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Chapter 6 - Living the Social Gospel

[sidebar]

Most Reverend Roger M. Mahony


Bishop Roger M. Mahony brought to the diocese his wide engagement in social issues. A Californian born in Hollywood in 1936, he was ordained in 1962. With a Master’s degree in social work from the Catholic University of America, he directed Catholic Charities in Fresno, then was appointed chancellor of the Diocese of Fresno in 1970. He was consecrated a bishop in 1975.


Meanwhile, he taught at Fresno State University. Increasingly he became involved in community commissions and boards and became secretary to the United States Bishops’ Ad Hoc Committee on Farm Labor. California’s Governor Jerry Brown chose him to be the first chair of the California Agricultural Labor Relations Board. 


The Fresno Bee described his courage and “enormous capacity for empathy.” The tensions that Bishop Mahony sought to reconcile made him a lightening rod for conflicting viewpoints on labor issues. 


When he was installed as bishop of Stockton in April 1980, he brought to the diocese his social concerns and his commitment for addressing them actively.  


This very public person had a domestic and private side. Arriving in Stockton, he chose to live in the Annunciation cathedral rectory instead of in the episcopal residence. Father Lawrence McGovern shared the rectory with Bishop Mahony and several other priests. He recalls the bishop planting a garden, washing dishes and preparing hors d’oeuvres for guests. Fr. McGovern also remembers his willingness to ask advice and to rethink a position after listening to others and taking time to gain perspective on a situation. 


In 1983, Bishop Mahony was appointed co-presider of the Synod of Bishops in Rome. In 1985 he was named Archbishop of Los Angeles. In May 1991, Pope John Paul II appointed him to the College of Cardinals. 

...........


In a rural area, it is natural that agricultural concerns should loom large as the Church seeks to “speak to the world from a position rooted in the Gospel,” as Pope John Paul II puts it in his pastoral letter “At the Beginning of the New Millennium” (#53). In a border state, it is natural that the mingling of peoples should raise further issues. Significant social concerns  involve parishioners, ministry departments, and, often quite publicly, the bishop himself. Social ministry in the diocese takes the forms of action for justice and of direct service to people in need. 

Actions for justice 

The Church’s social application of the Gospel is based on the God-given value of each person and the right to a dignified life. It also assumes a community of faith that shares a commission from Christ to put Gospel values into action in the world.  

Bishops address agricultural issues

The diocese was just a year old when Bishop Donohoe addressed a Rural Life Liturgical Day at Holy Cross, Linden. It was the first public expression by a diocesan leader of concern about rural life: “The farmer—provider of food for America’s tables—faces real problems arising from nature and economics.” 

The bishop’s comments came during a ceremony at which farm families were imploring God’s blessing on rural life. They brought seeds and soil to be blessed. The ceremony highlighted a week of meetings with local farmers conducted by the executive director of the National Catholic Rural Life Conference and Father William Hughes, Stockton diocesan director of rural life.

“Farming is a way of life that is a real vocation in service…noble,” Bishop Donohoe said. “The farm could and should be a place for excellent family life.” He continued, “The Church has the duty to bring the teachings of Christ to all men, and all men in every walk of life must relate their living to the teachings of Christ…. [W]e all have relationships with one another which must be conducted within a moral framework of justice, equity or charity—or all three.” In the area of charity, he said, “those blessed with more are bound to share with those less fortunate.” 

Unions, committees and challenges
Soon the diocese was thrust into the cauldron of competing claims surrounding farm worker unionization. Intensity marked the discussions. Many persons on both sides of the issues were Catholics. In some situations, they sent their children to the same schools and gathered at the same Eucharistic table. 

The local origins of two leaders in the farmworker movement sharpened feelings. Cesar Chavez had grown up in a migrant camp at Lodi. Delores Huerta was from Stockton. 

Heated discussions made it difficult to appreciate complexities. For example, farm workers included ideological activists but also simple laborers merely trying to survive with dignity. Some were citizens, some not. Farm owners included large-scale agribusiness capitalists but also small family operations with little cash, people just as marginal in their own way as the workers, always dependent on weather and vulnerable to blights and market economics.  

At a July 1966 meeting of the California State Senate Committee on Agriculture, Bishop Donohoe firmly supported the farm workers’ right to organize. Farm worker unionization is “a necessary development if we’re going to survive as human beings getting along together,” the bishop said.

Months later the Catholic Bishops of California issued a statement that noted with approval the settlement of the strike at Delano through free, supervised elections in which workers decided on the union of their choice.

The Bishops warned that the problem was not solved. “Many farms are still being struck, and there is the ever-present danger of incidents that will prove harmful to all citizens of the state. Justice and equity demand that every reasonable method be employed to bring this matter to a peaceful and just solution. Certainly free elections have much to recommend them as a first step in the right direction.”

The Bishops’ statement cited the need for proper treatment of all workers and stressed three points: first, to include farm workers under the National Labor Relations Act; second, to include farm workers under the National Employment Insurance Act; and third, to include farm workers under national minimum wage laws.

The table grape boycott 

The Pastoral Council, at a 1968 meeting, heard a growers’ representative address “the other side of the table grape boycott issue.” Previously, they had listened to Reverend James Drake, an ordained minister of the Church of Christ and a Cesar Chavez assistant. They now heard a litany of indictments by Fred Thiemann, executive secretary of the Stanislaus County Farm Bureau. 

“Chavez,” said Mr. Thiemann, “is not concerned with the welfare of the workers.  He is a student of Saul Alinsky and his Chicago ‘School of Revolution.’ He is associated with Communism.” He went on to counter workers’ complaints of low wages, miserable working conditions and farmers’ refusals to negotiate or to authorize union elections. 

The Council’s questions and discussion were vehement. One member offered the ideas that any group of people had the right to indicate their willingness to join a union and that it is “the responsibility of Christians to deal with each other on the basis of equality.”

Bishop Donohoe reminded the Pastoral Council, “All of us must be concerned with the plight of those in our midst. We are in an unhealthy situation. Since growers can join as many associations as they please, the workers should have the same privilege.”

The meeting closed with a decision to study the California Bishops’ statement on farm labor. At their next meeting the council adopted the statement without a dissenting vote.

Bishop Donohoe’s voice was a moderating influence among the American bishops. In a statement about the grape boycott, he urged support of the workers’ right to organize rather than of the boycott itself. 

Looking back, Monsignor James Cain commented, “Growers are more conscious of human needs now. People like Donohoe moved that thinking forward. He challenged both sides.”

Peacemaking

By the time Bishop Guilfoyle succeeded Bishop Donohoe in 1970, the diocese had taken a peacemaking role in the farm laborers’ movement to organize. “A vast number of grape growers [the focus of the struggle] were Italian and presumably Catholic. The great majority of grape pickers and pruners were Mexican-Americans and presumably Catholic,” said Father Joseph Mannion, who had both growers and laborers in his parish. 

Bishop Guilfoyle and Fr. Mannion were concerned about the movement being peaceful. In Delano and Salinas it had not been. Across the diocese priests roundly declared their interest “in all the people.” Father Louis Sweeney, then associate pastor of St. Patrick’s, Escalon (now deceased), said, “If wages increase, but not the grower’s income, the farmer will be forced out of business, and the worker will be out of a job.”

The situation was still tense when Bishop Roger Mahoney came to Stockton in 1980, having been the first chairperson of the California Agricultural Labor Relations Board. 

He later commented on the Church’s role in the conflicts. “We were involved as a reconciler, to try to proclaim the rights of the farm workers as well as of the farmers. The role of every individual Christian is to help bring the values of the gospel to his or her contemporary world. They [the critics] perceive the Church to be anti-grower or anti-agriculture because we are pro-farm worker. We are for everybody. It is good for the grower when the employees have good housing, health plans, and clothing. That is not anti-agriculture; it is pro-agriculture.” 

In his first months in office, Bishop Mahony reinstated the old practice of blessing the crops, the trees, farm workers and farm owners. The ritual reinforced the Church’s concern and involvement in a way meaningful to all. 

Teaching social justice

Bishop Donohoe was an activist at a time when the whole country was grappling with its conscience, its practices, and its principles. He accepted Governor Edmund G. Brown’s appointment to a commission studying fair housing. He took his arguments to the classrooms, where he began a grassroots campaign for justice.


Fair housing was a moral issue, he taught. “No person is bound to sell their property to any other person,” wrote the bishop. “But when they put it on the public market, have they the right to refuse to sell to a potential buyer because of race, color, religion, national origin or ancestry? 
An unrestricted right in the disposal of property does not take into consideration the need of another person and eliminates all notion of charity and equity in seeking moral answers to social problems.” 



Bishop Donohoe believed that principles of justice could be taught and strengthened through example. He suggested that the clergy was not forceful enough in making the Church’s social doctrine clear. He understood why. Some were afraid they did not have “the necessary sociological competence” and others feared “economic reprisals from parishioners who might disagree.”

But he was emphatic. “The Church has spoken out and it is now up to every Catholic to examine their own conscience and to act according to their best judgment as to what is just or right.” He emphasized the Church’s guidelines on controversial positions such as labor unions, de facto segregation and poverty.

The bishop challenged youth, saying, “Our generation has failed in getting people to accept these principles.... [C]riticism must include concrete and workable solutions.”

Those who heard him address a class or Newman Club still remember his enthusiasm for the Church’s social teachings and for putting them into action. He reminded his audiences that social and religious differences should not create divisions.

Social justice and abortion

On January 26, 1973, the Supreme Court of the United States handed down a ruling that opened another field of action for social justice. The Court held that states may not ban medical abortions in the first six months of pregnancy. Catholic leaders argued, “No worthy logic or legalism is involved in the decision, nor is there any scientific or biological rationale….” 

Across America, Catholics joined with others in affirming and protecting life along the spectrum of age and condition. The diocesan Office of Family Life (now Respect Life) coordinated such efforts.

The Knights of Columbus, a strong voice for life, erected a monument saying “I will not forget you, my children” at St. Mary’s, Oakdale, in 1999.

Public action goes hand in hand with assistance to pregnant women. The Community of Caring began in 1984 to help expectant and new parents with parenting classes, support groups, counseling, and material help. The program offers workshops on sexuality and on topics such as natural family planning, abortion and euthanasia.  

Project Rachel has been reaching out since 1999 with post-abortion reconciliation and healing. Thirty-five trained volunteers include lay people, priests, and professional counselors.

The morality of nuclear deterrence

Morality in the arena of war and peace stimulated vigorous discussion in the Vietnam War era. Nuclear deterrence policies drew attention in the 1980s.  

Bishop Mahony took leadership in the growing debate in 1981. One of the first United States bishops to oppose the nation’s nuclear policy, he wrote nearly eighteen months before the bishops’ joint national pastoral on war and peace. Bishop Mahony sought “a fundamental change—a reversal” in the arms race. He asked Catholics to make their church a “peace advocate” church. 

He questioned justifications for possessing nuclear weapons and observed that neither the United States nor the Soviet Union had arms policies that met all the necessary demands of morality. “A form of nuclear pacifism is a weighty and unexceptional obligation of Christians,” he wrote.

Protesting the Border Patrol

In October 1982, after several illegal aliens drowned while being pursued by the U.S. Border Patrol, Bishop Mahony called for a federal investigation. The next spring he protested a Border Patrol raid on St. Mary’s Dining Hall in downtown Stockton, calling it “unwarranted and an intrusion on the Church’s spiritual ministry.” In 1984, after more aliens drowned under similar circumstances of flight, he published a Spanish-language brochure warning farm workers of the dangers of swimming rivers or canals while fleeing arrest. He went to Washington, D.C. to protest. The Border Patrol eventually issued life-saving equipment to its agents. 

When the Supreme Court gave immigration authorities sweeping powers to raid and search, the bishop objected. He wrote, “Spiritually…it is fatal to try to separate private beliefs from public actions.” 

Actions of social service 

The Department of Social Ministry takes inspiration from Jesus’ words, assisting parishes to be “communities of salt and light.” The diocesan ministries newly clustered under this heading have a distinguished legacy bequeathed by earlier generations. 

Orchard Bible School
Parallel to Bishop Donohue’s work in the public arena in the 1960s, something new was budding in the fields themselves. One day Ina Lucchetti called migrant children from their work in the orchard to rest and to hear about Jesus. “Who is God?” asked a teary-eyed little boy, whimpering from an unjust spanking. Ms. Lucchetti had just suggested he offer it up to God. “You mean like goddammit?” he asked. 

“I was chilled to the bone,” she recalled. “I wondered how many of these little children didn’t know about God.” 

Trained to give religious instruction through the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine program, Ina Lucchetti was also active in the Council of Catholic Women and was county chairperson for the Catholic Migrant Mission Program. Through services such as canned milk for infants, clothing, a credit union, and a co-operative grocery, more agricultural workers were coming into contact with the Church.

“A lot of people didn’t know the Church cared about them,” Ms. Lucchetti realized. She, her husband and their three sons brought the word to the fields. Over the years many of the workers would purposely come to the Lucchetti place “where the lady tells them about God.”

Migrant ministry

Bishop Stephen Blaire created a Migrant Ministry Team of three Guadalupan Missionary Sisters, with Jose Lopez as coordinator and Reverend Ramon Bejarano as spiritual director. They identify and train leadership for ministry within migrant worker camps. They also train parish volunteers to assist in various ministries in the camps. The diocesan Office of Migrant Ministry coordinates justice initiatives and services to migrants, while Catholic Charities (See Chapter 5) assists immigrants and refugees.

Casa Mañana Inn

“Housing for Tomorrow,” planned by the Young Men’s Institute of Stockton, sought to bring dignity, security and purpose to older men and women. Casa Mañana apartments accommodate a total of 185. A central dining room, social room, doctor’s office, laundry and beauty salon complement the residential units. The facility met the requirements of the U.S. Housing Act, becoming eligible for a low-interest loan for its construction in 1966.

St. Mary’s Interfaith Dining Room
Father Alan McCoy, OFM, pastor of St. Mary’s in Stockton, was encountering people without homes, hungry people, in 1955. He wanted to do as much as he and his “blessed” volunteers could to keep human beings on their feet, and to do so with respect. They served meals in St. Mary’s parish hall. Franciscan Brother Didacus maintained and directed the program for years, respectful of the diners’ “pride and dignity.” He would say, “St. Francis saw good in all God’s creatures.”

The dining room became “interfaith” in 1983. “A group of us got together,” says the director, David Brewer. “We needed medical and dental services, clothing, showers, counseling, help with alcohol and other drug problems. We formed a new interfaith board, including churches and the Jewish Temple.”

After years of dreaming and planning and some friction with city officials, St. Mary’s Dining Hall moved. In January 1987 a new location on state-owned land under the cross-town freeway provided an opportunity to expand both the kitchen and the quality of the operation.

The new kitchen, influenced by restaurateur Albert Freitas and food services manager Paul Fairbrook, was professionally designed and equipped. The dining room seated 250 persons. 

By 1998 St. Mary’s had significantly expanded its healthcare services. 

Volunteer Sara Garfield recognized the educational needs of homeless children. On the educational faculty of California State University Stanislaus, she drew on her professional expertise to begin the Transitional Learning Center, now internationally known. President George Bush honored it with a Point of Light award. 

The Stockton Family Shelter

In 1982, a community coalition converted a former convent into the Stockton Family Shelter. It provides free food and lodging for families. Staff members assist residents in finding employment, healthcare and permanent housing. They also make referrals to other sources of assistance. An ecumenical partnership of Catholic and Protestant churches and Temple Israel funds the Shelter.

Stockton’s Shelter 

“At least it’s dry and warm,” she said. The mattress on the hardwood floor of St. Mary’s gym was preferable to the cold, damp earth beneath one of Stockton’s bridges. “I’m just happy to be off the street.” Her name was Judith. That’s all. No last name. Fifty to sixty people a night—sometimes more than 100—sought a mat and floor space at Stockton’s only overnight haven for the homeless.

Father Ignatius DeGroot, OFM, then pastor of St. Mary’s, invited homeless people into the gymnasium when his pleas for aid languished in city task force meetings. “The task force went no place, so this winter [1985-86] I decided that I couldn’t see why people should sleep on streets when I have a building available,” he said. 


Weeks after December headlines in the local paper ran the story, Fr. DeGroot was cited and fined for housing people without the proper permits. No matter. Fr. DeGroot’s defiance brought together political and civic leaders, churches and social agencies. Stockton’s Shelter for the homeless opened in the fall of 1987. The 8,000-square-foot building accepts men and women. It sits adjacent St. Mary’s Interfaith Dining Room on West Sonora. Ironically, the homeless are still under a Stockton bridge.

Interfaith Social Services
In Sonora, Catholics were leading the way in helping those in need. They were also finding people of other faiths ready to collaborate. St. Patrick’s Interfaith Social Services Program began in 1987. It still provides shelter, counseling, food and clothing to Tuolumne County residents needing help. Partnering with St. Patrick’s are the Church of the 49’ers, Soulsbyville Methodist, United Methodist, Mt. Calvary Lutheran, St. James Episcopal, St. Matthew Lutheran, Tuolumne Methodist and St. Michael Episcopal churches.

St. Patrick’s responsiveness has spawned multiple social service programs. 

Mrs. Donna Dawson expressed her appreciation for a helping hand. “My family and I were in need, and in August 1985 I found my way to you all,” she wrote. “I was scared and afraid and then I met the most wonderful man at the reception desk. He comforted me and helped me to not be so nervous. He prayed with me and gave me a determination and strength I did not realize I had. I told him I was going to find a job that day—and ten minutes after I left, I had two jobs! I only took one, as someone else probably needed the other job. I made enough to feed my family and now today my husband is working and we are doing fine. I just had to write and let you know what a blessing you all were to my family’s lives. It is nice to know when you really need help—someone out there is offering a helping hand and a caring heart. God Bless You All.”

Conclusion
The works of justice and the works of charity are two hands extended from the same loving heart, the heart of Jesus Christ, beating throughout the ages in all the baptized. 

[sidebar – St. Mary’s Interfaith Dining Hall]

David Brewer


“What a disciple should be” is Monsignor Richard Ryan’s tribute to David Brewer, director of St. Mary’s Interfaith Dining Hall. Mr. Brewer became involved in 1982, through students at St. Mary’s High School, where he taught English and biology. Volunteering showed him the conditions, the needs, the inadequacy of services for poor people. As board members, he and Dr. Virgil Ginelli worked for a new facility, realized in 1987. He was drafted as director in 1989. 


Under his leadership, St. Mary’s “superb staff” helps people whom Mr. Brewer calls “a forgotten society. Big cities want to sweep them under the rug.” He describes the plight of older people in flophouse hotels, without adequate nutrition or medical care. He cites the difficulties for families struggling to survive on minimum wage jobs, “coping as best they can, not complaining.” 


He summarizes, “I really love them.” 

