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 When I was appointed to be director of 

the novitiate program in 2004, I soon 

discovered that there was really no academic 

courses I could take to prepare myself 

specifically to be Redemptorist novice 

director. I went to some workshops and 

enrolled in a spiritual direction course in the 

Fall. But to prepare myself to pass on the 

Redemptorist charism was going to require 

something else. 

 I asked my predecessor, Fr. Joe Hurley, 

what he would recommend. He said he 

regretted that he had not gone to the 

Caribbean and spent some time in the 

various houses there. So many of the men 

were coming from the islands and it would 

have been helpful to have had a sense of 

how the Redemptorist charism was lived 

there. 

 That gave me an idea. I knew the 

Denver province and the New Orleans vice-

province fairly well, having spent 11 ½ 

years crisscrossing the province and vice-

province as one of the vocation directors and 

visiting almost all the Redemptorist 

communities. 

 I knew some of the houses in the 

Baltimore province from having visited on a 

few occasions. I did not know the vice-

province of Richmond very well. Nor did I 

know the provinces of Edmonton, Toronto, 

or Yorkton. But those would be places from 

which our novices would come.  

 Following Fr. Joe’s advice, I decided to 

visit as many of the communities in the 

various provinces that I could during the 

time I had available to me, the months of 

July and August, 2004. I wanted not only to 

see the places and the work of the men, but 

to talk to the older men and hear from their 

experience how the Redemptorist charism 

has been lived out in each place. So I set out 

on a journey to have a conversation with 

history, in the persons of those 

Redemptorists who had created that history. 

 Providentially, my first stop, on July 4, 

2004, was actually in the Dominican 

Republic and Puerto Rico to attend meetings 

of Latin American formators there. At the 

meetings were Frs. Frank Jones (then 

Consultor General) and Manny Rodriguez (a 

classmate, and then the provincial superior 

of Puerto Rico – Dominican Republic). It 

was good to be greeted by familiar faces. In 

the coming weeks, many confreres in the 

Baltimore province would tell me about 

their work as young missionaries in the 

Spanish-speaking islands of the Caribbean.  

CONVERSATIONS WITH HISTORY 
By Father Gary Lauenstein, C.Ss.R. 
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 On July 16, I was at Holy Family 

Retreat House in Hampton, VA, where I had 

conversations with Frs. Vinnie McDouglass 

and Fr. Bill McMurrer. As all the men with 

whom I visited, they told me about their life, 

their vocation and their view of the 

Redemptorist charism. At the time, the 

Redemptorists had St. Joseph’s parish in 

Hampton. Fr. Tony Morris told me about the 

history of the Redemptorists there and about 

his own life as well. 

 On July 17, I was in Annapolis, MD, 

where Fr. Denis Sweeney, the pastor of St. 

Mary’s then, graciously greeted me. In 

Annapolis, I was able to have an extensive 

conversation with Fr. Andy Costello, who 

had been novice director for a number of 

years and whose style of formation set the 

pattern for us in our term of office. He 

warned me that the most difficult thing a 

novice director has to do is to dismiss a 

novice, and his warning proved to be too 

true. In Annapolis, Fr. Jim McDonald let me 

tag along with him to St. John Neumann 

parish, a newer parish that the 

Redemptorists had established in 1998 in the 

Annapolis area. He and Fr. Jack Lavin took 

turns saying Mass at the parish each 

weekend, tending to a large Spanish-

speaking population. Even dinner out with 

Fr. Jim, Fr. Max Mahoney and Fr. John 

Tizio proved to be useful for understanding 

something of the history and culture of the 

province. 

 I was in Baltimore, MD, on July 19, 

with my first stop in Our Lady of Fatima 

Rectory. Fr. Gerry Chylko, who had served 

as socius to Fr. Andy, gave me further tips 

on life in the Novitiate. Fr. Frank Poux 

would then take me over to Sacred Heart 

Church and later in the day sit down with 

me to record an extensive interview. I also 

had taped interviews with Br. DeSales 

Zimpher, Fr. Edwin Foley and Fr. Mike 

Sergi. Unfortunately, some of the tapes I 

made in Baltimore malfunctioned. I had also 

taken written notes as we talked, however, 

and was able to preserve at least some of the 

main points of what the men shared with 

me. I was able to see St. Michael’s as well, 

the third of the three parishes that the 

Redemptorists still had in Baltimore at the 

time.  Conversations I had taped at St. 

Michael’s also did not record properly on 

my tape recorder. 

 By July 21, I was in Philadelphia, PA. I 

stayed at St. Boniface, which the 

Redemptorists were later to abandon. My 

classmate Fr. Charlie McDonald was the 

pastor. I complained to him, “Your place 

here in Philadelphia is the hardest one to 

find!” He said, “It is also the hardest one to 

minister in.” Fr. Charlie was almost ready to 

leave on vacation, but spent some precious 

minutes of the time he needed for packing to 

get me situated comfortably in the house. 

There I talked with Fr. Jim Cascione, Br. 

Manuel Martinez, Fr. Gerry Brinkmann and 

a number of the parishioners. I heard from 

them how they loved my classmate Charlie, 

who identified with their own poverty. My 

visit also included Sarnelli House, then 

under the direction of Fr. Kevin Murray. 

 I went on to Whitestone where I saw Fr. 

Ed Faliskie and Fr. Bruce Lewandowski, 

both of whom were visiting from the islands, 

and Fr. Matt Allmann. They were all stuck 

for a few hours in the house in Whitestone 

because of an accident on the George 

Washington Bridge, which providentially 

allowed me to have some time with them. 

 Fr. Paul Borowski and I drove up to 

Esopus on July 23 to meet with Fr. Mark 

Scheffler. There we planned a November 

meeting of the North American formators.  

 From La Guardia the next day I flew to 

Jacksonville, FL, where I met Fr. Mike 

Koncik. He told me the story of Holy 

Rosary parish there and I mingled a bit with 

some of the parishioners. Then it was on to 

St. Alphonsus Villa in New Smyrna Beach, 

FL. I was given interviews with Frs. Frank 
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Jennings, Fr. Joe Gorney and Fr. Scotty 

Sands. My interview with Fr. Scotty was 

conducted while riding with him in the car 

to his doctor’s appointment. While waiting 

for him to finish his appointment, I sat in the 

lobby of the office and noticed something 

new: a Power Point presentation. The doctor 

had a series of presentations running on a 

TV in the waiting room. I decided then that 

it would be a good tool in my presentations 

in the novitiate. Subsequently, almost all my 

presentations over the nine years I was 

novice director were made using that tool. 

Br. Tom 

Rochacewicz was 

particularly 

hospitable in my 

days at New Smyrna, 

taking me to the 

beach a couple of 

times. And I felt the 

place in general gave 

a bit of a taste of 

heaven. 

 I returned to La 

Guardia on July 28. 

My classmate, Fr. 

Ronnie Bonneau, 

rector and pastor at 

Immaculate 

Conception in the 

Bronx at the time, 

was kind enough to 

drive all the way to 

Whitestone and pick me up so that I could 

have time at the parish in the Bronx. Little 

did he or I realize at the time that someday 

he would be my successor at the novitiate in 

Toronto. All the members of the community 

were most welcoming:  my classmate Fr. 

Francis Gargani, Fr. Tom Deely, Fr. John 

Olenick, Fr. Bill Gaffney and Fr. Dan 

Francis. I was impressed by, and spoke often 

in later years to the novices about the 

community covenant by which they pledged 

to one another to live a certain style of life – 

a forerunner of the “Plan for Community 

Living” that many provinces now advocate 

for their communities. Br. Steve Lendvay, 

also a member of the community, gave me a 

tour of the Perpetual Help Center and gave 

me some fine gifts from the center.   

 On July 29, I braved the subway to go 

to St. Cecilia’s in Harlem later that 

afternoon. Frs. Frank Skelly and Fr. Blas 

Caceras were the only two priests on the 

staff there then. Again I was treated to a 

history of the parish and the Redemptorist 

work there.  
 Beginning on 

July 30 at Shore 

Road, the Baltimore 

provincial 

headquarters, Fr. 

Carl Hoegerl spent a 

great deal of time 

with me – the first of 

several occasions 

over the years in 

which he told me 

stories he had 

collected about and 

from the “old men” 

who had created the 

province. And he 

gave me valuable 

advice about life and 

ministry in the 

novitiate. Over the 

years I would collect 

over a thousand such stories from various 

confreres in various provinces. In addition to 

Fr. Carl, Fr. Larry Lover, Fr. Werner 

Vanmoerkerke, who was visiting from the 

islands, and Fr. Jack Kennington shared time 

and reflections with me.   

 On Aug.2, I drove to Boston, MA, 

where I was able to interview Fr. Joe 

Adamec (another former novice director) 

and Fr. John Doherty. The next day, I drove 

to St. John Neumann Residence in Saratoga 

Springs, NY, which was then the 
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convalescent home for the Baltimore 

Province. Over the next three days I spoke 

with Fr. Paul Henderson, Br. Frank Alfone, 

Fr. Bill Biffar, Fr. Vin Kelly, Fr. Andy 

Skeebeck, Fr. Frank Freel, Fr. Vincent 

Crotty, Fr. Syl Feeley and Fr. Al Sieradski. 

Fr. Artie Gildea treated me to an evening at 

the Saratoga Springs Performing Arts Center 

at one of their summer music programs. 

 From Saratoga Springs, I drove to 

Toronto on Aug.6 for more interviews, 

especially with some of our older men living 

at our parish of St. Patrick’s. And interviews 

with some not-so-old men. One of them was 

Fr. Don MacLellan, a legend in the Toronto 

province for his work on missions and with 

youth. Later, as director of novices in 

Toronto, I would be asked several times to 

come to a local high school which still 

honors the memory of Fr. Don every year 

with a Mass which is attended by some of 

his many friends. He 

had been chaplain 

there for some years. I 

could share with them 

some of the stories he 

shared with me. 

 Fr. Carl Schmidt 

gave me an 

introduction to the 

city of Toronto. The 

German parish of St. 

Patrick [for a virtual 

tour: 

http://www.alexander

pomnikow.com/panor

ama/canada/Churches

/stpat/tour/stpat_5.htm

l] is at the heart of the 

city. Fr. Fritz Kätzner 

from the Munich 

Province was visiting 

the pastor, Fr. Karl 

Hoeppe. At the time 

St. Patrick’s was the only Catholic parish 

ministering to the German-speaking in the 

city of Toronto. I also visited Fr. Peter Chin 

at the Chinese church, Our Lady of Mt. 

Carmel. The church had seen many waves of 

immigrants come and go: the Germans and 

the Irish, Italians, Koreans, Vietnamese and 

Portuguese, and now it was the turn of the 

Chinese.  

 At St. Patrick’s I was able to interview a 

fair number of men who had been active in 

the Edmonton or Toronto Provinces most of 

their lives. Among these were Fr. John 

Corkery, Br. Frank Dunphy, Fr. Jim Farrell 

(another Fr. Jim Farrell belonged to the 

Oakland Province), Fr. Chuck Phelan, Fr. 

Edmund Quinn, Fr. Al Thomas and even Fr. 

David Weir, whom I interviewed by writing 

my questions on paper, since his hearing 

was quite bad. Before I left Toronto Fr. Paul 

Curtin had arrived and I had the chance to 

visit with him.  

 Then it was Sudbury, 

ON, Aug.9 and 10, where 

I met up with my future 

partner in the novitiate 

ministry, Fr. Ray 

Corriveau (at left). He 

warmly welcomed me and 

we talked a bit about 

future plans. I learned that 

he had been novice 

director for eight years 

previously. He had 

accumulated a lot of 

material which would be 

useful in our future work 

together. He also warned 

me not to go out back 

behind the rectory too 

early in the morning, 

because a black bear may 

very well be inspecting 

the garbage cans. 

http://www.alexanderpomnikow.com/panorama/canada/Churches/stpat/tour/stpat_5.html
http://www.alexanderpomnikow.com/panorama/canada/Churches/stpat/tour/stpat_5.html
http://www.alexanderpomnikow.com/panorama/canada/Churches/stpat/tour/stpat_5.html
http://www.alexanderpomnikow.com/panorama/canada/Churches/stpat/tour/stpat_5.html
http://www.alexanderpomnikow.com/panorama/canada/Churches/stpat/tour/stpat_5.html
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 Holy Redeemer in Sudbury had 

three priests and a brother working there 

at the time. Br. Francis Richards was 

originally from England and had a 

penchant for pulling the leg of the 

priests. One of his favorite lines in 

meeting someone from one of the former 

British colonies was to tell them, “We 

used to own you!” I had also met Br. 

Kevin Garvey there. He was a cousin of 

Fr. Rod Garvey of the Denver Province, 

though for many years neither knew the 

other was a Redemptorist. 

 From there, on Aug.11, I started the 

drive to Winnipeg, MB, having to spend the 

night in Thunder Bay, ON, on the way. I 

was graciously welcomed in Winnipeg and 

given a tour of the city and a background of 

the province, in this case the Redemptorist 

province of Yorkton. Fr. John Sianchuk 

(above), the provincial superior then, shared 

a lot of his knowledge of the history of the 

province. I joined him and several other 

Fathers of the Ukrainian rite one evening in 

hearing confessions at the gathering of a 

large pilgrimage of people at a local shrine. 

One lady asked me if I was Ukrainian. 

When I said I was not, she assured me it was 

okay because God loves us all anyway!  

 It was in Winnipeg that I visited the 

Blessed Vasyl Velochovsky, C.Ss.R., shrine 

for the first time. In future years, when the 

novitiate was located in Toronto, the novices 

and directors would make a yearly 

pilgrimage to the shrine of Blessed Vasyl. 

At St. Joseph’s in Winnipeg I was given 

hospitality and some knowledge about the 

Yorkton Province from Frs. Mike 

Smolinski, Boris Kyba and Dmytro 

Dnistrian. Fr.  Larry Kondra, who at the 

time was director of Welcome Home in 

Winnipeg, introduced me to the social and 

spiritual ministry outreach program done 

there with the group of live-in young adults. 

 By August 14, 2014, I had heard so 

much about the past history of the North 

American Redemptorists, I must have been a 

little disconnected from the present. When 

asked by the U.S. border guard in North 

Dakota as to how long I was in Canada, I 

answered, “From Aug.6 through Aug.11.” 

“Today is August 14,” she responded.  

 The lessons and orientation I received 

during my one month as a Redemp-tourist 

bore much fruit in the nine years (eight 

classes) of novitiate work I had ahead of me. 

There were a lot of concrete examples I 

could offer the novices from the lived 

experience of a multitude of confreres. My 

conversations with history would soon 

become lessons on history for the novices.
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 In the Ottawa Valley farming settlement 

of Eganville, Ontario, hard work, an 

independent spirit, hijinks, straight talk and 

Irish Catholicism reigned supreme. James 

Dwyer inherited all of these Ottawa Valley 

traits, which he used to mould the English-

speaking Redemptorists for two decades.   

 Born on June 2, 1900, James was a  

member of a staunchly religious family with 

five children entering the religious life – a 

Redemptorist, a Jesuit, a diocesan priest and 

two siblings in the Grey Sisters of the 

Immaculate Conception. For James, 

attendance at a Redemptorist mission 

preached in his home parish of St. James the 

Less in Eganville led to studies at St. Mary's 

College, North East, Pennsylvania.  

 Considered the leader among five 

Canadian students, known as the 

“Bolsheviki” group, James with other future 

Redemptorists James Grannan and Walter 

McElhinney were known for their spirit of 

independence and involvement “in almost 

every racket.”  

 The troublesome Canadians remained at 

North East until 1918 when the Toronto 

Province was established. The “many 

problems with the Toronto boys” ended as 

they were shepherded to Toronto by Fr. 

Simon Grogan.  James, part of this student 

class at the hastily-established temporary 

minor seminary in Prescott, Ontario, 

completed studies in the first graduating 

class in 1920 of St. Mary's College, the 

newly-opened juvenate just outside of 

Brockville.  

 Returning to the United States, James 

entered the novitiate in Ilchester, Maryland, 

under Fr. William Knell and professed vows 

on August 2, 1921. Seminary studies 

followed at Mount St. Alphonsus, Esopus, 

NY (1921-1927), where he made a favorable 

impression with his intelligence and 

dedication. He was ordained by Auxiliary 

Bishop John Dunn of New York on June 13, 

1926. The independence shown at North 

East and intelligence at Esopus were applied 

in his future appointments.  

Editor’s note: Father Lauenstein’s travels have yielded a number of oral histories, which he 

has kindly transcribed.  Both the taped testimonies and the transcripts are now housed in the 

Redemptorist Archives of the Baltimore Province. 
 

A Canadian of Ideas and 
Action: James Dwyer 

 

By M. C. Havey, Archivist, Edmonton-Toronto 

Province 
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 After seminary, Fr. Dwyer returned to 

St. Mary’s College, Brockville (1927-1931) 

as a mathematics professor and later as 

socius.  Leaving teaching, he attended 

Second Novitiate (August 1931-February 

1932) under Fr. James McCandlish at St. 

Patrick’s, Quebec City. Within days after 

completing Second Novitiate, he travelled to 

Corner Brook, Newfoundland, joining 

newly-established foundation of Holy 

Redeemer parish and the following year, he 

succeeded classmate Fr. Bernard Coffey as 

rector (1933-1939). In 1936, Provincial 

Superior James Fuller accompanied Fr. 

Dwyer on a visit to the outmissions on a 

schooner from Curling to Bonnie Bay.  Fr. 

Fuller described an overnight trip with its 

fog, brisk wind, temporary engine 

breakdown and sleeping quarters on the bare 

deck. “I don’t think I slept more than a few 

minutes at a time but Father Dwyer’s snores 

kept time with the engine.”   

 From the ruggedness of western 

Newfoundland, Fr. Dwyer returned to 

Ontario just four months before the outbreak 

of the Second World War  to St. Alphonsus 

seminary, Woodstock, (1939-1945) as rector 

and a lecturer on moral theology. In May 

1940, the students presented a play in honor 

of “their Very Reverend Father Rector, 

molder of their priestly character.” On this 

seminary appointment, Consultor General 

Christopher McEnniry wrote to Fr. Fuller, 

“This will be a splendid opportunity for him 

to learn and to show whether he will 

someday make a good Provincial.” During 

the war, he arranged that the students work 

on the farm in the Ottawa Valley settlement 

of Baroness Catherine Doherty at 

Combermere, Ontario to avoid conscription 

into the armed forces.   

 After the war, Fr. Dwyer stepped into 

Toronto Provincial administration when 

appointed consultor (1945-1947) to 

Provincial Fuller. As consultor, he also 

wrote a number of reports, including an 

analysis of the Central Toronto People’s 

Cooperative Store. He traced its failure to 

the war-time feelings that excluded the 

Germans who formed the majority of the 

people of the area and of St. Patrick’s parish. 

Away from the consultor’s desk, Fr. Dwyer 

continued to preach missions in the Toronto 

area. With an almost casual attention to 

some administrative details and obsolete 

rules, he worked for a modern Canadian 

Fr. Dwyer as rector of St. Alphonsus seminary, shown here in the center with faculty, brothers and 
students on the seminary grounds, Woodstock, 1941. 
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Redemptorist apostolate of missions and 

retreats.  

 At the end of the consultor’s term in 

1947, he was named mission superior and 

parish priest of Basseterre, St. Kitts, in the 

British West Indies upon the request of the 

Belgian Redemptorists of the Vice province 

of Roseau. For 17 months until November 

1948, the Redemptorists preached missions 

in every parish in the diocese of Roseau. He 

recommended that English Canadian 

Redemptorists take responsibility of the 

Belgian-run missions in the British West 

Indies and expand to Jamaica and Trinidad. 

However, it was decided to open a foreign 

mission in Japan, where his nephew 

Redemptorist Fr. Patrick Hennessey served 

for more than two decades.  

 Back in St. Patrick’s, Toronto, (1948-

1949) he joined the mission band, then 

returned to Woodstock as socius to the 

Novice Master (1949-1950). When the 

Novitiate moved to L’Abord-a-Plouffe, 

north of Montreal, he was assigned parish 

and mission preaching at St. Patrick’s, 

Quebec City (1950-1951). His mission at 

Valcartier Station inspired the English 

Catholics in Shannon, Quebec to press for 

their own parish, separate from St. Patrick’s, 

Quebec City.  

 Two parish appointments in Western 

Canada followed at St. Alphonsus, East 

Kildonan-Winnipeg (1951) and to the 

outmissions (1951-1953) of Blessed 

Sacrament, Nelson, BC.  Frustrated by the 

small foundations where Redemptorists 

worked mainly as parish priests instead as 

mission preachers, Fr. Dwyer strongly 

recommended that the Nelson foundation be 

closed.  

 After the appointment of Provincial 

Superior J. Arthur Ryan, Fr. Dwyer was 

recalled to Eastern Canada as rector of St. 

Ann's, Montreal, (1953-1956), where his 

innovations included an attempt at house 

retreats and participation in the 

establishment of the Narcotics Anonymous 

International Foundation. Under his 

direction, week-long celebrations of the 

centenary of St. Ann’s parish were 

undertaken in June 1954 with pomp and 

circumstance. In the centenary publication, 

he was described as the dynamic centenary 

rector – “a man of ideas and of action.”      

 Early Christmas Eve in 1956, Fr. Dwyer 

was found in distress in his room at St. 

Ann’s and rushed to St. Mary’s Hospital, 

where he died on December 26 at the age of 

56. Following his death, the Montreal 

annalist recorded, “He will be long-

remembered by those who knew him for his 

Christ-like charity and his many other 

qualities that made him universally loved.”  

 Cardinal Paul-Emile Leger of Montreal 

officiated at the Requiem Mass in St. Ann’s 

church, filled to capacity by 100 clergy, 

family and friends. Burial took place in the 

Redemptorist plot at Cotes des Neiges 

cemetery, Montreal. 

 

 

Fr. Dwyer at the centennial celebrations at St. 
Ann’s, Montreal in 1954, here speaking at the 
clergy dinner.  
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Redemptoristica at 

Georgetown    
 

By Patrick Hayes, Ph.D., Archivist, Baltimore Province 

 

 The Booth Family Special Collections Research 

Center at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C. 

(http://www.library.georgetown.edu/special-

collections#_ga=1.45381668.1616556382.1456454463) 

holds some of the most important examples of the 

intersections of religion and culture in North America.  

Not only does it contain the Jesuits’ Maryland Province 

Archives, it is the repository for the papers of notable 

churchmen, literary and political figures, and the 

accumulated works of missionaries from the sixteenth century onward.  A student of 

Redemptorist history can also find numerous references to the Congregation in this archive.  

What follows is an abbreviated descriptive list of some Redemptoristica in the nation’s capital. 

 Among the more numerous selections are a small but important cache of letters by or about 

Bishop John N. Neumann, the fourth Bishop of Philadelphia (1852-1860).  The saint’s letters 

relate the ordinary business of his office, principally the establishment of local churches for the 

diverse and scattered Catholic communities throughout his See.  Given their prominence in the 

diocese, the Society of Jesus were in frequent communication with the bishop.   

On July 5, 1852, Neumann wrote to the Vice-

Provincial of the Jesuits (in German) praising his priests 

for their missionary work at Gettysburg, Conewego, and 

Paradise.  He also granted the superior permission to 

authorize the German congregation at York to purchase 

land for a new church building.  The Jesuits quickly 

discussed the prospect, but did not feel obliged to rush 

into the matter, given their previous failure to secure 

property at Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  Neumann had just 

laid the cornerstone at Gettysburg’s St. Francis Xavier 

church (pictured here) June 20, 1852, and this encouraged 

the Society of Jesus in the expansion of their ministries.   

 When it came to Maryland, however, Redemptorists 

were making inroads as well.  Catholics of Annapolis 

enjoyed having Jesuit priests minister to them after the 

restoration of the Society, but it was a mission station 

from their headquarters at White Marsh through 1850.  

Father Mathew Sanders, SJ, was the priest in charge from 

1839 to 1850, and upon his release from this assignment 

Annapolitans wondered whether they would again have a 

Jesuit as their pastor.  The superior at White Marsh, Father 

Roger Dietz, SJ, served as an interim 

http://www.library.georgetown.edu/special-collections#_ga=1.45381668.1616556382.1456454463
http://www.library.georgetown.edu/special-collections#_ga=1.45381668.1616556382.1456454463
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pastor, but in mid-July, 1852, he wrote to his 

provincial that it looked as though the 

Jesuits would be withdrawing.  The 

archbishop was going to approve the transfer 

of the congregation to the spiritual care of 

the Redemptorists who had a long-standing 

relation to the owner of the Carroll estate.  

Dietz had to concede that title to the 

property and the mission would be 

transferred to the Redemptorists; they 

accepted it formally the following year (see 

Box 73, folder 12 of the Maryland Province 

Archives in Archives of Georgetown 

University [hereafter AGU]). 

 Back in Philadelphia, Bishop Neumann 

was gaining in his reputation as an organizer 

and builder of parochial schools.  Father 

Felix Barbelin, SJ, of Old St. Joseph’s 

Church in the city, noted for his superiors 

the progress being made only two short 

months into Neumann’s tenure as bishop 

(see AGU, Maryland Province Archives, 

Box 73, folder 16).  No stranger to hard 

work, Barbelin’s reputation for making 

converts was perhaps second only to his 

organization ability.  It was in his parlor that 

plans were laid out among prominent 

Catholics to build a hospital (St. Joseph’s in 

1849; closed 2016) and later became the 

first president of St. Joseph’s College, now 

University.  Barbelin was leery of German 

immigrants into Philadelphia, who had a 

latent antipathy to Jesuit activities, but his 

fears were allayed by Bishop Neumann, who 

proved equally resourceful and an amiable 

collaborator.   

 One of the Neumann letters in 

Georgetown’s archives (February 10, 1859) 

assured his correspondent (probably the 

pastor of the nascent parish of St. Joseph’s 

in Hanover, Pennsylvania, an outmission of 

Conewego) that whichever Jesuits were sent 

to serve in the diocese of Philadelphia, they 

would have the faculties to “bless and 

indulge.”  He also shared some of his 

theological concerns.  These arose from the 

scandal of a marriage case, but led the 

bishop to note that “at present the Dogma of 

the Original Sin, and of the necessity of 

Baptism disappears amongst Protestant [sic] 

more and more; from this unbelief … very 

little importance is attached to the manner of 

performing the Ritual of Baptism.”  The 

reader sees the Bishop express a pastoral 

concern, but he also urges a more faithful 

adherence to standard practice.  He went on 

to suggest that the present state of 

sacramental life in the diocese was 

confused, especially in relation to Protestant 

converts.  The reason, he went on, resulted 

from intelligence he had received about 

current practices in Rome.  “I have been 

informed that in Rome they confer 

‘conditional Baptism of Adult Protestants’ 

in a private manner: omitting all the 

Ceremonies, but they have to make the 

Profession of Faith, and be absolved from 

Excommunication avoiding the Rituals.” 
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 Redemptorists could be counted upon to 

rouse all of the city’s Catholics and not just 

Germans.  In a folder in the Georgetown 

collection (AGU, Maryland Province 

Archives, Box 74, folder 2) there is a single 

letter of Fr. John Early, then of Loyola 

College in Maryland, to “Rev.d. and Dear 

Father” (Fenwick) on the Redemptorists’ 

mission at St. Mary’s, Philadelphia, dated 

March 10, 1853 (see also the letter of 

Barbelin to the Provincial, January 28, 1853, 

announcing the mission).  As the mother 

church of the diocese, Old St. Mary’s 

already had a storied history.  Early’s letter 

provided intelligence on the Redemptorist 

preachers effectiveness on stirring the city’s 

Catholics, who were becoming numerous 

and well-established in Philadelphia and 

elsewhere.  “The Liguorians finished their 

mission at St. Mary’s last Sunday,” wrote 

Early.  “[I]t was a refreshing time, a great 

outpouring of the Spirit and a rattling of the 

dry bones.  Many souls were brought to a 

sense of their situation and snatched even as 

brands from the burning.”   

 As the German Catholic population 

grew, Jesuits monitored Redemptorist 

interest in a new German parish in late 1855 

(see Box 75, folder 21, and the Latin 

correspondence of Father Ernest Reiter, SJ, 

December 15, 1855 to the Jesuit provincial, 

Charles Stonestreet, SJ).  In the course of the 

following year, the Jesuits took pains to 

secure a German church of their own, but 

not at the cost of offending Redemptorists, 

who they knew took a special interest in this 

ethnic group (see Box 75, folder 36, 

correspondence of Stonestreet to John B. 

Cattani, SJ, a Bavarian and pastor of Sacred 

Heart Church at Conawego, Pennsylvania, 

asking after status of new German church 

and Ernest Reiter, SJ, on the trustees for this 

German church and their subsequent 

resignation at the behest of Redemptorists; 

see also Box 75, folder 37, letters of Fr. John 

McElroy, SJ, of Boston to Stonestreet, 

January 1 and July 18, 1856, on the 

Redemptorists being offered a German 

church and its subsequent refusal).   

 Already the Jesuit provincial was alert 

to the possibility of an important German 

parish in Philadelphia going to the 

Redemptorists and he must have wondered 

what role Jesuits would have in the future of 

the city.  In February 1853, Father 

Steinbacher, SJ, alerted his superior that the 

people of Holy Trinity church—the first of 

the German parishes in the city—were intent 

on having a religious order take charge of a 

building program and ministry for the 

church.  While the Society of Jesus was 

considered, it was suggested that the bishop 
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transfer the parish to the pastoral care of the 

Redemptorists owing to a dearth of Jesuit 

personnel (see Steinbacher to Very Rev. Fr. 

Provincial, February 18, 1853, Box 74, 

folder 9).   

 Redemptorists were also suffering from 

the same problem, but the prospect of taking 

on a parish without any debt attached, the 

assurance of a bright future, and a 

community disposed toward their mission—

all under the watchful eye of a Redemptorist 

bishop—was certainly tempting, though no 

offer was ultimately made.  It may be that 

the Redemptorists’ provincial of the day 

would have refused, perhaps owing to the 

congregation’s own history of trusteeism.  It 

was during this period that the lay trustees at 

Holy Trinity were locked in a court battle 

with Bishop Neumann over the erection of a 

new church building and the relinquishing of 

the deed to Holy Trinity.  This resolved in 

the favor of the bishop, and contempt 

charges were brought against some of the 

trustees (several of whom were imprisoned 

for their impudence), but it was enough to 

keep the Redemptorists from engaging any 

obligation toward Holy Trinity (see further 

Michael Curley, Bishop John Neumann: A 

Biography [Philadelphia, 1952], 221-227).  

Neumann would make other changes in the 

diocese, including transferring the 

downtown Philadelphia church of St. John 

the Evangelist to the care of the Jesuits, by 

contract of December 8, 1855 (see AGUA, 

MPA, Box 75, folder 2).  

* 
 Georgetown also possesses another 

unique example of Redemptoristica from the 

modern period.  Ten letters between 

Redemptorist John Doherty and the poet and 

essayist Ned O’Gorman speak to the writer’s 

early career and interests.  O’Gorman died 

in 2014 (see the obituary in The New York 

Times: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/08/nyregi

on/ned-ogorman-poet-who-founded-

innovative-school-in-harlem-dies-at-

84.html?_r=0), but a multivalent style 

infused his life.  O’Gorman impressed 

Doherty as both sincere and perspicacious.  

Both shared not only a love of poetry, but 

mutual friends.  They discussed all aspects 

of culture and appreciated each’s views on 

writers like Chesterton and Belloc, books 

and movies, as well as the virtues of living 

well.  Though one cannot say with certainty 

where O’Gorman obtained his Catholic 

sensibility, it was definitely given shape by 

Doherty.  Perhaps this is why O’Gorman 

found the 

Catholic 

Worker so 

appealing and 

later became 

literary editor 

for Jubilee 

magazine.   

 The two 

carried on 

correspondence 

when Doherty 

was stationed at Our Lady of Perpetual Help 

in Bradford, Vermont, during the 1950s.  He 

encouraged O’Gorman in an undated letter:  

“You’re a creator, Ned.  But the test of 

you’re [sic] creative power will be turning 

the dull, prosaic events of life into Eternal 

Love” (AGU, O’Gorman Papers, Box 1, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/08/nyregion/ned-ogorman-poet-who-founded-innovative-school-in-harlem-dies-at-84.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/08/nyregion/ned-ogorman-poet-who-founded-innovative-school-in-harlem-dies-at-84.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/08/nyregion/ned-ogorman-poet-who-founded-innovative-school-in-harlem-dies-at-84.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/08/nyregion/ned-ogorman-poet-who-founded-innovative-school-in-harlem-dies-at-84.html?_r=0
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folder 15).  Such encouragement may have 

sparked O’Gorman to later found a school in 

Harlem, over which he sought to instill 

wonder for language among the children. 

 Electronic thumb nail copies of the 

aforementioned documents are now in the 

Redemptorist Archives of the Baltimore 

Province in Philadelphia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The records and historical archives of the Baltimore Province have been transported from the 

Provincial headquarters in Brooklyn, New York, to a new facility in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  

Located directly across from the National Shrine of St. John Neumann at 1039 North Lawrence 

Street, the archive shares space in the newly constructed St. John Neumann Center with the 

parish hall for St. Peter the Apostle Church, which Redemptorists have staffed since 1843.  

Between November 30 and December 12, 2015, National Library Relocators moved six large 

truckloads to the new archive, amounting to over a thousand boxes of material—manuscripts, 

books, and three-dimensional objects.  The move was necessitated by aging infrastructure at 

Shore Road, where a large portion of the province patrimony sat under basement pipes.  With the 

move to Philadelphia, materials now enjoy a climate-controlled environment with Smithsonian-

grade architectural elements will add decades to the life of the paper documents and books. 

The new site was blessed by Very Rev. Paul Borowski, Provincial of the Baltimore 

Province, on February 18, 2016.  In attendance for the celebratory Mass and blessing was the 

architect, Mr. Eric Hafer, as well as a number of Redemptorists, local archivists and historians.  

In addition to the hall, the archives consist of an exhibit space, reading room, offices, and vault 

with a system of movable shelving. 
  

 

 

 

A New Home for the  
Baltimore Province Archive 
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A commodious exhibit space lies outside the reading room.  Presently this houses the material 

chronicling the biographical narrative of the life of St. John Neumann, together with devotional 

objects and canonization memorabilia.  Eventually this will be returned to a new permanent exhibit 

area nearer the shrine and this space will be used for rotating exhibits.  Below, Fathers Carl 

Hoegerl, CSSR, and Dennis Billy, CSSR, reflect on then-Father Neumann’s handiwork in Pittsburgh, 

the erection of the Church of St. Philomena. 

 



15 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Father Jack Kingsbury, CSSR, 

North American Conference 

Coordinator, donated his 

collection of biblical coins, which 

is now on permanent display in the 

archive reading room.  Within the 

archive library are a number of 

pertinent texts related to 

numismatics and the world of early 

Christian social life.   

 

Below, the movable shelving units 

house a library of approximately 

25,000 volumes that support 

research in the archival resources.  

About a fifth of these are 

periodicals published by 

Redemptorists from around the 

world, as well as several important 

titles in church history.   
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At the archive’s blessing, Father Matt Allman shows two attendees—Alexandra Mitijkiw of the 

Historical Society of Pennsylvania and Michelle Sherman, Director of the Assumptionist 

Volunteers—the “Miracle Book” of the Mission Church, Boston.  Other guests who have come 

through the archive include Father Maurice Nutt, CSSR, of the Denver Province and Xavier 

University’s Institute for Black Catholic Studies (here, holding a letter of St. Alphonsus), 

accompanied by Father James Callahan, pastor of Christ the King Parish in Northeast Philadelphia 

and Father Kevin O’Neill, CSSR, who stands under a portrait of Father Francis Connell, CSSR. 
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 From 1937 to 1945, Rev. Stephen McKenna, CSSR, taught church history to students at Mount St. 

Alphonsus Seminary in Esopus, New York.  The priest was an active scholar—less in terms of publication 

than in an active pursuit of and advocate for Redemptorist history.  He was also a devoted client of Our 

Lady of Perpetual Help, and an avid investigator of her cult.  Hearing of one such place in Chicago, he 

wrote to the Church of the Holy Family, which was then staffed by the Society of Jesus.  The reply of 

Father J. F. Henry, SJ, assistant pastor, follows: 

 

Reverend and Dear Sir: 

 May we thank you for your inquiry regarding the devotion of Father Damen to Our Mother 

of Perpetual Help and assure you that we are glad to comply with your request? 

 There is no indication in our records that Father Damen prayed before a picture of the 

Mother of Perpetual Help at the time to which you have reference, but certain it is that his plea 

was to her.  We can be very sure that Our Blessed Mother looks with special favor on this, the 

parish for which Father Damen prayed so earnestly, and that, undoubtedly, her influence and aid 

have instituted the devotion to her which is so evident among Holy Family parishioners.  

 A quotation from our records may help to answer your 

questions; the following is from The New World of October, 1921: 

 “For fifty years seven lights have burned day and night in 

front of a statue of the Blessed Virgin in the Holy Family church, 

Roosevelt Road and May Street.  These lights commemorate the 

escape of the edifice from destruction in the fire of 1871.   

 “Jefferson and DeKoven streets, the starting point of the fire, 

were just across the boundary lines of the parish.  With a strong 

wind blowing from the east, it looked for a time as if nothing 

could stop the flames from sweeping the entire west side of the 

city. 

 “It is a matter of history that the 

wind veered and drove the fire 

eastward across the river, thence to 

the lake, and north for a distance of 

more than three miles.   

 “Father Arnold Damen, who, in 1857, founded the Holy 

Family parish on the bleak prairies, was holding a mission in 

Brooklyn at the time.  His assistant telegraphed him there was 

grave danger of his beloved church being destroyed.  The message 

was handed to Father Damen in the confessional at St. Patrick’s 

Church. 

 “Father Damen went to the altar and remained there alone the 

greater part of the night; praying for the safety of his church and 

the homes of his parishioners.  For many years he had struggled to pay off the debt on the 

church, often making long journeys to procure funds for that purpose.   

 “With tears streaming down his cheeks, he made a vow that if his petition were answered he 

would, for all time, keep seven lights burning in front of the statue of the ‘Lady of Perpetual 

Help.’  A curious fact is that not one of the parishioners of the Holy Family church lost his home 

Then and Now: The Mother of Perpetual Help Icon 
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through the fire, although the prairie was dotted with thousands of framed cottages.  Iron, brick 

and stone structures melted like snow before the flames, but the wooden dwellings were 

unscathed by the providential shift in the wind.  

 “Taking the first train for Chicago, Father Damen arrived to find the main part of the city in 

ashes.  Gathering his flock about him, he held a Mass of thanksgiving, and in a voice often 

choked with sobs, told his hearers of the vow he made.  

 “‘My vow must be kept,’ he impressively said, ‘so long as this church stands.  Let those 

seven lights be lighted today in front of the Blessed Virgin’s statue, and I charge you, my 

children, to keep them burning until time has erased this house of God.  To my successors, I 

bequeath this vow as a legacy, and to you, my beloved flock, see to it that my wishes are 

respected.’ 

 “The statue stands in an obscure corner of the old edifice and before it is a triangular shaped 

candelabrum.  For several years candles were burned, but it was such a task to keep them lighted 

during the night that gas jets in the form of candles were substituted.” 

 The original statue of Our Lady of Perpetual Help is still in the church but, as you already 

know, it was replaced in 1936 by a new altar with a large picture of Our Mother of Perpetual 

Help and seven small lights of the size of Christmas tree bulbs which are always burning. 

 We hope that this information will be of some help to you in your work and we wish you 

every success in that work. 

 Sincerely yours in Christ, /s/ Rev. J. F. Henry, S.J. 
 

 With the jubilee year now upon us, many are giving thanks for the graces supplied through Mary’s 

icon of love.  Most recently, in March 2016, Pope Francis blessed a “Pilgrim Icon” of OLPH which 

would tour all the cathedrals in Ireland. 
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 During the Second Vatican Council nearly two dozen Redemptorist bishops attended various 

sessions.  Fourteen lived at the Redemptorist Generalate, Casa S. Alfonso, on the Via Merulana, 

together with a number of other visiting prelates, including Cardinal Joseph Ritter of St. Louis in 

Missouri.  The impact of the Redemptorist bishops on the proceedings, while not negligible, 

hardly registers today.  Redemptorist periti, by contrast, carried substantially more weight.  Two 

relatively unknown Americans, Fathers Francis Connell and William Coyle, joined their more 

prominent German confrere, Bernard Häring, and fellow American Francis X. Murphy (Xavier 

Rynne) in the shaping of the American public’s discourse on and reception of Vatican II.1     

 In this paper I am going to examine the legacy developed by these men—Fathers Connell 

and Coyle—for the Catholic Church in the United States.  Their work before, during, and after 

the Council shaped the internal dialogue that Redemptorists had among themselves and 

influenced the wider ecclesial debates in the United States.  One can see their impact in the 

discussions resulting from the Redemptorists’ General Chapter of 1967, but also on questions of 

church authority and theological dissent, the nature of marriage, the role of conscience, the future 

education of priests, pastoral implications of divorce and remarriage, and the Church’s relation to 

the modern state.  

 

Francis Connell     

 

 We may begin with the elder statesman.  Father Francis 

Jeremiah Connell was born in Boston, Massachusetts, on 31 

January 1888.2  He professed as a Redemptorist on 15 

October 1908 and was ordained 26 June 1913.  He was 

repeatedly praised as a brilliant student and was sent to study 

for the doctorate in sacred theology at the Angelicum, from 

which he matriculated (summa cum laude) in 1923.  He 

returned to the Redemptorist seminary at Mt. St. Alphonsus 

in Esopus, New York, and taught dogmatics until 1940, when 

he was released to teach moral theology at the Catholic 

University of America.  In 1946 he was elected the first 

president of the Catholic Theological Society of America, of 

which he was a co-founder.  He became the Dean of the 

School of Sacred Theology at the Catholic 

Redemptorists and Vatican II:  
Two American Contributions 

 

By Patrick J. Hayes, Ph.D. 

Redemptorist Archives of the Baltimore Province 

 

Editor’s note: The following is the text of an address given at the École française de Rome as part of 

an international conference, “Religious and the Second Vatican Council.”  It took place on November 

12-14, 2014.  The purpose of the conference was to gauge how the Council has impacted religious 

men and women and how they impacted the Council.   
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University of America in 1949 and remained 

in that position until he retired in 1958, 

whereupon he took up the position of dean 

for religious communities.  He wrote several 

books during this time, mostly on moral 

questions.  He also was a regular author in 

publications such as The American 

Ecclesiastical Review (a 1958 issue is 

dedicated entirely to him), the Boston Pilot, 

and the Brooklyn Eagle. In 1956 he was 

appointed consultor to the Sacred 

Congregation of Seminaries and 

Universities.  Connell died 12 May 1967 and 

was buried from the Shrine of the 

Immaculate Conception in Washington, DC.  

He is interred at the Redemptorist Cemetery 

in Annapolis, Maryland. 

 Connell’s work on the Council began, 

first, in response to the letter of Cardinal 

Domenico Tardini of 18 June 1959.  Tardini 

requested input from the world’s diocesan 

bishops on the formulation of a conciliar 

agenda. Connell supplied Archbishop 

Patrick O’Boyle of Washington with eleven 

proposals for discussion on questions of 

faith and ten more on morals, some of which 

the prelate accepted and sent in to the 

Secretariate of State.3  Listed in Connell’s 

memorandum were, among others, the 

historical value of sacred scripture, 

particularly the New Testament; the 

constitution of and membership in the 

Mystical Body of Christ; the significance of 

the doctrine “Extra ecclesiam nulla est 

salus” (outside the church no one is saved); 

the mediation of divine grace by the Blessed 

Virgin Mary; the relation of the Church to 

the State, as well as doctrinal questions 

related to the papal magisterium.  Among 

Connell’s suggestions for moral subjects one 

could find a call for defining the requisite 

elements of a just war; just wages; 

matrimonial ends; the use of rhythm in 

marriage; the obligations of parents in 

teaching their children; and the role of 

international authorities in relations between 

states.   

 In the aftermath of Tardini’s letter of 18 

July to heads of seminaries and pontifical 

faculties, Connell submitted several more 

topics for discussion to the faculty at the 

Catholic University of America, to which he 

was still connected as an emeritus 

professor.4  His five theses for discussion at 

the Council were on the relation of church 

and state; on the historical value of the New 

Testament; on the ordinary magisterium of 

the pope; on the evil of contraception; and 

equality of all persons.  The university’s 

votum was one of 51 higher education 

institutions that sent agenda items.5   

 In early June 1960, Pope John 

established ten commissions and a central 

coordinating commission “to devote 

themselves to the study of matters which it 

will be possible to have discussed at the 

council.”6  Among these was the powerful 

theological commission, headed by the 

prefect of the Holy Office, Cardinal Alfredo 

Ottaviani.  Connell was enlisted as a 

consultor for this commission, which was 

charged with synthesizing questions and 

directing debate on matters “touching Holy 

Scripture, sacred tradition, the Faith and its 

practices.”7  His own activities and input 

were apparently minimal.  There is no data 

on his participation in his personal papers.  

Connell was also enlisted by his 

Redemptorist confrere, Bishop James 

McManus of Ponce in Puerto Rico, to be his 

conciliar peritus.   

 Connell left for Naples aboard the 

Leonardo Da Vinci ocean liner on 22 

September, 1962, and departed for New 

York on 13 December, 1962.  While on 

board the first leg of the trip he gave 

seminars to 52 bishops, prelates, and priests 

en route to the Council.8  Connell’s principal 

work at the Council was to serve as an 

expert on the press panel which gathered 

together reporters at the conclusion of each 
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day’s session in St. Peter’s at the office of 

the National Catholic Welfare Conference in 

Rome.  He worked alongside ten other 

American priests who met daily in the USO 

Club, then at #2 Via Conciliazione.  Among 

them were the Paulist editor of The Catholic 

World, Father John Sheerin, newly minted 

professor of Church History, Robert Trisco, 

Holy Cross Father Edward Heston (a 

member of the preparatory commission on 

religious), and Fathers Fred McManus (a 

member of the preparatory commission on 

sacred liturgy) and William Keeler, the 

future Cardinal Archbishop of Baltimore.  

Though some of these men rotated off the 

press panel from session to session, or others 

were brought in as special guests, Connell 

was a member for all four sessions of the 

Council and promised to do so “if it kills 

me.”9  

 During the periods between conciliar 

sessions, Connell also worked on three 

committees of American periti and 

theologians established by the United States 

bishops.  His assignments were to the 

committee on faith and morals, the 

committee on sacraments, and the 

committee on religious liberty. Through it 

all, Connell maintained a consistently 

conservative outlook, urging traditional 

positions on mixed marriage, contraception, 

and the authority of the pope to whatever 

audience he spoke.  He often lobbied for his 

views among powerful cardinals.  He wrote 

to Cardinal Joseph Siri, for instance, asking 

him to urge the pope to make some 

pronouncement on the problem of freedom 

of conscience, where one is not free to make 

subjective decisions that are objectively 

erroneous.10  This was a central problem in 

the birth control debate and was particularly 

vexing to Connell who believed that action 

was needed in the face of liberal 

recommendations.  He was open about this 

to John Ford, SJ, a fellow moral theologian:  

 You have probably learned from the 

papers the events of the Council in 

recent days.  The impression has been 

given—and I fear with reason—that 

some are pushing for a radical change 

in the Church’s stand on birth-control.  

That was apparently implicit in the 

speeches of Suenens, Leger, and 

Maximos.  They are calling for a 

“reexamination” of the theology of 

marriage and its ends, while 

maintaining that the traditional 

doctrine must be maintained.  Double-

talk, I call it. […]  

 I have spoken to Archbishop 

Heenan.  He told me yesterday that 

two English bishops, Holland and 

Pearson, will speak on Wednesday, by 

a rule that under certain conditions 

topics can be discussed [only] after the 

debate has been closed.  I feel that 

these two will speak along the right 

way.  But the [others?] have the 

greater influence.  We are hoping that 

the Pope will soon speak.  The opinion 

that birth control is permissible—any 

form, not merely the pill—is now 

being followed by confessors in the 

USA. 

 So, that is the situation.  I am 

confident that God will preserve the 

Church from teaching error, even 

though in the meantime souls are 

suffering.  I respect the Pope’s 

conscience, but I pray that will soon 

speak firmly.  I know you will do your 

part intelligently and loyally.  I hope 

your health keeps up.  God bless you.  

Sincerely in Christ, /s/ Francis 

Connell.11 

 

 On the religious liberty question, 

Connell supplied several bishops at the 

Council with his rationale for his opposition 

to any principle that would undermine the  
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duties of Catholic states to promote 

Catholicism as the one, true Church.12  He 

breathed a sigh of relief when the text on 

religious liberty was postponed for further 

study during the so-called “Black Week” in 

November 1964.  His Redemptorist confrere 

Bishop William McCarty, wrote Connell in 

January 1965 requesting his opinion on the 

adoption of the second version of De 

Libertate Religiosa instead of the third 

version—a suggestion made by both 

Cardinals Ritter and Meyer.13   

Connell was often caricatured as a kindly, 

old man, which of 

course he was.  

John Cogley, 

writing in the pages 

of America, 

recalled a passing 

insight during those 

days:   

 

So many 

Americans in the 

city for the 

Council.  …The 

daily press 

briefing is where 

the Americans 

meet each other.  

…Fr. Connell, 

the venerable 

Redemptorist, 

ever a dependable 

spokesman for the conservative 

minority, belies the ferocious rigidity 

of his writings.  He is a very gentle, 

very priestly priest, utterly without 

side, and wholly winning.  One non-

Catholic critic of the Church said the 

other day, privately: “I was ready to 

detest that man above all others, but I 

like him best of all.  How do you 

figure that out?” Not hard to figure 

out, of course—but an interesting 

reaction.”14  

T. William Coyle  

 

 Thomas William Coyle was born in 

Oklahoma in 1918 and professed as a 

Redemptorist in 1939.15  He was ordained in 

Oconomowoc, Wisconsin, at Immaculate 

Conception Seminary on 22 June 1944 and 

sent for graduate study in theology at the 

Catholic University of America in 

Washington, where he earned a licentiate.  

He returned to Oconomowoc, where he 

taught dogmatic theology for the next 

seventeen years and was the seminary’s 

academic dean 

from 1956 to 1964.  

Long active in the 

seminary section of 

the National 

Catholic 

Educational 

Association, in 

1960 he became 

president of the 

Catholic 

Theological 

Society of 

America, a sign of 

his prominence in 

the field of 

theology.  He 

remained on its 

board of directors 

from 1961 to 1964.   

 During the 

years of the Second Vatican Council he was 

the theological expert for his classmate, 

Bishop Thomas Murphy of Juaziero, Bahia, 

Brazil.  Between 1963 and 1965 he was a 

theological advisor on conciliar matters for 

Cardinal John Cody of Chicago and during 

the fourth session he was a consultor to 

Bishop Robert Anglim, C.Ss.R., of Coari, 

Brazil, another member of the old St. Louis 

Province.  Relative to other periti and the 

other bishops they served, Coyle’s own 

contributions to the Council were minor, 
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though he earned a reputation as a skilled 

translator among his Redemptorist confreres 

in the Generalate.  This made him invaluable 

for the group of Redemptorists assigned to 

revise the Congregation’s statutes and 

rule—a project that kept him in Rome 

between September 1964 and August 1966.  

He was a member of the so-called 

“Commission of Eight” who helped 

formulate a contemporary rule that 

attempted to remain faithful to the charisms 

and spirituality of the Redemptorists’ 

founder, St. Alphonsus Liguori.  

 What Coyle contributed to the Second 

Vatican Council came in the form of precise 

memoranda.  Insofar as his expertise lay in 

formation and religious life, he was 

especially useful on texts pertaining to 

priesthood, seminaries, and the renewal of 

religious life.16  He was critical of the 

schema of 23 April 1963, De Sacrorum 

Alumnis Formandis, which he felt was 

overly general and said nothing radically 

new.  While praising some features of this 

text, such as the stress laid on the selection 

of administrators and spiritual directors, he 

saw the statements on minor seminaries as 

altogether wanting.  He warned that the text 

as written would not appeal to seminary 

administrators in the United States and other 

contexts which had adopted a 4-4-4 

curriculum (four years each of high school, 

college, and seminary).   

 Like Connell, at the end of the first 

session, Coyle joined three committees of 

periti and theologians assigned by the 

United States bishops to help them in their 

deliberations.  His committee assignments 

were to faith and morals, religious, 

seminaries, and missions.  After the 

conclusion of the second session of the 

Council, Coyle was placed in charge of the 

American bishops’ committee on faith and 

morals.  In March 1964, Coyle began 

assembling suggestions from fourteen 

experts to “prepare reports on the various 

schemata and the theological problems 

involved, and possibly to prepare 

background studies on some of these 

problems.”17  Perhaps the most notable of 

these was his commentary for the American 

bishops on the proposed schema De 

Institutione Sacerdotali which emerged in 

March 1964 and was sent to all the Council 

Fathers later in May.  It was finally taken up 

for debate at the Council on October 13, 

1964.18  De Institutione Sacerdotali had the 

benefit of providing general norms and 

wisely leaving to individual episcopal 

conferences the determination of specific 

curricula which would reflect local pastoral 

needs.  Coyle’s text was key to getting the 

bishops to rally around the idea of episcopal 

conferences setting the educational 

requirements for seminarians in their 

respective dioceses and eliminating the more 

general language that considered secular and 

religious seminarians under the same 

umbrella.  According to Josef Neuner, “this 

is why the final version of the text states 

only that the training of all candidates for 

the priesthood, for the diocesan clergy, the 

orders and the different rites, requires 

renewal.”19   

 In one of his letters to his provincial, 

Father Ray Schmidt, Coyle relayed that he 

had joined other periti (Barnabas Ahern, 

Eugene Maly, and Godfrey Diekmann) on a 

panel at the North American College to 

address the American hierarchy on the 

schema on the Blessed Virgin Mary.  The 

importance of this was not only the topic, 

which itself was divisive, but that the 

bishops had voted unanimously that all 

American periti and theologians would be 

part of their deliberations.  Few other 

episcopal conferences were so collaborative 

with its theological advisors.  The panel 

recommended inserting the Marian schema 

into the schema on the Church, and not to 

make it a single, separate document as 

originally proposed.  On 29 October 1963, 
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the Council Secretary, Archbishop Pericle 

Felici, announced that the Council would 

vote on this.  A margin of only 40 votes 

favoring inclusion was all that separated 

Mary’s mention at Vatican II.  Ultimately, 

the Council approved a highly revised 

Marian text and today it stands as the 

concluding chapter of Lumen Gentium (52-

68).20 

 Coyle’s post-conciliar activities and his 

importance for carrying conciliar teaching 

into practice occur mainly in the years 

preceding 1977.  In the spring of 1966, he 

was called to become the inaugural director 

of the National Conference of Catholic 

Bishops’ Committee on Priestly Life and 

Ministry, a new agency established by the 

American bishops to implement the Second 

Vatican Council’s Decree on Priestly 

Formation, Optatam totius.  He therefore 

had oversight over all national groups and 

movements interested in vocations, 

seminary education, and post-ordination 

continuing education of priests.  Working 

alongside Father James Hickey, the future 

Cardinal Archbishop of Washington, he ran 

the office for the next three years from 

Chicago, where both men resided and 

formed a friendship that lasted until Coyle’s 

death.21  Ultimately, Coyle produced two 

path-breaking documents—the first editions 

of the Program of Priestly Formation and 

the Program of Continuing Education of 

Priests.  These set out, for the first time, 

national standards for seminary instruction 

and the formation of priests over the course 

of their lives in ministry.22   

 Coyle’s second major influence on the 

post-Vatican II Church in the United States 

occurred while he resided at Holy Redeemer 

College in Washington, DC, from 

September 1969 to July 1972.  It was during 

this period that he served as a peritus for the 

American delegation to the World Synod of 

Bishops in 1971.23  He joined Father Carl 

Peter, a professor of theology at the Catholic 

University of America.  As this Synod 

focused on priestly ministry and social 

justice, Coyle’s expertise was invaluable.24  

Prior to the Synod, Coyle was armed with a 

lengthy memorandum from the American 

bishops’ subcommittee on the theology of 

the priesthood, which had been formulated 

by a team of theologians that included the 

Jesuits Walter Burghardt, Avery Dulles, 

Michael Fahey, and Ladislas Orsy. The 

document sought to provide the American 

delegation to the Synod with a 

comprehensive overview of some of the 

more pressing theological concerns on the 

nature of priestly ministry.  Unfortunately, it 

was a gatherum omnium and included topics 

as divergent as women’s ordination and the 

selection of bishops.  The American bishops 

relied on Coyle to be the memorandum’s 

chief interpreter and so leaned on his 

expertise throughout the proceedings.   

 We know Coyle’s mind on many of the 

issues raised during the Synod from the 

diary and other documents he kept.  He was 

well aware that there was a  

 

great difference between a Synod and 

a Council.  A Council prepares a 

statement of doctrine or practice.  A 

Synod does not try to prepare any 

statement; the schema is not going to 

be re-written and reworked like the 

schemas during the Council, but it 

serves only as a basis laboris; 

ultimately some proposals or 

recommendations might be drafted and 

submitted to the Pope for him to do 

with as he pleases.  But the basic 

function is to come to a better 

understanding of the situation as it 

affects the Church, to see the disparate 

views and practices and the reasons 

behind them, and to work collegially 

toward some few practical steps.  The 

press certainly does not understand the 

difference, the priest pressure groups 
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here do not, and many of the delegates 

do not.25 

 

 Coyle lived with all the American 

bishops at the Villa Stritch, where he helped 

them craft responses to media questions 

about the possible ordination of women, 

clerical celibacy, and the Synod itself.  He 

occasionally drafted their interventions as 

well, including an important speech for 

Archbishop Leo Byrne of Minneapolis.26  

The Byrne speech focused on the rights of 

women, including equal pay for equal work, 

an end to sexual exploitation, and 

eradication of sexism within the Church.  

Building on the text of Gaudium et spes 60, 

the prelate stated that “women are not to be 

excluded from any service in the Church, if 

the exclusion stems from questionable 

interpretation of scripture, male prejudice, or 

blind adherence to merely human traditions 

that may have been rooted in the social 

position of women in other times.”27 

 One final element of Coyle’s post-

Vatican II career is notable for the Council’s 

implementation.  From 1 October 1975 to 15 

November 1976, Coyle was the interim 

executive director of the office of the 

Bishops’ Committee on Pastoral Research 

and Practices.  He worked with the 

Committee chairman, his friend and now 

Bishop James Hickey of Cleveland, Ohio.  

Together the two tackled one primary issue:  

the pastoral care of divorced and remarried 

Catholics who sought sacramental reception.  

 Coyle’s later career included a pastorate 

at the Redemptorist parish of St. Alphonsus 

in Chicago, serving there from 1972 to 

1975, and rectorships in Witchita, Kansas 

and Fargo, North Dakota, where he was 

simultaneously Chancellor of the Fargo 

Diocese.  The remaining years of Coyle’s 

ministry were spent in semi-retirement.  He 

died on 26 January 2000 and is buried in 

Liguori, Missouri.  Cardinal James Hickey 

of Washington, his long-time friend, 

officiated at his funeral.  

 In this essay I have sought to introduce 

two of the lesser known Redemptorists who 

had a hand in the events at the Council and 

in its aftermath.  They joined other 

Redemptorists based in Rome in creating 

something vital and far-reaching—most 

notably Fathers Bernard Häring, Francis X. 

Murphy, Jan Visser, Domenico Capone, and 

Joseph Owens.28  I have only just skimmed 

the surface of their collective and positive 

influence.
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September 27-30, 2016.  Cost of three nights lodging 
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to attend through the Auberge website: 

http://www.sanctuairesainteanne.org/index.php?optio

n=com_content&view=article&id=63:accomodation&

catid=19:commodities&Itemid=219&lang=en 
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