideal, the expectation that everyone would be at such a point so quickly only required more 

repression of feelings. Allowing the attendees the opportunity to "vent" any remaining deep 

feelings of resentment as well as to hear another's deep feelings was important. In this case, I 

wanted the "we-must-forgive" group the opportunity to hear why someone might not want, 
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or be able, to forgive so easily. 

I included a short teaching in the plan for the evening of healing because I did want to 

give some guidance and direction to their healing, particularly in light of the Whiteheads' 

insight of viewing changes as part of the natural development in life. 

Finally, I expected that the para-liturgical service would help the participants to turn 

over to God any feelings with which they still struggled. 

2. Timeline 

The following dates indicate the project events: 

April 6,2008 Met with first theological reflection group 

April 7, 2008 Presented to Pastoral Council 

April 13, 2008 Project Part 1: Parish Intervention done at Masses 

April 23,2008 Project Part 2: Evening of Healing, open to all in the parish. 

 



Chapter 5. Project Implementation 

1. April 6, 2008: First Theological Reflection Group 

The following steps are part of the theological reflection process outlined by Abigail 

Johnson. Another process considered was the Tri-Polar, which deals with a wide population 

and sociological aspects. However, because the losses were internal, within the parish, it was 

felt that the sociological approach was not quite appropriate. 

A The method used was Abigail Johnson's, chosen because of its direct questions about 

feelings. I perceived that the parishioners were really repressing many hurt feelings (because 

no one was officially listening to them), and they need to be specifically invited to name the 

hurts. Abigail Johnson's model fit this situation's needs. According to Johnson’s model, I 

asked the group the following: what the losses meant; what feelings it brought up; what 

values were implied in the losses or the reactions; what Scriptures came to mind; and what 

songs came to mind. (see Appendix 1) 

B. The general content of the discussion was very sober and serious. Five parishioners 

and the pastor attended; no one tried to tell any other person to ignore his or her feelings or 

that something was not really a loss. The group stayed focused on the questions (see 

Appendix 1) with the parishioners doing almost 100 percent of the talking, and the pastor 

sitting, arms folded in a closed posture. At one point, he blurted out: "Let's talk about why 

these have happened. We need to talk about why!" I responded quickly, before anyone else 

could even think about speaking, "No, we don't. We're going to follow the process and it's 

not part of the process." He sat back; we picked up the thread again. 

In addition to the list of loss events I had prepared, the group named the emotional 

losses they had relating to those events. It was twice as long as my list. They named very 

readily as well the scriptures that spoke to their hearts. One was the raising of Lazarus, 

which Jesus did in His time, not when Mary and Martha wanted it. Another: the persistent 

widow, who is the model for never giving up. The songs from their heritage which were 

identified as expressive of their feelings at this point: "Shepherd me, O God", "I don't believe 

He would have brought me this far to leave me", "We've Come This Far By Faith" and 

"Lord, Help me to hold out till my change comes."  



Once we had gone through all the steps, the group asked, "Is there still time? Is there 

any hope?" and, as they realized their very presence indicated their hope, "What do we do?" 

They had expressed their losses and had remembered their trust and hope in our good God. 

They were ready to move on. 

C. The conclusions the group drew concerning the reflection question posed to them: 

"How can our parish recover from the losses we have sustained in the past several years?" 

The group noted the decreasing numbers at Mass over the months. A church that used to be 

almost full was now less than 1/3 full. They spoke of two needs: the immediate need and the 

ongoing/ reviving need. 

To address the immediate need, they wanted me to let the parish know this process 

was occurring and invite others to express their feelings as well, so they could also move on. 

We decided I would make an announcement at both the 8:00 and the 11:00 a.m. Masses the 

upcoming Sunday. At both presentations, I would relate the losses and the group's feelings 

and ideas. Additionally, in order to give the people a chance to express feelings and thoughts, 

they suggested I have a question for them to answer: "Is there still some event or situation 

that was a loss that still bugs you? that you haven't let go of?" The group wanted to meet 

again to talk about what we could do. They wanted the whole parish to be invited to that 

meeting. Because of the urgency due to people continually drifting away, and because of how 

hopeful they felt, we agreed to have the parish-wide meeting two weeks from that date. 

To address the need of reviving and ongoing renewal, the group strongly desired that 

the African-American heritage be expressed at Mass, particularly in liturgical music, but also 

in the environment. One commented: "It is so freeing to be at Mass and be able to express 

my whole self: I'm black and I'm Catholic! I have missed that." The group also wanted the 

pastor to inform the parish from the pulpit of what was going on, rather than telling a few 

people and expecting them to spread the word. Additionally, they felt a need for social 

gatherings, to begin being family again. At that time, the men in the Knights of Peter Claver 

met bimonthly for breakfast. They thought they could easily expand that to invite all men in 

the parish. The women had been asking for a women's group to meet. They saw a similar 

opportunity in a potluck dinner just for women, once a month. Both said they did not think 

these had to start off being "spiritual" but maybe they could have a speaker later. Finally, 

one of the attendees who used to publish a quarterly parish newsletter with photos and 

stories stated that he was motivated to start that up again. He thought that if he would pick 

it up, that others would begin to pick up the ministry or service that they had also dropped. 

2. April 7, 2008 Presentation to the Pastoral Council 

A. Introduction by the pastor: Though the pastor had a closed stance during the small 

group reflection, by the next evening at the Pastoral Council meeting, he was very positive. It 

appeared that he viewed this process as a way to get people involved again. He spoke 
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supportively of this project as he introduced me to the Council. 

B. Sharing list of losses: I listed for the Council members the losses I had noticed in the 

parish since being a member. I realized, as I presented them, that only two of the four 

members present had been at AARC longer than I had. One had just finished the RCIA 

process and was a neophyte. He was completely at a loss upon hearing the list, and to hear it 

coming from one who had led his RCIA classes, and spoken so highly of the church was 

obviously confusing. 

C. Sharing First Theological Reflection Group’s responses: Since I did not have the time 

available to go through the process with the Council, I merely shared with them the scripture 

and songs that the First Theological Reflection group had named. Once this was done, I 

asked for the Council's thoughts or ideas. 

D. Responses of the Pastoral Council 

1) One ad hoc member recommended that I revise the reflection to be handed out at the 

Masses by adding a question about the strengths of the parish, to balance it out. She stated 

that when she had lost several family members in a house fire, if she had only focused on the 

losses, she would never have made it. 

2) One of the two longtime members took the risk to volunteer: "I felt something 

change about a year and a half ago, when the school was not going to come back here, but was 

going to (a different leased location). I admit, I was angry and disappointed. I stopped my 

giving, for a while. But I'm back now." 

3) The other long-term Pastoral Council member said immediately: "What do we do?" 

I invited them to come to the parish-wide healing meeting, which they marked on their 

calendars. It turned out that only one Council member came to that meeting, the long-term 

member who had asked, "What do we do?" 

4) When this discussion had finished, the pastor then made an announcement to the 

Pastoral Council, while I was still present, that he intended to retire, and made some 

statements about why. I asked if he had set a date. He informed us it would be in early June, 

two months away. I immediately came to the conclusion that he must want this project to 

occur since he had obviously known he would be retiring when I approached him with it, and 

he had just let me go through the whole presentation to the Council. He told the Council not 

to tell anyone yet. He would tell the parish in a few weeks. 

3. April 13, 2008 Project Part 1: Parish Intervention at Masses 

A. Introducing myself and the topic: Because of my involvement in RCIA, Liturgical 
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ministries, bake sales, and the CD, the parish was used to hearing me make announcements. I 

began by saying that the present announcement would be longer than usual. 

B. Sharing the list of losses: I read my same list of losses as detailed above, without any 

commentary, just the losses. 

C. Sharing various responses of the pastor, of the First Theological Reflection group, and 

of the Pastoral Council: The pastor and I had agreed on this particular Sunday to bring all 

this to the parish, but that day he was gone, and got a substitute. I made sure to mention 

very early in the talk that the pastor was apprised of this project and agreed with it. I did not 

want it to look like I was going behind his back. Also, including the Pastoral Council helps 

this parish feel like their own representatives are involved. I, of course, made no mention of 

the pastor retiring. 

D. Naming wounds and strengths: I requested that they name just one thing, situation, or 

experience that wounded them here at the parish, and which they still feel strongly about. 

Also, name one thing or situation they found to be a strength at the parish. I had distributed 

the half sheets in each pew before Mass, and asked them to take one and pass the others 

down the row. Then I read over the questions with them, pointing out that they could fill it 

out immediately or take it home and bring it the next weekend. 

E. Inviting all to April 23 evening events: This evening of healing was discussed and 

information was on the bottom of the green sheet and also on a sign up sheet in the vestibule. 

4. April 23, 2008 Project Part 2: Mass, Dinner, Parish Healing Service 

A. Theme of the evening: He is the Vine, we are the branches (the Gospel reading for the 

day's Mass) About half of the people who attended also went to Mass first. 

B. Light dinner and gathering. People sat in small groups in the table and chair 

arrangements I had previously set up. 

C._Sharing of contributions from the parish: Forty-three forms were turned in, either on 

that Sunday of the whole-parish intervention, or the next weekend. 1 had these responses 

separated into two categories: "Still Hurting" and "Grateful For" and posted them on the wall 

so all could read them. In addition, I read them aloud before we began. (see Appendix 3) 

D. Second Theological Reflection: I gave each person present a blank sheet of paper and 

markers, and asked him or her to describe in picture or image form how it felt to them now  



in the parish, and how it would feel when the parish was healed. I explained that I wanted 

them to do this exercise in any creative way they chose, because sometimes it's easier to 

express feelings and hopes in pictures than words. Each person's drawing or words was then 

shown to all and taped up along the wall. (samples in Appendix 4) 

E. Suggestions as to why withhold forgiveness: I asked people to call out why someone 

might not be ready or want to forgive another, and these ideas I wrote on the chalkboard. (see 

Appendix 5) 

F._ Teaching on suffering, grief, forgiveness: Points made during the teaching: 

1) Neither the Hebrews or Africans think of the soul and body in dichotomy, but 

rather consider that whatever is spiritual or personal is also bodily. "Suffering is a constant 

reminder that no dualism of body or soul is viable... it is the whole person who suffers, the 

whole person who is in pain." (Richard 78) 

2) Suffering is not present as something "incidental or external to the becoming of a 

person, to the spiritual journey. It enters into the very texture of one's spiritual journey" 

(Richard 79). Though we might constantly be surprised that we are suffering again, if we had 

the attitude of life unfolds and develops (Whitehead), we would panic less and take it in 

stride. Suffering can be the "occasion" for real growth (p 81). 

3) In the Desert, Israel struggles on alone and comes to know God as Healer and 

Sustainer. In the Passion Narratives, Jesus' own solitude is emphasized, but He shows us the 

way to move from "meaningless suffering to creative suffering: acceptance of mystery in 

faith. There is no logical answer to mystery" (p 82). 

4) Finally, we are the branches on the Vine. Even in our grieving, we need to stay 

connected to our faith, connected to our parish, connected to our liturgies in order to receive 

the graces God wants to give us in this trial. 

G. Para-liturgical service: Reading of the Psalm 33. I distributed small papers and asked 

each person to write one wound or hurt that he or she was still holding onto. I talked about 

the need to turn over this wound to a God we can trust, and then asked them to come forward 

and put the paper in a bowl, to be burned later. I asked them to pray aloud or silently as 

they put the paper in the bowl: "I trust in You, Lord. My soul trusts in Your word. I offer 

You my pain." 

H. Burning of papers: Because of the age of the building, I did not want an indoor open 

flame, and so burned these outdoors.  



Chapter 6. Evaluation 

1. First Personal Reflection 
(early 2008 journal) 

Of all the losses, the embezzlement was the one that gave me the knockout punch. It 

was not the case with some other parishioners; for some of them, it was the loss of the 

African-American nun as they identified with her and felt guidance from her. For others, the 

loss of the first music minister did it. 

Many of us are in a complete spiritual struggle about seeing the embezzler back at 

events at our church, even at Confirmation. It has been helpful for me to reflect on words 

from Harrington's article "Paradox of Mercy." "How is one to portray the divinely loving 

forgiveness of God without conveying the false impression that He shrugs off sin as 

incidental?... Sin does not affect God in Himself. Sin hurts God through creation. Sin is an 

affront to God's purpose for creation. Human sin, whatever shape it takes, is betrayal of our 

humanness. (Thus) God, Creator, grieves over sin" (p 25). It is helpful because I know that I 

am called to forgive, even if no apology ever comes. But forgiving does not mean there was 

no sin. 

2. Project Outcome 

A. After the April 6th First theological reflection: I first felt extremely validated in my 

thesis that pointing out to people the number of losses that we had endured would help 

explain the lack of energy and enthusiasm that had taken over the parish. We were indeed 

grieving and wounded. No one questioned any of the losses I had on my list, and even added 

more. 

B. After April 13th intervention at Masses, one person stated: "I didn't realize how 

many losses we had till you made that list. No wonder I feel like this! I thought it was me! I 

thought I was in a slump, and I had to go to a different church to get filled." 

A parishioner leaving the 11:00 Mass paused to share: "Thank you. This is very 

timely. I have been seeing the same things. I was going to give it a few more weeks, then find 

another place to go." 

Another wrote on the comment page: "It's about time someone did something! Too 

many people have already left." 

Another, as she was filling out the half page, commented: "This is really good; it helps 
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you and it helps the parish." 

And finally, the mail brought an envelope with the half-sheet inside, and on the 

outside of the envelope: "Brilliant and healing idea for thesis! Thank you!" 

All told, over 40 responses were received. A complete listing of the comments may 

be found in Appendix 3. 

C. April 23 reactions: A settling down occurred as the people attending were able to 

express themselves in drawing and image. One man was very concerned that I be able to read 

his handwriting, and read it out loud to me, in spite of my saying I could read it. This 

expression of feelings and thoughts was very important to the people. Some samples are 

presented in Appendix 4. 

During the whole group listing of why not forgive, there was a restlessness. I think 

this activity would have been better accomplished by having the attendees work in small 

groups and share from those, rather than having them call out a reason. However, I could hear 

in the voices of those who were angry and frustrated some satisfaction in being able to say it 

aloud. Appendix 5 lists the reasons given. 

During the last part of the healing service, some attendees crumpled up their paper 

before putting it in the bowl, some bowed their heads as they prayed, some made comments 

such as "that felt good." I considered this a good start, at least, in the healing process. 

We also then worked in small groups to collect ideas about what activities might help 

the parish heal. These are detailed in Appendix 6, listed under the categories of Prayer, 

Communication, African Heritage, Stewards, and Youth. 

One of the members of this group stated: "As long as you are letting people know 

you think they are important, you will be helping healing happen." 

3. Second Personal Reflection 

(from mid-June 2008 to February 2009) 

June 2008 The pastor did retire, and the new pastor who replaced him told people he 

had actively sought the position. As soon as this switch occurred, the embezzler attended 

Mass at the church again, acting as if nothing had happened. I shared with the new pastor the 

steps I had taken in the project and the outcomes we had had. I also expressed the dismay I 

felt and others, that the embezzler had reappeared without an apology, acting as if business 

were as usual. The new pastor came across as noncommittal and said it was a delicate 

situation. I felt dissatisfied. 

At home, I was finally putting in a new kitchen / dining room floor (which had been in 

limbo for two years, waiting for financing and time). Though I had instructions, our space did 

not fit the usual layout. Frustrated, I sat on pieces of the new floor and surveyed the messy 

space, ready to cry. Suddenly, I heard within: "There's more than one way to put in a floor; 

and there's more than one way to renew a parish.” 1knew it was the voice of the Holy 

Spirit. Immediately, I let go of the instructions and went with what could work. I also let go 
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of needing to control the steps the new pastor was taking. I called up this clever little phrase 

from the Spirit many times in the weeks of the summer months, as the desire to control how 

the new pastor was operating would arise. 

Most of the parishioners' reactions were very positive, or at least somewhat positive, 

as they experienced the new pastor as a listening and a prayerful person. They felt hope for 

the future with new pastor: "the future for African American parishes is indeed inseparably 

connected to the worship experience. Pastors willing to give pastoral vision, leadership and 

commitment to liturgy are necessary in churches where authentic, culturally based African 

American worship is desired (Johnson, 1a). 

One of the first things he was willing to take action on was the carved wooden crucifix 

over the altar. It had an African face but disproportionately long arms, and many 

parishioners did not like it. The new pastor began the process of getting its arm length altered. 

He also cleaned up the sacristy, ordered new matching chalices for liturgy and, to replace the 

hand-me-down art, ordered pictures and wall size pictures of religious poses with people 

with African face and coloring. This was an important acknowledgment of the people's 

heritage and also earned him a reputation of being considerate. He also quickly came to 

realize the importance of music in the parish, and could tell the difference in prayerful 

worship, depending on which of the present three musicians was playing or leading the choir. 

Wisely, he made securing one good music minister the highest priority, using a search 

committee of choir members and parishioners. All were present for the six applicants’ 

interviews, and all were given opportunity to express their views. 

As I sifted and sifted through feelings about this whole situation, I noticed the danger 

inherent in having a strong passion; i.e. "everyone should have the same enthusiasm about 

(this) as I do." Callahan's article led me to the perspective of the "victims" in both situations. 

"Effort can be made to destroy a person's sense of self and confidence in their perception of 

reality (I thought of the well-intentioned Jesuit whose interference led to the break up of the 

Federation of Colored Catholics)... the only defense is to seek the serenity and spiritual 

centeredness that can give one the power to patiently bear the wrongful persecution... neither 

being indulgent and superficially forgiving... nor self-pitying and self-defeating, (or) wallowing 

in sweet sorrow.... Centeredness on God gives the patience and love needed for detachment 

and the transcendence of anger and bitterness" (p 276). 

For those whose process of healing took longer, Callahan's article resonates. "We 

must also cultivate loving patience toward ourselves... As with all spiritual interactions, the 

way we treat others is intimately tied to the way we treat ourselves, which depends in turn 

on our relationship to God... Once we understand that God lovingly accepts our efforts and 

will bring about the final victory, we can accept ourselves more completely” (p 278). 
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4. Second Theological Reflection Group - Revisiting their "now and then" images 

On the morning of March first, 2009, I held a follow-up breakfast meeting. Of the 23 
people who came to the evening of healing in April of 2008, fifteen came to the follow-up 
breakfast. I brought out their before-after images, saved from the April meeting. I asked each 
one to rate how far she or he thought the parish had moved toward the image of healing they 
drew last April, and if they had personally felt movement toward healing. We used a scale of 
1 (low) to 10. A review showed the lowest was a 4, the highest 9, the most frequent score 
was 7. That actually surprised me; I thought there would be many 10s, considering all the 
positive comments I have been hearing at Mass and around the parish. It would seem these 
people have a view of this parish that is not yet realized, or a pain that is deeper than seen. 

At the breakfast, I also asked what they thought it was that brought about that 
healing; what specific things were done. The first person to share opened with "Nothing 
against the previous pastor, but...," so I repeated and clarified my intent: that this was to be 
the conclusion of my project, to be shared with other parishes that might have experienced 
losses. Perhaps others who read it would have a new pastor; but perhaps the same pastor 
would need to help his parish heal. So it was not really a person we were looking for, but the 
activities that they found helpful that I was hoping to hear and pass on. 

Their responses 

* knew the parish was wounded 

* came in saying, "I'm here for you; I'm not going anywhere" 

* had the attitude of "Let's go forward" 

* said, "I'm not dealing with the past" and never blamed anybody 

* prepared himself with prayer ahead of time 

* comes across has having a holy, giving spirit 

* has a gentleness that reaches all; when holds out his hands, it feels like he's loving you 
* didn't come in with an agenda; asked people what do they need 
* got involved with each organization, visiting their meetings; he went to them, even to 

choir rehearsal 

* goes to other African American churches regularly 

* quickly learned everyone's names 

* in sermons, tells us about the black Catholic saints and teaches about Catholic identity 
* focus is prayer, prayer, prayer 

* took Knights and Ladies leadership to the Catholic Conference right here in town; and 
went with us; it was a new experience. 

* started an adoration chapel 

* started a St. Vincent de Paul society 

* teaches the Bible study classes; is a phenomenal teacher 

* offers confession every Saturday, 4 - 5:30 

* whenever we go to something, always says, "It's so wonderful to see you. Thank you for 
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being here." also asks what else we can do to bring more people in 

* preaches about black Saints and is reading to learn more about black culture 
* shares the money situation; tells people what's going on in the parish 

* is the same all the time (/ understood this as a steady mood) 

* when he first got here, he didn't know me, but he attended my grandmother's funeral (at 
another church) and I wasn't doing too well, so he followed up with phone calls, 
checking on me... he didn't even know me. 

* really tends to people when someone dies; we were at a meeting when he got a phone call 
that (a person) died and he left immediately to be with the family 

* teaches at the school and knows the kids 

* brought us all a medal from Lourdes (pulled out the necklace to show she was wearing 

it),and sent everyone a Christmas card - he really makes a personal touch 

* got Fr. L... in to help teach about adoration 

* does this gentle arm-twisting to get people to do things 

* recognizes us 

* came in listening 

* came in with respect; saw the wealth of blessings and talent that was here, and 

acknowledged what the parishioners can bring; it's about respect. 

During the second part of the revisit I handed out a page of the suggestions in five 
categories that the group had brainstormed the previous April regarding what we might do to 
help the parish heal. With the new pastor in place, this was not ever addressed by the parish, 
though I had given the new pastor a copy when I met with him in early June of 2008. I asked 
them to look it over again; did it need revising? prioritizing? What might we tell the new 
pastor? We were all surprised at how many of the areas had been addressed in these past few 
months, without anyone seeming to do it purposely. There were a few suggestions added in 
as well. 

 



Chapter 7: Conclusion 

1. What have I learned? 

A. Professionally: 

1) It is incredibly powerful (and necessary) to communicate to people in some 

concrete fashion, as well as in words, that you believe they are important. In this project, my 

willingness to talk about the losses was itself healing; the new pastor's willingness to visit 

committees and (what was not mentioned) home visits to the shut-ins and ailing was 

perceived as caring about the elders, not forgetting them. 

2) In a situation of pain, divisiveness, and hurt, it is necessary to balance 

acknowledgment of pain with movement forward. This occurred in all three components of 

the project, and was spoken of as a helpful attitude of the new pastor. 

3) The theological reflection process actually did work to validate and elicit the desire 

to move forward. Trust the process. 

4) When people are stuck emotionally, it can be helpful to teach them about those 

who made it through a similar struggle, rather than keep pounding away at the emotions. 

This is something that I only touched on briefly in the April 23rd talk. 

B. Personally: My own pain and frustrations with the situation were able to be repressed 

on the occasions of working with people for this project, but the objectivity was temporary. 

In the intervening months, I have had to personally address all the issues of forgiveness and 

mercy. It was very helpful to me to read the book Black Catholics in the United States which 

widened my perspective, and helped me get past a “stuck” point in forgiveness. 

C. Spiritually: God is full of surprises, but good surprises. This project has been a source 

of healing to me, and journaling about it over the months has given plenty of fodder for 

spiritual purification. 

2. Did this help our parish? 

Indicate the specific evaluation criteria you intend to use to determine the success of the 

project. 

I had planned to use the assessments of the people involved in the April 23rd meeting 

regarding how much, if at all, they feel "healed" or not, after some months, as a criterion. I 

also wanted to use the number of people attending Mass (increasing or decreasing) as well as 

the parish's willingness to start on one of the brainstorm projects. Both of these have been 

positive. However, the brainstormed projects were never addressed due to the arrival of the 
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new pastor, which changed the whole environment (for the better, as was noted above). Still, 

I do believe this project was a good step for the parish, and perhaps held people in place 

while the transition to a new pastor was being made. 

3. What would I do differently, if I could do it over again? 

I noticed two weak points in the interventions: the method for eliciting reasons why 
someone might not forgive, and the short talk at the April 23rd meeting. In the first instance, 

I noticed too many lulls, particularly after the active and involved drawing expressions. This 

exercise would have been better held in small groups, with sharing to the larger group. In the 

second instance, I believe people were ready to be taught, inspired, led, but unfortunately, 

preparing for all other aspects of the evening as well, I was not very eloquent. They did 

appreciate the sharing on suffering, and the vantage point of seeing losses as development to 

be expected and accepted. Still, it was a short talk and could have been elaborated. 

4. What might others take from this? 

A. Deal with losses as they occur. Though our losses seemed overwhelming to us, had 

they been dealt with or talked about as they occurred, their impact would very likely have 

been less devastating. When staff members were fired or let go, there was really no 

announcement from the pulpit, any ceremony to pray for them, or a gathering to say farewell. 

Any of those would have helped the people transition. In the case of the school, a leave- 

taking ceremony would have been helpful. 

B. Get outside help. 1t is hard to be objective in the middle of pain and loss, for pastors as 

well as parishioners. Parishes that find themselves in distress like ours would do well to call 

upon someone from the outside to help them process their pain. This would be particularly 

true in those parishes where a new pastor is not to be assigned. Though my colleagues said 

immediately that I should help our parish for my project, my own turmoil was so great that I 
could not even get to that point for some months. The pastor was in great distress as well, 
and appreciated my intervention. 

C. Do not to underestimate the impact on parishioners when any personnel change is 

necessary. or even building transition is done. Though the pastor might not feel so 

emotionally tied, it is very likely that a good number of the parishioners are. Any of several 
methods of saying goodbye to people or a location would be good. Witness the outpouring 
of flowers, cards, notes, left at the site of an accident of a loved one. People need some sense 
of closure. 

D. Take the initiative when numbers go down. Parishioners will not often tell someone in 
the parish office why they are leaving when they have been hurt. When numbers go down, it 
is time for parish leadership to reach out to learn if, or how, people have been offended. It 
could be done by the simple method of asking for written feedback at church. 
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APPENDIX 1. Guided questions for First Theological Reflection 

Recovering From Loss: A Small Group Theological Reflection 

Opening Prayer: 

Refrain: ALL: Shepherd me, oh God, beyond my wants, beyond my fears, from death into life. 

1. I will praise the Lord at all times; God's praise shall be ever in my mouth. 
2. Surround our conversation, oh God. Be our listening partner. REF. 

1. Let my soul glory in the Lord; the lowly will hear and be glad. 

2. Become my lens, oh God; help us see our lives anew. REF. 

1. For I looked to God, and God answered me, delivering me from all my fears. 

2. We belong to You, oh God, and we belong to one another. REF. 

The Process: 

1._The Situation on which we will reflect: Our Parish Community's Losses 

2. Naming the Experience 

3. Exploring the Experience: 

Describe your feelings. What challenged you? What disturbed you? 

What was happening for others in the situation? 

4. Digging Deeper 

What do you think about the situation? 

What core values emerge as you think about this event? 

What values are different from yours? 

Are there social issues? Power issues? Economic issues at work here? 

5. Finding God at Work in this Situation 

Where is God present for you or others in this situation? 

Does this situation remind you of a Scripture passage or story? 
Does it remind you of a song or hymn, or something else from our faith tradition? 
Do you feel affirmed or challenged in your present actions or beliefs? 

6. Naming Your Discoveries: 

What questions still linger? 

Were you challenged to change your actions or beliefs? 

What have you learned about yourself? About God? 

What do you need? 

What will you do now? What might we do now? 

7. Write a prayer that emerges from this event. 
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APPENDIX 2. Invitation to AARC Parish Community 

Recovering from our losses 

To: AARC Parishioners 

From: Lisa Bellecci-st.romain 

Date: April 13, 2008 

To prepare for my masters' thesis project on "Recovering from Loss", I am asking 
parishioners to name just ONE thing, situation, or experience that has wounded you here at 
the parish, which you still feel strongly about. 

Also, name ONE thing or situation that you find as a strength here at AARC. Please give 
this to Lisa after Mass today or turn it in next week. 

We will use these in the discussion and planning on Weds, April 23rd, 6:00 pm. Please sign 
up on the GREEN POSTER in the vestibule, so I'll know how many to plan on for our light 
dinner. Thank you! 

  

 



APPENDIX 3: Responses to the Parish Intervention 
from over 40 parishioners. 

What are the strengths of our Parish? 

* Our family church 

* Family, unity, and friends because you can always find strength in relationships and 

friends. I've been here over 40 years. 

* I enjoy our sense of family and diversity here. 

* The African American experience and style is why most people come. 

* Togetherness, love, caring. 

* The Black Gospel music - we need to make sure we will not lose our identity here, and this 

will bring people back. 

* The different cultures at AARC. 

* Welcoming visitors. The few members not giving up. 

* Music. The strong, heartfelt music. 

* Here is where the Body and Blood of Christ is. 

* I love the fact that the lovely ladies say the rosary faithfully before every 8:00 a.m. Mass. 

* The feeling of being wanted and accepted. 

* The teachers, and our principal is very cohesive. 

* Prayer, especially praying the rosary every Sunday. 

* The music. 

* No matter what, we still and always feel we're family, we will never give up on AARC. 

* Fellowship with God. 

* Music. Faith. 

* Our parish is resilient. 

* Concern for others. 

* The pastor's frugality and ability to sustain the parish through his brilliant fundraising 

efforts. 

What wounds do you still feel? 

* Departure of our first music director. 

* The very low attendance at Mass. 

* The loss of people not coming to church. 

* The loss of the choir. 

* The lack of family feeling. 

* The loss of so many of our elderly and not so elderly parishioners. 

* Parishioners seem so dead and unconnected to Mass. 

* Not celebrating the coming of new parishioners, and just celebrating together. 

* Music. 

* The loss of the deacon and his wife and the gifts they brought to church and to community 
in worship. 
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* Slowly going from African-American influence to European influence, and it shows in our 

leadership, in the people that have taken charge of certain duties. 

* That the dream of a new school on our grounds was canceled. A great disappointment. 

* The deacon and his wife leaving; the choir not unified, the many deaths; the demeanor is 

different and the feel is different than it used to be. 

* No enthusiasm. 

* The embezzlement of the church money - it gives a negative outlook on the parish to other 

groups that might be willing to donate money or goods to the parish. The parish and 

school suffer. 

* Loss of the deacon. Need a priest or deacon of African descent. 

* Loss of choir director, dance group, missions, retreats, dinners. 

* Loss of members through death or otherwise. 

* Loss of the nun. 

* Money loss. 

* The nun's leaving. 

* Not being addressed as a parish group of what happens (as it should be because we_are the 

church). 

* Lost our gift to really make a change on Sunday in the people that visit our church. I used 

to hear "Wow! I really feel like I've been to church!" 

* Miss the authenticity of our culture. 

* Moving the school to the old Catholic school. 

* How our poor parish let such a financial fiasco happen, and what is in place to prevent a 

recurrence. 

* The black priest/ deacon. 

* The way the announcement of embezzler was made. 

* The loss of the music director. 

* The loss of a viable home for the school. 

* The loss of identity in music ministry. 

 



Appendix 4: Second Theological Reflection: 
Samples: Parishioners' Visual Pepresentations : “Now...Then” 
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APPENDIX 5. List of Reasons: 
Why Someone Might Withhold Forgiveness. 

Part of the evening's reflection with the small group: 

Why would someone not forgive? 

* feud - loyalty 

* haven't forgiven yet 

* guilt (they haven't suffered enough) 

* acknowledge own responsibility 

* sense of power over other 

* can get sympathy for wounds, pity pot 

* don't know how to forgive 

* apathy 

* not acknowledged 

* protect self from more hurt 

* cuts too deep (abandonment) 

* if I let go, it means I'm not strong enough to handle it 

* stubborn, don't want to 

* resentment 

* embarrassment 

  

  

 



APPENDIX 6: Brainstormed List of Prospective Healing Activities 

PRAYER 

- a Revival 

- a Spiritual Retreat 

- get back to “whose” we are 

- prayer for guidance 

- spiritual growth 

COMMUNICATION 

- reach out to one another 

- invite people out for coffee 

- openness about what is going on 
with the church (We are the church) 

- respect other religious 
expressions 

- be open-minded to new ideas 

- make an updated directory 
with phone #s 

- think before you act or react 

- call to remind each other 

of events (GOF) 

- social gatherings of the parish 
- all men, all women 

- unity- because we are the 
Church! Take a stand! 

YOUTH 

- reach out to Youth 

- move forward with school 

- opportunity for youth singing 
at Mass 

- more for Young Adults (18 - 30) 

AFRICAN HERITAGE 

- African American Pastoral Associate (or someone who 
makes that connection) 

- move forward with African American priest 

- build Music Ministry 

- want someone with the heritage and the teaching ability, 
too 

- use African American hymnals; get rid of the “Lead Me; 
Guide Me” 

- get back to Gospel music & leadership at Mass 

- invite choir members back 

STEWARDS 
- get involved with new pastor 

- participate, love, serve 

- support fundraising, encourage tithing, 

- garage sales 

- put services on Internet 

- advertise by word of mouth 

- encourage people to re-commit to their faith 

- become more involved 

- be faithful, not giving up 

- establish a project; we run or do for someone / 
organization in need 

- take ownership of own ministry 

- step forward, show up! 

- leadership - take an active role in the Church (unbiased) 

- share the jobs; not same person all the time 
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