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Advance Praise for The Spirit of Vatican II

“Written in an inviting and accessible style, McDannell’s work captures the important movements in the church and American society that preceded (and prepared the way for) Vatican II, the details of the Council, and its unique effects on various parishes. The book underscores the contributions of women whose roles may not have been as public as those of male clerics but which were influential at the local level. Catholics who lived in this era will recognize the history and younger generations will learn the nuances of the history that has shaped contemporary religious experience.”

—Chester Gillis, Professor of Theology at Georgetown University and author of Roman Catholicism in America

 

“Part social history, part family memoir, Colleen McDannell’s The Spirit of Vatican II beautifully evokes the dramatic transformation of Catholicism in the middle decades of the twentieth century. The way she entwines her stories of family and church is a breath of fresh air all its own.”

—Leigh E. Schmidt, Charles Warren Professor of American Religious History at Harvard University

 

“In this engaging and compelling text McDannell uses her mother’s story to trace the impact of Vatican II’s reforms on the everyday lives of American Catholics. Through the lens of family history we come to understand not only the theological, liturgical, and cultural changes the Council set in motion, but gain insight into broader issues such as immigration, family history, gender, class, region, and popular culture. McDannell’s accessible narrative makes important contributions to the history of religion in America.”

—Judith Weisenfeld, Professor of Religion at Princeton University
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First Holy Communion, April 1962. Margaret McDannell with daughter Colleen and son Kevin.

INTRODUCTION

I am the last of a generation. In April of 1962 I received my First Holy Communion. That fall, the Catholic bishops of the world traveled to Rome to spend four years debating changes that would alter Catholicism forever.

As an eight-year-old, I was dressed like a bride but wearing white, lace-edged socks. I eagerly awaited receiving the body and blood of Christ. The Holy Names Sisters who taught me at St. Stephen’s school did their best to explain the meaning of the Mass. Patiently they translated its Latin texts and deciphered the ritualized gestures. Earlier in the week, I had confessed my sins to our parish priest. Those of us who would receive Communion that day had dutifully fasted for three hours. That the girl kneeling beside me fainted under the stress of the event only heightened the emotional intensity of the ceremony. It was a heady week for a second grader.

That fall would also begin four heady years for the world’s Catholic leaders. By early October 1962 over two thousand “Council Fathers” had traveled to Rome to attend the Second Vatican Council. The prominence of this meeting of Catholic leaders also attracted an even larger assembly of journalists, pilgrims, theological advisors, and curiosity seekers.

Dressed in their finest clerical garb, 2,540 men processed into St. Peter’s Basilica on the Feast of the Maternity of the Virgin Mary. These Council Fathers came from seventy-nine different countries, with the number of Americans almost equaling the number of Europeans. That total would be matched by those who came from Asia, Oceania,  and Africa. The French bishops brought four tons of baggage, but the 239 Council Fathers from the United States traveled far lighter.1

All had arrived in response to Pope John XXIII’s call to “open a window and let in a little fresh air” to the Catholic Church. The pope and many of the leaders of the world’s Catholics had decided that the Holy Spirit now required the renewal of her people. Four years had already gone into the preparation for such a discussion. Now there would be another four autumns of intense reflection on how to make the gospel of Christ relevant in a modern world.

 

 

MY FAVORITE PICTURE from the day of my First Holy Communion has me posing with my mother and brother in our California backyard. Even though I got to wear a veil and my brother sported a natty plaid jacket, it is my mother, Margaret, who steals the show. For this major rite of passage in her daughter’s life, she is wearing a feathered hat she made in a “how-to” class, fake pearls, and a mink stole—just the outfit for a southern California spring day.

My mother is also the last of a generation. In 1962 she was in full adulthood, aged thirty-six, having been born just before the Great Depression and marrying during the Second World War. Unlike hers, my generation was too young to notice the end of a particular kind of Catholicism. I grew up after the Second Vatican Council, playing guitar music at English-language Masses. I can remember my father crying in 1963 at the funeral of John F. Kennedy, but I have no memory of the day when priests turned around and faced their congregations. My mother and her generation do.

My parents are now in their eighties. Their generation flourished in spite of the profound challenges of the times, motivating some journalists to anoint them the “Greatest Generation.” Theirs is the last generation of Catholics to live half their lives before the Second Vatican Council and half after the Council. My parents hold their religion close to their hearts. Only a serious illness could keep them from going to Mass every Sunday. For the Catholics of the Greatest Generation—those who lived through the Depression, World War II, the sixties, and the terrorist attacks of 9/11—the Second Vatican Council looms large.

“Vatican Two” conjures up the spirit of a defining religious moment. Catholics still talk about what things were like “before Vatican II” or “after Vatican II.” Even those who have little understanding of the specific documents of the Council can remember the excitement and turmoil of the period between 1959, when Pope John XXIII announced his plan to convene a worldwide meeting of bishops, and 1978, when Pope Paul VI died. The phrase “the spirit of Vatican II” refers to a constellation of changes that Catholics experienced in their homes, churches, and schools.

For Margaret, the Second Vatican Council stimulated changes that brought her more intimately in contact with the ritual and theological life of her church. Like millions of other Catholics, she was the granddaughter of immigrants. Until she left home, she had attended Mass in a highly decorated church and went to a school taught by nuns who wore equally elaborate habits. After World War II, Margaret’s husband took advantage of the GI Bill, and the young couple eventually moved into a newly built suburb in Toledo, Ohio. There they joined a fast-growing parish that relied heavily on the involvement of young families. Suburban Catholicism prepared many Catholics for the changes that would come from Rome in the sixties. However, when Margaret moved to Los Angeles, her California parish had a pastor who showed no interest in altering how Catholicism was practiced. Only after Margaret and her husband moved to Denver, Colorado, did they experience the full implications of the Second Vatican Council. Margaret enthusiastically embraced the “Spirit of Vatican II” at her new “exurban” parish. She joined with other men and women to distribute Communion at Mass, sing folk songs, and call their pastor by his first name. Now retired and living in central Florida, the couple no longer go to a Mass with guitars, but Margaret still enjoys her women’s Bible-study group and supports the church’s sister parish in Uganda.

Margaret’s Catholic life is not unusual, but it has received little attention. In the past ten years, what has stood out in the American Catholic Church has been the sex abuse scandals. Priests preying on boys and young men along with the reluctance of bishops to end this behavior have rightfully grabbed the attention of both Catholics and non-Catholics. This attention, however, plays into an enduring misunderstanding of Catholicism: that the Catholic Church is energized, defined,  and determined by the actions of men. Most of the written Catholic history has revolved around men because it is the story of priests, theologians, and popes. Too often women drop out of this history.

Charting the changes of the Second Vatican Council through Margaret (the one in the feathered hat) helps shift the focus away from priests, men, and boys and instead toward nuns, women, and girls. Women’s continual commitment to Catholicism—a commitment that, nevertheless, has always had its limits—has been grossly underacknowledged. My mother and her friends welcomed the changes of Vatican II. As for those parts of Catholicism that did not change, like the prohibition of divorce and birth control, they thought about them deeply and then ignored them. This rejection of certain Catholic norms was not invented in the rebellious sixties; parish life has always been constructed out of conflict and compromise. The changes of the Second Vatican Council, however, both amplified and acknowledged lay participation in Catholicism.

Although Catholics are as diverse as America itself, my mother’s story is typical of much of her generation. Born into a European immigrant family in the urban Northeast, she quit college to get married to a man who was going off to war; she raised children in the suburbs while her husband worked at a profession made possible by the GI Bill; and when he retired, they moved south. Although she lived near cities, she had little interest in them. Hers was a mobile life, lived mostly in the western United States.

Margaret’s Catholic life mirrors many of the changes the nation experienced after World War II. The very iconic character of my mother’s life makes her an ideal lens through which to narrate the religious reforms that we call the spirit of Vatican II.
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chapter one

CATHOLIC NEIGHBORHOODS

Before the epoch-defining Vatican Council of the sixties, the Catholic Church was a very different institution. Since the Enlightenment era, European rulers, politicians, and philosophers had struggled against religious control. Catholic leaders fought to hold on to political power while simultaneously reinforcing religious influence in the affairs of home and family. Rejecting innovations in philosophy that stressed individualism and in science that promoted rationalism, Catholic theologians portrayed a world based on fixed truths defined by supernatural realities. In order to understand the Catholic reforms that culminated in the second Vatican Council, we must get a feel for the Catholic culture of the era of the first Vatican Council that took place in 1870. This Catholicism—defined by the Council of Trent and upheld by Vatican I—was to be renewed and updated at the Second Vatican Council.

In the United States, European immigrant families and their American-born children defined American Catholicism during this period. Their piety was shaped both by experiences in the old world and the realities of the new world. The religion of Margaret’s grandmother and mother, as well as that of her own childhood, was a volatile mix of the hopes of immigrants and the fears of their religious leaders. It is the Catholicism of the immigrant church and not the suburban church of the fifties that was most altered by the reforms of the sixties.

After World War II, the Catholicism of the long nineteenth century began to slowly change under theological, ritual, and artistic reforms. Margaret was one of the millions of grandchildren of immigrants who would leave the ethnic neighborhoods of their families and move to the growing postwar suburbs. She would marry a non-Catholic. Regardless, however, her commitment to and knowledge of Catholicism was formed in the neighborhoods of her youth.

 

 

WHEN WE IMAGINE Catholic immigrants settling in America’s cities, we see Irish and Italian faces. Movies and television shows have told us time and again that Catholics are Irish and Italian. From James Cagney in Angels with Dirty Faces to Martin Scorsese’s Gangs of New York and The Departed, Irish American men have always defined ethnic Catholicism for Americans—and the primacy of the Irish is challenged only by the Italian representation of the same story. Even the recognition of the Spanish-speaking Catholic in the contemporary Church is only slowly changing the widespread assumption that urban Catholics are either of Irish or Italian heritage.

Although the Irish did dominate the Catholic hierarchy and the Italians cultivated a lively popular piety, German Catholics are the ones who filled the church pews. In 1866 more than 50,000 German immigrants had entered the United States through New York harbor alone. A few years later the number grew to over 117,500 migrants from the various states that became Germany in 1871. Although determining religious commitments is difficult, scholars estimate that after 1860 approximately 35 percent of German immigrants were Catholic.1 Between 1865 and 1900 over 700,000 German Catholics arrived in the United States. Not long after this mass movement began, the number of Germans equaled the number of Irish who had arrived a generation earlier. It was not until the turn-of-the-century’s influx of large numbers of Italian Catholics that Germans no longer comprised the majority of the Catholic foreign-born.

Although many German Catholics moved to the farming regions that lay within a triangle defined by St. Louis, Milwaukee, and Cincinnati, others moved to the country’s growing cities. Germans settled in Pennsylvania and all along the shores of the Ohio River and the Great Lakes.  Such was the case with Margaret’s grandmother and grandfather. In 1879 Angelika (nicknamed “Annie”) Froess, along with her sisters Anna and Katie and their brother Joseph, emigrated from the village of Bechenheim. Census enumerators noted on their forms that they were all born in the Grand Duchy of Darmstadt-Hesse, not far from the city of Mainz. The siblings ended up in Erie, Pennsylvania, a well-established manufacturing city on an active waterfront. Single and eighteen when she arrived, Annie was twenty-one when she married Louis Liebel, a local butcher. Louis was also from southern Germany, his family bringing him to America from Leimersheim in 1866 when he was six. Annie and Louis would do what immigrants have done since the settling of the United States: They brought over the rest of their family and supported them.

 

AS AN OLD WOMAN, long after the death of her husband, Annie Liebel developed a special relationship with her granddaughter Margaret. Annie lived with her daughter’s family, and Margaret helped her cook and keep house. When Margaret asked her why her family came from Germany to the United States, the answer was not for the good jobs in a growing industrial city. Annie explained to her granddaughter that her father, Margaret’s great-grandfather, wanted to keep his sons from being drafted.

The Froess’s family concern was a real one.

Although the state of Prussia was powerful, until 1871 there was no central German state: Germany as a country did not exist. The bulk of the Catholic population lived in two areas, the southern region of Bavaria and the lands to the west of the Rhine River. Both the Froess and the Liebel families made their homes near the Rhine. Although Bavaria was relatively secure because of Austria’s protection, Catholics with homes bordering the Rhine had the misfortune of living in a highly contested territory. Because France had historically sought to extend its borders to one of Europe’s greatest waterways, those living by its west bank often found themselves caught between warring states.

In the spring of 1793, under the enthusiasm of the French Revolution, the lands to the west of the Rhine fell under French rule. The French then plundered villages to support the troops. They also brought their revolutionary reforms into the area: Serfdom was outlawed, civil records were kept, and new technologies were introduced. The French also came with the innovation that every citizen should be a soldier and  every soldier a citizen. After the Revolution died, Napoleon embraced the idea of universal conscription, and eventually other European rulers saw the potential of a national draft. As a result, the state of Prussia required military duty from every citizen (only reinforcing the notion that women were not citizens). This enabled Prussia to mobilize a large number of relatively well-trained men for their successful 1870 war against France. Five men from Louis Liebel’s village of Leimersheim died in that war.

The next year, Prussian Count Otto von Bismarck became chancellor of a new, unified Germany. Bismarck was determined to make Germany a strong military and industrial state. The draft continued, and higher taxes were instituted to support the army. Bismarck’s government hoped that a stint in the army would instill in the farmer from the provinces an orderly, disciplined, obedient, and patriotic life geared toward the good of the whole nation. In 1903 a German official noted that men leaving for America were “mostly strong, healthy persons, with habits of cleanliness, which they derived from their service in the army.”2 On a practical level, avoiding the draft made sense for the safety of the family’s sons. On a symbolic level, avoiding the draft meant trying to preserve a modicum of self-sufficiency and independence in a rapidly changing Europe.

For rural families like Annie’s, modernization brought many problems during the last decades of the nineteenth century. As competition stiffened, agricultural prices fell. Cheap, mass-produced goods threatened the livelihoods of village artisans. German immigrants looked to the United States as a place where they might maintain their connections to the land, their trades, and their families.

However, Catholic families had additional worries. When Bismarck came into power, he started what was called the Kulturkampf—the “struggle for true culture.” The new government sought to ensure that Germany’s fragile national unity would not fragment into competing regional or religious loyalties. The state had to be the people’s highest authority, and the Catholic Church couldn’t be allowed to compete.

Many European thinkers and politicians of the time were trying to promote an Enlightenment model of life. They hoped to restrain religion within a limited, private sphere of personal piety and morality while insisting that the public sphere fall under the control of the state. European leaders, who historically had to negotiate power arrangements  with Catholic bishops and the pope, wanted to strip religious organizations of their public influence.

The Catholic Church resisted, and doing so placed it on a collision course with both politicians and philosophers. From the French Revolution onward, Catholic leaders struggled to maintain their political authority, and Bismarck made matters no easier. Believing that the Vatican would stand in the way of German nationalism, Bismarck and the Reichstag, the general assembly of the German empire, enacted a series of laws in 1873 to limit the educational and ecclesiastical power of Catholicism. These “May Laws” prohibited papal authority over German Catholics and abolished religious orders. They stipulated that the education of Catholic clergy was to be overseen by the state and that bishops could not discipline their priests or appoint pastors without the government’s approval. Church property was to be handed over to lay trustees, and religious instruction in elementary schools was to be conducted by teachers acceptable to the state. Bishops who resisted were put in prison, and some Catholics soon found that no priests remained to say Mass nor nuns to teach school.

The Kulturkampf backfired. A fledging German bureaucracy failed at enforcing its mandates, and Vatican ecclesiastical authorities were able to work around problematic state officials. Most importantly, rank-andfile Catholics refused to abandon their religious leaders. Rather than cultivating fear of the state, the Kulturkampf caused anger and resentment that frequently broke out into stubborn resistance and informal dissent. Some families emigrated, whereas others stayed home and became more aggressively Catholic. Catholic newspapers flourished, and parishes learned how to survive without state funds by charging for religious rituals. Lay men and women created societies to promote a Catholic community life that excluded Protestants. Because German nationalism appeared to abandon Catholics, Catholics looked to the institution of the Church to defend their religious traditions.

The Kulturkampf’s ramifications would be enduring. The importance of being a Catholic was passed on to the children of German immigrants—children like Margaret. This was not the case for all Catholic immigrant groups who traveled to America. Southern Italians, for instance, were very skeptical about their parishes’ priests because in Italy the priest often sided with landowners against the peasants. Thus,  immigrant Catholics saw their religion through the lens of what they had experienced in the Old Country. For many German Catholics this meant commitment to parish life.

 

 

CATHOLICS WHO SETTLED IN America’s growing industrial cities tried to create neighborhoods that resembled European villages. When Annie and her family arrived in Erie, it was a patchwork quilt of various ethnic and religious communities. The Scots-Irish attended several Presbyterian churches. Episcopalians built a brick church in 1834 and opened a much larger Gothic edifice in 1866. A third, “The Church of the Cross and the Crown,” became a parish in 1872. There were three Methodist churches for whites and one for blacks. German Protestants had their choice of attending either a Baptist or a Lutheran congregation, and German Jews founded Anschai Chesed Reform Congregation, which met in each other’s homes until they built a synagogue in 1882. The Universalists had a church whose land was donated by one of the city’s prominent judges. Unlike in Europe, where nationalists ridiculed religion as superstitious and challenged the authority of the clergy, patriotic Americans supported their houses of worship. All of the proper citizens in the town went to church.

In the United States after the Civil War, religious tensions were more pronounced within the churches rather than between denominations or the state. This was particularly the case with Catholics because different immigrant communities had unique worship styles and attitudes toward the clergy. Catholics brought their local saints, healing traditions, and ways of celebrating along with them when they came from Europe. At times those practices came into conflict with Church leaders. Immigrant Catholics, many of whom had left their own homelands because they felt they could not practice their religion as they wanted, resented such interference.

In 1868, two years after Louis Liebel arrived in America, Tobias Mullen became the bishop of the Erie diocese. Mullen had come to the United States from Ireland as a young seminarian, initially settling in Pittsburgh. He was one of the many Irish men who dominated the Catholic hierarchy in the United States. Mullen’s appointment as the Catholic “prince” of Erie would span thirty-one years. However, almost  immediately after his installation, a crisis erupted: The Irish bishop would have a run-in with the German parishioners of St. Joseph’s over the construction of a cemetery.3 The family of Louis Liebel went to this parish, and fourteen years later, the young butcher would marry Annie in St. Joseph’s Church.

Whereas priests provide the sacrament of the Last Rites to Catholics, burial is under the auspices of the laity. Finding a proper place for the dead is not easy. During the wet season in Erie, the graves of one Catholic churchyard filled up with water, so occasionally the coffins had to be weighed down by stones piled on top of them. When Bishop Mullen arrived, he decided to address this problem by buying land outside of the city for a cemetery to be used by all of the parishes in his diocese. In addition, the bishop intended to charge burial fees to pay for a new cathedral.

From Bishop Mullen’s perspective, both the cemetery and the cathedral would reflect the unity of the city’s Catholics—bringing together all ethnic groups under the banner of faith and thus demonstrating the enduring truth of Catholicism. Throughout the nation, bishops were proclaiming the permanence and authority of Catholicism by making their churches grand spaces of prayer. Mullen was carrying out the wishes of the Vatican in its desire to strengthen the international church by ensuring that local or national customs never interfered with Catholic unity.

The German parishioners of St. Joseph’s Church thought differently. The cemetery would be five miles from their church and it would take at least an hour and a half to walk there. Hiring wagons to transport the dead and their families was costly. Back where they came from, even the smallest town had its own cemetery tended by local women. They reasoned that if they were working hard to build their own church, why should they have to support the building of a cathedral? Consequently, even though some men had voted for the new cemetery, a group of women from the St. Joseph’s rosary society bought a plot of land for their own burial ground. Their pastor, Father Joseph Stumpe, approved of the idea because the revenues raised from burial fees would go back into his church. A cemetery, not unlike a church supper, could provide a steady stream of income to the parish. Father Stumpe and the rosary society women were thinking in terms of local parish needs.

“But alas,” a parish historian wrote in 1918, “how little they knew of the determination and firmness of Bishop Mullen,” how little they knew of “the power over priests and people vested in any Catholic bishop.” In 1869, on a sultry July Sunday, Bishop Mullen walked unannounced into St. Joseph’s church and, after Mass, told the parishioners not to set up a separate cemetery. He warned them “most earnestly” not to resist authority, and then asked them to follow the saintly model of their patron St. Joseph, who was humble and obedient. As he left the church, he must have realized that he had failed in his mission. A number of men “did not as much as tip their hats” as he walked through the dispersing crowd.4

Lay Catholics in nineteenth-century Erie were not cowed by their bishop, especially an Irish one. Father Stumpe either sided with the parishioners or failed to convince them of the bishop’s power. Soon the congregation began burying their dead in their own parish cemetery. First two children and then a respectable matron who was a member of the rosary society were buried there. Father Stumpe followed his bishop’s orders, and so the internments took place without the services of a priest and without the sound of the bell announcing another soul committed to eternity.

At first Bishop Mullen ignored the rebellious parishioners. He might have concluded that a group of women could not possibly maintain their dissent if he transferred their pastor. Father Stumpe was given the choice of either leaving the diocese or taking charge of the mission in Brookville—a tiny outpost in the forest, thirty miles from the nearest railroad station. Stumpe went off in exile. Bishop Mullen then appointed Father John Kuehn as pastor, a thirty-year-old member of the predominately German order of the Redemptorists. But Bishop Mullen overlooked the fact that it was the women of the parish who cleaned and prepared bodies for burial, coordinated funeral suppers, comforted families as they walked to the graveyard, and kept the cemetery in order. In the days before funeral parlors and undertakers, women were experts in the dead, and they did not want to turn over any of their duties to the diocese. The alternate cemetery continued.

Father Kuehn also failed to bring the crisis to an end. St. Joseph’s parishioners split into two factions: those who supported the parish cemetery and those who cast their lot with Bishop Mullen. The conflict  had caused division not simply between the parishioners and the bishop but also among parishioners. For almost six months, the two sets of parishioners would not speak to each other. The disputing factions sat on separate pews and insisted that separate collections be taken up so as not to support the wrong cause. Income into the parish declined. In order to maintain the church and school, Father Kuehn had to borrow money (at 10 percent interest) from the diocese. In the upstairs part of the school, two nuns were brought in to teach the children of those who supported the bishop’s cemetery, whereas downstairs the “new cemetery party” children were taught by Father Stumpe’s brother-in-law. On Christmas morning there were even two choirs singing simultaneously upstairs and downstairs.

Naturally, both sides claimed the right to ring the bell at funerals. That issue was solved when someone cut the bell rope, causing an unsuspecting bell ringer to fall sprawling to the floor. Bricks and stones were tossed into the living area of Father Kuehn, who “repeatedly lost his temper.” Now that the cemetery had become so important, the parish’s men took it out of the hands of the rosary society women and organized their own St. Joseph’s Cemetery Society, obtaining a charter of incorporation from the Court of Erie. All this must have surely irritated the young bishop, who did what many a politician does when faced with an ugly domestic episode: He took a trip overseas.

 

 

IN OCTOBER OF 1869 Bishop Mullen, along with several other bishops and cardinals, boarded the sailing ship Baltimore and left to attend the First Vatican Council. For Tobias Mullen, attending to the factious St. Joseph’s parish would have to wait. There were larger Church matters to consider.

Tobias Mullen had been called to an ecumenical council to be held at the Vatican within the city of Rome. An ecumenical council was an assembly of representatives from the whole Church who met for consultation and to make decisions. The meeting took place in St. Peter’s Basilica and involved cardinals, bishops, and the heads of the male religious orders from all over the world. Because this was an ecumenical council, the patriarchs of the Eastern rite Catholic Church joined with their Latin brethren. They came to the Council from places like Jerusalem or Antioch in Syria. These Eastern patriarchs, even as they paid allegiance to  the pope, oversaw churches with distinct rituals, theologies, and traditions from those of the Latin West. Within their communities, for instance, married men could be ordained priests and the language of their Mass was not Latin.

This “first” Vatican Council actually was the twentieth such meeting but the first held at the Vatican. The first Council had been held in Nicaea in 325. The 318 Council fathers who assembled there argued about key questions in Christianity: Who was Jesus? Was he only divine, or was he fully divine and fully human? The leaders then voted on a set of religious definitions called “doctrines,” which then were to be considered final and binding. Some bishops went away unhappy but still submitted to the rule of the majority and upheld the Council’s decisions. Others rejected the decisions, broke with Rome, and formed new Christian communities. The doctrines decided upon at Nicaea became the “Nicene Creed.” A version of this statement of faith is recited each Sunday by many Protestants as well as all Catholics. Councils can also decide on practical matters. At Nicaea, for instance, a date was established for when Easter would be celebrated.

For Catholics living in the nineteenth century, the Council of Trent (1545 to 1563) defined their religious lives. This nineteenth ecumenical council had been held three hundred years earlier in Trent, Italy. The Council had been called to clarify Catholic doctrine, strengthen the boundaries between Protestant and Catholic thought, and address abuses that were damaging the Church from within. Held in the northern Italian city of Trent, three separate sessions of meetings were the culmination of many reforming trends that had gone on for generations in the Church. The decrees provided sharp criticism of the Protestant Reformation.

The effects of the Council of Trent were wide-ranging. In 1570 the Vatican published the Missale Romanum, laying out the proper structure and prayers of the Mass. This text remained basically unchanged for the next four hundred years. Latin acquired a sacral character, and popular devotions were encouraged as a means to enliven the faithful and defeat those in error. Preaching, clerical literacy, and seminary training were made a high priority. Priests were to be set apart from their congregations. Church organization became more hierarchical and centralized. The power of the pope expanded, as he was understood to be the only  figure who could curb the misbehavior of priests and bishops. Heretical corruption was countered by the careful definition of Catholic belief and ritual as well as the establishment of an Index of Forbidden Books. The Roman Inquisition was also expanded.

After the Council of Trent, Catholics had a complete and clear statement of doctrines—something that had not occurred during the Middle Ages. The flavor of Catholicism that emerged out of the Council of Trent (often called “Tridentine Catholicism”) became the standard for matters of faith and Church discipline.

 

JUST AS THE COUNCIL IN TRENT was designed as a response to the Protestant Reformation, Vatican I was itself a response to the Enlightenment and the changing political situation of Europe. Catholic leaders had watched as political and philosophical revolutionaries in France, Italy, and Germany had taken property away from monastic orders, killed and humiliated priests, ordered religious instruction out of schools, denied the existence of miracles, and turned Christ into a philosophical teacher rather than a supernatural savior. Enlightenment thinkers argued that some individuals (not slaves, for instance) had rights not connected to specific religious beliefs. For them, religion belonged in the private sphere of the home not the public space of government and economics. Vatican I was called at the very time when politicians like Otto von Bismarck were curtailing Catholic influence on European society. By the time Bishop Mullen arrived in Italy, the lands the pope ruled over had dwindled to almost nothing and a unified Italy was about to be born.

Just two days before the conference, on December 4, 1864, Pope Pius IX published the encyclical Quanta Cura with its attached “Syllabus of Errors.” The language of Quanta Cura was sharp and dramatic, setting a confrontational tone for Vatican I. In his encyclical, Pope Pius IX referred to modern thought as “the nefarious enterprises of wicked men,” whose words and deeds were like the “raging waves of the sea foaming out their own confusion, and promising liberty whereas they are slaves of corruption.” The pope saw nothing good in the new world created by these men and women because they had “striven by their deceptive opinions and most pernicious writings to raze the foundations of the Catholic religion and of civil society.”5 He called on Catholic bishops to  defend the faithful—so as to save them from perdition—by understanding exactly what were the modern errors spread by the enemies of the Catholic Church.

All of the ideas condemned in Quanta Cura concern the notion that the natural order was higher than the supernatural order—that human thought could supersede the Church. The encyclical reflected the tensions that existed between Catholics like the pope—who wanted to maintain the medieval synthesis between religion, society, science, and culture—and those who wanted to define reality without reference to the supernatural. Enlightenment thinkers had reversed the proper ordering of reality by stressing the innate strength of human reason over divine revelation.

In Quanta Cura the Church stood by its conviction that it alone held the keys to truth and salvation. Not only was the supernatural real, but it was also eternally true and unchanging. Condemned was the belief that God revealed his intentions slowly and that true religion could be altered or be improved. More specifically, the bishops rejected any sense that Catholic doctrine, institutions, or political philosophy were equal to any other religion or system of thought. Protestants did not please God. In Catholic countries, non-Catholics had no right to worship in public. Pope Pius IX condemned in no uncertain terms many innovations in philosophy and politics that we now take for granted.

Political movements in Europe that sought to curb the political power of the Church were now to be defined as “false sects.” The Church was within its rights to have dominion over both temporal and spiritual affairs because only through a faithful society could goodness prevail in the world. When government and Church law conflicted, to assume that civil law rather than religious law should triumph was incorrect. Likewise, it was wrong to think that schools should concentrate on profane knowledge and vocational training. The mandate that public schooling should be open to all and freed from ecclesiastical authority was condemned as an error. Governments had also wrongly taken over the Church’s role in legitimating marriages. Some nations even permitted divorce. Notions of religious liberty corrupted the morals and minds of people, leading them to think that all beliefs were the same.

In the 1860s, when Catholic leaders looked around at the industrializing world, they did not see a utopia of free individuals helping each  other actualize their highest potentials; instead they saw factory owners exploiting their workers, women reduced to prostitution to feed their children, and squalid cities. By separating the civil state from religion and morality, modern thinkers—socialists, liberal Catholics, even Masons—had let loose a torrent of greed and exploitation. What, if not religion, would keep people from merely single-mindedly amassing riches and pursuing the “unchastened desire of ministering to [their] own pleasure and interests”?6

The pope who called Catholic leaders to the Vatican believed that an ecumenical council would make an even stronger statement than Quanta Cura did against liberal nationalists and those Catholics who indulged in modern thought. For him, only by returning to a society based on Catholic principles could true freedom and salvation be guaranteed. Consequently, the men he chose to prepare the schemas, or “proposed decrees,” that would be debated when the bishops arrived in Rome reflected the antimodern stance of Pius IX and other European conservatives. The schemas of Vatican I ranged from citing the errors that sprang from rationalism to condemnations of dueling to defining the mission of religious orders. The point of calling Vatican I was to clarify timeless truths and to confront those who had gone astray. Very little in the proposed documents recommended the modern world of the nineteenth century.

 

MOST OF THE MEN who attended the Council had the problems of Europe on their mind. That Catholics in America were flourishing in a modern environment was not considered. Of the approximately seven hundred Council fathers who attended the opening session on December 8, 1869, two-thirds were Europeans, and of those, one third was from Italy. Most of the bishops coming from missionary lands were also Europeans. Forty-eight American bishops and one abbot arrived from the United States. All of the Council’s discussions were conducted in Latin and in secret. No reporters or observers were permitted in the sessions, although Council gossip was printed in every European newspaper and summarized in the U.S. press. The debates moved slowly, and American bishops wrote home about being exceedingly bored. The sound in St. Peter’s was so poor that a sail had to be rigged over the hall so the men could hear each other.

Casting its shadow over all the discussions was the issue of papal infallibility. Would the Council shore up the pope’s declining temporal influence by according him the power, at certain times, to speak on morals and faith without the possibility of error? Would the world’s bishops support intensifying the authority of the pope and his administrators, the Roman Curia? What would be the impact of those decisions on the larger world of Christianity? On governments?

By the end of April 1870, after considering almost three hundred proposed amendments to the original schemas, the Council Fathers approved Dei Filius. Although its language was more controlled than in Quanta Cura, this dogmatic constitution also taught that God’s direction utterly surpassed the understanding of the human mind, that God authored the books of the Bible, and that Scriptures needed to be interpreted by the Church. Faith was a supernatural virtue not because it accorded with reason but because it came from God. “To the Catholic Church alone,” Dei Filius explained, “belong all those things, so many and so marvelous, which have been divinely ordained to make for the manifest credibility of the Christian faith.”7 If one accepted Catholicism, there would never be a reason for changing or calling one’s faith into question. Continuing in the spirit of Quanta Cura and of all the Councils since Nicaea, the constitution ended in a list of ideas that were to be condemned.

Not all of the world’s bishops agreed with the antimodern stance of Pius IX and other conservatives. Most American bishops recognized that Catholicism was thriving in the United States in spite of the separation of church and state. True, there were anti-Catholic Protestants who, a generation earlier, had burned convents and churches, but American Catholics had not experienced the same level of anticlerical fervor as Europeans. Protestants in the United States viewed ethnic parishes with suspicion, but they were also drawn to Catholicism’s romantic character and theological precision. A Catholic had signed the Declaration of Independence, Catholics fought alongside Protestants on both sides in the Civil War, and immigrant Catholics were, for the most part, paying for their church.

American Council Fathers also had varying views on the issue of papal infallibility. Several American bishops argued that papal infallibility was not evident in the Bible or in past Council decisions. They believed  that the definition of “infallibility” was unclear and that there was too much debate over when an infallible statement could be legitimately pronounced. Council Fathers worried that approval of papal infallibility would accelerate the shift of theological and institutional power away from their control. They feared the heightened involvement of Italian bishops working in the Curia who would interpret and enforce papal decrees. Not only would this involvement threaten the American bishop’s ability to set policy in their own diocese, but the expansion of Vatican authority would also alienate Protestants. Although only a few of the bishops at Vatican I opposed infallibility entirely, a healthy number felt that this was not the right time to assert such a doctrine. The moment, they argued, was inopportune. Bishop Mullen of Erie was one of twenty bishops and archbishops who signed a petition asking for the withdrawal of the discussion of infallibility.

The dissenters did not have the required vote to overrule the infallibility language. When it became clear that infallibility would be approved, eight bishops received permission to leave Rome before a final vote was taken. Bishop Mullen stayed, voting along with 433 Council Fathers to assent to the constitution Pastor Aeternus. One of the only two dissenting votes was cast by an American. On July 18, in the middle of a torrential rain storm, the statement on infallibility was read aloud to the world’s Catholics. The Council was then adjourned and set to reconvene in November. The rest of the schemas would be debated then.

The next day, on July 19, 1870, war erupted between France and Prussia. Previously, France had stationed troops in Rome to protect the Papal States from those Italians who wanted to craft a unified, secular Italian state. After a long struggle, Rome was the last piece in their unification puzzle. So when French troops moved out of Rome to fight the Prussians, Italian forces entered and secured Rome. Italian republicans proclaimed Rome the capital of the new nation of Italy. Angered at being robbed of his temporal kingdom and the ascendance of liberal nationalists, Pope Pius IX withdrew into his quarters. He declared himself a prisoner of the Vatican and excommunicated the leaders of the new Italy. Vatican Council I was suspended, never to be reconvened. Hostility between the pope and the Italian government would not be resolved until 1929, when Pope Pius XI and Benito Mussolini approved the Lateran Treaty.

Like Quanta Cura and its Syllabus of Errors, the mood of Vatican I had been confrontational. It extended the spiritual power of the pope at a time when he had all but lost his secular power. Later papal writings would reject modern trends in theology and political theory again and again. In 1907 Pius X issued another list of condemned theological errors along with his encyclical Pascendi. The Vatican was particularly concerned about the precedent for religious pluralism and free thinking in the United States. Even though bishops and theologians consistently reassured Europeans that they misunderstood what was happening in the New World, the American hierarchy did not hesitate to restrict Catholic theological inquiry.

Attitudes that had been cultivated in the Vatican as well as among conservative Europeans had practical effects in American parishes. The doctrine on the infallibility of the pope reinforced the power dynamics in American Catholic community: the husband over the family, the nun over her students, the priest over his parishioners, and the bishop over all. Although American bishops did not share Vatican pessimism about religious pluralism, they did use the Vatican’s antimodernism as a springboard to rail against everything from jazz to the length of women’s skirts. At their own meetings in Baltimore in 1884, they agreed that Catholics were required to send their children to parochial schools, which should be free and supported by parishes. Catholics who were married by a Protestant minister or those who remarried after a divorce were excommunicated. 8 Such decrees were designed to keep Catholics within their own worlds, separated from modern innovations ranging from divorce to public schools.

 

 

PERHAPS ERIE’S BISHOP was encouraged by the discussions he heard at the Vatican. The conversation certainly leaned toward asserting ecclesiastical power and limiting the influence of the individual. While in Rome, Bishop Mullen exercised his spiritual power over those who disobeyed him when they buried their dead in their own cemetery by placing an interdict on St. Joseph’s parish and locking the doors of the church. This interdict meant that there would be no Mass or sacraments conducted in the parish. Priests at other churches were told not to minister to the members of St. Joseph’s nor even baptize their children. Only  the dying who truly repented and renounced their allegiance to the “new cemetery party” would be allowed to receive the Last Rites.

Catholics during the era of Vatican I could—and did—disagree with their pastors or bishops. However, ordinary Catholics had little formal power and no theological justification for dissent. Just as a father had control over his children, so did the bishop over his congregations. Dissenters at St. Joseph’s, if they wanted to remain Catholic, had no alternative. They petitioned the bishop to lift the interdict and reopen the church. Eight months after its closing, Bishop Mullen reopened the church with a mission (a Catholic revival meeting) led by a team of Jesuits. “At its close,” the parish’s historian concluded, “the bulk of the congregation had been reconciled to the Church, to God, to the Bishop.”9

The experience of the Germans at St. Joseph’s was indicative of a larger trend occurring in the country. Like the American bishops who reconciled themselves to the doctrine of papal infallibility even if they thought it inopportune, the parishioners of St. Joseph’s submitted to the authority of their bishop. Parishes in America would not look like the village churches of their European hometowns. The Irish and American-born bishops who sought a strong, unified, and prominent Catholicism were succeeding in building powerful parishes. If the people of a parish had problems with a priest or with each other, they would have to be very cagey in how they pursued change. Layers of authority were clearly defined, and challenges could be easily condemned as evidence of modern impudence.

City churches of the Vatican I era reflected both the politics and the theology of international Catholicism. To look at the altar of a Catholic church was to see into heaven. There resided the Trinity—God the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit—attended to by the community of saints and angels. People came to the church to look upon this heavenly community—not to be a part of it. The priest and the altar boys were attendants at that throne. As with the people, they faced the tabernacle and directed their prayers toward the divine center. Just as no one would dare turn their back on a king, so all faced Christ as he appeared in the guise of bread and wine.

The focal point of attention was the tabernacle, where the consecrated hosts were stored. A golden crucifix stood in a niche above the tabernacle. This holy area was surrounded by various niches holding  statues and platforms for the placement of banks of candelabras for candles. Each time they crossed in front of the tabernacle, Catholics genuflected, making one of their knees touch the floor. Because the altar area represented God on his throne in heaven, statues of Catholic saints and even marble angels were placed on either side to indicate worship of the divine presence. Both the side altars and the main altar were dressed with white, laced linens. The sanctuary displayed an array of flowers and living green plants; palms were especially popular.

Areas for the clergy and for the people were carefully delineated. To preach, the priest accessed the pulpit (known as the “ambo”) by mounting a set of stairs that raised him above the congregation. A short railing separated the altar area from the nave, and this was where Catholics knelt when they received Holy Communion. This railing was also dressed with a white linen cloth. Opulent stained glass windows—the more detailed in their telling of biblical stories or the lives of the saints the better—filtered the outside light. Underneath the stained glass, along the side walls, painted Stations of the Cross illustrated the drama of Christ’s passion and death.

Entering the sacred space of the altar area was restricted during services to men—priests and altar boys. But women made the space look special and holy. When services were not being held, women scrubbed and polished all the altar brass. Any ornate woodwork on the main altar or the long altar rail had to be dusted. Candle wax stuck to the red vigil lights needed to be scraped off. Women also made sure that the array of vestments that the priests wore was in good order. They pressed the albs, the long, white linen garb worn by the priests at Mass, taking care that the lace on the bottom was treated properly. In the days before steam irons, this meant ironing on a wet bath towel and putting the altar cloths on special rollers so that no creases would appear. In a world without air conditioners or even large fans, women had to keep towels handy to prevent their sweat from dripping on the fresh linens.

The church was a glimpse into heaven, but it also replicated a formal, Victorian home. Catholic churches of the immigrant era reflected late Romantic aesthetic styles: opulent, meticulously decorated, colorful, and formal. Catholics layered their churches with images, textures, colors, and even smells. Empty spaces were to be filled because they signaled a lack of concern, a lack of abundance, a lack of expansiveness. Churches  symbolized the richness of religion just as an overstuffed parlor indicated that a family had taste and wealth. Watching the drama of the Mass performed within a monumental and highly decorated building connected Catholics to the power of God—a God who determined one’s life and fate.

Royalty—even divine royalty—does not come cheap. With no government willing to fund church upkeep, construction, or salaries, lay people had to raise the money needed to support their parish. Immigrants and their children could not provide large endowments, as wealthy Protestants might, but they could be convinced to give whatever extra cash they had to the church. Priests relied on women to organize a constant succession of festivals, parties, suppers, and dances to generate the funds needed to run the parish. In Erie, women convinced breweries to donate beer for church suppers and coordinated their families to gather for the cheap meal. When there were leftovers, they served them up the next night at half-price. Catholics raised as much money through such events as they did through pew rents or church collections.

Immigrant men and women spent their free time in different ways. In the German American community, men joined singing societies and fraternal organizations. For instance, Annie’s uncle, who was president of a singing society in Germany, continued to be active in one like it in Erie. In these societies, Catholic men might socialize with Protestants and freethinkers. A general sense of German American identity—not attached to region and often expressed in English—was cultivated by men. For men, such nonreligious associations provided a place for political discussions rather than religious ones.

Excluded from the male-oriented ethnic societies, women looked to the church as a place for socializing outside the home. In parish life women like Annie Liebel found a spiritual and social atmosphere that was meaningful amidst a growing industrial city. Before the arrival of radio and the movies, most entertainment—particularly for women—came from religion. Consequently, in Margaret’s family, women cultivated a Catholic, rather than German American, identity. Parish life provided a mixture of socializing, gossiping, prayer, and education that many women found fulfilling.

Immigration continued at full force in the United States until World War I, when antiforeign sentiments in the twenties cut off the flow of  European settlers. In 1895 Annie and her family stopped going to St. Joseph’s Church because population increases motivated new parishes to be established. The new Sacred Heart Church was built literally around the corner. Annie’s daughter Angelica and her granddaughter Margaret were both baptized in Sacred Heart parish. In 1900 the city of 52,733 had eleven Catholic parishes. Increasingly these new parishes were “national parishes” set up to serve the new immigrants who were arriving in Erie. By 1920 the city’s population had almost doubled to 93,372, and parishes had been established for the Slovaks (Holy Family, 1908), Poles (St. Casimir, 1916), Hungarians (St. Stephen, 1917), and Romanians (St. George, 1918). By the time Angelica married in 1922, there were seventeen Catholic churches in Erie.

 

AFTER WORLD WAR I there were more Catholic churches across the country, but there was also more competition for the attention of the children of the immigrants. Churches were no longer the sole purveyors of entertainment in Erie. Although Annie felt the most comfortable with her German-speaking relatives, her daughter Angelica had a wider circle of acquaintances and distractions. Friends went together to the movies, cheap food could be bought at the baseball stadium, and the production value of a vaudeville act was much higher than any parish play. Even though immigrant neighborhoods had never been hermetically sealed, by the twenties, expanding leisure and time at school brought more ethnic groups in contact with each other than ever before. In Erie, young people met each other at work, in downtown department stores, while picnicking at the lake, or when riding the trolley. The German American Angelica could have met her Swedish American boyfriend, Karl Johnston, at the movies, the roller-skating rink, the public park, or even at a dance hall.

Angelica was not supposed to marry the non-Catholic Karl. Catholics were forbidden by Canon Law from marrying non-Catholics. Nevertheless, love often intervened. Significantly, Angelica met with no hostility from her parents about the marriage. Karl was a “good boy,” and Swedish Lutherans had values not unlike German Catholics. All agreed, however, that the engaged couple would have to get a dispensation from the rule that Catholics could not marry Protestants. There would be forms to fill out.

Even a quick foray through the archives kept by America’s bishops reveals that Catholicism was as much a religion of dispensation as it was a religion of rules. To receive that dispensation, Karl had to sign a paper agreeing never to impede Angelica’s Catholic activities. He had to let her be buried in a Catholic cemetery, from which he would be excluded unless an additional dispensation was granted. Angelica had to promise to try to convert Karl by her prayers and good example. All of their children had to be raised as Catholics, even if Angelica died and Karl remarried a non-Catholic. Angelica must not attend Karl’s church even “just for the sake of peace” as to do so would be a tacit admission that all Christian communities were equal in God’s eyes. The Church clearly insisted they were not. If Karl refused to agree to any of these strictures or if the couple was married by a Protestant minister, Angelica was to be automatically excommunicated. Her marriage would be null and void; she would be living in sin, banned from receiving any sacraments, and forbidden from burial in a Catholic cemetery. Only a bishop could revoke the excommunication.

Fortunately, Angelica and Karl secured the dispensation that allowed them to marry. Excluded from the sacred space of the church, they had to be married in the parish rectory, where the priest wore none of his customary Mass vestments. Because to be in church was to be in the presence of the divine, to be excluded from church was a powerful gesture.

Such weddings were meant to be bleak. In 1917 a priest-writer described such a wedding “as cold and soulless as agnosticism and Protestantism can make it; it looks more like a funeral service or an ordinary business transaction than a marriage ceremony.”10 Angelica and Karl, however, understood both their wedding and marriage to be proper and fulfilling. Karl did not chafe under the requirement to send his children to Catholic school. As Annie aged, Karl dutifully walked her each day to early-morning Mass. While waiting for her, he smoked a cigar at the drugstore across the street and chatted with his buddies. Then he walked her home.

Catholic devotional life after World War I was complex and theatrical. Erie Catholics walked to church for Sunday and daily Mass, but not as family groups. Children who went to parish school were required to attend their own Mass, typically at nine in the morning. They would sit  together, in the order of their classes, and with their teachers. Mothers and grandmothers would go to early morning “low Masses” that had no singing. The priest would read the texts of the Mass from the missal on the altar and the altar boys would give the responses.

The main Sunday Mass was the sung “High Mass.” At this Mass a choir would sing the parts of the Mass. In 1903 the encyclical Tra le Sollecitudini tried to eliminate dramatic church music from High Masses and reinstitute Gregorian Chant. Because the choir was considered to be a part of the liturgical office, women were to be excluded. The encyclical explained that boys should sing the soprano parts. This effort failed miserably at Sacred Heart, where Florence Messmer played the organ and led the choir for almost fifty years. Angelica became just as well known in the parish for her singing.

Attending Mass was the central but not sole religious practice of parish life. Along with the Sacred Heart choir, Angelica sang at funerals, weddings, Christmas celebrations, and church novenas, which were services that included a blessing of the sick and the recitation of prayers to the Virgin Mary or a saint. They typically ended in Benediction, the exposition of the host in a golden container called a monstrance. Because novenas took place outside of Mass, they were more personal. They encouraged Catholics to create intimate relationships with Jesus, Mary, and the saints. Flourishing during the thirties and forties, when families were struck by the troubles of the Depression and World War II, novenas always included a “petition box,” where people wrote on slips of paper the things that they needed from God. Novena prayers were dramatic and formal: “Look down with a mother’s tenderness and pity on me, who kneel before you to venerate your Dolors,” Catholics called upon the Virgin of Sorrows, “and place my requests, with filial confidence, in the sanctuary of your wounded Heart.”11 Whereas only Latin hymns were to be sung at Mass, at novenas congregations sang popular hymns in English, which were as florid as their prayers.

Using Latin contributed to creating a religious environment not easily accessible to outsiders. It would be incorrect to conclude, however, that Catholics were mesmerized into ritual compliance, so they had no understanding of what they were doing. The movements and rhythms of Catholic life were repeated to a point at which they were inscribed on the body and became a natural way of moving, acting, and participating.  Ritual participation, specifically in the sacraments, mattered more than believing in a collection of ideas. Being Catholic meant mastering a set of practices until they became second nature. Through those practices, Christ, Mary, and the saints became as familiar as family members. Catholics cultivated involved relationships with these holy characters much like they did with their own kin. Although the process of learning practices, relationships, and meanings could come from growing up in Catholic neighborhoods and homes, increasingly, Catholics learned them at the parish school.

 

 

THE MOST ENDURING LEGACY of the nineteenth century for the average American Catholic was not the doctrine of infallibility of Vatican I; rather, it was the construction of a nationwide, parish-based school system. As European governments threatened the autonomy of Catholic schools, the Church denounced the growing public school movement. The Syllabus of Errors attached to Quanta Cura condemned educational systems free from ecclesiastical control, unconnected with Catholic faith, and under the authority of the civil state. The Vatican warned American bishops in 1875 that public schools were fraught with danger and hostile to Catholicism. In 1884 the country’s bishops required all Catholics to send their children to parochial schools.12 At a parish school, students would learn that the main goal of education was to enable them to move toward salvation. The spirit of Vatican I expected that education would support and articulate specific Catholic doctrines and practices.

For the most part, Erie Catholics tried to cultivate in their schools the unification of faith and knowledge. By 1926, the year that Angelica’s daughter Margaret was born, almost 15,000 children went to parish schools in the diocese. Within the city, German American parishes maintained schools of about 400 pupils; the Irish parish of St. Patrick managed 500 children. The Poles, however, beat them both. The Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth taught 1,012 students at St. Stanislaus Parish and the Felician Sisters had 721 pupils at Holy Trinity and 369 at St. Hedwig’s. Only the Italians at St. Paul’s and the Hungarians at St. Stephen’s did not have parish schools, although St. Paul’s did begin one in 1966. The number of children in Erie’s Catholic schools remained high well into the 1960s.

At Sacred Heart both Margaret and her mother Angelica had the same first grade teacher, Sister Francis Joseph, who taught at the parish from 1903 to 1934. By 1936 she would be among the fifteen nuns who taught seven hundred children, coping with an average class size of forty-six. Sister Francis Joseph belonged to a religious order of nuns called the Sisters of St. Joseph, and they dominated both the Catholic schools and social services in Erie. Of the fifteen parishes with schools in 1936, nine were taught by Sisters of St. Joseph. Although the schools of the Poles and Slovaks included recent immigrant nuns who spoke those languages, the majority of Erie’s Catholics were taught by local, American-born women. Sister Francis Joseph was born in Erie in 1879 as Edith Kress. Like Margaret and her mother, she was a German American who did not speak any German. Because the Sisters of St. Joseph recruited women from the multiethnic area of northwest Pennsylvania to teach and do social work, they relied on English as their common language of communication.

Throughout their schools, the Sisters of St. Joseph instilled a sense of order and hierarchy that reflected the ideals of the nineteenth-century Church, the sisters’ ethnic traditions, and working-class American values. Each morning children arrived at school by 8:30. At the ringing of a bell, they fell silent and assembled into their classes. The classes entered the school building in order of rank, with the oldest classes going first. At Sacred Heart, this procession was accompanied by a student playing a march on a piano. Students sat one behind the other at wooden desks in their classrooms. There, they studied in spaces as elaborately decorated as their church: Among statues of Mary and the saints, there was an American flag and colorful educational prints. Respect for authority was assumed and enforced. Pupils stood when a sister, priest, or any adult entered the classroom. Children learned the priorities, proprieties, and protocols of a disciplined, Catholic life.

Sisters were taught to be reasonable with their students. “When a child observes in the teacher a tendency to be tyrannical or too exacting,” a Sisters of St. Joseph’s teaching manual explained, the “desire to please her is proportionally lessened and the teacher’s authority is impaired.” Likewise, the sisters were expected to be pleasant and encouraging: “Never speak in a scolding, fretful manner” the manual warned, “and  try to cultivate a pleasant countenance. Do not wound the sensibilities of the duller pupils by making comparisons of one child with another.”13

At the same time, however, children were constantly reminded of where they were on each sister’s scale. At Sacred Heart School, every other month a report card was issued that gave the pupil’s rank in his or her class and a percentage grade. At the top of the card were listed conduct, application (effort), and neatness. Then came Christian Doctrine, arithmetic, reading, spelling, grammar, geography, U.S. history, penmanship, composition, and, lastly, drawing. “Christian doctrine” included a weekly Bible history lesson and memorizing a core set of prayers: the Lord’s Prayer; Hail Mary; the Creed; Confiteor from the Mass; the Acts of Faith, Hope, and Charity; and the Act of Contrition (said during Confession); the Memorare; Angelus; and Grace before and after each meal. American Catholics were learning how to be Catholic at school even more than at home.

Although the Catholic school composed of overly strict nuns has entered into American folklore, Catholics themselves—especially Catholic women—often tell a different story. Even as work opportunities were expanding for women in the twenties and thirties, Catholic women entered religious orders to become teachers, nurses, and social workers. Their experiences as schoolchildren did not keep girls from the convent but rather presented them with an acceptable alternative to motherhood. As a nun, a girl might integrate her spiritual and professional desires. Sisters, who in Erie moved between teaching and social service activities, modeled lives of intellectual and professional engagement. Some boys may have chafed under the classroom discipline of teaching sisters, but for many girls the order and academics of school dovetailed well with cultural codes of feminine behavior. Fine penmanship, quiet study, facility with memorization, a curiosity about religious matters—these were Catholic school values that were also middle-class feminine values.

In addition, every day girls saw women exert piety, professionalism, and authority. “We were taught that the sisters were the Brides of Christ and that they served God,” Margaret recalled. “You didn’t talk nasty to the sisters because they were holier than we were.” Adults might criticize the priest “because he was the boss.” They would say, “Why does he want  more money? He has a big car. But the sisters? They didn’t have anything, they didn’t even drive.”

Although sisters certainly showed deference to the parish priests and had far less independence then their clerical counterparts, they commanded the respect of parents and children. Only the most foolish priest would interfere with a Mother Superior when it came to running a school. With the Sisters of St. Joseph dominating the schools as well as running the city’s hospital, orphanage, day care center, and training school for boys, even bishops had to respect the sphere of influence of nuns.

Increasingly, Americans were sending their children to high school and even on to college. Sometime during the twenties the idea of the teenager was born: a grown-up child who did not have to work, who went to school, and whose parents gave him or her freedom to enjoy the burgeoning entertainment culture of movies, dances, and radio. When Margaret finished at Sacred Heart elementary school in 1940, she went to Villa Maria Academy, also run by the Sisters of St. Joseph. Her mother, Angelica, did not want her daughter to have to work in a silk mill as she had. When Angelica was young, she had had to convince her former teacher, Sister Eleanora, to help with her career plans. The nun supported Angelica’s ruse that she was taking music lessons at the convent while she actually attended Erie Business College in order to get an accounting certificate. Angelica knew that there was a world beyond the parish, the neighborhood, and the silk mill. Making sure that her daughter, as well as her son, was exposed to that world meant assuring that Margaret would go on to high school.

Although most Catholic youth went on to public high schools, increasingly they had the option of attending religious schools. In 1892 the Sisters of St. Joseph had already established an academy for older girls. They opened a college in 1925. By 1920 another Erie order, the Sisters of St. Benedict, added to their private elementary school a three-year commercial course for women. In 1923 they introduced a four-year high school. Their sisters started to take college courses, and their facilities included three science laboratories. The Sisters of Mercy moved to Erie in 1926, buying seventy-five acres of farmland to begin Mercyhurst Academy. By 1931 their educational complex also included a fully accredited college with 104 women students. In Erie, Catholic boys had fewer choices: They could go to Cathedral Preparatory ( founded 1921) for high  school and then on to Cathedral College (founded in 1925, later called Gannon College).

To enter Villa Maria in 1940 was to learn how to be both a lady and a scholar. Students were taught how to live by both nineteenth- and twentieth-century norms. On the one hand, sisters chided their charges to speak with a low voice and to practice the habits of good living: punctuality, regularity, and good character. On the other hand, they taught chemistry labs where girls experimented with hydrochloric acid. Students wore white starched collars on their dark dresses, but they also formed the Erie Chapter of the National Association of Cost Accountants. Girls took Latin and algebra but also signed up for typewriting and public speaking. There was a club created to promote the appreciation of the works of Virgil and also a basketball team. Good posture was stressed more than anything else in gym class, but Villa Maria also had its own swimming pool.

When the graduating class of 1930 imagined what they would be doing as grown women in 1940, the future they saw was fully situated in the twentieth century: They would be novelists and book critics, stenographers and newspaper reporters; lawyers, nurses, and dentists. Bea would have her pictures shown at an art exhibition (“which had caused quite a sensation”) and Rose Calabrese would be a historian. There was no mention of being housewives, but Eva turned out to be a beauty specialist, Helen a governess, and Mary a seamstress. The graduating class predicted that only one fellow classmate would enter the convent.14 To be a professional, however, did not mean that a woman would forget who she was. “We girls, we didn’t want to have a bad reputation,” Margaret remembers. “When I asked, ‘why couldn’t I do it?’ the answer was always the same: ‘Because I said so, and because you’re a lady and ladies do not do things like that.’”

Increasingly, however, formal convent education was looking more and more like that of the public high schools. Margaret received a scholarship to Mercyhurst Academy for her senior year. Although the academics continued to be strong, the Mercy Sisters were more in tune with the needs of modern teenagers. Mixed dances were held in the auditorium with the sisters watching from the balcony. Senior girls who secured their parents’ permission could light up cigarettes in their own smoking room.

In both schools, girls learned religion in both theory and practice. A priest taught Bible and Church history, basic theology, and ethics. They made yearly retreats with visiting clergymen that included sermons on modern living and time for silent prayer. Mass was said in the academy chapel, and the bishop came once a year to visit. Students had free days from class on the feast days of St. Patrick and St. Joseph. In May they crowned a statue of Mary in the school’s garden.

Religious life, like academic life, was spoken of and experienced in the ideal. Villa Maria and Mercyhurst were places detached from the realities of the Depression, which had sent industrial Erie into a tailspin. The Catholic school, in the same way as the space of the church, was expected to reflect a divinely ordered perfect society and, thus, to inculcate eternal, heavenly values.

 

SHORTLY BEFORE MARGARET and the other sophomore girls at Villa Maria stopped for Christmas break in 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. From that point until they graduated in 1944, life in the cloistered world of the girl’s academy seemed particularly unreal. Margaret received a scholarship to continue as a college student at Mercyhurst, but her mind was not on her studies. The war made the future look bleak.

In 1943, before he even graduated from high school, her boyfriend, Ken, was drafted into the Army. Wouldn’t it be better if they married before he left to fight? Margaret knew her mother did not approve and that she wanted her daughter to finish college, but both the nation and her heart were calling. It was, Margaret explained later, “my patriotic duty to get married.”

When Ken came home on an Army furlough, she got engaged. The couple filled out the paperwork to secure the dispensation needed for Catholic Margaret to marry Protestant Ken; the groom memorized the catechism while training to be a soldier (so he could be “good enough” to marry a Catholic); and on December 20, 1944, they married in the rectory of Sacred Heart Church.

Catholics throughout the country were leaving their neighborhoods and joining the military. They were seeing new parts of the nation and meeting new people. Women started working in the war industry. Higher education would soon become more available. The world of Vatican I was ending.
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chapter two

POSTWAR SUBURBS

For the generation of Catholics who came of age during World War II, it was the fifties—not the sixties—that were revolutionary. Catholics were leaving their urban neighborhoods and venturing out into America’s growing suburbs. In addition, the difference between how they practiced their faith and how their parents did was significant. The suburban fifties introduced Catholics like Margaret to new ideas that Council Fathers at the Second Vatican Council would legitimize and institutionalize.

When President Roosevelt declared war on Germany and Japan, he marshaled the full force of the American government to convince and motivate the country to participate in the war effort. Given the brutality of the Axis powers, this was not difficult to accomplish. From saving scrap metal and rubber for the war effort to mourning with families whose sons had been killed, no one could forget that the country was at war.

Margaret was eighteen when she married a soldier. At that point in her life, she had barely ever left her hometown of Erie. A vacation to nearby Buffalo, New York, was a bold undertaking. When Ken shipped out for training to Oregon and later to Nebraska and Texas, the young bride traveled for days on crowded trains to be with her husband for a few hours on the weekends. “It was exciting but scary,” she remembers. “What if you missed a connection?” Looking at the world outside the train window, she learned the same thing that many formerly provincial young  Americans were learning for the first time: The United States was an immense country full of all kinds of people.

While Ken went to war, Margaret stayed in Erie and waited. For almost two years, she followed her husband’s movements across the South Pacific—to Guam, to Okinawa, then to Korea. Geography had been a favorite school subject for her, but now it took on a terrible relevance. Whenever she had time off from her job making generators at Burke Electric Company, she went to the movies to watch newsreels discussing the upcoming assault on Japan. Margaret worried that the invasion could make her a widow. To note that war makes men out of boys is a cliché; saying that war makes women out of girls is an overlooked truism.

 

THE GENERATION who were children during the Depression and young adults during World War II came to embrace religion differently from either their parents or their children. Eighty percent of the men born in the twenties were veterans of military service, and their wives, girlfriends, sisters, and mothers intimately felt the reality of war. Wartime sacrifices pared life down to the essentials; the closeness of death led them to listen more carefully to the promises of their religious traditions. At the same time, war gave that generation a confidence that made them wary of churchy paternalism. As Catholic men formed platoons and women talked during breaks from their factory work, they discovered that Protestants and Jews and even atheists shared their fears and aspirations.

During the war years, powerful media images brought Catholics into the mainstream of American culture. At the movies, Catholic characters often represented the very values that the Allies were struggling to defend. In 1944 Jennifer Jones won an Academy Award for her portrayal of a nineteenth-century Catholic visionary. The Song of Bernadette (nominated for twelve Oscars with four wins) was an uplifting tale of a French peasant girl who stuck to her assertion that she saw the Virgin Mary even when her family, her neighbors, her priest, and her government challenged her.

In The Song of Bernadette, Hollywood used miracles, visions, virginity, and suffering not to divide Catholics from others but to celebrate the value of everyone standing firm in their convictions. Bernadette died a  painful death at the end of the film but not before her adversaries became convinced that the Virgin Mary did appear to the teen. Wartime patriotism motivated Hollywood to use an innocent yet supernatural and unbending Catholic faith as an example of how the good and the true eventually triumphs over adversity.

Movies also encouraged Americans to think differently about ethnicity. Unlike during World War I, when European immigrants were expected to give up their language and customs in order to demonstrate their Americanism, World War II government propaganda was multicultural. Pamphlets and posters represented European ethnic groups and even African Americans as having freedom and opportunity in the United States. After all, it was Hitler, not democratic Americans, who could not tolerate difference. Following this lead, Hollywood made movies in which, in the crucible of war, the multi-ethnic Army platoon evolved from an argumentative group of individuals to a fighting brotherhood of Americans. Ethnic differences were not erased; they were harnessed for the common good.

The year after St. Bernadette appeared on the silver screen, Going My Way swept the Academy Awards with ten nominations and seven wins. As with The Song of Bernadette, Catholic characters were used to express both religious difference and general American values simultaneously.

Going My Way centers around two priests: one Irish and one American. The Irish-born Father Fitzgibbon is charming in his Old World ways, but he cannot hold a candle to Bing Crosby’s Father Chuck. Audiences, sick of the misery of war, fell in love with the priest’s comforting smile, jaunty straw hat, and athletic ease. Father Chuck’s care of the parish’s old Irish pastor as well as his ability to transform jazz into crooning, neighborhood hoodlums into choir boys, and the unrealistic dreams of youth into the appropriate behaviors of adults pointed to an accepting, more modern Catholicism.

People flocked to see Going My Way. At times, real Catholics might seem ethnic and exotic, but in the movie theater they were always delightfully American. An informal Father Chuck wore sweatshirts, played golf, smoked a pipe, and used subtle persuasion rather than theological arguments to motivate change. He brought his parishioners together and gently led them. Similar themes occurred in the sequel, The Bells of St. Mary (1945). In the movies, the unique religious characteristics of  Catholicism never undermined the American values of progress, individualism, and personal fulfillment.

Wartime violence also motivated Catholic leaders to stress the common humanity of those who struggled against evil. The realities of the war demonstrated that something existed that was fundamentally more malevolent than the split between Catholics and Protestants. In his 1941 Christmas radio address, Pope Pius XII called for all Christians to work together for peace and rebuild society, even if they were not Catholics. Catholic thinkers in the United States, like Jesuit priest Wilfred Parsons, argued that “our first duty is not, as unfortunately many still seem to think, to win the recognition of the spiritual authority of the Church,” but instead that we need “to arouse the torpid world to a sense of the Divine life that exists within it.”1 In 1943 at their annual meeting, American bishops approved of individual Catholics cooperating with non-Catholic groups if the organizations were like the Red Cross and had no religious affiliation. Thus, an openness to other faiths was evolving that would continue to develop in the next decades.

 

 

THE END OF THE WAR brought about sweeping social changes for many Americans. In March 1946 Ken arrived back home after fighting in the battle for Okinawa and spending seven months as a part of American occupational forces in Asia. Wartime propaganda and the reality of victory helped empower veterans and their families, but it was the hard cash of a federal entitlement program that altered postwar America in the long term. President Roosevelt had signed into law what came to be known as the GI Bill of Rights. The government worried that the combination of the homecoming of 15 million men and women serving in the armed services and the end of war production would cause massive unemployment. To facilitate the veterans’ transition and avoid a recession, the government pumped money into the economy.

The GI Bill was designed to provide veterans with unemployment compensation, health care, funding for education and training, and support for the purchase of homes and businesses. The monetary cost would be high, but the government wagered it would get a strong return on its investment. Earlier, Roosevelt had predicted that America’s  wartime sacrifices would secure Four Freedoms, one of which was “freedom from want.” With the GI Bill, he ensured that he would be right.

“I took advantage of the 52/20 club right away,” Ken remembered. The GI Bill paid unemployed veterans $20 a week for fifty-two weeks to help them reestablish their lives. The returning soldiers were eager to get back to work, and they were successful in their efforts: In the end, only about 20 percent of the funds set aside for the 52/20 club were paid out. Ken first went to work at a zipper factory, but because he had been trained as a welder in the Army, he eventually got a job at the Westinghouse plant in Erie.

All over the country, men and women were joyfully settling back into domestic life and having babies. For some, this wasn’t so simple. After finally finding an apartment, Margaret and Ken’s postwar optimism was tested by two miscarriages in the space of a few years. Everywhere Margaret turned she saw cheery ads promoting the latest baby gear or articles on the proper afternoon snacks for children. She wondered how something so “natural” could be so painful and difficult.

The traditional Catholic response to suffering was to “offer it up.” Pain became meaningful when it was translated into sacrifice. Devotional literature as well as the advice of priests and nuns elaborated on the Passion narrative: Out of the crucifixion of Jesus came the glorious resurrection and promise of eternal life. The clergy particularly addressed this message to women. By intimately connecting their pain with the suffering of Jesus, they became spiritual exemplars to others. Catholic authors never tired of reminding their readers that the Virgin Mary herself watched helplessly as her son was tortured and killed. Artists depicted her as a “Sorrowful Mother” whose heart was pierced with many swords.

The message was clear: Women had to be stoic. To articulate one’s unhappiness to friends and family would be to ignore the example of Jesus who quietly accepted his fate on the cross.

To a certain extent Margaret accepted the wisdom of “offer it up.” She followed the lead of the Virgin Mary who, according to the account in Luke, “kept all these words in her heart.” Like her husband who did not speak of his war years, Margaret also accepted her childlessness in silence. She prayed to her name saint, St. Margaret Mary Alacoque, to help  her get through those difficult days. Like Catholic women before her, she struggled with grace and without complaint.

But this was not her only response. Margaret prayed not simply that God grant her patience and courage. She also expected Jesus, Mary, and the saints to guide her and her family toward making correct decisions. Hers was an active rather than passive devotion. Prayer helped her take appropriate action in a complicated world of expanding possibilities. Somehow the prayers of the novenas, with their flowery language and messages about women submitting to pain, did not seem quite right. Margaret preferred prayer to be intimate, personal, and private.

Margaret was not alone in rejecting the sentiments of the previous generation’s piety. Although Catholics continued to join together in large groups to say the rosary or petition the saints, many like Margaret were moving away from such public displays of their faith. In Pittsburgh, for example, attendance at novenas to Our Lady of Perpetual Help declined after the war. Women were finding other ways to meet life’s challenges.

The “can do” ethic of the war years was moderating the “offer it up” philosophy of traditional Catholicism. Margaret did not retreat into the reassuring comfort of her family and friends, and she refused to resign herself to an unhappy life. Instead, the sting of her miscarriages sharpened the couple’s awareness of their marital relationship and their future.

Postwar America seemed giddy with possibilities. Ken and Margaret wondered how they could best take advantage of them. The couple began to see life in Erie as limited. Ken’s welding job paid well, but the knowledge that his work was going nowhere remained an unspoken presence between the two of them. So even though Margaret was the more bookish of the two and had put in her time in the Defense industry, she knew that only Ken was eligible for the benefits of the GI Bill. Echoing her mother’s and the nuns’ stress on education, Margaret convinced Ken to go to college.

The GI Bill paid $500 a year for tuition, fees, books, and supplies for college or vocational training. Because no university in the country charged more than that for tuition and a couple could scrape by on the $105 monthly allowance, Uncle Sam was in effect passing out free tickets to higher education. In Pennsylvania, Penn State University promised to save 75 percent of its seats for returning veterans. When it quickly ran  out of space on its main campus, it asked 3,500 first-year students to start college at centers around the state. So in 1947 Ken began his studies in Erie, and the next year he and Margaret moved to the main campus in the center of the state.

The tidal wave of students that crashed into America’s colleges and universities came with wives and children. Ken and Margaret were not alone in complaining about the 350 secondhand trailers and old army barracks set up for them downwind from the poultry barns at Penn State. The university charged the families $25 a month and threw in utilities for free. Margaret supplemented the government checks by working as a secretary in the School of Agriculture. Ken finished a degree in sociology and started graduate studies in social work, but he stopped short of a master’s degree because “I was just sick and tired of going to school at my age.” The GI Bill gave a generation of men the tools to build a more secure future. By 1956, when the original program ended, 7.8 million World War II veterans had participated in either educational or vocational training programs. The government’s bet paid off: Veterans eased into the labor pool as better-educated workers, and they were now making more money and paying more taxes.

The experience of going to college, like the experience of going to war, boosted many Americans’ self-confidence. Ken and Margaret were no exception. As Ken was pursuing his degree, Margaret read along in his textbooks and contributed to his term papers. Studying together with those outside the neighborhood continued the trend that began with Margaret’s mother marrying a Swedish Lutheran and Margaret marrying a Scots-Irish Methodist. A rise in their educational level, deeper interactions with non-Catholics, and openness to new ideas prepared these Catholics for the innovations that would come with the Second Vatican Council.

 

 

THE OPENING OF THE Second Vatican Council in 1962 came on the heels of a decade awash in religious pop culture and tentative ecumenical overtures. During the fifties, as the population of the United States grew by 19 percent, church and synagogue attendance went up 30 percent. Those who claimed a religious affiliation rose from 59 percent of  the population to 65 percent.2 Such membership growth accompanied a wide-ranging fascination with all things religious. The country flocked to movies with biblical themes, read novels with religious characters, and bought inspirational literature. A Catholic bishop had a popular television show. Even works that criticized religion, like Paul Blanshard’s anti-Catholic books, became best sellers.

Not to be outdone by popular culture, the government also joined the religion craze. In 1954 Congress decided to add the phrase “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. Written in 1892, the Pledge became a popular schoolyard ritual after World War I, but it contained no religious references. During the fifties, the Knights of Columbus (a fraternal order of Catholic lay men) decided that the threat of communism and the rise of secular culture required that the Pledge explicitly place the nation under God’s care and rule. They first added “under God” to the Pledge they recited at meetings and then convinced President Eisenhower and the Congress to make the change official. In 1956 another bill was approved to replace the long-standing national motto of E pluribus unum (“one from many”) to “In God We Trust,” which had been appearing on coins since the Civil War.

In a nation eager to define itself as God-fearing and against godless communism, religious leaders assumed a more public presence. Catholic priests were asked to join with Protestant ministers and Jewish rabbis on civic committees or to preside at city events. Some Americans claimed a “Judeo-Christian” rather than “Protestant” heritage. A generic form of religion that supported civic (and civil) society emerged.

 

AFTER KEN GRADUATED, he became a professional social worker and took a job as a probation officer in Toledo, Ohio. Like many men of his generation, he saw that his small Pennsylvania hometown of Meadville and even the larger city of Erie did not hold real professional opportunity. With a degree, he wanted a career that was challenging and interesting. Staying in Erie would condemn him to mindlessly “sitting on the front stoop in a T-shirt with a beer in my hand.”

Toledo was the seat of Lucas County and was experiencing a postwar boom. As late as 1940, half of the town was unemployed or paid by the government to do public work. Two decades later there was almost full employment and the average wage had risen by 30 percent. This Ohio  city was diversifying its economy, was proud of its Jeep plant, had a new airport, and had renovated its train station. Margaret quickly got a job as a secretary at the local newspaper, the Toledo Blade. Contrary to what we might think, women did not immediately quit their jobs when the soldiers came home. In Toledo more women worked immediately after the war than during the war years. In 1953 they comprised 30 percent of the workforce, and during the 1950s the number of working women increased by 50 percent. Toledo working women were like Margaret; 70 percent of them worked in white (or perhaps, better, “pink”) collar jobs.

At the Blade offices, Margaret soon made new friends. Jackie was a Protestant who had moved from Michigan with her husband Bill. The couple became Margaret and Ken’s neighbors. Harriet was a Catholic who, like Margaret, had gone to an all-girls Catholic high school. These women maintained friendships with each other for the rest of their lives. Among Margaret’s friends, religion was often a topic of conversation. It seemed that after the war, the whole nation had “got religion.”

Although individual Catholics had non-Protestant friends and joined multireligious civic organizations, they were still required to keep their distance from non-Catholic religious practices. Without their bishops’ permission, Catholics were forbidden to attend the religious services of their relatives and neighbors, including weddings and funerals. They could join the Red Cross, but they were forbidden to cooperate with non-Catholic groups like the Salvation Army or the YWCA. Parish bulletins warned Catholics not to buy lots in non-Catholic cemeteries. Some bishops prohibited their priests from participating in graduation ceremonies or Thanksgiving services along with ministers and rabbis.

The Vatican wanted to maintain distance between Protestants and Catholics, but many American bishops preferred to cultivate religious cooperation. In 1947 Archbishop Samuel Stritch of Chicago voiced his concern over the Vatican’s mistrust in a letter to Archbishop John T. McNicholas of Cincinnati: “How in a mixed country is it possible to fight secularism,” Bishop Stritch wondered, “if in civic affairs we abstain from saying a prayer simply because there is some Protestant minister who also says a prayer?”3

Church laws designed to keep Catholics away from Protestants were only partially successful. Catholics routinely went to the weddings and funerals of their non-Catholic friends and neighbors. In spite of continual  preaching against mixed marriages, Catholics married outside their faith. Margaret was not alone in falling in love with and marrying a Protestant. The apartment the couple moved into was in an older part of Toledo, in the parish of St. Agnes. A parish census from 1954 reported that 23 percent of the married couples at St. Agnes contained a member who was not Catholic. In addition to these, there were also seventy-five “invalid” marriages—unions in which the Catholic partner had not received permission to marry the non-Catholic. Of the thirty-six marriages that took place that year, eleven were to non-Catholics. These numbers were typical of Toledo and the rest of the country. Catholics were supposed to maintain a distinct religious community, but increasingly their hearts were not in it.

 

 

MARGARET NEVER ASKED Ken to convert after they married. She knew that her Church expected her to gently lead her mate into the fold, but she was reluctant. Her father had never converted. What one believed, she thought, was a private choice. In any case, nagging never got anyone anywhere. Ken often accompanied her to Mass at St. Agnes, which was much better than going to Mass by herself as she had at Penn State. So on a sunny spring day in March of 1954, when Ken tagged along with her to church, she thought nothing of it. Father Ignatius Felley was saying Mass that Sunday, and just as Margaret was getting ready to leave her pew to walk up to the altar to receive Holy Communion, he stopped the Mass. In surprise, the congregation listened to him announce that Ken McDannell had been baptized earlier in the day and for the first time would be receiving the body and blood of Christ. Margaret held on to the back of the pew to steady herself; she didn’t know her husband had been going to St. Agnes during his lunch hour to take instructions in the history and beliefs of Catholicism. Ken had decided to become a Catholic.

Margaret came up to the altar with her husband, and it was only then that she noticed their many acquaintances at the Mass. Catholics and non-Catholic friends had come for the event. Ken knelt at the Communion rail with his wife and the other parishioners of St. Agnes. “Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi,” the priest said, making the Sign of the Cross with the small round host, “custodiat animam tuam in vitam aeternam. Amen.”  Then he placed the host on the tongues of the waiting people while the altar boy held a platelike paten under their chins. “May the Body of our Lord Jesus Christ,” Father Felley had said in Latin, “preserve your soul unto life everlasting. Amen.”

The rate of conversion into Catholicism more than doubled between 1930 and 1950. Although Ken wanted his decision to be a private one and so he kept it a secret even from his wife, other conversion stories became the stuff of public discussion. In 1938 a graduate student named Thomas Merton was baptized into the Catholic Church. A few years later he not only decided to become a priest, but he also entered a Trappist monastery where prayer began two hours before dawn and most talk was prohibited. Seven Storey Mountain (1948), his memoir of conversion and life in a monastic community, became a national best seller. When Henry Ford II wanted to marry a Catholic in 1940, he converted; five years later he took over as president of Ford Motor Company. In 1945 Louis Budenz, an editor of the American communist newspaper the Daily Worker, became a Catholic. In 1946 Clare Booth Luce, the wife of the owner-founder of Time and Life magazines, converted. These highprofile conversions drew media attention to the lure of Catholicism.

One element of Catholicism that attracted converts was the enduring consistency of the Mass. Throughout most of the Catholic world, priests said the same words and made the same movements day after day, Sunday after Sunday, year after year. Catholics watched as the priest, clothed in elaborate vestments, entered the sanctuary with his young male assistants and walked up the three steps to the church’s main altar. “Introibo ad altare Dei,” the priest recited in Latin—“I will go to the altar of God.” “Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam,” the altar boys responded on behalf of the congregation—“To God, the joy of my youth.” After the Council of Trent, Pope Pius V named a group of scholars to establish a standard set of texts and gestures for the Mass. This “Tridentine Mass” was made official in 1570. Any revisions would have to come from the Pope himself.

Although the texts of the Mass had not changed for generations, the environment in which people heard the Mass changed continually. The altar that Ken looked at when he received Communion in 1954 reflected a modernization that many American churches had undertaken long before the Second Vatican Council. As Catholic parishes grew, churches  renovated their interiors. St. Agnes, for instance, expanded the nave of its church in 1924, but it was only in 1939 that the parish raised enough money to complete the renovations. By then both the Liturgical Movement and modernist trends in art would alter the appearance of the church interior.

The Liturgical Movement began in the early twentieth century when monks in France and Germany sought a deeper connection to God through a more serious participation in Catholic rituals. They wanted to make the Mass a vital thing in the life of the faithful, and their efforts toward renewal comprised this movement. Whereas earlier ritual experts had looked to the Middle Ages as the primary resource for Catholic life, by the twenties, reformers were studying historical documents from the earliest years of Christianity. They were searching for clues about communal worship. Scholars in France then published translations of ancient texts that shed light on what Christians were doing when they were just a small religious group within the Roman Empire. European specialists on the liturgy came to conclude that power had corrupted the purity and authenticity of worship.

By the forties, “Vernacular Societies” in Europe and the United States argued that the language of the early Church was what people spoke, not some sacred tongue. Conferences on the liturgy held throughout the United States encouraged parish priests to explore the deeper, supernatural meanings of the sacraments with their congregations. Americans—like Benedictine Virgil Michel, Jesuit Gerald Ellard, diocesan priest Martin Hellriegel, and musical educator Justine Ward—translated, interpreted, and spread European writings through the journals they founded, like Orate Fratres and Liturgical Arts. They argued that the liturgy belonged to the entire Church, not just those monks and clergy who were skilled in its performance and understood its language.

Participants in the Liturgical Movement asked significant questions about their faith: What was the point of going to church? Was it to consecrate the host so that Christ could be adored like a king by loyal and obedient servants in a court ceremony? Was attending Mass to be a private time to communicate with the saints in heaven? Or should the Mass be a communal time of sharing faith, joy, and happiness? The Liturgical Movement stressed the importance of congregations concentrating  on the primacy of Christ’s sacrifice and his mystical appearance in the bread and wine of the Mass. Writers warned that the Catholic devotion to the saints had overshadowed the importance of the Eucharist. Although a fuller answer to these questions would be forcefully given by the documents of the Second Vatican Council, the Liturgical Movement began the conversation.

For the average Catholic, the impact of the Liturgical Movement could be best seen in the renovations of their sanctuaries. Catholic design companies of the thirties combined the renewed focus on the Mass with new, more modern styles of art. At St. Agnes, for instance, the Daprato company removed the late-nineteenth century Gothic altarpiece that towered over the altar. In its place they added a baldachin, which is a type of canopy, from which they draped a green velvet backdrop. The new altar had the clear, straight lines of a common table. Where a life-size statue of St. Agnes once stood on top of the tabernacle, Draprato hung a large metallic crucifix over a new cylindrical tabernacle of wrought aluminum. On the wall behind the altar, the old painted designs were removed and a multicolor mural of abstract designs added. Two angels presenting the Eucharist to the congregation were painted on either side. Only two statues, one of St. Joseph holding the child Jesus and a new statue of the Sacred Heart, remained in the renovated sanctuary.

Church design companies like Daprato kept up with artistic and theological changes, so many Catholics experienced changes in their worship space as their parishes grew or new sanctuaries were built. Nevertheless, change was slow. By the mid-fifties, clerical supporters of the Liturgical Movement and progressive lay leaders painted a bleak picture of the state of Catholic worship. In order to illustrate the dire need for reform, they focused on the ritual illiteracy of the average Catholic. In 1958 a Commonweal article reported that at a recent Good Friday service some of the congregation was following the priest’s Latin in English translation, but the majority “might as well have been listening to readings from the Tokyo phone book.” In spite of their Mass missals, they were “bored and restless.” The ones who recited the rosary did so just as they did at “weddings, funerals, Baptisms, ordinations, confirmations or Sunday Mass.” Nobody understood the importance of the day. The disappointed author speculated that from what he saw, “it might as well have been Christmas as Good Friday.”4

Critics complained that Catholics had little understanding of the deeper meanings of their religious life, in spite of any change in sanctuary design. The use of Latin had only managed to unify the whole Church in mystification because so few had mastered the ancient language. Because parishioners did not understand the spiritual dimension of their faith, they saw the Church as little more than a legal institution set up to enforce a complicated set of moral and ritual laws. Catholics said their rosaries mindlessly at Mass because worship had become highly individualistic and inwardly focused. For many critics, American Catholics acted like passive and threatened sheep performing their religious duties in a stupor.

If America’s Catholics had been as mystified by and subservient to the Church, as critics asserted, then the innovations of the Second Vatican Council would have failed. As educational levels rose after the war, Catholics became more interested in learning about their religion. Some went to Catholic colleges on the GI Bill and learned much from the required theology courses. Interactions with non-Catholics stimulated discussions about the various interpretations of Christianity as well as the validity other faiths. A handful of parishes experimented with Missa Recitata, a “Dialog Mass” that had become popular in parts of northern Europe. In the Dialog Mass, the congregation and the altar boys together said the Latin parts of the Mass. At times they recited in unison the longer prayers of the Mass—the Gloria, Creed, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei. Most American parishes, however, were not so adventurous.

One popular innovation of the thirties that accompanied modernized church interiors was the replacement of prayer books by missals. Up until the turn of the century, Catholics were not permitted to translate the Latin of the Mass into vernacular languages. Then in 1905 Pope Pius X approved an Italian translation for use by the laity of Rome. The move spurred other translations, and in 1932 a Brooklyn priest published a translation of the Mass as My Sunday Missal, which had Latin on one side of the page and English on the other. “We loved our missals,” said one Toledo Catholic woman. “You never went without your missal,” explained another. Three million copies of My Sunday Missal were sent to the Armed Services during World War II. By the early fifties there were millions of missals in circulation. A study of one parish reported that 35 percent of people at Mass used a missal, whereas 22 percent continued  to say prayers from a prayer book and 21 percent recited the “Hail Marys” and “Our Fathers” of the rosary. “The remaining persons simply stare into space,” the reporting sociologist observed, “although several men in the last pews read a copy of Our Sunday Visitor during Mass.”5

Throughout the fifties the Vatican itself changed Catholic religious practices. For instance, in 1955 Pope Pius XII permitted the translation of the Latin word perfidies from “perfidious” to “unbelieving.” This word had been used to describe the Jews in the Good Friday liturgy—the only day of the year when the Mass was not offered. For generations, Catholics had assumed that perfidious meant “treacherous,” and so this new, more accurate translation addressed the anti-Semitism that continued to plague Catholicism. In 1959 Pope John XXIII removed the word entirely, although he maintained in the prayer the requirement for the conversion of the Jews.

There were other changes as well. Pope Pius XII altered the Easter celebrations in 1951 and included the new translation at a time when the Holy Week liturgy was being revised. Pius XII also liberalized the Communion fast, which had previously required fasting from food and drink from midnight. In 1953 he permitted drinking water during fasting, and in 1957 he reduced the fasting time from solid food to three hours. During the fifties, certain liturgical rubrics were simplified. English was permitted at times during the sacraments of Baptism, Extreme Unction, and Matrimony as well as at funerals. Thus, changes were occurring both in the minds of theologians and ritual specialists as well as in the daily lives of Catholics.

 

 

SOON AFTER Ken became a Catholic, Margaret became pregnant again. The couple had already begun procedures with Catholic Charities to adopt a baby when they received the good news. When Margaret went to withdraw the adoption paperwork because she would be giving birth in November, the sister at the downtown office asked her to reconsider. “Why not wait?” the nun suggested. “You can always withdraw the application after the birth.” That November, Margaret miscarried for a third time. A few days later the sister called to tell the couple that a baby girl had been born in Detroit and that they should ready their home for a new arrival. Just before Christmas, Margaret became a mother.

Now new parents, Margaret and Ken wanted a place free from the intrusions of family and neighbors. Other veterans thought the same. A key provision of the GI Bill was the loan guarantee program that enabled them to buy homes at low interest rates. The veterans would buy 4.3 million homes, and by 1955 nearly one of every three new houses built owed their financial backing to the Veterans Administration. Homeownership went from 44 percent of the nation in 1940 to 62 percent in 1960.

In Toledo, like in the rest of the country, the best housing for the lowest price was in the suburbs. In 1955 Ken and Margaret bought a threebedroom, one-bathroom home within a fifteen-minute car commute from downtown Toledo. Tiny by today’s standards, the 1,000-square-foot home in a treeless neighborhood was a symbol of safety and security after decades of personal and social strain.

Many other young families also moved to the suburbs during this era. For the men and women who moved out of the cities, the suburbs were an adventure. Creaky wooden floors were exchanged for “rec” rooms, built-in appliances, and backyard barbeques. New social networks replaced confining ethnic customs. Families customized their tract houses with additions, landscaping, paint, and handmade yard ornaments. The fifties saw a confluence of social desires: Couples wanted independence and domesticity while companies (and the government) wanted to sell these things to them.

After three decades of social disruption, Americans were marrying earlier and having more children. By the end of the fifties, 70 percent of all women were married by the age of twenty-four. If Margaret felt that it was her patriotic duty to marry a soldier in 1944, by 1954 she knew it was her patriotic duty to raise children and improve America’s economy by spending and consuming.

American women were also consenting to stay home. Both Margaret and Jackie quit their jobs at the newspaper after their babies arrived. Their husbands made enough money to pay the bills, and they wanted their wives to be full-time mothers. Margaret, who had been working for ten years, agreed it was time to raise children. Harriet, who was having a difficult time getting pregnant, continued to work. The nation’s population boomed: a growth of 12 million between the end of the war and 1950 followed by an additional 30 million between 1950 and 1960.

Furthermore, the Cold War created an atmosphere that encouraged Americans to hunker down in their homes. The family was to be a bulwark against communist subversion and the suburban home a safe place in the advent of a nuclear war. The militant language of Catholicism, once hurled at heretics and schismatics, certainly contributed to this atmosphere of fear. In 1949 Pope Pius XII decreed that anyone who joined the Communist party or supported communism in any way would be excommunicated. Article headlines in the Toledo diocesan newspaper the Chronicle resounded with the evil of communism: “China Reds Kill 24 Priests, Oust 1,046 Missionaries in ’52”; “What Can You Do About Reds in the US?”; “England Fetes Tito, Killer of Christians”; “There Are Plenty of Reds in Our Schools.” In Europe, Catholic political parties faced strong opposition from communist and socialist organizations. The Vatican watched as Italians voted for communist mayors and legislative representatives. As the Cold War progressed, Catholic bishops in Eastern Europe and parts of Asia found their priests and people persecuted by hostile secular governments.

Accompanying this anxiety over communism was the shrill promotion of Catholic motherhood and families. The Toledo Catholic newspaper reprinted stories about a Rhode Island woman—“a slender, blue-eyed blonde who looks decades younger”—who had had ten caesarean sections. “My goal is to be a good mother and bring my children up to God,” she explained. “That’s what keeps me happy.”

On the political front, the newspaper described how the National Catholic Family Life Conference was calling for the passage of a national “Family Allowance Act” in order to “get mothers out of factories and help parents rear good families.” The Conference called for the rejection of all divorce and appealed to fathers to take up their positions as the “divinely ordained head of the family.”6 Catholic writers believed that the disruptive social elements of the thirties and forties (increases in the divorce rate, women working, rebellious offspring) would be contained by rearing children in proper homes.

Margaret and Ken’s new house on Croydon Avenue was in Christ the King parish, which had recently been carved out of existing parishes. In the first decade of the twentieth century, eleven new churches had opened in Toledo, but during the Depression, parish building came to a  standstill. Then a flurry of new churches were begun in the fifties, when Bishop George J. Rehring established eight new parishes in the diocese. In 1952 he appointed Basil Goes to be the first pastor of Christ the King Church.

Father Goes was a typical suburban priest of the era. Born in 1908 in rural Ohio, he went to a preparatory seminary immediately after finishing elementary school. For the next twelve years he lived and studied with a community of boys and men isolated both from their families and American popular culture. Although the monastic character of seminary life limited the life experiences of boys, it also meant that they would be the most educated of all of America’s clergymen. Even a dull boy had to pass tests in Latin, theology, and Bible history.

Basil Goes was ordained in 1934, at a time when more men were entering the priesthood than at any other time in American history. Until the Depression hit, dioceses had built sprawling seminary complexes for men eager to develop their religious vocations and enter into a wellrespected occupation. The economic instability of the twenties simultaneously reduced the numbers of churches being built and increased the number of priests working in parishes. By 1942 there was one priest for every 617 Catholics. There were so many priests that they taught high school, staffed Catholic colleges, and worked in hospitals and social service agencies. They also spent many years as assistants to older priests. After serving as a curate for almost ten years, Father Goes was appointed pastor of the newly established Christ the King when he was forty-four.

By the time he became pastor, the situation of priests in America had begun to change. Between 1940 and 1960, the Catholic population almost doubled. Americans in general were having more babies, and the Catholic birth rate was even higher. At the same time, the number of men being ordained had increased by only 52 percent.7 The GI Bill lured Catholic men away from the seminary just as it had lured them away from factories and farms. The general prosperity of the country captured the attention of Catholic boys as dreams of professional careers became more realistic. The very same television shows and magazine advertisements that glorified family life made it difficult for vocational directors to convince young men that having a surrogate “parish family” was the highest good. The number of men entering the seminary could not keep  up with the booming Catholic growth. A decade before the turmoil of the sixties, a priest shortage had begun.

As the ratio of people to priests increased, so did the pressures on Father Goes. The year that Ken and his new daughter were baptized, Father Goes baptized sixty babies. The year the family joined the parish, a census counted 1,152 adults at Sunday Masses. Two years later in October of 1957, Father Goes said five Masses per Sunday, with the occasional help of a priest from a religious order. A full-time assistant priest arrived that summer because Christ the King had grown by five hundred families in four years. Throughout the fifties only two priests served this growing suburban parish. Father Goes remained as pastor at Christ the King for over twenty-five years until his retirement in 1978.

 

 

WHEN A CATHOLIC SOCIOLOGIST surveyed parish priests at the end of the fifties and asked them what took up most of their time, the priests responded clearly: schoolchildren. They told researchers that they spent most of their time on finances, schools, and administration, and they liked those tasks the least.8 Since 1884, American bishops had required Catholics to send their children to their parish schools, and many Catholics had ignored the command. It was only in the mid-twentieth century, after unions increased factory wages, laws required children to attend school, and education became the ticket to affluence, that Catholics enthusiastically embraced parochial education.

Between 1945 and 1962 Catholic school enrollment increased by 129 percent while the general public school population rose by only 69 percent. During the fifties, Cardinal Francis Spellman built more than 200 new elementary schools in the New York archdiocese, and in Philadelphia 133 elementary and 20 diocesan high schools were built. Catholics spent $175 million in 1958 on new elementary and high school construction, most of which was raised by individual parishes. Across the country, Catholics were educating about one of every eight students enrolled in school.9

In spite of a flurry of building, no Catholic classroom stood empty. After years of cajoling pastors to build or expand their schools and then pleading with parents to send their children to them, the Church was suddenly experiencing a “crisis of success.”10 Sisters who taught in Toledo’s  growing suburban schools remember having as many as seventy-two children packed into a classroom, where there was almost no room between the students’ desks and the blackboard. Official diocesan statistics from 1959 admitted to an average class size of forty-three students per teacher. Almost all pastors reported their schools were strained beyond capacity, and yet only about half of all Catholic children were enrolled in parish schools. Out of necessity, priests stopped vocally disparaging the public schools and instead promoted after-school catechism classes.

For generations, Catholic parents had been told that parochial education was better: It combined faith with knowledge, acknowledged the contributions of Catholics to Western Civilization and American culture, and was taught by selfless and devoted women (and a few men). Most importantly, it helped secure one’s immortal soul. When Margaret and her mother had gone to Sacred Heart elementary school, they wore everyday clothes. Now, in postwar America, schoolchildren outfitted in uniforms became an integral part of Catholic identity.

The goal of parish life, especially in the suburbs, was education. As soon as their parish was conceived, Christ the King parishioners started raising money for a school that would also house their church. By 1955 they had the $211,000 needed to construct a building with three classrooms on the second floor and a mix of classrooms and worship space on the first. When time and finances permitted, an actual church would be built and the space originally used for worship would be converted into classrooms. Throughout the country, Catholics were constructing such school-churches made of concrete blocks covered with bricks. The hybrid buildings looked just like the public schools popping up in new neighborhoods. With their simple, rectangle forms and their flat roofs, architects designed school-churches as transitory spaces. As the number of schoolchildren grew, additional floors were added. A pastor could transform any interior space from a sanctuary to an auditorium, to a classroom, and then back again. Other parishes in Toledo—St. Pius, Regina Coeli, and St. Jude—all constructed school-churches during the fifties.

Although there was no difference in the academic goals of parochial and public schools, the full burden of religious education fell on Catholic schools. Parents assumed that teachers instilled the practices and beliefs of Catholicism in their children. The Sisters of Notre Dame  who taught at Christ the King not only made sure their students went to Mass every day and Confession once a month, but they also took the children into the church and taught them the parts of the Mass and the symbolism of the vestments. Sister Immaculé, the parish’s first principal, made sure that in the fifth grade the children were given missals and taught how to use them. She remembered how important it was that students were well prepared to receive their First Holy Communion and did so in a group, underscoring the importance of Church unity. Organizing the religious lives of schoolchildren rather than concentrating on the spiritual lives of the adults in the congregation was the focal point of Christ the King parish during the years that Margaret and Ken were parishioners.

 

PUTTING A CHURCH in a building designed to be a school meant that the church’s sanctuary space had distinct limits. The simplicity and intimacy that would become a hallmark of Vatican II churches were already evident in many of the churches of the fifties. At Christ the King, each Sunday the staff had to set up and take down chairs in two classrooms so everyone could be seated. Churchgoers from this era remember that Father Goes barely gave a sermon during the summer months because the low ceiling made the room excruciatingly hot. Even in the winter, Mass rarely lasted longer than forty minutes.

Always watching his budget, Father Goes’s scavenging efforts netted an altar for his new church from one of his former parishes. On either side of this hand-me-down altar were statues of the Virgin Mary and St. Joseph. The sanctuary, however, lacked other signs of being a church that would have been found in the older, downtown churches. There was no stained glass, no large organ, no formal pulpit, no ranks of devotional candles, no pointed arches, and no bell tower. Even when the parish put up a larger building in 1961, they did not build a conventional church; instead, they erected an auditorium, put in wooden pews, and then disassembled and moved in their old altar. Parishioners were told that when the “real” church was built, the school would take over this auditorium for its gym. In 1983 the auditorium was renovated and a new altar installed, but to this day, a “real church” has yet to be built.

Catholics at Christ the King and the other new churches built after the Second World War did not create a sense of the divine through grand  architecture and statuary. Instead, they made the space holy by maintaining the minutely regulated etiquette of traditional Catholicism. Women and girls wore hats in church, whereas men and boys removed theirs. Upon entering, the neatly dressed parishioners dipped their fingers in holy water, made the Sign of the Cross, and genuflected. The light in front of the tabernacle told them that the Eucharist was present on the altar and that they must not talk to each other. Even on Sunday after Mass, Father Goes never greeted his parishioners within the worship space. Social activities took place in the parish hall. Babies who cried during Mass were removed. Margaret recalled an embarrassing moment when her misbehaving toddler had to be dragged out of the church as she shouted, “Daddy, don’t spank me!” Christ, as the divine king, was as much present in their church-school as he was in the bishop’s cathedral downtown.

Unlike the downtown parishes, with their stately churches in Gothic or Romanesque styles, the school-church did not convey an image of holy permanence. Parishes were in continual flux: Babies were being born, new families were moving in and out, and buildings were being rearranged. The popular Vatican II image of a “pilgrim church” was already evident in many suburban parishes. New parishes built in postwar America signaled to Catholics that the Church was a work in progress, not a finished product. Although Catholic theology and rituals were thought of as unchanging, the reality of living in Christ the King parish underscored the dynamic and evolving character of religious experience. As one parishioner recalled, “We had to ride with the waves.”

The frantic pace of Catholic growth at Christ the King necessitated a constant demand for the labor of parishioners. Pastors of new parishes struggled to get the work done without sounding like hectoring nags. Unlike an urban church sandwiched between houses, a suburban parish needed parking lots and lawns. “All the men of the parish who can help are asked to be on hand Saturday at 8:00AM to work the ground and sow seed,” the parish bulletin reported in 1955. “Please bring whatever equipment you have—rake, shovel, roller, seeding cart. We’ll need them.” Ken remembers helping put in the black top for the parking lot, and Father Goes expected help to pour concrete for the parish center floor: “The men who are free to come evenings this week we ask to come then and  the following nights until the job is done.” The bulletin noted that the garage got finished, but where “were the volunteers to paint the garage yesterday morning? The paint was there but not the help. Let’s try again this Saturday.” As soon as one job was finished, there were pleas for help for something else. Christ the King parish functioned like a new home in a subdivision: As soon as it was built, it needed paint and a lawn; then it had to be enlarged, remodeled, and updated.

At Christ the King, Father Goes was the boss, but parishioners remember that they were actively engaged in bringing about the very physical existence of the church. A popular story still circulating among parishioners reports that when Father Goes recruited his volunteer masons to finish building a garage, he promised to supply them with all the beer they needed to finish the job. For years afterward he joked that he had naively miscalculated how much they could consume.

Father Goes showed little interest in helping his congregation “find God.” He chided his parishioners not to leave Mass early, to receive Communion frequently, and to behave properly when he came to visit the sick, but he made no effort to educate adults as to why they should do these things. Other parishes in Toledo hosted chapters of the Christian Family Movement, which taught couples how to integrate social justice concerns with liturgical awareness—but not Christ the King. More militant Catholic groups, like the Legion of Mary or the Blue Army, who said the rosary to end communism, were also absent from the parish. For many new parishes of the Baby Boom years, the physical needs of a growing congregation promoted lay engagement while it simultaneously distracted both the priest and the people from reflecting on theological or ritual matters.

For a parish to succeed, openness and respect between priest and people was necessary. Suburban congregations demanded a high degree of competence from their priests and from each other. This was the most educated generation of Catholics in the history of the country, and a pastor who treated his parishioners like children soon found that he had no one to blacktop the parking lot.

Furthermore, the needs of the suburban parish required the efforts of both men and women. From advising the priest on financial matters to putting up chairs for Sunday Mass in school classrooms to participating  in parish sports teams, men actively took part in parish life. As soon as Christ the King was established, Father Goes picked twelve men to run for the parish council, of which the congregation elected six to help their pastor make decisions. In the parish bulletin, Father Goes explained that these men needed to be practical Catholics who financially supported their church, sent their children to the parish school, and did not belong to a society like the Masons, which was condemned by the Church.

Christ the King also had an active Holy Name Society, a group of men who met once a month, went to Communion as a group, and put on fund-raising activities. In some cities Holy Name Societies put on large public rallies, but mass displays of Catholic piety was on the decline. Suburban men tended to be more interested in socializing with one another than they were in collective prayer or asserting Catholic power. At Christ the King, monthly Holy Name meetings typically included a quick prayer and then a sports movie or a man from the Toledo Municipal League who spoke about “the metropolitan complexities of annexation and incorporation.”

Of the five Sunday Masses celebrated at Christ the King, all but one were low Masses with no singing during the Mass itself. The music director at Christ the King tried with little success to assemble a male choir to sing for the 8 a.m. Sunday high Mass. He knew that choirs performed a liturgical office and, therefore, should be comprised solely of men. In 1956 he had six men and “a few more would help.” A year later he chided the congregation that only one third of last year’s number were turning up for practice. “Surely from about 500 men,” he wrote in the parish bulletin, “we have 20 who can give a return to God of their vocal gifts through our church choir.” Sister Immaculé recalled with pride her ability to teach a mixed choir of schoolchildren how to chant for their daily Mass, but parish men showed no interest in music. The Liturgical Movement’s preference for Gregorian Chant never caught on in the suburbs.

Given that no tuition was charged for their school and that all salaries and building costs were paid out of parish funds, the demand for fund-raising was high. Men raised money by going door-to-door for yearly pledges, but women raised money and bought needed goods by collecting trading stamps, holding neighborhood parties, selling the parish cookbook Fit for a King, organizing “feather parties” where turkeys  were raffled, putting on seasonal dances, and charging for Holy Name breakfasts. In 1956 the women’s fall raffle was double the Easter Sunday collection. In 1958 Margaret became president of the women’s Altar Society. Traditionally, these women sewed, repaired, and cleaned vestments and altar cloths and also decorated the altar with flowers. Ready-made vestments, the popularity of dry cleaners and local florists, as well as the simplicity of Christ the King’s altar meant that their sanctuary responsibilities were minimal. Like the Holy Name Society, the women spent most of their time enjoying each other’s company. While the men watched sports movies at their meetings, the women heard a representative from the Singer Sewing Machine company. Margaret thought that these meetings were useful and practical, presenting good advice to women about their roles as wives and mothers.

Parish life had always had its social components, but Margaret’s generation was particularly fond of doing things with others rather than by themselves. Her cohort has been called the civic generation. They bowled in teams. The men joined the Elks and the Shriners and the women their auxiliaries. Workers joined unions. Voters went to political party meetings and ran for local offices. Groups of couples played bridge at each other’s houses, sticking their kids in the basement to play. They attended church dances and fashion shows. One reason that the generation who lived through the Depression and World War II gravitated to organized religion was because they enjoyed expressing themselves communally.

However, such continual preoccupation with socializing and group activities had its critics. “What is open to me? The women’s Guild program, lawn parties, fashion shows, bazaars, suppers,” complained a woman from a New Hampshire parish. “I am looking for God and I haven’t found him in any of the fashion shows.”11

 

BY THE SUMMER OF 1958, Margaret was settled into her house, her neighborhood, and her church. The couple had adopted a son. Caring for a two- and a four-year-old took its toll, but she still found time to help Ken organize the parish lawn social, raising $200 by selling donated ice cream and cake, “in spite of the bad weather,” according to the parish bulletin. Toledo was close enough to Erie that she could easily visit her parents and brother. At thirty-two, she figured her life had finally settled down.

Ken thought differently. A position had opened up in Washington, D.C. to work for the federal parole board. A part of the Bureau of Prisons, the parole board oversaw the release of men and women from federal prisons. Working for the federal government would be a new challenge, and so Ken took the job when it was offered to him. Reluctantly, Margaret helped put their house up for sale and prepare for the move. The couple bought a home in a new subdivision just built in Alexandria, Virginia. On her living room wall Margaret hung up her house blessing signed by Father Goes, dedicating the family to the Sacred Heart.

That October, not long after the family left Toledo, Pope Pius XII died at his summer house on the outskirts of Rome. He had been pope since 1939, and his career had been controversial both theologically and politically. In the almost twenty years since the last papal death, funeral, and electoral concave, Americans had developed a taste for Catholicism. From the clerical wisdom expressed in Going My Way to the meditations of Thomas Merton to the scathing attacks of Paul Blanshard, Catholicism sold.

The death and funeral of Pope Pius XII began a barrage of media coverage that brought the minutiae of Vatican traditions into American households. The papal funeral was televised, and news magazines detailed how the body was placed in a triple coffin (oak, lead, and cypress) and buried along with a red bag containing a sample of every Vatican coin minted during his reign, a parchment copy of the final funeral eulogy, and the pieces of his broken Fisherman’s Ring. What other exotica, the media seemed to be asking, would accompany the election of a new pope?
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