Chapter 3 – A new diocese shapes its identity 
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Most Reverend Hugh A. Donohoe  

Stockton’s first bishop, the Most Reverend Hugh A. Donohoe, was a native San Franciscan who studied at St. Patrick’s Seminary in Menlo Park and was ordained in 1930. With a doctorate in philosophy from the Catholic University of America, he returned to St. Patrick’s to teach ethics. His knowledge of papal encyclicals and of industrial relations also enriched his service as editor of the archdiocesan newspaper, the Monitor.  


As auxiliary to Archbishop John J. Mitty, Bishop Donohoe was so well-liked that several priests from the San Francisco diocese accompanied him to Stockton when he was installed on April 24, 1962.


His motto, “In all things charity,” captures the spirit of his episcopacy. In later years, Bishop Donald Montrose reminisced about a morning when he and another priest had dropped in early and unexpectedly at the cathedral rectory. Bishop Donohoe answered the door, served Mass for them and then cooked breakfast.


Bishop Donohoe faced the staggering challenge of simultaneously developing a new diocese and implementing the vision of the Second Vatican Council. In both areas he led vigorously. 


In 1969 Pope Paul VI appointed Bishop Donohoe to the diocese of Fresno.  He died in 1987. 

…………..

Born into an exhilarating time, the Diocese of Stockton came of age in the crucible of the Second Vatican Council, full of promise and challenge.

A new diocese
California’s population grew like the division of cells in a living organism. The historic Archdiocese of San Francisco was to become four dioceses. On January 13, 1962, the Diocese of Stockton came into existence in the great Central Valley and Mother Lode region. Simultaneously the Dioceses of Santa Rosa and of Oakland were formed. 


Calaveras, Mono, San Joaquin, Stanislaus and Tuolumne Counties now became a local Church within the Church universal. In 1966 Bishop Alden J. Bell of Sacramento “considered the geography and the good of souls” and requested that Alpine County be transferred to the Stockton diocese, adding a sixth county.


 The papal document establishing the new diocese speaks of the good earth, the flowers and leaves and star-studded, unclouded skies. It envisions a Church enriched with new dioceses, like young branches springing from the stout tree which is Christ.

     
On April 24, 1962, Archbishop Egideo Vagnozzi, Apostolic Delegate to the United States for Pope John XXIII, installed the Most Reverend Hugh Aloysius Donohoe, aged 56, as the first Bishop of Stockton. 

    
 On the occasion, Archbishop Joseph McGucken of San Francisco noted the appropriateness of the papal document in catching “the spirit of the San Joaquin, with the fatness of its land and the fragrance of its fields…. Stockton,” he said, “with its venerable history, has come of age.” 

The Archbishop declared the diocese “now ready to stand on its own…. The signs of its maturity have become increasingly evident,” he said, “not only in the historical growth as seen in the See City [Stockton, home of the Bishop], where four parishes have become eight, and one school multiplied to six, and a small secondary school has been replaced with a splendid interparochial high school. More important [is] the evidence of outstanding Catholic action; of apostolic initiative…springing from the spiritual community, and tailored to fit local needs. One must be impressed with the catechetical expression, the missionary work among the migrants.”

A spirit of charity

In his first public talk Bishop Donohoe urged a spirit of charity. He quoted an ancient Christian sentiment: “Where we are agreed, let there be unity; where there are differences of opinion, let there be liberty; but in all things let us have charity toward one another.” In this spirit he sought to build a sense of diocesan community.

Cathedral of St. Mary of the Annunciation 

Designating a cathedral was one of the bishop’s first decisions. The principal church of the diocese, it would be the location of his cathedra, or official seat, from which the bishop leads and teaches. He chose the Church of St. Mary of the Annunciation. The new cathedral’s size, to accommodate diocesan gatherings, and the beauty of its famed stained-glass windows made it a suitable choice. Remaining a vibrant local parish, it opened its doors to every Catholic in the diocese. 


There, in June 1962, Robert J. Pereira became the first priest ordained in and for the Diocese of Stockton. He was a graduate of St. Mary’s High School and of St. Patrick’s Seminary.

The ground floor

Within weeks of his installation, Bishop Donohoe was dedicating schools, confirming children, presenting awards, planning a chancery to house diocesan offices and appointing diocesan officers and staff.


One challenge of building a diocese was developing the resources to serve local needs. 


A department of education, led by Monsignor James E. Cain, demonstrated for educators the value of having the school office near at hand, focusing on the region’s schools. 

Father Mark Hurley, later bishop of the Diocese of Santa Rosa, came on loan from the Archdiocese of San Francisco as Chancellor, managing administrative affairs. Monsignor William Burke, pastor of Annunciation Church, was appointed Vicar General, representing the Bishop when necessary. 

Father Harmon Skillin looks back with self-deprecating humor on his assignment to set up the canon law department. “Thrilling! To be here from the very beginning, from the ground floor on! I was a priest just one year...talk about sending a boy to do a man’s job! I didn’t have a clue. So, I went to the Archdiocese of San Francisco, and I got a copy of every form they had. A true bureaucrat. Every form. I came back here and ordered five hundred copies of the appointment of a pastor. We aren’t going to appoint five hundred pastors in five hundred years. We’re still using that for scratch paper.” Fr. Skillin soon went to the Catholic University of America, where he earned his doctorate in Canon Law. 

The Second Vatican Council


The new diocese came into existence just as Pope John XXIII was assembling more than 2,500 bishops, archbishops, patriarchs, cardinals and other church fathers in St. Peter’s Basilica for the first ecumenical council in nearly a century. An ecumenical council brings together the entire Catholic hierarchy for solemn deliberations.

Pope John XXIII wanted to restore and clarify Catholic teaching and practice in the context of the modern world. Major Protestant and Orthodox bodies sent observers to the Council at the Pope’s invitation, a first step toward greater inter-religious dialogue at every level. 

The Council restored the active role and responsibilities of the laity. It urged religious to reconnect with their founding spirit and to adapt outdated customs to the present. Liturgical renewal was launched, including a shift from Latin to spoken languages. The priest was to face the people during Mass, involving the congregation directly. The Communion host would be received in the hand, not placed on the tongue. 

As it became clear that the Council would lead to many alterations in Catholic life, Bishop Donohoe instructed priests to speak about the changes at all Sunday Masses for a month. Nonetheless, the major shifts would challenge the sense of unity. Some Catholics embraced new ways as liberating and inspirational, while others felt at best adrift and at worst betrayed. For a new diocese, with its identity and relationships still developing, the changes brought stress. 

Of his experience in St. Stanislaus Parish, where he was then serving, Monsignor Richard Ryan, now Vicar General, reflected, “The Church has constantly changed over the centuries. It has to. At St. Stanislaus the parishioners were comfortable with the liturgical changes. They could see that we priests believed in the value of the innovations. The people had a strong faith.”

One beneficial result was the desire of many to understand their faith better and to embrace it with joy. This went hand in hand with a new interest in scripture. Small groups began to study the Bible, using the Little Rock Scripture Study program.

Another benefit was wider participation in parish life and leadership. Many parishes began to form parish councils. The existence of parish councils raised some questions about their authority and decision-making power. The purpose and functions of these councils vary from one parish to another. It would take some time for the parish council to learn its role as a consultative body. While parish councils are not mandatory, parish finance councils are required by canon law. Lay leadership was developing and has taken root in ministry and administration as well as the time-honored role of parish volunteer.

Diocesan Pastoral Council

Lay leadership emerged at the diocesan level, too. In late 1965 Bishop Donohoe appointed a group of laymen, laywomen and priests to work as a diocesan pastoral council.  Its purpose was to study the documents of the recently completed ecumenical council and to plan ways of implementing its directives.
Serving on the council, one of the first of its kind in the United States, were Clarence Knudsen, John Partridge, John Sheehan, Steve Pereira, John Ryan, James Smith, Frank Pirrone, Virgil Gianelli, Laura Smith, Kara Pratt, Mrs. Henry Ratto, Eileen Porcella, Irene Naughton, Fathers Albert McKenna, William Hughes, James DeGroot and Harmon Skillin and Monsignors William Burke and William Kennedy. The council was not window-dressing. Bishop Donohoe set a difficult agenda. These Catholics were asked to take on major responsibilities.


Standing committees focused on communications, liturgy, ecumenical affairs, social action, education, research, lay organizations, and evaluation. 


Later, after consulting the deaneries, Bishop Donald Montrose reframed the Council in accordance with recent developments in Canon Law. It is now awaiting reconstitution by Bishop Blaire, who will involve it in planning for the 2005 synod. 

Parishioners surveyed

Involving all the baptized was one goal of post-Vatican II planning. In mid-1968 Bishop Donohoe invited the 91,000+ Catholics of the diocese to tell him what they thought about their lives in the Church.  More than 10,000 responded.

The survey covered six areas: Parish Life, Liturgy, Church and Education, Church and Vatican II, Church and Social Problems, Church and Individual. The responses indicated a church in transition and pointed up areas where more faith development and education were desired.  

Bishop Donohoe said, “Future planning and some policies will hinge on the information gained.” The diocese stood at a difficult yet enviable point in history. It was actually being formed in this new day for Catholicism. 

Ecumenism begins

Dialogue with other religious bodies began to open. Bishop Donohoe was the first Catholic priest to speak before the Greater Modesto Council of Churches, a primarily Protestant body. He presented his observations on the Second Vatican Council at the First Methodist Church in Modesto.

Father Harmon Skillin, then Vice Chancellor of the Diocese, was named consultant observer to the Northern California Council of Churches, a Protestant group, in the fall of 1967. Fr. Skillin saw his appointment “as an outgrowth of the ecumenical spirit first observed in the Vatican Council.” He anticipated a time when local churches would cooperate in welfare and relief work and in “migrant ministry.”  “The new spirit of cooperation brings the denominations closer together to promote better local church cooperation and provide leadership on social, moral and Christian issues of the day,” he said.

At the 1967 baccalaureate services for Modesto Junior College, Newman Club chaplain Father Joseph Mannion, working with the Modesto Council of Churches, arranged for what may have been the first such service for a public college in a Catholic church. Bishop Donohoe spoke about moral values. Also participating were clerics from the Greek Orthodox, First Christian, and Congregational Churches and the Jewish synagogue.


In March 1968, two Catholic parishes, Annunciation and St. Bernadette, made local church history by joining the formerly all-Protestant Greater Stockton Council of Churches. By May, Fr. Skillin had been elected vice president of the Council.

Several developments emerged from this new openness among the churches, which colored the first decade of the fledgling diocese.

St. Thomas the Apostle Parish, Turlock

In late 1963, when Bishop Donohoe dedicated the church of St. Thomas the Apostle in Turlock, the little pink building was decorated with the intricate Assyrian Chaldean cross, and Mass was being said in Aramaic, the language of Jesus.

The pastor, Father Eshaj S. Joseph, had been a priest of the Nestorian rite, practiced by East Syrians in Turkey and Iran. Studying the differences between Roman Catholics and Nestorians, he had listened to Pope John XXIII’s invitation to the Eastern Churches, “The door is always open…you are always welcome.” Father Joseph decided it was time. His congregation was received into the Catholic Diocese of Stockton with him.

“We have the same liturgy and the same sacraments,” he explained. Questions involving the nature of Christ and whether Mary is the Mother of God had divided Nestorians from Rome in the fourth century. 

The fact that Father Joseph was a husband and the father of four did not hinder the process. “Celibacy is a tradition in the Roman Church, not a question of dogma,” he said. “The transition to Rome was made easy in a country like this and by the kind and noble people in the diocese.” 

When the Chaldean Rite, in communion with Rome, appointed a bishop in 1982, St. Thomas was incorporated into its Apostolic Exarchate (like a diocese).


A pastoral provision for Episcopalians

In 1989, Bishop Donald Montrose met Father Randall Rainwater, then rector of St. John’s Episcopal Church in Stockton. Fr. Rainwater vividly remembers that experience: 

I walked into the chancery office and said, “I need to see a priest.” I was brought up to believe that the Episcopal Church was one of three branches of the Catholic Church, the others being the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Catholic. We were the Anglo-Catholic Church. I read the Vatican II documents. It made sense to me that God would maintain his church by having one earthly authority. “Thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build my church.”

The moment came when I was on vacation with my family. I was driving and praying. I wanted to believe that the Catholic Church is the one true church. Without thinking, I said, “I choose to believe.” At that moment all doubts went away. It was truly a miracle of faith.   

There is a pastoral provision for Episcopalians. I was ordained in November 1996. I had a family to support, and Bishop Montrose advised me of a chaplaincy position at the state prison. There I celebrate Mass, counsel Catholics and non-Catholics alike, assist other faith groups, offer Catholic instruction, lead bible study and devotions. I tell the inmates, “I’m in for twenty-five to life!

Healing the rift

The healing process continues. 

On Palm Sunday 2000, Bishop Stephen Blaire joined Lutheran Bishop Robert Matthias to commemorate the signing of an historic theological agreement: The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. This event recognizes the major step taken toward healing the rift that has existed between Lutherans and Catholics since the sixteenth century.

The agreement endorses a central truth. “Together we confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good works.” The agreement looks to the future with the declaration, “We ask the Holy Spirit to lead us further toward the visible unity which is Christ’s will.”

End of a chapter


Bishop Donohoe had set a course with energy and charity. When he was appointed to head the Diocese of Fresno in 1969, Stockton had taken shape as a diocese and was marked by his spirit. 

[sidebar?]

The Coat of Arms of the Diocese of Stockton derives in part from the family crest of Commodore Stockton, for whom the city is named. The blue upper portion and the white wings symbolize the Angel Gabriel and refer to the title of the Cathedral of the Annunciation. The blue field is the Blessed Virgin’s color; the Cross of Christ symbolizes his humanity, the background in gold his divinity. The chevron and star are retained from the Stockton Arms. Gold on the star is for the Mother Lode country. 

Monsignor James Cain

Father James E. Cain’s appointment as Bishop Donohoe’s secretary was to become especially significant. In addition to his ever-increasing responsibilities, Fr. Cain came to represent continuity, as he was to serve under each of Stockton’s five bishops. 

He was also named Assistant Superintendent of Schools and Director of Cemeteries for the diocese, later Chancellor and Superintendent of Schools. “The Bishop asked me what was needed,” he recalls. “I told him religious education needed to be emphasized, especially for Catholic kids in public schools, and it was done.” 

At the death of Monsignor Burke in 1975, he was appointed Vicar General. He has served on numerous committees and boards in the diocese and at regional, state and national levels. In 1988 the San Joaquin County Superintendent of Schools named him Schoolmaster of the Year. 

In May 1968, the Monsignor hit a hole in one at the Woodbridge Country Club! 

