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Mission project in
Liberia benefits from
2000 Holston offering
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lamented how a “dark shadow of suspicion is cast
n a recent mad dash to catch a flight to
over all the other fine priests who perform their
Chicago from New York, the Rev. Robert
ministry with honesty and integrity and often with
Silva had hoped to change out of his black
heroic self-sacrifice.”
suit and Roman collar. It’s not that Silva is
One priest in the embattled Boston Archdiocese –
ashamed to be a Catholic priest – he just
which is paying up to $30 million to settle the abuse
didn’t want the trouble.
With a growing pedophilia scandal engulfing the claims of defrocked priest John Geoghan -– said the
process has been “degrading.”
Roman Catholic Church, Silva knew that wearing
“I have five nephews, and I would be devastated
his priestly garb in public is something of an occuif they would not see me as a role model or somepational hazard these days.
In all the rush, he ran out of time and boarded the one they could look up to,” said the Rev. Bob
Bowers, pastor of St. Catherine of Siena Catholic
plane in uniform. Sure enough, he was approached
Church, a multicultural inner-city parish in Charlesby someone with a few choice words to say about
town, Mass.
the scandal. And they weren’t very nice words.
Bowers’ life as a priest has changed dramatically
“I knew there would be somebody who would
make a comment to me,” said Silva, 62, a California since the scandal erupted in January. A certified specialist in youth ministry, he no longer takes children
priest and president of the National Federation of
on youth trips. Children are not allowed in the recPriests’ Councils. “And when someone says sometory. And when they want a hug, he pulls back.
thing like that to you, it just turns your stomach.”
“Kids naturally just want to hug you,” he said.
For decades, Catholic priests – like all clergy
“They come running up after Mass, and I have this
– enjoyed near-stellar reputations with the public.
thing in the back of mind saying, wait a minute, be
They were the idealistic do-gooders, like Father
careful.”
O’Malley portrayed by Bing Crosby in 1944’s
That intimacy is crucial to their min“Going My Way.” A white collar
Diminished Trust
istry, many priests say, and it may be
translated into immediate respect.
gone forever. Tied to that intimacy is
But now, nervous priests like
a strong degree of trust that experts say has been
Silva are leaving their collars at home. Anecdotal
eroded by the pedophilia scandal.
reports suggest priests are less likely to innocently
The Rev. John Coleman, a Jesuit priest and proembrace a child, for fear they might be labeled a
fessor of social values at Loyola Marymount Unipedophile. Bishops, the highest-ranking priests, are
versity in Los Angeles, said rabbis, priests and minassumed to be more interested in cover-ups than
isters cannot effectively do their jobs without that
genuine reform.
level of trust.
As the growing scandal seemingly spins out of
“That would be the biggest casualty of all,” he
the control of church leaders, the list of the wounded
said. “That’s my concern, that the pastoral role
continues to grow to include damaged reputations,
would be so reconstructed that something pastorally
diminished levels of trust, low morale in the priestbeautiful and extraordinary will get lost.”
hood and negative effects on seminary recruitment.
One ripple effect of the scandal that quickly
According to one recent poll, 83 percent of
emerged was plunging morale among the priests.
people now automatically believe a priest is guilty
Silva is seething mad at fellow priests who abused
when accused of sexual misconduct. Indeed, one of
children. Bowers, from Boston, is increasingly frusthe greatest casualties in the sex abuse scandal may
trated with church leaders and lamented that “all the
be the reputations of innocent priests and the entire
joy has gone out” of his job.
priesthood.
Still, it may be important to remember that
Even Pope John Paul II, writing on March 21
Americans tend to regard the clergy much like poliin his annual letter to priests around the world,

ticians – they may be a bunch of scoundrels, but
their local pastor, like their congressman, is as good
as they come. Bowers, for one, reports an “overwhelmingly supportive response” from his flock.
Experts worry, however, that the scandal may
hamper efforts to recruit more priests to join a rapidly shrinking priesthood. According to a Georgetown University research center, the number of men
studying for the priesthood has shrunk from 8,100
in 1967 to just 3,400 in 2000. Ordinations of new
priests have fallen by 40 percent since 1965.
“All the priests I’ve been around in the last few
months agree that this will hurt recruitment in seminaries,” said Dean Hoge, director of the Life Cycle
Institute at Catholic University in Washington.
“In the priesthood, the benefits are worth the
costs, and part of the spiritual benefits is the esteem
you have, and if that’s reduced, that reduces the
benefits,” he said.
Progressive Catholic groups, already at odds with
bishops on a host of issues, agree that the changes
they seek – including a married priesthood that is
open to women – may come at a high cost.
Linda Pieczynski, the past president of Call to
Action, said the crisis has opened the door to longawaited discussions on possible reforms. Still, she
lamented damage to an institution she loves, albeit
with a good deal of frustration.
“What parent would encourage their son to
become a priest under the present circumstances?
There’s always that feeling that if he wants to be
a priest, he must want to get near the kids,” she
said. “Everybody, instead of automatically trusting
their parish priest like they used to, automatically
mistrusts their priest.”
Nearly everyone agrees that damage done to the
priesthood can only be undone by priests themselves. Silva, the California priest stopped on the
airplane, said the reputation will be reclaimed by
the 47,000 rank-and-file priests who “live out that
priesthood with dignity.” Bowers, from Boston, said
the outcome depends on “what we do now, how we
act now.”
“There’s a lot of people with a lot of faith in us,
and I wouldn’t want to let them down.” ■

A

N OFFERING COLLECTED during
Annual Conference 2000 has resulted in
extensive renovations for the J.J. Roberts
School in Liberia as well as a new two-story building addition, Holston mission workers recently
announced.
The addition, named “Holston Conference
Building,” will contain offices and meeting rooms
on the first floor and classrooms for the highschool division on the second floor. A building to
house the computer lab is nearly complete.
At the request of Bishop Arthur Kulah, Holston
undertook to restore and renovate the Monrovia,
Liberia, school, which had been heavily damaged
during the 1990s civil war. Congregations sent
books, school supplies, work teams, and more than
$150,000 in funds.
With work at J.J. Roberts nearly complete,
Holston Conference is now working with the Tappita and Feloken United Methodist Schools, two
of about 120 total schools operated by the United
Methodist Church of Liberia. At a recent meeting
of the Holston Conference Operation Classroom
Committee, $3,000 was designated for renovating
Feloken School. First Broad Street UMC contributed $6,000 for the purchase of materials at
Tappita School, where a new building addition was
recently named for the Kingsport church.
Both schools need desks ($10 each), sewing
machines ($175), and typewriters ($550 new, $250
used). For $2,000, teacher training can be provided
for two-month sessions. Also needed are student
scholarships ($25 each), books, and basic school
supplies.

➤FOR MORE INFORMATION, contact Dan
Kelly at 5124 Robin Road, Knoxville, TN 37918,
phone (865) 687-2410, or email dkelly@usit.net.

OUTSIDE THE
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HEN WAS THE LAST TIME you visited the Knox Area Rescue
Ministries in Knoxville? I don’t mean when did you stay there or
stop by for lunch.
Actually, the organization’s new campus on Broadway houses many ministries. It includes a new, freestanding chapel – all on the site of an old auto
dealership. Previously, the main campus was a half-block further west.
With the move, the ministry’s organizers have built a chapel and plan to
reach out to people in the community who are off the street but live in substandard housing – like the old 5th Avenue Motel, a place even the police avoid.
They call them the “dark places” where there is little light of hope.
The dream includes a full-time pastor to lead in
these outreach ministries to the poor, the dispossessed,
the hopeless, the homeless. When they began dreaming of how to find a pastor, director Monroe Free
called Steve Diggs, director of the Emerald Youth
Foundation, a ministry begun by Emerald Avenue
United Methodist Church.
Knoxville Superintendent Jim Whedbee and I met
with Monroe Free. He told us his dream. “We have
never done this before,” we said. “How can a rescue
mission to the poor be called a new church start?” we
wondered.
Then someone remembered that Mr. Wesley told
his preachers, “Don’t go where you are needed. Go where you are needed the
most.” If not here, where would we be needed more? If not the Methodists,
who will go?
Monroe told us one of the contributors for the rebuilt campus suggested that
United Methodist would be a good denomination to become partners with the
Knox Area Rescue Ministries. We agreed. Our commitment to the poor follows the example of John Wesley who sought to follow Jesus, who described
his ministry to his hometown synagogue as one to the poor, the captives, those
in bondage (Luke 4:18, 19).
When the Holston Cabinet met March 11-14, Bruce Spangler, whose ministry includes Unity Center in Cleveland and St. Elmo in Chattanooga, both
core city churches, was appointed to this new faith community.
Outside the box? Certainly not out where it is clean and green. But a new
church where it is down and dirty – one that’s not even United Methodist?
Perhaps the important question is, “Where is God at work, and how can we
become a part of God’s new creation?”
The Rev. Ripley is the conference’s director of new church development. ■

■Who Said That?

▲ Built with Holston Funds: Principal Ruth Doe and
Vice Principal Mary Bedell stand with two students in
front of the ‘Holston Conference Building,’ a new twostory addition to the J.J. Roberts School.

“The voices of violence and hate are certainly present in our world. But in this Easter season, I hear an
invitation to listen to the other voices and to know that
God is at work in every land, creating in us a capacity
for mutual compassion and respect, and granting us
the capacity to work for justice and peace in a world
where we are brothers and sisters.”
—Bishop Ann Sherer,
Missouri Area, on the situation between Israel and Palestine

briefly:
➤CHURCH & community
workers in three districts are
calling for work teams in the
wake of March flooding in
Virginia and Tennessee. In
Abingdon District, call Harry
Howe at (276) 782-3339
from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m.
In Big Stone Gap District,
call Nancy Hobbs at (276)
523-0417. In Morristown
District, call Randy Hildebrandt at (423) 733-4195 and
(423) 733-1971, or Rev. Lyle
White at (423) 733-1518.

➤ HOLSTON groups planning to have audiovisual presentations at Annual Conference June 9-12 should
immediately contact Technology Specialist Donna Hankins at (865) 690-4080 or
write dhankins@holston.org.

➤ “STEWARDSHIP:
Beyond the Annual Campaign” is the focus for the
49th Annual Conference of the
United Methodist Association
of Church Business Administrators. Leading the Aug.
5-8 conference at Lake
Junaluska Assembly, N.C., is
Reginald Mallett, a Methodist
minister and physician. Contact Rev. Scott Nowlan at
(336) 275-4587 or snowlan@
wmsumc.org.

➤ THE ADMINISTRATIVE
board at First Galax UMC
recently approved a $200,000
gift for The Legacy of Commitment pensions campaign.
The gift will be paid in
$50,000 installments over a
four-year period. All Holston
churches will be asked to support the campaign on Retired
Ministers Sunday, April 28.
➤ NEIGHBORHOOD
Reconciliation Service, a
Holston ministry in Johnson
City, Tenn., is the recipient
of a $4,977 grant awarded by
the United Methodist Board
of Church and Society. The
board’s Peace with Justice
Work Area approved grants
totaling $64,197 for church
groups inside and outside
the nation. The grants were
supported with funds given
by United Methodists to the
Peace With Justice Special
Sunday Offering, observed
this year on May 26. ■
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