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Preface
THIS IS A RELATIVELY NEW literary genre—what some commentators are now calling “reality fiction.” It is a mixture of fact and fiction that uses the names of real persons, living and dead, to tell an entertaining tale and to make a point.
There is, of course, a right way and a wrong way to do this (as, indeed, there is a right way and a wrong way to do almost anything).
To do this the right way, I must be fair to the real persons in the scenario—give each of them, in justice, their due, and, at the same time, give myself, in charity, permission to let my imagination soar.
The Cardinal Mahony in these pages is both real and fictional.
• The facts brought out at his mock trial in Mexico are real.
• The rest of the story is fiction.
In the narrative, I try to keep all the characters borrowed from real life “in character.” Benedict XVI has to sound like Benedict XVI, not Martin Luther—not only in the way he speaks, but, as the story plays out, in the substance of what he does. And if he acts out of character, I try to set up a scenario that makes the fictional pope’s actions plausible.
I have tried to do the same thing with Cardinal Mahony. In putting him on trial for his sins, my fictional prosecutor must stick to the facts. She (and I) can document everything she tells and shows the jury. Obviously, I cannot “document” what a new, transformed Cardinal Mahony might do after his "trial." I do try to keep him “in character.” I can’t have him competing (to use an absurd example) for a place on the U.S. Olympic swimming team. But I can imagine him falling in love with his kidnappers. And I can see him trying to lead the American Church into a new way of being.
I invented this scenario to help seventy-five million American Catholics see the possibilities—to help them understand how they can be Catholic—and aggressively American as well. And why they should. Catholics in England and Australia—in fact, Catholics everywhere—may well find this story will inspire them to invent new ways of becoming less Roman and more catholic.
Utopian? Yes.
Cardinal Mahony
A NOVEL
• One •
Snatch
“¡HOLA!” SAID THE WOMAN. She was smiling, but there was something about her sudden presence—and the two men with her who were not smiling—that troubled Cardinal Mahony. In the summertime, there were hikers aplenty here in the High Sierra. Now, on this snowy morning in early November 2008, no one on the trail, and no one back at the cabin. The cardinal’s aide and his visiting seminarians had schussed off on their Nordic skis only an hour ago and left him quite alone.
He tried not to look frightened. Since the woman had greeted him in Spanish, he judged it was politic to speak Spanish, too. He said, “Buenos días—I think.”
He eyed the men. They were wearing white ski jackets, Levi’s and cowboy boots, as she was. One of the men carried something that looked very much like his own Loyola Marymount University sports bag. The other shouldered a large, folded wood-and-nylon contraption. A stretcher?
“We won’t hurt you,” said the man with the bag. “Much.” He gave the cardinal a karate chop to the Adam’s apple that sent his glasses flying, then smothered his face with a terry cloth towel soaked in chloroform. The other man and the woman caught him going down. In an instant, the two men strapped him to the stretcher and trotted him off. In less than five minutes, they came upon the small frozen lake that served as a winter landing pad for Mahony’s own helicopter. Soon, they were easing him into the cabin, cuffing him and tying him down in one of two large recliner chairs behind the pilot seats.
Roger Michael Mahony had raised few eyebrows some years ago when he persuaded the three Southern California billionaires to give him a $395,000 blue and white Hughes 500D four-passenger jet helicopter. How else could the shepherd of more than four million souls get around the huge Los Angeles basin? Certainly not in his mere Mercedes. Certainly not on the creeping I-10 in the morning. Certainly not on the Pasadena Freeway at any time of the day or night. He’d been taking chopper lessons. Indeed, he already had his first-class license by the time he took delivery of the whirlybird on the rooftop of the Bank of America building at Third and Flower and soared off with his three benefactors on the machine’s maiden voyage.
“There it is,’ he told the land developer, the banker and the mayor. “Your city—and mine—the city of Our Lady Queen of the Angels.” He added a salient fact. “And almost every one of the hospitals in this city has a heliport on the roof.” Mahony began using these landing pads, and LA’s 287 pastors soon grew used to his unannounced appearances at their early Masses—or their late sumptuous dinners. Steve Lopez of the LA Times wrote, “The cardinal has given a whole new meaning to the word ‘skypilot.’”
Now as the chopper headed south, the woman was taking the cardinal’s blood pressure and monitoring his heart. “You gave him too much dope, Rodrigo,” she said to the co-pilot.
He shrugged. “He’s a big man. What? Two hundred and twenty pounds?” He smiled. “Without his scarlet robes?” Mahony, of course, wasn’t in his scarlet robes now. He was wearing a black nylon jogging suit and a pair of white Nikes
They were crossing the Mexican border unchallenged when the cardinal finally opened his eyes. Still groggy, his vision still out of focus, he asked the woman, “What are you doing?”
“We’ll be landing at a private airport in a few minutes,” she said. “To refuel.”
“And then where? And why?”
She eased his glasses on his ears, but did not respond. She was not surprised to find he spoke with such authority. A lesser man might have been cowed by the capture, the chloroform, the cuffs. But she realized this was a man who had learned long ago how to take charge, ask questions, get things done. Now, as the archbishop of Los Angeles, he headed a half-billion a year corporation. His net worth as corporation sole of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles was possibly $15 billion, much of it in commercial and residential real estate that had been left to the Church by rich widows from San Marino and Bel Air and Rolling Hills Estates. He had built his own $193 million cathedral. Even bound as he was, he had a certain dignity. His question, she thought, deserved an answer. She raised an eyebrow to Rodrigo, inviting him to tell the cardinal.
“No,” the co-pilot said to Mahony. “No questions. You will know soon enough. You can have some water though.” He reached under his knees and passed the woman a small plastic bottle. She unscrewed the cap, apologized to the cardinal for the handcuffs, and held the water to his lips.
He nodded and took two sips, also swallowing his anger at being told “no questions.” He said, “I need my pills.”
She nodded and reached for the Loyola-Marymount bag. “We were in your cabin. We brought along your pills. And your toothbrush. And some other things.” She paused, then smiled. Mahony noted her very white teeth. “Even your Macintosh Powerbook.”
Nice of them, he thought. His anger rose, to think how well they’d planned everything. They even knew enough to grab his Prozac.
When they stopped to refuel at a landing strip in the middle of a saguaro forest, the woman strode to the airport manager’s shack and fiddled with a TV. “Nothing on the news, yet,” she said to Rodrigo when she came back to the chopper. “I checked CNN and Fox and Televisa, too. Tomàs, do you think we have done it?”
As the chopper rose, the pilot said, “I think we did! I think we can relax now.” He offered cigars all around. He got no takers. “With luck,” he said, blowing a big smoke ring, “no one will know the cardinal is missing until at least midnight.”
“Why even then?” asked Rodrigo.
“Because the cardinal’s an e-mail freak. His half dozen minions expect his ‘midnight missives.’ If they don’t get ’em, they will know something is wrong. But they cannot confirm that until they get the Mono County Sheriff ’s Office to check his cabin.” He turned in his seat and regarded Mahony. “Isn’t that right, your Holiness?”
The cardinal tried to rise higher in his seat, furious that these, these terrorists had pulled off this caper with such ease, even more furious to think they knew so much about him. Finally, the anger he’d buried burst forth. “Fuck you!”
“Did you hear that, Rodrigo? María? His Holiness said, “‘Fuck you!’”
THEY SAID VERY LITTLE AFTER THAT. The fall light had almost faded by the time they faced into a clearing in the middle of a mountain jungle. They’d eaten only a few tortillas and some cold, refried beans for lunch. María whispered to the cardinal, “The worst is over. Soon, we will be eating warm rabbit stew and washing it down with some red wine.”
He shook his head. “I cannot believe this.”
Tomàs turned and said, “Believe this: the worst is not over. For us, maybe. But not for, uh, not for you.”
They blindfolded him, then untied him and removed his handcuffs. He uncoiled his six foot three inch frame and made his painful way down the narrow ladder to the ground while the rotors were still whirling overhead. Tomàs, Rodrigo and María each had a Jeep waiting for them, with two debriefing officers in each of them. A new set of escorts took Mahony in hand, pushed him into a rusting Chevy Suburban, and followed the Jeeps up a rocky road as the setting sun cast the jungle in an orange glow.
THEY SERVED THE CARDINAL SOME STEW in a small metal bowl, but he did not have the pleasure of María’s company, nor any red wine either. He ate alone in his cell, a windowless room in a corrugated metal shack, furnished with a cot, a blanket (no sheets, no pillow), a chair, a table, a pitcher of water and a chamber pot. When he finished eating by the light of a stubby candle, he said to his guard, “I have no cup.” The guard did not understand. “Una taza,” said the cardinal, in Spanish and with a gesture. The guard reached into a small pack and produced a paper cup.
“Gracias,” said the cardinal.
“De nada,” said the guard.
Mahony drank, not worried that the water might make him sick. He was already sick, with worry and with fear. For the first time in perhaps twelve hours he prayed, but his prayer was the reproach of Jesus on Golgotha, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
Before he went to sleep, he was allowed a visit to the latrine ravine. The guard watched him, then gave him a sheet of newspaper to wipe with.
DANNY ZAPIEN, THE VETERAN SHERIFF of Mono County, led off CBS News in the Morning, live from Bridgeport at 4 AM California time. “We took our own chopper up there near the cardinal’s cabin,” he said. “We didn’t find the cardinal. We didn’t find his chopper either. But we found lots of footprints in the snow where the chopper was parked on Mirror Lake.”
A spokesman for the U.S. Border Patrol in Tijuana named Gordon Proud told another CBS reporter in San Diego, “We had reports late yesterday morning that a blue and white helicopter, probably a Hughes 500D, crossed the border at Calexico. We didn’t tell officials from Homeland Security until about an hour ago—when we heard that the cardinal and his blue and white ‘copter was missing.”
In Washington, D.C., Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates faced a press gang outside his home in Georgetown. “Yes, if terrorists have taken the cardinal to Mexico—or wherever—this is definitely a federal case, but until we find out who they are and what they want, we cannot tell you a thing. Yes, the president has been informed. Yes, we have notified Los Pinos. No, we have no information yet about any demands.” A reporter asked Gates why he thought Mahony had been taken by terrorists. “Who else?” he said.
HE’D SURMISED CORRECTLY. By 7:00 PM, Katie Couric was reporting on the CBS Evening News that the kidnappers were asking $49 million ransom. Couric waved a sheet of paper. “They chose the cardinal’s favorite form of communication—e-mail—to make their demands, and sent copies to every news organization in the world. They say they don’t care how the cardinal’s friends raise the money. They just want forty-nine million for his release. But the major mystery tonight is this: who are these terrorists? And where do they come from? We have Jim Foster standing by at the NSA.”
AT 7:05 PM ON THE GROUNDS OF the National Security Agency in Maryland, Foster told Couric, “Katie, I’ve been closeted all afternoon with the government’s Internet experts, including men from the FBI and the CIA. All they can tell us is that the kidnappers’ message came from Malaysia. But that site in Southeast Asia was probably the last in a chain of many intermediate Internet providers. It may take many hours or even days for computer experts to climb back up that chain.”
SHORTLY AFTER 10 PM , Bill O’Reilly was confiding to viewers of The O’Reilly Factor on the Fox Television Network, “This may well be a hoax, folks. We know the cardinal is missing. But we have no proof that he’s been kidnapped at all—other than an e-mail message from Southeast Asia. One of my sources close to the District Attorney in Los Angeles tells me the DA was on the verge of indicting the cardinal for obstruction of justice—for his fifteen-year cover up in the case of Father Michael Baker, a convicted sex predator. So I am wondering if the cardinal didn’t stage his own kidnapping, just to buy time—and gain some sympathy.”
CNN HAD THE MOST EXPLOSIVE NEWSBREAK of the night. John Allen was reporting from the Vatican—nine in the morning in St. Peter’s Square. “CNN has learned,” Allen said, “that an organization called the Shining Path—that’s an outfit in Peru that hasn’t been heard from in years—is putting Cardinal Mahony on trial. They are putting Cardinal Mahony on trial! I cannot tell you my source on this, but it is someone very high up on the third floor of the Apostolic Palace.”
Suzy Walker, at CNN’s news desk in London, asked Allen, “What for, John? What are they putting him on trial for?”
“Ah, this is the weird thing, Suzy,” said Allen. “My source inside the Vatican—he got an e-mail note sometime after midnight here—my source says they are trying Cardinal Mahony for his sins.”
“John, what exactly does that mean, ‘for his sins?’” She smiled. “For the four cardinal sins?”
At first, Allen was too giddy over his own scoop to get the joke. “Umm, Suzy, we’ll just have to wait and see.” Then he got in synch with Suzy—and corrected her. “Four cardinal virtues, Suzy. Prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance. Seven capital sins. Pride, covetousness, lust, anger, gluttony, envy and sloth. The sins that cry out to heaven for vengeance are willful murder, sodomy, oppression of the poor and defrauding the laborer of his wages. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, there are two kinds of sin, mortal sin and venial sin, or two kinds of sins, private sins and social sins—”
“John, we have to move on.”
“Uh, okay, Suzy. Well, we’ll just have to wait and see how they go after Cardinal Mahony, very holy guy as far as the pope is concerned. But you know what? Ha ha. I’d like to cover the trial.”
A LITTLE MORE THAN THREE HOURS LATER, Fox Television News had a follow-up from its Rome correspondent, who had gained his camera crew’s admission to the pope’s regular Wednesday morning audience inside St. Peter’s. They captured the pope’s words and the pope’s anguish.
“The whole world groans at this latest assault on the Body of Christ, which is the Church,” said the pope. His voice quavered, but his words were clear. “We are all sinners. All the children of the Church are constantly on trial for their sins—but before God. Men cannot judge. Terrorists cannot judge. When misguided souls—no doubt they are men of good will—think they can snatch, yes, snatch a cardinal of the most holy Catholic Church and take him off somewhere and put him on trial—we must pray for them, and for our suffering brother in Christ.”
ON ONE OF THREE TELEVISION SCREENS in the Oval Office, President George W. Bush had been watching the pope. He picked up a phone and punched a single yellow button. “Bobby? Let’s get the Special Forces revved up. We gotta rescue that cardinal from the terrorists. You know anything about this outfit called Shining Path?”
IN THE MORNING, the guard unlocked the cardinal’s cell door and María entered with a smile and a tray bearing a pot of steaming coffee, a basket of tortillas and an open jar of honey with a spoon standing in it. “¡Hola!” she said, and though that was the same word she greeted him with on that trail in the High Sierra, he smiled back, grateful to see the only person who had been halfway nice to him during his forced trip to—wherever they were. From the time they spent in the air, he guessed they were in southern Mexico or Central America. He was still wearing the jogging suit he was captured in—minus the jacket, for even at eight in the morning, the air was warm. María wore no shoes and a soft, revealing, royal blue jersey mini-dress. As she stood over him, setting the tray down on the table, one of her perfect young breasts brushed his forehead. He caught his breath.
She said, “They told me to tell you that you will have a day to prepare your defense. Tomorrow you go on trial.”
“Defense? Trial?” Mahony pushed his chair back. “What’s the charge? Who’s the judge? Where’s the jury?”
María remained standing. There was no second chair. “Drink your coffee before it gets cold,” she ordered. “There’s some warm milk in the small pitcher.”
He was still fuming. But he did as he was told. He fixed himself a caffe latte, no sugar, and bit into one of the tortillas. “Not bad,” he said.
“Even better,” she said, still standing behind him, “with some of that honey.”
He tried the honey and told her she was right. It was better. By the time he was finished with his coffee, he felt a little calmer. “Tell me more about this trial?” It was less an order than an invitation.
With a dancer’s grace, she dropped cross-legged on the floor in front of him. “You will learn more about that at your arraignment this morning. The judge will tell you.”
“And who’s the judge?”
“Our presidente, Iván Díaz.”
“Presidente of what?”
“We call ourselves Para los otros. We are men and women for others. We are followers of Jesus, who came to set us free.”
“Free from what?”
“Not from anything. For something. Free to be all that we can be. So we can be men and women for others.”
“And in Mexico, you cannot be all you can be?”
She waved her hand to cancel his reference to Mexico. “Nice try. I cannot tell you where we are right now. And we are not from Mexico. Not all of us. We have come together from all of Latin America—and from California, too. I am from East LA.”
Mahony knew a good many people from East LA, and María didn’t sound like East LA. People from the Mexican neighborhoods in Los Angeles draw out the ell and the ay, and this woman didn’t have that drawl.
“You have a school here?”
“Not a school so much as a . . . training camp.”
“Training for what?”
“For the revolution.”
He sighed. “Hasn’t Latin America had enough revolutions?”
“This is a different kind of revolution.” She bit her lip. “We’re fighting with the most subversive thing there is: new ideas.”
“New ideas?”
“Ideas that will help the people of God rise up and win their own salvation—in this life, as well as in the next.”
He smiled. “You have an idea gun?”
“Well, duh? We use the media, We use one of your favorite mediums, the Internet. We use radio. We use television. We have our own satellite. Or, rather, we rent space on one.”
“You can afford that?”
“We can afford it if our presidente can make some deals today.”
“Deals?”
“To sell the feed on your trial tomorrow.”
“The feed?”
“We are offering your trial, live, to the world’s major networks—to CBS and ABC and NBC and Fox and CNN and the BBC and Skynews in Asia. They can do their own commentaries. We hope they will bid on it, like they do for the Olympic games.”
Mahony gasped at the audacity of that idea. “Why, you’re using me!”
María gave him a level look. “Yes, I guess we are. As your people have been using my people for centuries.”
“My people? What do you mean?”
“Your own father?” she said. “Does he not qualify as one of your people?”
“What about him?”
“On his chicken ranch in the Valley, he used undocumented aliens, did he not? Paid them substandard wages—off the books? No benefits? No Social Security?”
The cardinal said he didn’t know about that. “I was just a kid then. I was in the seminary.”
She said, “It doesn’t matter. Everyone was doing it, just the way everyone has always done it, starting with Columbus. Then, in the seventeen hundreds, the Anglos came in from the East and cheated the Californios out of their Spanish land-grants. And in the twentieth century, Okies homesteaded the Central Valley and hired Hispanics to pick their strawberries, their oranges and lemons, their grapes and their artichokes and avocados. We try to call the process by its right name: exploitation.”
Mahony’s lip curled. “So it’s all about money?”
“Money’s not important? How could you build your two hundred million dollar cathedral without it?”
Mahony had to admit. This young woman was sharp. He changed the
subject. “Ideas are one thing. Violence is another. How can you people justify the violence?”
“What violence?”
“Kidnapping? You stole my chopper?”
She laughed. “We borrowed it. We’re just borrowing you, too. To make our point.”
“Your point, my neck.” He squeezed under his chin. “I still have a sore throat. You could have asked me—nicely—to go on your TV show. I’m pretty good on TV.”
“Nice doesn’t win audience share. Live action does. And not your phony ‘Reality TV’ action either. Yesterday wasn’t phony. We were playing for keeps. If the U.S. Department of Homeland Security wasn’t filled with idiots. They had choppers that could have brought us down.” She paused for a breath. “I don’t know if I should tell you this, but you will find out sooner or later anyway. We have asked for some big ransom money. For you, we are demanding forty-nine million.”
He whistled, pleased to think someone might pay $49 million for his freedom. “Who have you been talking to? Karl Rove? Dick Morris? James Carville?”
“We have clever people of our own.”
“I’ll say.”
María stood. It was almost time to go. “This isn’t agitprop theater. It’s real. The whole world will be watching this trial. Because the whole world will know we’re not competing for—cash prizes, or an all-expenses trip to Paris. We are putting you and the whole damn Catholic Church on trial.”
“Now you’re going too far! What has the Church done?”
“Nothing. That’s the whole point. Words, words, words, words. Lots of say so. Very little do so. If Jesus visited the Vatican today, he would throw up. What you guys have done to his message!” She paused and her voice rose a notch. “What your priests have done to little kids!”
The cardinal flinched, but said nothing.
She glared at him. “The bishops should all lay in a supply of millstones, instead of paying a bunch of smart lawyers to hide you behind the statute of limitations.”
“Millstones?”
“Luke seventeen, two? ‘If you harm my little ones, better that a millstone be tied around your neck and you be drowned—‘”
“Okay, okay,” he said, interrupting her. “I get it ‘—in the depths of the sea.’” Mahony reddened, to think this young woman could quote Jesus so tellingly, and that he needed her to give him the very verse that counted most. As far as we know, Mahony reminded himself, these were the most violent words Jesus ever uttered. And he saved them up for pedophiles. All of a sudden, he had to go. Was it the coffee? Or was this, this mere woman, scaring the piss out of him? He looked at his watch. “What time is it here, María? Do we have to go to my arraignment now? If so, can you tell the guard I have to make a stop before we move on?”
• TWO •
Arraignment
MARIA USHERED THE CARDINAL through a courtyard featuring a simple but melodious fountain to a separate building constructed of heavy bamboo. It had a tile roof and no sides and a dark brown floor that might have been polished clay. Once they were inside, María pointed to his seat at a small wooden table, took the chair beside him, and folded her hands.
He had expected a courtroom like this, small and primitive—though he observed it was well lit by six fluorescent lamps that hung from the bamboo rafters. He noted a high-backed, carved wooden chair, but no judge’s bench. He saw a witness box to the immediate left of the judge’s chair and a jury box to the far left with only six places in it. The jury box faced the prosecuting attorney’s table, which was largely taken up by a 27-inch television screen turned toward the jury box. What might have been an area reserved for spectators was filled with a tangle of television cable and three large Sony television cameras and a table full of controls. Mahony saw three cameramen, and several others wearing huge headphones—soundpersons, no doubt, and producer-types.
“No place in this courtroom for the public?” he quipped.
She shook her head, but favored his joke only with a faint smile.
They sat in silence for more than a minute. “Surely,” he finally said to her, “you’re not going to be my defense counsel?”
She whispered, “You’ll see.”
Then, with no fanfare, a tall lean man with aquiline features strode into the room and took the judge’s chair. He had long gray hair tied in the back in a pony tail and deep set eyes under dark beetling eyebrows that said his hair might have once been as black. He looked like he had just stepped out of a painting by El Greco. “Once the cameras start rolling,” he said softly, “I would like to start this proceeding with a prayer. To the Holy Spirit.”
Mahony was taken aback. Through most of this ordeal, he hadn’t been praying at all. Now the terrorists were leading him in prayer. He heard the judge intone a familiar Catholic antiphon.
Come, Holy Spirit, enkindle in us the fire of divine love.
He heard those standing by respond—and he joined in, mumbling automatically along with the cameramen and soundmen and producers:
And we shall renew the face of the earth.
The judge, who was wearing a severe black suit, a starched white shirt and a black silk tie, said, “I am Iván Díaz. I am a Sephardic Jew. I was baptized by Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli in Venice in 1955. I still consider myself a Jew because, as Roncalli told me, ‘By becoming a Catholic, you do not become any less of a Jew.’ Three years later, just before he became Pope John XXIII, he ordained me in Venice. I have two doctorates—one in canon law from the Gregorian University in Rome, the other in Church history from Bologna. I was a peritus at Vatican II. After the Council, I worked with Cardinal Evaristo Arns in Brazil. When I was brought to Rome in 1990 to explain my writings on liberation theology, I asked Cardinal Ratzinger, the man in charge, for a bill of particulars, and he refused. I took off my collar then and there, laid it on his desk and told him I was going out for a cappuccino. I never went back—to Ratzinger’s office, or to the active ministry. Two years ago, I came out of retirement as a professor at UCLA to become the founding president of Para los otros.”
Mahony brightened. “I know you. I met you once. It was in Rome many years ago, at the Vatican Observatory at Castel Gandolfo. You were with the Jesuit astronomer, Father George Coyne.”
“I remember, your Eminence. But you do not need to remind me that we have a mutual friend in order to get a fair trial. Despite what you may think about your, umm, unusual invitation here, I will see that you get a fair trial. I have appointed an attorney for you, to make sure you get a fair trial. His name is Paul Kelly. He studied law at Georgetown. Before his retirement in Cuernavaca, he was a member of the trial bar in Atlanta, Georgia.”
He turned to a huge man in a cream-colored Palm Beach suit who was standing off to his right. “Mr. Kelly, please come in and meet Cardinal Mahony. After this short hearing, when you have both heard the charges, you will have all day, and all night if you wish, to prepare your defense. In privacy, I might add.”
Kelly lumbered over to Mahony’s side with a smile, shook the cardinal’s hand and stood behind the chair just vacated by María. He spoke with a Southern accent, and he had the courtly manners of the Old South. “Thank you, your Honor, sir, Father Díaz, Mr. President.”
“For this proceeding, ‘your Honor’ will do.”
“Thank you, your Honor. Now, first thing, we’d like to know what the charges are. Second, we’d like to know what these TV cameras are doing here. Third, we’re wondering about the jury. I haven’t had time to consult with my client about this, but I kinda think he’d like to have a jury of his peers.”
“And he shall have one.” Díaz gave a signal, and five men in various stages of decrepitude made their way to the jury box. The judge introduced them in turn as they were seated. The five, he said, were retired auxiliary bishops—from Rio, Recife, Riobamba, Bogotá, Jaramilla. “We have a sixth bishop, Samuel Ruiz, who was once the ordinary of Chiapas. He could not make the trip, but he will be here in a virtual sense. I hope he can watch this proceeding on television. Later, he will be able to confer with his brother bishops on his Blackberry, and he will vote in the same manner.”
“I’ll be damned,” Kelly whispered to the cardinal.
“I hope not,” said Mahony. “This is getting good.”
The amused look on his face disappeared when the judge said, “You asked about the charges. I will let our prosecutor make them. Your Eminence, Mr. Kelly, let me introduce Juana Margarita Obregón.”
A tall handsome woman wearing high heels, a black pants suit and a simple silver cross hanging from a silver chain around her neck marched into the room and nodded to the judge, then to Mahony and his defense counsel. “Your Honor,” she said, “bishops go way back in the history of the Church, to the early second century at least.” Mahony detected a slight Mexican accent.
“Strictly speaking,” she said, “according to some theologians, we could get along without bishops. Some reform-minded Christians do not have bishops at all. And maybe they had a point in getting rid of them. Too many of them turned out to be satyrs and scoundrels, more interested in serving themselves and their own pleasure than in serving the people. But, as Catholics, we have gotten used to our bishops. In fact, we love our bishops, partly because they give us the illusion that our priesthood goes all the way back to the Apostles. But we love most especially the simple, saintly bishops dedicated to selfless service of the people of God.”
Kelly rose. “I am gonna object right now, your Honor. Before we go any further, I’d like to ask Ms. Obregón—”
Díaz said, “You can call her Doctor Obregón.”
“Okay. I’d like to ask Doctor Obregón what standing she has here in this court. In fact, I’d like to ask the court what standing this court has.”
Juana said, “I am a member of the parish council at St. Paul the Apostle in Westwood, California, one of the cardinal-archbishop’s 287 parishes. I am a member of the same universal Church the cardinal has promised to serve. I am also a member of Christ whose body has suffered so grievously because of Cardinal Mahony’s negligence in the performance of his duties to all the people of Los Angeles.”
Mahony blanched and uttered a strangled little cry. “Not fair!”
Díaz cleared his throat. “You’re out of order, Eminence. You’ll have your chance to speak when we give you a chance to speak.”
Kelly said, “But your Honor, under what law does this court proceed? Surely not the laws of the State of California? Surely not the laws of the United States of America? We are in—where are we actually? I don’t even know what country I’m in! You brought me here blindfolded.”
“For security reasons, that’s all,” said Díaz. “You came willingly, did you not?”
“Yes. When your people grabbed me before breakfast this morning in Cuernavaca and asked me if I would defend the cardinal, there was nothing I could do but say yes—after I got the permission of Mrs. Kelly. But we have to know what legal theory you are proceeding under.”
“Doctor Obregón?” The judge was inviting her to answer Kelly’s objection.
“Your Honor, we are proceeding according to the canons in Book Seven of the Code of Canon law entitled “De Processibus” and the section in Book Six on delicts and penalties.”
“Excuse me,” said Kelly. “I am not familiar with the Code of Canon Law. But I doubt that—”
She interrupted. “Your Honor, I can give you my points and authorities at the end of this hearing.”
The judge said, “Very well, Doctor Obregón.” When Kelly sputtered, Díaz turned and said, “Mr. Kelly, you can take exception if you want. But we have to get on with this. Doctor Obregón? Are you finished with your statement of the charges?”
“Not quite, your Honor. Thank you. Speaking most appositely for the people of God in Los Angeles, your Honor, we charge Cardinal Mahony with misfeasance and malfeasance. We will prove, your Honor, that Cardinal Mahony has forgotten the sacred duties of his episcopal office, and has demonstrated his forgetfulness by his actions, which we will outline in this courtroom. He has let the unwritten rules of his clerical club undermine the rule of the gospel itself. He has robbed the patrimony of Christ’s poor to enrich crafty lawyers—and keep sodomizing priests out of prison.”
Mahony groaned.
Kelly said, “God save us!”
Díaz said, “Mr. Kelly, we don’t ask God to undo our own malefactions. We save ourselves.” He nodded to Juana Margarita Obregón. “Anything else? No? All right then. Without further objection, I will adjourn this court until tomorrow morning at nine.”
“I have an objection,” said Kelly, still on his feet. “The TV cameras. I object to these television cameras. They are an invasion of my client’s privacy.”
Díaz said, “Dr. Obregón?”
“Canon law has nothing to say about privacy. Secrecy, yes. But not privacy. Maybe it should. And nothing about television either.”
“All right then,” said the judge. “Objection overruled. We’ll televise this trial, live, by satellite. In fact, I will spend the rest of my day negotiating with the world’s broadcast networks on my secure satellite phone. They will decide whether they want to let their viewers see and hear what we do here.” If Iván Díaz had had a gavel, he would have banged it. Not having one, he slapped his knee.
JUANA MARGARITA OBREGON was pleasant when she walked over to Paul Kelly’s side, but she was all business. “Look,” she said. “I am headed to the back of the room now, to put myself on the record.”
Kelly said, “I don’t understand.”
“I am going to tell these cameras who I am. And I am suggesting that you might want to do the same thing.”
Mahony hovered, but said nothing.
Kelly said, “But why should I do that?”
“This trial may well be carried live—or on tape—all over the world. But, for obvious reasons, we have not invited any reporters here. If they were here, they would be asking us who we are, and how we got here. Even now, as Iván Díaz is on the phone to the networks, they are more than curious about us. I am going to tell them about Para los otros right now, and put our résumés on the feed that will go out at noon. You can do this, too. But only if you want to.” She cast a sidelong glance at the cardinal, a man who, she knew, prided himself on knowing as much about the media as any prelate alive.
Mahony told Kelly, “Let’s hear what she has to say. I’m curious to know more about Dr. Obregón. And if she’s giving you time on their feed, I suggest you better take it.”
Kelly shrugged. Damned if he knew why Mahony wanted to cooperate in this legal charade at all. But if that’s what he wanted, Kelly wouldn’t say no. He was a trial lawyer. He knew the value of a running minute or two on television.
KELLY AND THE CARDINAL AND MARIA (who, Mahony decided, had been designated his nurse and keeper) watched Juana as she faced into the three cameras and said, “My name is Juana Margarita Obregón. My great-great-great-grandfather’s name was O’Brien when he came to fight for Mexican freedom in 1849 and stayed to punch cattle and eventually marry the cattleman’s daughter. I received my doctorate in scripture from the Jesuits in Berkeley and my law degree from Boalt Hall. I never took my bar exam. Soon, I was working in the administration of Salvador Allende in Chile. In 1973, I fled to Boston after the CIA had Allende assassinated and my friends started disappearing at the hands of military goons.
“My husband, José Avillán, died in Boston after a short, merciful illness. He was fifty-two. I was thirty. I felt the loss, I grieved for almost a year, then I moved on—to a new career. I became pretty good with a mini-cam, and I learned how to win candor from my subjects, even when they knew I was taping them. In 1999, I won an award at the Sundance Film Festival for a documentary on homeless women in Boston. I like television. It can help make us more human. It can change the world.”
She looked over to a young woman wearing headphones who was standing beside one of the cameras and smiled. “Okay, Carmen?”
“Tell us more about Para los otros?” said the young woman.
“Right,” said Juana Margarita Obregón. “I forgot to do that. Okay. We translate Para los otros as Men and Women for Others. Our inspiration comes from the vision of the revered Jesuit General Pedro Arrupe, who shared his dream with his colleagues at the Jesuits’ Thirty-Second General Congregation in 1972. Out of their devotion to Jesus who had come to redeem the world, the Jesuits had to carry on that work of redemption. They had to change the world, not all by themselves, but by enlisting the help of men and women with the same redeeming aim.” Her voice thickened, and her eyes glistened. “What we do, mainly, is find bread for people who have very little of it, and look for justice where we see none.”
“Okay,” said Carmen. “More than okay. Call it a wrap, boys. Thank you, Juana. That was great.”
Juana Margarita Obregón said to her, “Maybe Mr. Kelly would like to have equal time.”
Kelly laughed. “Doctor Obregón, if you think I can top that, you’re crazy. I’m just a poor little ol’ country lawyer.” She smiled. “Well,” he said, patting his paunch, “maybe not so little.”
Juana shrugged. “As you wish, Mr. Kelly. If you change your mind, just let someone know. They will find Carmen, and she will set you up.”
Kelly looked at the cardinal. “First thing, I think we gotta talk. Maybe you can tell me what in the hail has been going on in LA.”
• Three •
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“WELL, I NEVER WOULD HAVE BELIEVED THIS, FOLKS.” It was ten in the evening in New York, and Bill O’Reilly was trying to backtrack on his charge that Cardinal Mahony had faked his own kidnapping. “But you will be able to see the whole show—I call it a show, not a trial—live on Fox Television News tomorrow at 11:00 AM Eastern. You can see your Cardinal Mahony go on trial for his sins. Incredible. For several years now, the media have been calling for accountability from the Church, and we’ve been pretty much stonewalled by a hierarchy that Governor Frank Keating once compared to the Mafia. But Cardinal Mahony’s heard something like this before. Five years ago, a Los Angeles lawyer filed a lawsuit against the cardinal that alleged abuse and conspiracy and cover-up, too. It was filed under RICO, the federal racketeering law, which as you know, folks, was drafted to go after mobsters.”
Hannity and Colmes followed The O’Reilly Factor on Fox, and they had to comment on the turn this story had taken.
Alan Colmes led off. “I understand, Sean, that Cardinal Mahony blasted Governor Keating for comparing the U.S. bishops to the Mafia. He said Keating’s remark was ‘off the wall’ and Keating apologized.”
“No. No,” said Hannity. “Keating didn’t back down. He stuck to his guns.”
Colmes laughed. “He apologized to the Mafia.”
“Ha! Pretty good, Alan.” Hannity, like O’Reilly, considered himself a good, loyal, right-wing Catholic. But even good, loyal, right-wing Catholics had joined good, loyal, left wing Catholics in their recent reservations about the U.S. bishops.
“So, Sean, do you think Cardinal Mahony should be tried—on international television—for his sins?”
“You—and even my friend O’Reilly—may be cheering all of this,” said Sean Hannity. “He may be getting the public trial now that he’s avoided so successfully for all these years. But I am appalled—that Fox would make a deal with these terrorists.”
Colmes objected. “I wouldn’t call them terrorists, Sean.”
“The Shining Path are killers, assassins.”
“Well we know that, Sean. But who says Mahony’s abductors are Shining Path?”
“The Vatican says so. And the Vatican has better intelligence than the CIA.”
“That isn’t saying much.”
Hannity heaved a theatrical sigh. “The fact is,” he said, “that these guys kidnapped a cardinal in his own helicopter and whisked him off to some jungle headquarters and put him up for ransom.”
“Yes, Sean, but now we hear they may cancel their ransom demands.”
“Yeah, because they got the forty-nine million they wanted from our own network.” Hannity loathed the very idea of enriching terrorists of any kind. “Our own network!”
“Plus more millions from the BBC and Skynews in Asia. Ten million from the BBC. Ten million from Skynews.”
“And didn’t they get millions more from Televisa, covering all of Latin America?”
“Yep. Just an hour ago, we are told, they made a thirteen million dollar deal with Televisa.”
“My question is how do they think they can get away with this? Where they gonna cash the checks?”
“Didn’t you hear? Fox wired its payment to a confidential escrow account in Zurich. Shining Path or not, they’re no dummies.”
“I still don’t get it,” said Sean Hannity. “Do they think they can upload their show to a satellite and download it around the world without detection? Sooner or later, they’ll be found out. And found, too.”
“I understand,” said Alan Colmes, “they’ve been able to cover their tracks with a relay system, leapfrogging from transmitter to transmitter to transmitter. That’s easy, these days. And no government seems able to trace ’em, much less control ’em.”
Hannity frowned. “Well, they don’t know George W. Bush. He’ll find a way.”
“GENTLEMEN OF THE JURY, your Excellencies, may it please the court?” Juana Margarita Obregón was making her opening statement—to a virtually empty courtroom. But five aging Latin American bishops, and a sixth bishop watching the proceedings on TV, along with an estimated 590 million television viewers around the world were paying close attention. So was Cardinal Mahony, who was now wearing a red cassock that his captors had provided.Juana Margarita Obregón told the juror-bishops about her background. That she had received a degree in scripture from the Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley, that she’d written a feminist take on liberation theology, that she had chosen a second career in the law, and then a third in television—“to bring Good News to the poor.”
“The Good News,” she said, “is that the poor who are almost always voiceless will have their voices heard today.” She explained that she’d been gathering the voices of the poor for the past three years in Los Angeles. “I was teaching television writing and production at UCLA,” she said, “when the cardinal began raising funds for his cathedral. I could not help but see him in action, mostly in the pages of the LA Times. Their editors cheered when the cardinal announced he was going to build his cathedral downtown, not far from the Times. And they endorsed his ninety three million dollar fund-raising campaign among LA’s rich and famous.
“I was inclined to go along with the popular wisdom. Lord knows, we needed a cathedral. Every great city has one. I started to change my mind when I met the cardinal himself during a fundraising cocktail party at the Bel Air Hotel. He shook my hand. But he never looked at me. His eager eyes were scanning the room to see who else was there. I wondered at his obvious ambition.
“Then I learned the cardinal had entered into a sweetheart contract with the nation’s largest death-care conglomerate. The deal helped the company corner a lucrative segment of the funeral market in the counties of Los Angeles, Ventura, and Santa Barbara. Eleven Catholic cemeteries. It also put the archdiocese’s imprimatur on a company that soon doubled the price of cemetery plots—a company, to boot, that made obscene profits on deceptive sales practices. (It had a habit of selling the same plot two or three times over.) In return for all this, the company made a secret donation of forty million dollars to the cardinal’s cathedral fund.
“Was the cardinal doing this all for God’s glory? Perhaps. But some of the nuns in Los Angeles—yes, there are a few nuns left—told me the cardinal was going ahead with the cathedral, even as the price tag mounted from ninety-three million to one hundred and ninety-three million, often at the expense of inner-city Catholic elementary schools. He was giving the black and the Hispanic kids short shrift. It was a kind of an ethnic cleansing. My nun-friends told me I ought to go talk to these kids. And their moms. Many of the kids have no dads at all.
“And so I did. I started to do that. I went out with my mini-cam and gathered testimony about the cardinal’s obvious neglect. He wasn’t paying attention to the needs of his little ones, and I was getting all the sad, simple stories on tape. It was a project that grew in the doing, and soon I was on the move all over town—from the beaches to the barrios—hearing what the sheep were saying about their shepherd. I got it all on half-inch videotape.
“Then one of my students said maybe the cardinal ought to review my tapes. What a great idea! Of course! And so, in one marathon twenty-hour day, my film students and I did our high-speed dubs of these stories, almost one hundred hours worth of testimony, and then I delivered copies of the tapes to the cardinal’s residence the very next day. I enclosed a little handwritten note: ‘To the Good Shepherd,’ I said, ‘from one of your flock. When you have viewed the tapes, you might want to phone me.’ I gave him my address in Westwood, my phone numbers, my e-mail address.
“I never heard from him.”
She glided closer to the jury. “I think I know why,” she said, almost in a whisper. “This was February 2002, and the so-called priest-sex-abuse crisis had just hit LA, like it would soon hit two-thirds of all the dioceses in the U.S.A. ‘The sex abuse crisis.’ This was a polite, shorthand way of saying that hundreds of men and women had finally started approaching the criminal and civil court system, to get what they couldn’t get from their own sacred Church: justice, redress for what their priests had been doing to their children.” She paused, and took a full half-minute to lock eyes with each of the juror-bishops in turn and said, “Fucking their children.”
She paused, and, for almost a full, silent minute, locked eyes with each of the jurors in turn. Finally, she said, “I know, this is not a pretty word. I have never used it before, and, after today, maybe I never will again. But we have to call things by their right names, so you can be shocked into understanding.
“Priests—the men we were taught to revere and trust as ‘other Christs’—were doing little boys and teenagers, too. Their bishops knew what they were up to. And they covered it up. Even worse, if someone blew the whistle on a particular priest, the bishops paid him for his silence and transferred the erring priest to another assignment. You may ask why they did this. I think you know. They did it to avoid scandal. ‘To avoid scandal.’ Now what did that mean? It meant their first loyalty was not to the people, but to the institution—that is, to themselves and to the members of their clerical club.
“These, your Excellencies, are the facts.”
Paul Kelly whispered in the cardinal’s ear. “She’s bad. And she’s not even a lawyer.”
The cardinal sneered, “She just plays one on TV.”
Juana Margarita Obregón told a story about Mahony’s tenure as bishop of Stockton, California, in the 1970s, when he covered up for a priest named Oliver O’Grady, a confessed molester of two brothers and at least twenty other children, an equal opportunity sex maniac who targeted boy children and girl children, while having illicit affairs with at least two of the children’s mothers. “It took years,” she said, “for that kind of story—and hundreds of other similar stories all around the country—to emerge. Most Catholics just did not want to believe them. Most editors did not want to believe them. They only did so when the New York Times finally started to run with them. There is a saying in the United States—that if an event has not been reported in the Times, it has not happened. Well, your Excellencies, during a forty-five day period in March and April of 2002, the story started to happen. The good, gray New York Times had a Page One piece on the crisis every one of those forty-five days but one. The Boston Globe put a half dozen reporters on the trail of Cardinal Law, who, it turned out, had been protecting more than two hundred priests in the Boston area. The New Times in Los Angeles did an eight-part series on the sins of Cardinal Mahony.
“At first, it looked like the archbishop of Los Angeles had understood the situation in a way that the archbishop of Boston did not. He protested his innocence and vowed that his Church would pursue a policy of total transparency. When all the U.S. bishops met in Dallas in May of 2002 Cardinal Mahony stepped out in front of his fellow bishops and pushed through a get-tough policy on priest-pedophiles. Zero tolerance, he called it. As it turned out, he did not really mean that. He was just grandstanding. In fact, as we will prove before this court, the cardinal has spent more than fifteen million dollars in legal fees, paying LA’s highest priced lawyers to keep his priests and himself out of court, and to help him fight off the efforts of the district attorney in Los Angeles to get information on the malefactors. I wonder if the cardinal ever had time, then, to review the taped testimony I had gathered from the little people of LA?” She looked over to the cardinal, as if to confirm her surmise.
His lawyer turned to him, too, and Mahony shook his head and whispered, “Tapes? I never saw any tapes.”
“Now,” said Juana Margarita Obregón, “he will have a chance to see them.”
She stopped and moved closer to the bishops on the jury. “I am going to ask the judge to give us a ten minute recess here. We will have a long morning.”
INSIDE A THIRD-FLOOR OFFICE in the Vatican’s Apostolic Palace, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, the pope’s secretary of state—in effect, the sovereign’s prime minister—exhaled a mighty breath. He and his staff and three other Curial cardinals were watching this mock trial and they didn’t like what they were seeing.
“Television!” said Cardinal Bertone. In his mouth, the word was an expletive.
Cardinal Gianbattista Re used another favorite cuss word in the Vatican: “Americans!”
Cardinal Francis Stafford used other expletives. “Liberals! Reformers!”
“Was His Holiness watching this?” asked Bertone.
Stafford said, “We think so, Eminence. Father Lombardi told me the pope insisted earlier today that someone from the communications office come up to the papal apartment to adjust the reception on his giant TV.”
FRANCIS OLIVER GRANDEUR, the cardinal-archbishop of Philadelphia, was watching the trial, too. As a practical man, he didn’t waste his time whining. At the recess, he picked up the phone and dialed Cardinal Mahony’s chancellor in Los Angeles, the man who had been off skiing on the Fish Creek Trail on the morning of the cardinal’s abduction.
“Hawk? Fog here.” As a graduate student at the North American College in Rome, Jeremiah Hawkslaw had worked on the 1983 revision of canon law with Grandeur. They were close enough (no one knew how close) to use each other’s nicknames, stuck on them by their classmates at the NAC, still sticking in their maturity. “Hawk” was obvious. “Fog” evolved from Grandeur’s initials. “I assume, Hawk, that you’ve been watching the show? Uh huh. Uh huh. Well, look here. They’ve given us some leads. Did you hear this Obregón woman say she’d sent a copy of her tapes to the cardinal? Along with her address and phone number and e-mail address?”
When Monsignor Jeremiah Hawkslaw said he had never seen—or even heard of—the tapes, Grandeur said, “Well they’ve got to be around somewhere. See if you can find them. And especially her note. When you do, get back to me. With those coordinates, the FBI can put a trace on her. I’ll bet they can find her address in an hour.”
JUANA MARGARITA OBREGON fiddled with some knobs on a video playback machine, and invited the judge and the cardinal and his lawyer to take a stand behind the jury so they, too, could see the videotaped testimony. As they were making their move from the defendant’s table, Mahony could see the red light blink on one of the large video cameras that was aimed at him, and he thought, How convenient! While viewers around the world are watching these witnesses and hearing their stories on tape, they can also get a look at my live reactions—and close-ups of the jurors’ faces, too, as they take in the testimony. This kind of television will entertain a good many viewers—at my expense.
Juana presented her first witness, a slim woman named Amelia Rodríguez from Boyle Heights in East LA who cleaned homes for a living in the Hollywood Hills. Para los otros was conducting the trial in English, but, for strategic reasons, Juana Margarita Obregón had decided to give the Spanish-speaking jurors their first taste of testimony in Spanish. Let them hear the sincerity of Señora Rodríguez in their own language. Let them listen to her choked words and see her suffering.
She said she was a single mother with twelve-year-old twins serving as altar boys at St. Martin’s Parish on Atlantic Boulevard when they were taken under the tutelage of the new assistant pastor, Father Stephen Wellsprings. She said, “He took them places. To Dodger games and Disneyland and McDonald’s. And I was happy, because the boys never knew their father, and I thought it was good for them to have a man in their lives. When the priest asked if he could take Miguel to his cabin at Big Bear during Thanksgiving weekend in 1986, I said, ‘Yes, if you take Antonio, too.’ He promised he would take Antonio during Christmas vacation, so I said, ‘Yes, fine.’ I shouldn’t have done that, never should have let them go separately. But this man was a priest! I never suspected a thing.
“Ten years later, when the boys were twenty-two, they confessed that Father Wellsprings had used them sexually—and separately—for several years running. Miguel never told Antonio. And Antonio never told Miguel. They never told anyone, until last year, when all the stories started coming out in the Times about Father Wellsprings. He had been seducing boys for years. The worst thing was that, years before, some parents in his first parish, Good Shepherd in Beverly Hills, had complained about Father Wellsprings and Cardinal Mahony had persuaded them to keep quiet—for the good of the Church. And then he moved Father Wellsprings from Beverly Hills to one parish after another—but always to parishes in the barrio, never back to the West Side.”
Here, the woman’s voice thickened. She said, “Father Wellsprings made the boys into jotos. Last year, Antonio died of AIDS. Then his brother Miguel committed suicide.” Here, Juana had used her zoom lens to capture an extreme close up of Señora Rodríguez. She wept, then dug into her purse and produced the last pictures she had taken of her twins. “They were beautiful boys,” she said, holding up the photos and looking bleakly into Juana’s lens. “So blond, so fair. Now they are in hell, suffering the fires of the damned. And Padre Wellsprings”—she spat out the word Padre—“Padre Wellsprings is still a priest.”
Kelly turned to see the cardinal’s reaction. The cardinal was starting to hyperventilate.
CNN HADN’T BOUGHT THE FEED from Para los otros, but that network could make fair use of excerpts from the morning’s proceedings, and did. For twelve hours, in fact every hour on the hour, CNN repeated the last running minute of Señora Rodríguez’s testimony, tears and all, along with this exchange between CNN’s London news desk and John Allen in St. Peter’s Square.
“Perhaps you can tell us, John,” said Suzy Walker, “what this grieving mother meant when she said this priest, this Father Wellsprings, is still a priest. How can this be?”
“Well, Suzy, she’s right. The Vatican—and here I mean the pope himself—is being very careful. The pope loves the priesthood—and his priests. And he won’t let anyone sully them—or trash the priesthood. According to Section 1470 of Canon law, priests who are accused of serious crimes have a right to a trial—in secret of course. That can often mean a delay of as many as ten years.”
“You mean they go on being priests?”
“Technically, yes,” said Allen. “But often enough, they are sent off to some remote monastery on a mountaintop.”
“Wow!”
“But just as often,” said Allen, “these priests simply fade away. They get tired of the hassle.”
“Okay, John. But one more thing. This mother says she knows her boys are in hell. Is that what the Church teaches?”
“Suzy,” said Allen, “the Church doesn’t say that. The Church says there’s a hell, but it has never officially declared that anybody’s in hell. Not even Hitler.”
“But a lot of simple Catholics still take comfort believing in hell?”
“Well, Suzy, I wouldn’t say comfort.”
INSIDE THE CAVERNOUS CONTROL ROOM of the National Security Agency in Maryland, three technicians yanked off their headsets, rose to their feet with a cry of victory, and hustled over to their chief. “Our satellite found ’em, Charlie. We know where they are. Bogotá!”
FOR THE REST OF THE MORNING, Juana Margarita Obregón presented the jury with one videotaped interview after another. The juror-bishops, despite their age, more than managed to pay attention. When Paul Kelly and the cardinal grew tired standing behind them, they were given high-rise directors’ chairs to perch upon.
Kelly was riveted by the taped testimony of a priest named Thomas Doyle who had once worked in the Vatican’s Washington embassy. He told Juana Margarita Obregón’s video cam that he had helped write a report to the U.S. bishops in the early eighties, warning them they could face financial liabilities of a billion dollars within ten years if they didn’t enact sweeping reforms. Doyle was a virile, square-jawed Dominican wearing a U.S. Air Force chaplain’s uniform. He said, “We told the bishops they had to put priests accused of sexual misconduct on the shelf, report them to law enforcement, never reassign them to new parishes. But the bishops didn’t listen. One bishop I know sent off one guy to serve in seven different parishes—even after he knew what the man was doing.
“Mahony did send some of his men off for treatment. He sent them to the Paraclete Fathers in Jemez Springs, New Mexico. The priests who were sent there called it Camp Ped. But the Paracletes didn’t have a clue. They gave their patients furloughs, sometimes for weeks at a stretch, to fill in as parish priests around the West, and then they turned them loose, so they could get assignments elsewhere, where they molested other kids.”
In his director’s chair, the cardinal coughed and crumpled and studied the back of his hand.
On tape, Doyle said, “Cardinal Mahony ignored our report, and went right on doing what he’d been doing for the past seventeen years. He’s been part of the problem, not part of the solution. He helped set up an ad hoc advisory committee on sexual abuse, but it was just public relations, a joke, a fluff move.”
Kelly whispered in the cardinal’s ear. “We’ll get a chance to rebut all this.”
The cardinal gave Kelly a bleary-eyed stare. “Yeah? I doubt it. I doubt that very much.”
“You know,” said Kelly, “you may be right.” He heaved his huge bulk off the director’s chair and turned to the judge. “Your Honor, I’d like to cross-examine Father Doyle.”
“Father Doyle is not here.”
“Exactly. He and all of these so-called witnesses are shadows on a television screen. How can I cross-examine any of them?”
“Obviously, you cannot.”
“Then you must allow me some leeway here.”
“Leeway?”
“To make an argument to the jury. I know. It isn’t time yet for an argument from the defense. But I need to make it now, while these charges are still fresh in the minds of the jury.”
The judge recognized Dr. Obregón.
“Let us hear it,” she said. “Let us hear Mr. Kelly’s argument now. We could all use some enlightenment here.”
“All right,” said Díaz. “Go ahead, Mr. Kelly.”
Kelly stammered in surprise, but continued. “It is unfair, utterly unfair, to judge the cardinal’s handling of pedophile priests twenty years ago. He— indeed, most of the bishops—were relying on the best advice of mental-health experts at the time. Now, everyone is taking the matrix of today’s knowledge and placing that matrix on what happened fifteen, twenty, thirty years ago.”
Díaz listened, then turned to Juana Margarita Obregón.
She said she was dumbstruck over this argument. “Just when did the cardinal learn that it is illegal to have sex with a minor?” she asked. “This had-we-only-known defense is just another type of denial, a rationalization. I have some testimony on this very issue. If I may, your Honor?”
He nodded. “All right.”
“Wait a minute,” objected Kelly.
“You opened the door,” said Díaz. “You cannot object if Dr. Obregón wants to walk through that door.”
Kelly threw up his hands. “Jesus!”
“That, I take it,” said the judge, “is a prayer?”
Kelly mumbled, “Yes, your Honor, a prayer.”
By now, Juana Margarita Obregón had her rebuttal-tape ready. It was an interview she had had with Gary Schoener, a clinical psychologist from Minnesota who had consulted in hundreds of sex-abuse cases involving priests. “Even after it was well-known that a lot of these priests had problems that were beyond fixing,” he was saying on tape, “the bishops just kept sending these priests to New Mexico and Maryland and Connecticut for treatment rather than getting rid of them. It gave them a moral out.”
• FOUR •
Testimony
HIGH UP ON THE THIRD FLOOR of the Vatican’s Apostolic Palace, those meeting in the cardinal secretary of state’s office wanted to know more about this Tomàs Doyle. “You say he is a Dominican priest?” said Cardinal Re.
Cardinal Stafford, a very well informed American, said, “Yes, and he also went on active duty as a chaplain in the U.S. Air Force after the bishops ignored his report.”
“The bishops did nothing about that report?”
Cardinal Stafford said, “Some of them read it, and made it operative. When one pastor told his bishop in St. Cloud, Minnesota, that he had a young assistant who was abusing little boys, the bishop said, ‘Call the police. The priest should be in jail.’ They had no more problems in St. Cloud. Where bishops ignored the report, they had problems. Tons of problems in places like Boston and Los Angeles.”
Cardinal Re turned to Cardinal Bertone. “This Tomàs Doyle. He once worked for us?”
“Correct,” said Bertone.
“In effect, he was working for your predecessor, Cardinal Sodano?”
“Yes. In the Vatican Embassy in Washington.”
“Why did he leave?”
“He was fired.”
“Why was he fired?”
“We judged that Doyle’s report could only bring shame on the Church. To distance ourselves from the report, we had to distance ourselves from Doyle, too. In Italy, as you know, we do not talk about these matters.”
“We didn’t talk much about them in the United States either,” said Stafford. “Until recently.”
“The secretariat should not have let Doyle go,” said Re.
“Right!” said Stafford. “As Lyndon Johnson used to say, ‘Better to have the polecat inside the tent pissing out, than have the polecat outside the tent pissing in.’”
Re said, “What is polecat?”
Stafford scissored his nose. Marzetta. “Skunk.”
Re chortled. Then his face darkened, and he said, “This Leen-doan John-soan was a wise man. Doyle was working for us, and we fired him. We are not wise men, your Eminence. We are fools.”
Stafford muttered to himself, If Re only knew the whole story. One of the Vatican’s company men had Doyle terminated as an Air Force chaplain, too, and put pressure on the Dominicans to bar him from living in any Dominican residence. Doyle went on to testify in civil lawsuits all over the United States—to the benefit of the abuse victims, and to the loss of many an American bishop. Fools indeed.
IN THE COURTROOM, Juana Margarita Obregón clicked the remote for her video machine and fast-forwarded to another segment of her tape. “This testimony,” she said, “comes from a highly respected theologian at the University of Notre Dame. His name is Richard McBrien.”
On the video, the jurors saw the image of a large, jowly priest with a five o’clock shadow who said, “The bishops have done little or nothing to address this problem. The proof of that is in the scope and intensity of the current crisis. If they had done something significant, we would not be in the mess we’re in today.”
Eugene Cullen Kennedy, a famed priest-psychologist from Chicago, told Juana Margarita Obregón’s video cam why the bishops hadn’t done anything significant. He had spoken to her during the huge Congressman Foley scandal that threatened Republicans facing re-election in the fall of 2006. Kennedy told her, “It is never ‘women and children first’ when a Titanic like the Church or Congress grazes an iceberg. Hierarchs wear their life jackets as if they were grafted on and never move far from a lifeboat. Their instincts are to preserve themselves and their power and the structure that is the source of that power.
“The bishops want to be pastors just as the members of Congress want to be public servants. They override these good intentions with the acquired hierarchical sense that their destiny is to govern and save from harm a vast establishment. They do not want to see young people endangered but they honestly feel they protect the latter’s interests best by protecting their own interests first. Congress helps us understand how the bishops reacted—not out of bad will but out of their nature as men who attained their status by giving themselves to a system whose property, power and privilege they feel they must preserve.”
Kelly turned to Mahony. “Is that the way it is? Is that the way it really is?”
Much as he hated to admit it, Mahony nodded. Kennedy had it right.
NEXT, THE JURORS SAW THE FACE of a handsome, middle-aged man identified by letters across the bottom of the screen as David Clohessy. “This man,” said Juana Margarita Obregón, “is the national director of SNAP, the Survivors’ Network of those Abused by Priests. This clip follows an impromptu meeting between Cardinal Mahony, two other bishops and a group of eight sex-abuse victims during a recess at a meeting in 2002 of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops. Here is David Clohessy’s account of that meeting. I am asking the questions, off camera.”
Dr. Obregón clicked her video controller and the jurors saw Clohessy, and heard him say, “In private, the cardinal was all business with us, even a bit confrontational. But as soon as the session ended and members of the news media poured into the room to surround the cardinal, I saw a different Cardinal Mahony under the glare of TV lights. Standing three feet from the cardinal, I listened as he told the assembled broadcast and print reporters how moved he was by what he had just heard from us. It felt phony. It was as if he’d switched on an entirely different set of emotions for the cameras. It didn’t sound sincere. Then and there this awful feeling crept over me that we were being used.”
Doctor Obregón asked him whether Cardinal Mahony had taken leadership on this issue at an emergency meeting of the U.S. bishops in Dallas.
“Big role,” said Clohessy. “Mahony made a big deal about pushing his bishops into a new policy, something he called zero tolerance. That meant that one misstep in this area by any priest and he was out of there.”
“This was his idea?”
“He told everyone this was his idea. It wasn’t his idea. It was forced on him by the terms of a settlement with Ryan DiMaria, a young man from Orange County who’d been molested in 1991 by Michael Harris, the priest-principal of Santa Margarita High School in Orange County.”
“Tell me more about DiMaria?”
“By then, DiMaria was twenty-four years old, and a recent law school graduate. He was not so much interested in a cash settlement. What he wanted more than anything was to make a difference, so that other kids might not have to suffer what Michael Harris did to him. Among his demands were a zero tolerance policy, a toll-free victim hotline and the distribution of materials about sex abuse to parishes and schools. DiMaria won a change in the way the archdiocese keeps its internal records. DiMaria even won a commitment that the archdiocese would conduct exit interviews for graduates from its seminary in Camarillo that would quiz them on promiscuous same-sex sex in the seminary.”
That caused a stir among the juror-bishops, who whispered furiously among themselves.One of them called out to Mahony in Spanish, “Sodomites in the seminary! For shame!” Everyone in the courtroom shuddered, but Kelly raised no objection, and Iván Díaz pretended he hadn’t heard.
So did Dr. Obregón. She put the videotape machine on pause and said, “The next witness you will see and hear, Excellencies, is Ron Russell, the writer for the New Times in LA who has become something of an expert on Cardinal Mahony.”
From his director’s chair behind the juror’s box, Kelly raised an objection.
“Testimony from a reporter! This has to be hearsay, your Honor.”
Iván Díaz said to Kelly and to Dr. Obregón, “Would you please approach the bench.” When they paused, he said, “Well, there is no what they call ‘bench.’ Just come up here.”
Díaz whispered to Dr. Obregón, “Is Mr. Kelly correct? Is this reporter, this Mr. Russell, simply passing on second-hand information?”
“No, your Honor. Ron Russell, the writer, will show the jury some documentary evidence of the cardinal’s early public relations campaign to hoodwink his Catholic constituency. It began with a pastoral letter in the Tidings, the archdiocese’s official newspaper. In it, the cardinal pledged to do all that is humanly possible to prevent sexual abuse in the LA Archdiocese.”
“Do you have a copy of that pastoral letter. Dr. Obregón?”
“Yes.”
“Well, then, why don’t you just introduce that letter in evidence? You don’t need Ron Russell to read it out loud.”
“Your Honor? We’re on television, worldwide television. Somebody has to read it.”
“Well, then, you had better read it. lawyer Kelly is right. We cannot allow hearsay testimony in this courtroom. After all, as you’ve pointed out, we are on worldwide TV, and we cannot let a worldwide TV audience get the impression that we are stacking this deck against the cardinal. We cannot fight injustice with injustice.”
“But your Honor,” she protested.
“Just you read it,” said Iván Díaz.
Juana Margarita Obregón blushed, went back to her counsel table, and riffled through a file box. When she found the copy of the Tidings she was looking for, she said,“Here is the pastoral letter. I will read the most important part of it. ‘Let me state very clearly,’ it says. ‘The Archdiocese of Los Angeles will not knowingly assign or retain a priest, deacon, religious or lay person to serve in its parishes, schools, pastoral ministries or any other assignment when such an individual is determined to have previously engaged in the sexual abuse of a minor.’ And those are the cardinal’s words.”
“And what do they prove?” asked Díaz.
“On their face, only this, that the cardinal had cobbled together a tough assault on the malefactors. The implicit message was that other Catholic bishops might appear flat-footed in the face of the worst scandal to rock the Church in centuries, but that Roger Mahony was the man with a plan. But the plan wasn’t his. It had been forced on him by DiMaria. Mahony’s actions amounted to little more than a public-relations campaign designed by Sitrick and Company.”
The judge asked, “What is Sitrick and Company?”
“The Enron Corporation’s former public-relations firm. Sitrick advised the cardinal to appoint a lay board. He already had a secret board of lay advisors. Now he was going public with a new panel, called the Clergy Misconduct Oversight Board. He said it represented ‘another chapter in the efforts of the archdiocese . . . to make certain all churches are safe for children and young people.’ But the trouble was this board had no power. The cardinal said he could not surrender that authority ‘because only bishops are empowered under canon law to make personnel decisions about priests.’”
The judge said, “That’s quite right. That’s what canon law says.”
Over in the jury box, the bishops whispered to one another. The voice of Recife rose over the others. He was quoting Jesus’ words. “Is the Sabbath made for man, or man for the Sabbath?”
THROUGH MOST OF THE MORNING’S TESTIMONY, Mahony’s face was a blank. But his stomach began to rumble so loudly that María became alarmed. Twice during the testimonies, she brought him water and a Prozac. When they broke for lunch and siesta time, Mahony told Kelly he didn’t want anything to eat. He just wanted to lie down. “I can understand,” said Kelly. “I can smell your breath. You smell like a cesspool.”
Mahony rose, shaking his head, abashed at Kelly’s comparison. María escorted him off, not to the cell he had slept in for the two previous nights, but to a grander room, a room with a flush toilet and running water. That was María’s idea. She told el presidente that treating the cardinal like a criminal had tamed him. “He won’t try to flee.”
“Is there something I can bring you?” María said as he hobbled toward his bed.
He shook his head. “You’re the only one who dares be nice to me,” he said. “I am a worm and no man.” It was a quote from Isaiah, often used in the context of the Crucifixion story.
She went to the bathroom, wet a small towel, folded it, and brought it back to him. “Here, put this on your brow.” He put his head back and let her do it. “I will see if I can bring you some chicken soup.”
He nodded, eyes closed, his breath coming in short sobs.
DURING THE AFTERNOON’S TESTIMONY, scheduled to run from three to six, a parade of witnesses recounted Mahony’s imperious ways. “I chaired one of his lay committees,” said a retired Catholic lawyer named Skip Riley. Juana Margarita Obregón had pulled out his taped testimony and put it before the jurors because it bore directly on the last discussion of the morning. “We weren’t allowed our own judgments,” said Riley. “We did what he told us to do. We were just figureheads. He made us understand his hands were tied—by canon law.”
Retired Irish priests from Los Angeles were the most outspoken. One of them, Monsignor Sean Breen, said Mahony preened himself on public attention. “We weren’t a wee bit surprised,” said the monsignor, “to see him open the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles. He looooved the limelight.”
Mahony uttered a low groan. Kelly looked at his watch and declared, “Your Honor, we want to say, ‘Uncle!’”
Iván Díaz said he didn’t understand.
“We give up. This shouldn’t go on. This is cruel and unusual punishment. This is—it’s un-American.” Kelly stammered for a moment, realizing that argument wouldn’t carry any weight here, and tried to think of something more telling. He chose a bullfight metaphor. “It’s like the picadors have weakened the bull enough. Isn’t it time to send in the matador?”
Díaz consulted his prosecutor. Juana Margarita Obregón said, “Cardinal Mahony has spent millions in legal fees to keep this kind of testimony out of civil court. Now we can present it to the court of world opinion. We have seventy more hours of tape.”
“Oh my God!” moaned Mahony.
Díaz looked distressed. “I am tending to agree with Mr. Kelly. The bull is reeling right now. And so, I am going to make a ruling, Dr. Obregón. I want you to pick out three more testimonies to help you complete your case. You said you were going to show how the cardinal has forgotten the sacred duties of his episcopal office, how the cardinal—” Díaz consulted his notes—“has let the unwritten rules of his clerical club undermine the rule of the gospel itself, and how he has robbed the patrimony of Christ’s poor to enrich his lawyers. I am particularly interested in knowing to what extent he has enriched his lawyers—rather than help the victims of his cover-ups.”
She nodded. “We will try to do that, your Honor.”
“Can you get it all completed tomorrow morning? Then we’ll let Mr. Kelly and the cardinal decide whether he wants to take the stand in his own defense.”
THE U.S. MARINES —fifty men in a half-dozen helicopters—zeroed in on a jungle clearing ten kilometers northwest of Bogotá. They had a simple mission: to break up the mock trial of the cardinal-archbishop of Los Angeles, rescue the cardinal, and bring him back to LA. Military intelligence told them to expect little opposition from what, they were assured, was a tiny group of wannabe revolutionaries inspired by something called “liberation theology.” This news helped their commanding officer, Colonel Robert McCurdy, a 1992 graduate of Notre Dame, conclude that Mahony’s captors were Godly people who eschewed violence of any kind. “Our intelligence,” he told his battalion, “says this will be a piece of cake.”
The oxymoron called military intelligence directed McCurdy and his men to a marijuana farm that also happened to be the headquarters of Colombia’s deadliest drug cartel. Its well-armed private army met McCurdy’s approach with withering rocket fire, forcing him back to his base on the U.S. carrier Enterprise. He radioed his superiors at Camp Lejeune, “Better recheck your coordinates. We lost two choppers. We’re lucky we got four choppers back to the carrier at all.”
THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE picked up the phone and told the President of the United States about the latest military fuckup. “Well,” said the leader of the free world, “we gotta use more force. Go in there, Bobby, and kill ’em! Kill ’em all.”
“We sent our men to the wrong place. It might help if we found the right place.”
“That too,” said the president.
WHEN MARÍA BROUGHT THE CARDINAL his evening meal on a tray, she was pleased to find him sitting up in bed, writing on his laptop. “Supper time!” she cried.
He shook his head. “I cannot eat.”
“You have to eat.”
“It’s cold in here.”
It was true. At this altitude, in mid-November, the nights were getting cooler. “That is why you have to eat something. Please. Come and eat. Here is some chicken stew, with rice. And I brought you a glass of red wine.”
The cardinal grunted. A glass of wine sounded good. He hit the Save key on his laptop computer. He had been composing a list under the rubric THINGS TO DO—if he ever got out of here. He set the Macintosh aside, eased off the bed, and made his way to the table where María had set up supper for him. She helped him adjust the blanket he had wrapped around his shoulders like a cape, then sat down with him. “You’re being good to me,” he said. “I do not deserve it.”
“Not deserve?”
“You’ve heard what my people say about me. I thought they loved me. Now I know.” He looked up at her. “They hate me.”
“They do not hate you. They have been disappointed. You could be better than you are.”
He scowled. How many times had he said that to his younger priests?
Nobody ever told him he could be better than he was. From his earliest days in the seminary, he was a star. As a young priest, working with the farm workers of César Chávez in Delano, he was a star. As a young bishop, testifying before a legislative committee in Sacramento, he was a star. He was always a star. He thought about that as he swallowed a spoonful of stew. “María, when I became a bishop, they said it was possible I would never hear the truth again.”
She laughed. “And when you became a cardinal, it was certain.”
“On that score, it is not good to be a cardinal.”
“On that score,” she said, “is it good to be a pope?”
He looked at her with curiosity. She seemed wise beyond her years. He’d known John Paul II for more than 20 years, and, out of fear, he had never told the pope the whole truth about anything.
María pressed on. “I am wondering,” she said, “how hard it must be for a pope if no one ever tells him things he doesn’t want to hear.”
He reflected on that. “Maybe his aides knew it was easier for him to rule as he did, with never a doubt about anything, if he didn’t know what was really happening. In any event, he was not the kind of man who listened. I wondered sometimes if he understood his own Church.”
“Do you?”
“What?”
“Understand your own Church?”
Her fearless question startled him. He gave it some thought. “More today,” he said finally, “than I did yesterday.”
“Are you the kind of man who understands yourself?”
That question called for even deeper thought. “I have been very busy serving the Church.”
“Which Church? The institutional Church or the people of God Church?”
“I never thought there was any difference. I loved the Church, I loved the liturgy, I loved theology.”
She paused for some moments, then asked. “Have you ever loved a woman?”
“Loved a woman? No.” Then he heard himself blurting out words that he had not planned. “But I am beginning to love you.” He touched her hand.
She pulled it away. “You only think you do,” she whispered. She tried to take the edge off her rejection by smiling. “Did you ever hear of the Stockholm Syndrome? Like, Patty Hearst fell in love with her kidnappers?”
That startled him. He shook his head, finished off his wine, and set down his glass. His eyes filled with tears. He was certainly doing a lot of crying this week.
She rose, took his hand, helped him remove his red cassock, sat him on his bed, and unlaced his shoes. When he swiveled into bed and his head hit the pillow, she circled to the other side of the bed, climbed next to him, her front to his back, and held him in the dark, save for the flickering candle some ten feet away.
“Has any woman ever held you like this?” she asked.
He’d never been this close to a woman. This woman smelled like a peach. “No,” he said. “Why are you holding me?”
“Because I am a woman. If a woman knows how to comfort a man, she should do it.”
That startled him, too, and he lay there in silence, pondering her words. “If a woman knows how to comfort a man, she should do it.” Curious. Why should she do this for him? He began to sob, again, but then, warmed by her touch, he fell into a deep but troubled sleep. In her arms.
• Five •
Verdict
THE JUROR-BISHOPS WERE SHOCKED when they saw and heard the videotaped testimony of Albert Gonzalez, a former archdiocesan official— one of four archdiocesan executives who quit their jobs in Los Angeles on the same day in April 2003. He said that Mahony’s blue chip lawyer, Cyrus Cheatham, had already billed (and collected) $15 million for his services over the past five years. Much of the billed time paid for efforts to convince a judge that the cardinal could not turn over the files on several dozen priests who had been accused of tampering with young people, most of them teen-aged boys.
According to Gonzalez, Cheatham argued that Mahony had a confidential relationship with each of his priests, much like the relationship between a lawyer and his clients. The judge denied the argument, and Cheatham appealed the decision. It was denied by the California Court of Appeals, and Cheatham appealed again, to the California Supreme Court, which finally decided against Mahony. But he was still stalling. “Whatever else the appeal did,” said Gonzalez, “it bought the cardinal some time. And left more than five hundred lawsuits filed by abuse victims in limbo.”
Each of the poor juror-bishops wondered what he might have done for his people with Cheatham’s $15 million. They sat up a little straighter and craned their necks to get a look at Dr. Obregón’s next witness.
On the TV screen, they saw an attractive blonde who identified herself as Justice Anne Burke of the Illinois Supreme Court, and a mother of four. Judge Burke told Juana Margarita Obregón about her appointment to the American Bishops’ National Review Board for the Protection of Children and Young People. “I’m not sure how I got on the board,” she said. “I later learned the board was designed by a New York p.r. firm to serve as window dressing for the bishops.”
“Window dressing?”
“People got the impression the bishops would be accountable to us. But when the bishops started balking at our questions, we realized they wouldn’t stand for that.”
“What was the board supposed to do?”
“Our mandate was quite vague. We thought we were appointed to oversee what the bishops were doing about the scandal, but we soon realized the bishops didn’t want us to do that. They soon forced our chairman out for telling the press their actions reminded him of a criminal organization, not his Church, resisting grand jury subpoenas, suppressing the names of offending clerics, denying, obfuscating, explaining away. I took his place, and was given the title of ‘interim chairman.’”
“Didn’t the National Review Board issue a report?”
“Yes. Two of them on February 27, 2004. One was an audit conducted by the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in Manhattan, but it wasn’t much of an audit. They didn’t go out and dig up any facts about priest-abusers, or interview their victims. They sent out a questionnaire and let the bishops make their own reports. Their report said several thousand priests—some four percent of priests in ministry over the last half-century—committed acts of sexual abuse of minors. On the same day, our board also issued our own Report on the Crisis in the Catholic Church of the United States. It said the bishops failed to grasp the gravity of the problem of sexual abuse of minors by priests, made unwarranted presumptions in favor of accused priests, relied on secrecy to avoid scandal, put too much stock on the advice of their lawyers—who intimidated many of the victims—and failed to hold themselves accountable for the mistakes they made. We said they could have used the advice of laypeople.”
“Did you make recommendations?”
“We made a number of them.”
“How did the bishops follow through on those recommendations?”
“They didn’t. They tied them up with parliamentary delays. In March 2004, we had a showdown of sorts at the USCCB’s headquarters in Washington. The bishops all sat there in their padded leather seats, each of them with a microphone, like in the United Nations General Assembly. The bishops held us off until they could meet in plenary session late in the year. They didn’t really want any more audits. And, so far, they haven’t let the board do any more of them.”
“How many of the bishops wanted you to continue?”
“Very few. I can count them on one hand. Cardinal Mahony made great sanctimonious statements, but in the end, he voted with all the others (privately of course) to quash a second audit. He continued to tell the public that all priest-predators had been put away, but it turned out that a convicted priest-pedophile was a guest in his own rectory all along. “These guys are tricky, masters at obfuscation who get tied up in their own wordy evasions. And when they cannot evade, they attack. Henry J. Mansell, the archbishop of Hartford, ripped the board members for ‘expanding their competence, responsibilities, activities and studies in a dynamic of autonomy.’”
“What is ‘a dynamic of autonomy?’” asked Juana Margarita Obregón.
“I don’t know. I guess ‘a dynamic of autonomy’ is more powerful than simple autonomy. You’d have to ask the archbishop. But it was clear that many bishops didn’t like us because we threatened their authority.
"Archbishop Charles Chaput objected to ‘the tone’ of one of our letters. ‘Your language,’ he said, ‘is designed to offend. . . . Whatever its goals, your letter diminishes the credibility of the NRB and invites resistance.’
"Bishop Ignatius Dreedle of Buffalo Tooth, Nebraska, made personal attacks on members of the board. Whenever the bishops spoke, they continued to refer to ‘the Church’ without ever mentioning their own people or acknowledging that these victims are the Church and that they themselves are their servants rather than their masters.”
“What have the bishops learned through all this?”
“Nothing that I can see. They continue to relate to the people by being pompously official rather than simply human.”
“And your 143-page report?”
“At this point, it looks like a dead letter to me. The bishops haven’t implemented our recommendations. And the bishops continue to insist the board had no right to investigate them.”
JUANA MARGARITA OBREGON punched up her last tape. It was an interview with a pretty young Filipina named Gloria Verdugo, who told her story haltingly, and, for that very reason, it came across as true. A Southern California priest from the Philippines named Ramón had found her begging and homeless in Pershing Square. He rescued her, set her up in her own apartment off Pico Boulevard, and introduced her to three of his priest-friends, all from the Philippines, whom Mahony had imported to help him deal with his priest-shortage in Los Angeles. She said to Juana Margarita Obregón’s video cam, “They took turns with me. In me. Four of them, every day until—” She paused.
“Until what, Gloria?”
“Until I got pregnant. When they learned I had told a social worker about my condition, they slapped me around. When they found I had gone to the police, they went into a panic. Ramón phoned the cardinal’s office. Two days later, they were all jetting back to the Philippines on the same flight. When I asked one of them why they were leaving, he said Cardinal Mahony ordered them back to the Philippines—‘to avoid arrest.’ He paid for their jet fare. Paid me, too, for my silence.”
“How do you know it was Cardinal Mahony who paid you?”
“I figured that out for myself. Next day, a lawyer came—a middle-aged woman who told me she worked for the archdiocese. She had me sign a paper, gave me ten thousand dollars in hundred-dollar bills, helped me pack up my things and drove me to a Catholic home for unwed mothers, with the understanding—I had to sign a paper that I would tell no one who the father was.”
“Who was the father?”
“I don’t know which one. That is how I could promise never to tell who the father was. One of them.”
One of the jurors rose and cried, “For shame!” The others nodded in agreement, but urged him to sit down.
Mahony covered his face with his hands.
Juana Margarita Obregón pretended not to notice. She turned to the judge. “That’s all we want to put in evidence, your Honor. The prosecution rests.”
Iván Díaz asked Kelly if his client would take the stand.
Kelly whispered for almost a minute into the cardinal’s ear. Finally, Mahony nodded. “Your Honor,” said Kelly, “my client and I need five minutes here.”
Juana Margarita Obregón told the judge, “If it will be of any help to Mr. Kelly, I have twenty questions.” She waved a sheet of paper. “Twenty questions that I intend to ask the cardinal.”
Kelly rose to receive the sheet of paper, then shuffled back to Mahony at the defendant’s table. He handed over the sheet and whispered to him. “You want to answer these questions?”
Mahony studied the questions, and said nothing.
“Well?” said Kelly.
Mahony shook his head, thinking, How can I?
“How about this one?” Kelly said in a low voice. “Did you or did you not tell the Oliver O’Grady jury back in Stockton that you believed some of Father O’Grady’s victims ‘liked it?’ What would you say to that?”
“If I denied I said that,” offered Mahony, “the jurors would know I was lying. If I admitted saying it, they’d see me as some kind of monster.”
“Uh huh. Okay. Here’s another question. ‘In December of 2006, the Los Angeles Times reported the archdiocese owned more than four billion dollars in real property. Yet in your public financial statement for the same year, you claim four hundred ninety-four million in total assets. Can you explain this obvious discrepancy?’”
Mahony shook his head. “No.”
“Just for my own information,” said Kelly, “tell me who was lying? You or the Los Angeles Times?”
Mahony didn’t reply.
“Well, if that’s the best you can do with these questions,” said Kelly, “I am going to tell you—insist—you not take the stand. As your counsel, I have a duty to do that.”
Mahony gave a shrugging, silent assent.
Kelly waved to Díaz, and the judge called the court back in session.
“Your honor,” said Kelly. “We see no point in having the cardinal take the stand. He will accept the judgment of this court, and, of course, the judgment of his fellow bishops.”
“All right then,” said Díaz. “Enough.”
DURING A SHORT RECESS, the juror-bishops repaired to the courtyard and took time out to consult by satellite telephone with Bishop Samuel Ruiz, the retired bishop of Chiapas, who had been watching the proceedings— somewhere—on television. When they returned to the courtroom, Judge Díaz asked them if they had reached a verdict.
“We have, your Honor,” said the jury foreman, Francisco Azevedo, retired auxiliary bishop of Recife.
“And what is that verdict?”
“We find the defendant, Roger Michael Cardinal Mahony, guilty on all accounts, as charged.”
“Then,” said Díaz, “we will move right on to the sentencing.”
Mahony whispered, “That’s a relief.”
Díaz regarded Mahony for a full, unsmiling minute, then told everyone in the court—and more than 590 million television viewers, “We sentence Cardinal Mahony to become a Christian.”
“What?” cried the cardinal. “Sentenced to be a Christian! I have been a Christian all my life.”
“Few have noticed,” said Dom Francisco, the jury foreman from Recife, addressing Mahony directly from the jury box in English. One of the TV cameras zoomed in on him. "You have been something of a crook. Something of a great pretender. You lied during your depositions. You hid priests behind the statute of limitations. You bought the silence of their victims. You listened to lawyers and let them put legalism ahead of the Gospel. You manipulated the media. You made a great show of listening to your people, but you only heard the high and mighty who were in a position to reward you. Try to think of yourself as a servant of the little people, not their lord and master. You will find many ways of doing that. You might consider selling your helicopter and your fleet of cars. When you go anywhere, you might take the bus, like those women who clean the homes of the rich people in Hollywood.”
THE JUDGE SAID, “THIS CASE IS CLOSED.” The trial was over. The bishops rose and pushed back their chairs. Mahony was whipped. He did not rise. His shoulders drooped and his face showed nothing of the feelings that churned inside him.
Kelly took the opportunity to speak some frank words to his client. “Excuse me, your Eminence,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at the juror-bishops as Díaz was thanking them and shaking their hands. “But I think the jury foreman got it right. Try listening to all your people. Don’t tell them what you think they need. Find out what they think they need. And give it to them. And see what you can do about abrogating canon law. It’s, it’s un-American.”
Then hell broke loose. Bombs fell all around the compound, and soldiers appeared out of nowhere, throwing grenades and firing automatic weapons. Mahony saw Díaz and Kelly wilt with bullets to the head and surprise in their eyes. He saw the bodies of the juror-bishops and the television people soften and crumple like rows of tall candles in a hot sun.
He did not see Juana Margarita Obregón. Just as he leaped to knock María to the floor and try to shield her body with his, he heard a commanding voice say, “Don’t hit the cardinal!”
Then, for him, everything went black.
• Six •
Remembering
CARDINAL MAHONY HAD BEEN IN A COMA for four days, lying flat on his back at Our Lady Queen of Angels Hospital in Los Angeles, his head a helmet of white bandages. Five men huddled in an adjacent room, four bishops in black suits and Roman collars and a priest wearing a black cassock cinctured with a red sash of watered silk. As auxiliary bishops overseeing major parts of the sprawling archdiocese of Los Angeles, they outranked the priest, but they deferred to him. Monsignor Jeremiah Hawkslaw looked younger than his age, fifty-nine. His blond hair was close-cropped and in his red-stockinged feet he stood a fit, muscular 5’6”—which tempted people to underestimate him, until they observed him take over a meeting, as he was taking over this one.
“You’ve done well with the press—so far,” Hawkslaw advised them. “You’ve been affable, but you’ve told them nothing, because, in fact, you know nothing. The archdiocese wasn’t a player in the drama of the past week. We lost our cardinal—for a time—to a gang of terrorists. That’s all we knew. And that’s all we said we knew.”
“Right. We stonewalled all those crazy charges about Roger,” said Fred Snyder.
“And now,” said Hawkslaw, “our story is that, thanks to our prayers and the prayers of the faithful, we have him back—such as he is.”
“‘Such as he is,’” repeated Hector Rubio. “In fact, he’s a vegetable.”
“Uh huh,” agreed Ralph Richley. “Nothing going on up here.” He tapped his forehead.
Hawkslaw cleared his throat. “Your Excellencies, that’s why I called you in this morning,” he said. “The neurologists have given me the results of two MRIs.” He paused, to dramatize his next words. “I am pleased to report they found no brain damage at all.”
“A b-b-bullet to the brain and no b-b-brain damage?” stuttered Thomas Dimleigh. “How do they—”
Jeremiah Hawkslaw cut him off. “One bullet—just one bullet, that is all—grazed the cardinal’s skull. The MRIs, as I’ve already said, Tom, show no brain damage.”
“But—”
“The doctors say Roger has just had a major shock. The kidnapping, the, the process they put him through, the massacre. It was all too much to take. Something inside him—some protective, inner guidance system if you will—shut down most of his faculties. The doctors say they will be dormant until—until the shock wears off.”
“They’re saying it is just a matter of time?” asked Rubio.
Hawkslaw nodded.
“He, he, he’s going to be a hun-, a hundred percent o-o-okay?” asked Dimleigh.
Hawkslaw said, “They won’t go that far. But there’s no clinical reason— that is, there’s no observable, measurable indication why he won’t be okay. He may need a long, long rest, but that’s understandable. And we will give it to him.”
THE LOS ANGELES TIMES had assigned twenty-three reporters to do a complete recap of Cardinal Mahony’s abduction and trial, resulting in a total of forty-seven long pieces that took up much of the Times’ news hole for a week. The New York Times reprinted the entire testimony of the trial, courtesy of Fox Television News. Two U.S. television networks did ninety-minute documentaries on the entire affair. Mother Angelica’s Eternal Word Television Network ran a critical report on Para los otros and the small organization’s apparent demise when Mexican Army commandos blasted its headquarters in the mountain jungle near Chiapas. The Wall Street Journal carried a Page One story on the left-wing organizations that had provided funds for Para los otros—based on leaked documents seized by U.S. troops during their raid in Chiapas. On the day the Journal story appeared, Dennis Kucinich, the congressman from Cleveland, Ohio, called for a hearing of the House Armed Services Committee to investigate the Pentagon’s interest in the Mahony rescue. “Did we have to kill them all?” asked Kucinich on the floor of the House.
AT TEN IN THE MORNING OF HIS FIFTH DAY at Queen of Angels, Cardinal Mahony opened his eyes, turned his head first one way, then another, sizing up his circumstances. He was obviously a patient in a large, luxury hospital room, somewhere. He called for a nurse and told her he wanted a Diet Pepsi. “I’d also like someone to tell me where I am and what I am doing here,” he said.
The nurse scurried out, returned with a tray, a can of Pepsi and a glass of ice, and said, “I called Dr. Sargent. He will be here in a minute.”
In less than a minute, William Sargent, a wiry redhead wearing his green scrubs and a pair of Ben Franklin spectacles, burst into the room. After ten minutes with the cardinal, he realized that Roger Mahony certainly knew who he was—but didn’t recall anything of his ordeal. “The last thing I remember,” the cardinal told him, “I went off for a morning hike.” He wanted to know who had won the presidential election.
Dr. Sargent grinned. “We don’t know. They’re doing a recount right now in Florida.”
The cardinal’s voice wobbled. “What, uh, what day is this?”
“November 15.”
“What year is this?”
“Two thousand and eight.”
“And they’re doing a recount in Florida?” He rolled his eyes. “Again?”
“Yes, again!”
The cardinal said, “Where’s the remote for that TV? I want to see what’s happening on CNN.”
Sargent had heard the cardinal was a news junkie. His interest in CNN helped him decide there was nothing wrong with the cardinal’s mental faculties. “Your Eminence,” he said, “I think I need a few minutes with my colleagues.” He looked around, saw no phone in the cardinal’s suite, pulled a cell phone from his pocket and hit the keypad twice.
“Gladys,” he said, looking at his watch, “see if Dr. Freedman and Dr. Kazarian can cancel any appointments they may have for lunch today and ask them to meet me in my office at noon. Yes. Yes. Oh, I’d say you can tell them it shouldn’t take us more than a half hour. Then I want to bring them up to meet with the cardinal.”
Sargent looked up at the cardinal and gave him an encouraging look and a smile. “I think we’re going to let you go home.”
At 12:30 PM, the cardinal was finishing a hospital lunch—roast beef and dry roast potatoes and a small dish of tapioca pudding—and watching CNN when Dr. Sargent strolled in with Drs. Freedman and Kazarian in tow. Dr. Sargent informed the cardinal that he’d gone through a horrendous series of events. “I won’t even tell you what they were. But you’ve blocked them from your memory. You’re suffering—but we would hardly call it suffering, you’re fortunate—from post-anterior amnesia.”
“Meaning?”
“When people have a car accident, for example, sometimes they do not only not remember the accident. They do not even remember the events leading up to the accident. It’s as if their psyche wants to block out the pain.”
“I see.” He smiled. “Apparently my psyche has done a pretty good job.”
The three doctors chuckled. “We’d like to see how well you can walk,” said Sargent. He gave the cardinal a terry cloth robe, helped him out of bed, and held him by the elbow as the two of them headed to the window. The cardinal peered out at the cars below on Sixth Street, then plopped into a seat in an overstuffed chair in the other corner of the hospital suite.
The cardinal said, “I feel just fine.”
“Okay,” said Sargent. The two doctors stood behind him. “You’re tired. That’s obvious. But you can go home. We’ll call Monsignor Hawkslaw right now. He can come and get you.”
AND SO, THE CARDINAL RETURNED to his sumptuous new rectory (with twelve bedroom suites) next to the cathedral, hoping to act as if nothing had happened. But of course something had happened, as he soon discovered when he logged on to the Internet that afternoon, Googled his own name, and found thousands of entries for the week before last, when his abduction and trial was the news of the world. Judging by Matt Drudge’s Web site this very morning, his violent rescue was still one of this week’s major stories—despite the controversy in Florida over how to proceed on yet another recount.
Yesterday, President Bush, shaky and somewhat subdued because he had no way of knowing whether his handpicked successor won or lost the contested election campaign, had told CNN’s Wolf Blitzer that the Army’s Special Forces had gone far beyond their orders in their attempt to rescue the cardinal. He apologized for all the bloodshed. “Bloodshed is not what this country is all about,” he said.
In today’s New York Times, Vice President Dick Cheney, was less apologetic. “Sometimes, in our fight for freedom,” he said, “we do what we have to do.” Which prompted a coalition of Senate Democrats to call for a hearing, a request that the Senate Foreign Relations Committee concurred in. The committee’s chief counsel told the Associated Press, “We want to ask Dick Cheney whose freedom he was talking about—other than the cardinal’s of course.”
For almost four hours, Roger Mahony surfed the Internet, appalled and confused by the cacophony of opinion that raged around the ending of his ordeal—when Mexican commandos had descended on this mountain redoubt near Chiapas and slaughtered everyone but the man they had gone in to rescue. Then, after a Pepsi break and a fifteen-minute stroll around the cathedral plaza, he returned to his desk and started from the beginning by logging on to the New York Times’ website and going to an archive called “Mahony” and reading the Times’ reports starting with November 5. That done, he walked down to the common room he shared with Hawkslaw and plucked the current Time and Newsweek off a shelf, both featuring his face on the cover. Time’s headline, “Cardinal Mahony’s Trial” seemed more serious than Newsweek’s “Roger’s Rescue.”
He took the magazines with him when he went in to a lone supper with Hawkslaw. “Just give me a minute or two,” he said as they pulled their chairs up to the table. He skimmed both cover stories, and agreed with both writers, who concluded that the story was hardly over.
David Van Biema wrote in Time, “The wildcatters who put Cardinal Mahony on trial may be gone, but their bill of particulars against him has put the cardinal’s credibility on the line. Back in the U.S., he can either say nothing, or he can confess everything. And that will tell us what Mahony is made of.”
Ken Woodward wrote in Newsweek, “Some Catholics in Los Angeles believe the cardinal’s life was spared for some providential reason. But insiders were puzzled last week when they heard the nuncio in Washington had been told by the Vatican to start looking for a new archbishop in Los Angeles.”
Mahony waved the copy of Newsweek. “Is this true?” he asked his chancellor.
“What?”
“That the nuncio is looking to replace me?”
Hawkslaw opened his palms. “It didn’t come from me. But, yes. We were asked over a week ago to put together a terna. Cardinal Re wants to see a list of names by the first of the year.”
“Over a week ago? You mean before my rescue?”
“Afraid so.”
Mahony’s lip curled. “They thought I was already history?”
“Apparently so.”
Mahony drummed his fingers on the table for a moment, then drained his glass of Diet Pepsi. “Are you still working on the terna?”
“We’ve put it on hold.”
“I should hope so,” Mahony snapped. He rose from the table. “I like the new Mac G-6 you got for me,” he said. “And I love the higher-speed DSL. Now I can navigate cyberspace like, like an angel. But I can’t do my e-mail on it. Where’s my old laptop? The one with all my addresses in it?”
“We didn’t find it in your mountain cabin. Did you have it in Chiapas?”
“I don’t remember.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Hawkslaw gave a dismissive wave. “We don’t want you doing any e-mail. Not for a while yet.”
“And why not?”
“For the same reason that we haven’t given you a telephone. To protect you.”
“From what? From whom?” All of a sudden, he felt like a prisoner in his own rectory.
“From the press, mainly. I have had several reporters from the LA Times calling me every day. And your favorite columnist, the guy who has been attacking you for more than four years, Steve Lopez. He wants—they all want to know when they can talk to you.”
He tried to hold back his anger. “And you tell them what?”
“I tell them if they want to talk about Chiapas, never. You don’t remember Chiapas. Remember?”
Mahony thought that over, and told himself that he might want to talk about Chiapas— if and when he could start remembering.
THAT NIGHT HE DREAMT about a beautiful young Chicana who kept calling for his help. He awoke in a sweat, troubled, because, in the dream, he saw her on a rope bridge that was tumbling into a jungle ravine, and he couldn’t save her. He sat on the edge of his bed for some long minutes, wondering who the young woman was. Then he made the obvious conclusion—that she was part of the scenario in Chiapas. But how could he find out?
He said no Mass that morning, but assisted at Hawkslaw’s instead, from a vantage point in the cathedral sacristy, where he ran little risk of encountering a Mass goer or a curious reporter. And then, during breakfast, he realized that Pete Noyes, an old friend in the news business who was now working for Fox in Los Angeles, could get him a copy of the entire feed transmitted by Para los otros. But how could he get to Noyes? For a time—at least until he could demand that Hawkslaw give him a phone line and e-mail access—he figured he’d be patient.
Patience paid off. For the next few nights, Mahony saw a whole lineup of characters in his dreams, and was even able to put names on them by studying pictures of his captors in Time and Newsweek, pictures they’d printed off the television feed. With no difficulty, he started identifying them. Here they were in Newsweek: the five bishop-jurors, Iván Díaz, Juana Margarita Obregón. And here in Time was a short profile of Paul Kelly that gave the details of his work as one of Atlanta’s best criminal defense attorneys. Mahony was suffused with a warm, grateful feeling when he regarded Kelly’s ruddy Irish face. But the curious thing was that he felt nothing but compassion for his captors, even for Iván Díaz, the judge who sentenced him, and his dogged prosecutor, Juana Margarita Obregón. But he was quite sure she was not the woman in what had become a recurring dream—the Chicana who kept calling for his help.
• Seven •
Pike
IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED , Roger Mahony gave few other clues to indicate where he intended to lead the Church of Los Angeles. He was still under his doctors’ orders to take some time off, and to stay away from the archdiocesan headquarters. He followed those orders, and gave some orders of his own—mainly that he wanted to be left alone. He told his finance council they should proceed, of course, with all deliberate speed, to settle—generously—with the victims of clerical sex abuse whose cases were still in a legal limbo. The archdiocese had gone $13 million in the hole in 2007, and would probably do the same in 2008, but he told the council what had been a guarded secret. As corporation sole of the archdiocese, he had $15 billion in assets that he could borrow against if he had to. “We aren’t poor,” he told them. “Let me know by January fifteenth how much borrowing I have to do. By that time, gentlemen, I’ll be back at my desk. I can and will bite the bullet—as unappetizing as bullets are.”
He told his aides that he’d be taking no phone calls, or making any other major decisions. Advent was approaching. A good time for all to do penance and prepare for Christmas. Until the New year, he said, he wanted his chancellor to handle the day-to-day administration of the archdiocese and his pastors (and their parish administrators) to run their parishes.
“In the meantime,” he wrote in a brief pastoral letter carried in the Tidings on Thanksgiving weekend, “I am going to rest, to read, to pray—and look for ways of doing something about this Church of ours.”
HE DIDN’T TELL ANYONE that he was still having nightmares—not until that Monday morning when, after answering Dr. Bill Sargent’s usual questions about his diet, his exercise, and his sleep patterns, he confessed he was still having a recurring wild dream. It was about a very pretty young woman in distress.
“Is it a woman you can recognize?”
“No. That’s the disturbing part.”
“How does this dream make you feel?” asked Sargent.
“Sad.”
Sargent waited for the cardinal to expand on sad. Mahony said nothing.
“Just sad, huh?”
“Yes.”
It was a relic of his Irish-American Puritanism, perhaps, but Sargent felt uneasy pursuing the subject—a cardinal-archbishop of the Holy Roman Catholic Church and a pretty young woman. Sargent skipped right over the erotic possibilities. He said, “I think it’s all a fallout from your ordeal in Mexico. Something happened there, something that made you challenge many of your assumptions—about yourself, about the Church, about the world.”
“I know that, Bill,” said Mahony. He said he believed the young woman
in his dreams might provide some clues—if he only knew who she was, or what she symbolized. “I think I need to do some detective work.”
Sargent raised an eyebrow. “About what happened to you in Chiapas? You might be better off if you didn’t remember.”
“I don’t remember,” Mahony reminded him. “But something inside me makes me want to.”
Sargent nodded. “Uh huh. So, what do you want to do?”
“For one thing, I want to watch the trial. I have a friend bringing over a videotape of the entire thing.”
Sargent, who had seen highlights of the trial in a CBS documentary, expressed some alarm. “Some of it is pretty rough. It made you sick, literally sick to your stomach, if you’ll recall.”
“I don’t recall. That’s part of the problem, isn’t it?”
The doctor was embarrassed. “Sorry. I forgot. You don’t remember. Of course. Of course.”
Mahony said, “I will tell you what I can remember, after I’ve seen the tape.”
PETE NOYES SHOWED UP at the cathedral rectory with a single DVD, not a tape. “We put the entire Fox feed on this disk,” he said. “You can pause it at any time. You can freeze any frame, zoom in on a part of it, do slow motion, fast forward. You know the technology.”
Mahony nodded. Indeed, he did. Despite the accelerating pace of technological change, he had always found the time to keep up to date on every new electronic toy. “Thank you, Pedro. I’ll get this disk back to you.”
Noyes said that wouldn’t be necessary. “Our little local contribution. Maybe it will make up for the fact that Fox was the network that put your trial out there for the world to see.”
Mahony approached Noyes, put a hand on each shoulder and looked down into his eyes. “Pete, you don’t have to apologize for Fox. I am glad, in some ways, that Fox had a hand in this, uh, this project. I never would have owned up to my crimes. I’ve been programmed for more than fifty years, ever since I entered the seminary, programmed to put the institution first, second and third. That made me a very good administrator, but something less than a stand-up guy.”
Noyes nodded. “Couple years ago, a Jesuit at Loyola told me, “There are two things I don’t like about Roger: his face.”
Mahony opened his palms.
Noyes said, “Sorry.”
“No, don’t be sorry. I am sure that every priest in town laughed over that line, but no one ever had the courage to come and repeat it to me. You did.”
Noyes shrugged. “I have nothing to lose.”
Mahony thought about the implications of that: anyone telling him the truth was subject to retaliation. He sank into a chair and shook his head. “Now I know,” he said to Noyes, “that in my clerical culture, the biggest loser was me. I never expected to hear the truth. Worse, nobody ever expected me to tell the truth either.” He consoled himself with the thought that every bureaucratic institution he knew was packed with sycophants. “When I went to Rome, I told the pope what he wanted to hear. At the consistory in May 2001, the pope asked the cardinals to tell him what the Church of the twenty-first century ought to be doing. I quoted the pope to himself. And when a reporter called me on it, I was so furious I sent him an e-mail and told him never to approach me again.”
Mahony stood. “I am afraid, Pete, that I will be just as furious when I see who said what about me during that trial. But that will be good for me. Now that I don’t have the truth hurdle to cross any more—thanks to Fox and the rest of the media—it will be easier to ask for forgiveness.”
IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG FOR MAHONY to identify his mystery woman. She was on the DVD. She was not a major player in the trial, but he was sure she was the woman at his side during every break, and then, at the end of every session, leading him off—somewhere—acting like nothing so much as his nurse. He was distracted during the playback by some key points in the trial itself, masochistically marveling at the way this prosecutor, Juana Margarita Obregón, had skewered his conduct. But to him, now, the main show was only a sideshow. He wanted to study his young keeper, and was able to, by slowing down the action, stopping it, reversing it, freezing a frame, then zooming in on her lively face and flashing eyes. A name! What was her name?
He couldn’t remember. Nor could he remember a single word she had ever spoken to him, or he, to her. He tried replaying the entire Fox feed, with the same result. Then, when it was time for lunch, he ejected the disk, turned off the machine and drifted over to his rectory kitchen. “What’s for lunch, Monica?” he demanded of the cook.
“Eminence, we have some special chicken soup today, with rice.”
The cook was a Chicana. But her accented words, about the chicken soup, with rice, and her speech rhythm triggered the spark the cardinal needed to remember the—name—of—his—keeper. It was María! María! María!
In his confusion, he almost stumbled over to the table. But now, suddenly, he remembered many of the things he and María had talked about, and many of the things she had done for him, starting with the time she gave him his Prozac when his hands had been cuffed behind his back in the chopper. He savored the memory, and remembered especially their conversation the morning of his arraignment, when she had spoken more boldly to him than anyone had ever dared.
He remembered her telling him: “We are putting you and the whole damn Catholic Church on trial.”
He remembered his response: “Now you’re going too far! What has the Church done?”
And her sassy rejoinder: “Nothing. That’s the whole point. Words, words, words, words. Lots of say so. Very little do so. If Jesus visited the Vatican today, he would throw up. What you guys have done to his message! What your priests have done to little kids!”
And then his memory sped him to the end of the story—at least the end of the story as far as María was concerned. He suddenly saw the scene, when he had tried to cover her body with his as the soldiers opened fire, and failed to save her. That memory explained the unresolved conflict in his recurring dream. Now it wasn’t so hard to figure out. Life had its mysteries, but it also had its epiphanies, if only we cared to look.
THE NEXT MORNING AFTER MASS, Mahony had an epiphany when he picked up the LA Times and found a Page One report that officials from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security had arrested a San Diego attorney and were holding him at Terminal Island in San Pedro on violations of the Patriot Act. His name was Nick Pike and he was connected, according to the Times’ unnamed government source, to an organization called Para los otros, the group that had kidnapped Cardinal Mahony and taken him to Chiapas.
By now, Mahony had persuaded his chancellor that he was recovering well enough to start using the telephone. He phoned Matt Riley, retired but still on active status as a federal judge in the U.S. District Court in Los Angeles. Yes, Riley told the cardinal, he’d seen the Times’ story. No, he didn’t know the status of this man named Pike. “Normally,” he said, “the FBI would arraign the man and have a judge set a bail hearing within twenty-four hours. In these terrorism cases, I’m just not sure what they’ll do.”
“I want to see this man,” said Mahony. “Before he posts bail, if possible.”
An hour later, Riley phoned back. “Something funny going on,” he said. “They haven’t set an arraignment date. My source at the FBI says they’re not likely to either, not until they find out more about Pike. There’s no bail. He could be dangerous. He has a criminal record. Spent three months in federal prison several years ago. At Lompoc.”
“Any chance I can see him?”
“No one can see this guy.”
“No one?”
“Not unless he has a court order.”
“How hard is that?” asked Mahony.
Riley laughed. “For you, not hard at all. I could sign one right now. But I will do better than that. I will drive you down to San Pedro myself, and we’ll both see this guy. I am kinda curious. I found out why he spent time at Lompoc. For illegal trespass at Ft. Benning, Georgia, in 1996.”
“Prison time? For trespass at an Army base?”
“It was his second offense—demonstrating to close the U.S. Army’s School of the Americas. He got a three-month sentence.”
Mahony said, “But that doesn’t make Pike a criminal in any accepted sense of the word.” He knew about the School of the Americas. Manuel Noriega and Roberto d’Aubuisson were trained there, along with thousands of other military men from various Latin American countries, then returned home to kill social reformers throughout the continent. For years, college kids across the land had been trying to close the school. They held annual demonstrations at the Ft. Benning gate to commemorate the martyrdom of six Jesuits in Nicaragua in 1989 who were killed by graduates of the School of the Americas. Those who crossed into the base during those demonstrations got arrested.
“Right,” said Riley. “He was a political prisoner, sentenced by an old Southern judge. Everyone in that part of Georgia calls him ‘Maximum Bob.’”
Mahony’s voice softened almost to a whisper. “Even more, Matt, do I need to talk to Nick Pike. I think he may be one of the good guys.”
AT 1:00 P.M., THE SOUTHBOUND TRAFFIC on the Harbor Freeway was moving well. In fact, it took Judge Riley and Cardinal Mahony less time to drive from the cathedral to Terminal Island than it took them to get processed at the federal lockup.
“You may be a federal judge,” said an assistant warden, nodding at Gate 3 to Riley at the wheel of his Lexus. “And you may be the cardinal-archbishop of Los Angeles,” as he pointed at Mahony. “But we gotta follow the rules here.” The warden studied the court order, signed by Riley himself, and he examined their California driver’s licenses. Then he directed them to a gray building about 100 yards ahead, where they would park their car and then be guided through a set of protocols.
Inside that gray building, in a windowless room lit by a flickering fluorescent lamp, they were each given a one-page list of rules. They were told to sign them, then directed to proceed to a cage enclosed in bulletproof glass where they deposited in separate metal drawers their wallets, their cell phones, the contents of their pockets and the leather belts holding up their pants. Two guards standing behind the glass examined the items, then waved Riley and Mahony on to a set of electronic doors that finally gave them entrance to a long narrow room. Two guards there ordered them to take seats behind one of a half-dozen wooden tables.
“We’ll bring in the prisoner now,” said one of the guards. His partner spoke into a sputtering walkie-talkie with a line of jargon that only he and the man on the other end of the line could understand.
“Fun, huh?” said Riley.
“It’s like a bad movie,” whispered Mahony.
NICK PIKE HAD A SMALL POT, a well-trimmed, salt-and-pepper beard, and bright, intelligent eyes. He shook hands, first with Mahony and then with Riley, looked up at the guard who had brought him into the room and said, “Thanks.” When the guards had left the room, Pike took a seat across the table. He pulled at the gray cotton jacket he was wearing and gave them an apologetic look, as if to say if he’d known they were coming, he would have worn a clean shirt and a tie, then asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” His tone was soft, respectful, even deferential.
“We’re curious,” said Riley. “We’d like to know more about you.”
Mahony said, “We’d like to know what you know about Para los otros. I have a special interest in the group.”
“I imagine you do,” said Pike with a knowing grin. “Well, look, first thing I want you to know, your Eminence, I had nothing to do with your kidnapping, or with the action at Chiapas.”
“Go on,” said Mahony.
“As far as I knew, Para los otros was working to reform civil society in Latin America—principally in Mexico and Central America.” Pike told Mahony and Riley that its members were post-conciliar Catholics, mainly, with ties to the Jesuits in Latin America. Their name was adopted from a statement that was hacked out at the Jesuits’ Thirty-Second General Congregation by their General, Father Pedro Arrupe, and others, who set down new directions for the order—and all the people working with them. “They would be ‘men and women for others.’”
Mahony asked, “How have the members of Para los otros been ‘men and women for others?’”
“In general, they were trying—are still trying—to help people in Latin America be all they can be. In this life, not the next. They do this in a lot of ways. They are teaching kids—even girls—how to read. In Third World countries, teaching girls how to read is a subversive act. And they are helping the people get organized. That’s subversive, too.”
“Organized for what?” asked Riley.
“For bread and justice. They are busy promoting a people’s government. In other words, a democracy that would supplant the plutocracy that has ruled in Latin America for centuries.”
Pike paused and looked around the room and up to the ceiling vents. “This room is probably bugged. But I never tried to hide this. So I might as well tell you. I helped found Para los otros. I have, in fact, raised a lot of money on their behalf. But I raised money for a lot of other people, too. I never knew, until recently, that Para los otros had turned from a reform of civil society to a reform of the Church itself.”
“You’re against a reform of the Church?” said Mahony.
“No. I just didn’t think the folks in Para los otros had gotten around to it, yet. In retrospect, I shouldn’t have been surprised. They were John XXIII Catholics trying to survive in a John Paul II world. They wanted to change that world.”
“In Los Angeles?” asked Mahony.
Pike said, “More and more of their members and supporters turned out to be Latinos living in Southern California, I shouldn’t have been shocked— to think that they’d want to reform the Church of Los Angeles. Or that they’d get so creative.”
“‘Creative?’” said Riley.“You mean kidnapping the cardinal-archbishop of Los Angeles and putting him on trial? On international television? That’s what you mean by creative?”
Pike said, “You’ll have to admit it was a brilliant action.”
“So,” snapped Riley, “these were not just a bunch of dumbass Mexicans?”
“That’s a stereotype, Judge Riley. Latinos are in public life all over the state of California. College professors, doctors, accountants, businessmen. Even some judges. When a third of the population in this state are Latinos— Well, I needn’t belabor the obvious.”
“But they had to have a leader,” said Riley. “Who masterminded this affair?” Pike didn’t respond. “You telling us you didn’t?”
“You saw the man,” said Pike. “You saw him on television, Judge Riley. He presided over your mock trial, your Eminence.”
Riley and Mahony said in unison, “Díaz?”
“Yes, the late Iván Díaz. For years, he’d been teaching a political science seminar at UCLA, gathering a following there on campus, writing his iconoclastic books.”
“Right under my nose,” said Mahony. “And I never bothered to meet the guy.”
“Well, you did, finally,” said Pike. “Though not exactly in a way you might have preferred.”
“Well, yes. Unfortunately, I do not have any personal recollection of those days of mine in captivity in Chiapas. What I know about Díaz is what I read about him a few days ago in the New York Times. And saw on a recording of the trial. And now he’s gone.”
“He put something new into play,” said Pike.
“What?” asked Mahony.
Pike lowered his voice. “You, your Eminence. A new you.”
Cardinal Mahony wasn’t exactly stunned. Ever since he had started making his annual 8-day retreats, he had been accustomed to reviewing his life, and resolving to live it more in accord with his calling—first, in his younger days as an alter Christus, another Christ, and then, after he attained “the fullness of the priesthood”—after he became a bishop—he had looked for ways of becoming more and more a teacher and a leader. Trouble was, once he became an archbishop in the nation’s largest Catholic diocese, and then given a Red Hat, along with all the adulation that comes with that eminence (they even called him “your Eminence”), he didn’t spend a lot of his time thinking how much better he could be, how much more Christlike. He was already “all things to all men,” so what more could he do? What more could he be? Now here he was sitting with this unlikely suspect in a federal prison in the Los Angeles Harbor who was telling him he had undergone a rebirth.
He shook his head. What would a reborn Roger look like? If he was reborn, what would that mean to his, to his very identity? That frightened him, and, in his fear, he fell back into the identity he was sure of, the CEO of the Church of Los Angeles. As a good CEO, he had to know his men. At least that was his excuse when he changed the subject, from his supposed rebirth to Pike himself.
Glancing at a clock on the wall, he turned to Riley. “We’ve got twenty minutes. I think I’d like to know a little bit more about Mr. Pike here.”
“We can ask him.”
Mahony said, “Maybe we can help him out of jail, too. Get the U.S. attorney to drop any pending charges against him?”
“We may be able to do that, too.”
“I’d appreciate that, Judge Riley,” Pike said, then turned to Mahony. “I really need more than twenty minutes to tell you about me. But here’s a short version of the Nick Pike story. At seventeen, I entered the Jesuits. When I was twenty-six, I left.”
“Because?” asked Mahony.
“So I could grow up. I did that. When I left the order in 1968, I signed up in the Bobby Kennedy campaign in California. Not a big job. But it helped me grow up. They hired me to help get out the Kennedy vote in East LA.”
Riley asked him if he was at the Ambassador Hotel on June 5, 1968.
Pike gave him a pained look. “No. Not one of the million Angelenos who claimed they were there the night Bobby was shot. I wish I had been. In fact, I fantasized about that for years. Told myself that if I’d been there in the pantry, I’d have taken the bullet that was meant for Bobby. Not sure I ever got over it. I’d been invited to the victory party, you see, but I didn’t go. I was on top of Mulholland Drive that night, making out in the front seat of my Chevy with this smart nun I met in the campaign, and I felt guilty for a long time afterward. Not for making out. I soon married that smart nun, Anne Murphy, and raised a family with her. I felt guilty because I wasn’t in the pantry, where I might have helped Bobby Kennedy avoid an assassin’s bullets.” He paused, reflecting on what might have been, then refocused on his visitors.
Pike said, “I have had some success in the law. Three years ago, I made almost twenty million. Just my one-third share of four huge cases, that’s all—though three of them were years in the making.
“All this time,” he said, “I never lost touch with the Jesuits. I helped found an active group of former Jesuits. We’re called the Compañeros. Most of us still believe we can make a difference in the world. Some of us are bolder. We say we want to change the world. The general of the Jesuits once told me we are Jesuits who are just a little ahead of our time, the kind of men who can help re-create the kind of Church we had in the beginning.”
“What kind of Church is that?”
“A nonclerical Church. A people’s Church.”
Suddenly, it dawned on Mahony that he’d heard of Pike. “You’re from San Diego, right?”
“Right.”
“You’re the one who built the Newman Center at the San Diego campus of the University of California?”
“Me and my wife, Anne Murphy. She runs the law firm. I just work there. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have time to volunteer all over the place. I couldn’t have done the actions at Ft. Benning every year—to confront the guys who were training the military goons in Latin America to kill priests and nuns.”
“Or fund Para los otros?”
“That too.”
“But why did you want to take me on?”
“I didn’t. Remember? I knew nothing about that. That was Iván’s idea.”
“Okay. Okay. But why did he go after Los Angeles?”
“Why not? He was living in LA, right? Biggest archdiocese in the country? Because of Hollywood and the media, potentially the most influential Catholic city in the U.S. Maybe in the whole world.”
“Except Rome.”
“Yes. Except Rome, of course.”
“Of course.”
Riley shifted in his chair. Time was up. In fact, the guards had just come into the room.
“All right then,” said Mahony. “I just have one more question. Did you know Juana Margarita Obregón?”
“Not well. I met her, once. And then, of course, I saw her performance on TV, out of Chiapas. Too bad she had to die.”
Mahony said, “Death isn’t the end of the story, you know that. It is just the beginning of a new chapter.”
“I know. I know,” Pike said. “But she was so vital. The one time I met her, I found her so—bright.”
Mahony agreed. “Yes, that describes the woman I saw in that mock trial. And what about the young woman who was my keeper in Chiapas? Her name was María. Did you know her?”
Pike frowned. “I’m not sure.”
“She said she was from East LA.”
“Maybe,” said Pike. “We had some volunteers from East LA who signed up to work in Chiapas.”
“Anyone named María?” Mahony repeated her name and his voice thickened. “María. Never got her last name. I fell in love with her.”
Pike was startled, but gave him a silent nod, encouraging him to go on.
“We hardly touched,” said Mahony. “But she touched me. It’s hard to explain. But I will never forget her. I would like to meet her folks, and tell them.” He got a far-off look in his eye. “I’d like to tell them—something.”
• Eight •
Sunnyhill
THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Anne Pike drove to Terminal Island, collected her husband, and drove off with him in her antique light green ’56 Thunderbird convertible. When they were on the San Diego Freeway, Nick Pike got a call on his cell phone. It was Judge Riley. Not two hours ago, one of Riley’s colleagues had appeared before a federal magistrate in downtown Los Angeles, seeking and getting Nick’s unconditional release because the feds had no case against him.
Riley said, “You okay?”
“I am out of there,” Pike said to Riley, “on my way home. Thanks. Federal prisons are no day in Disneyland.”
Riley said, “I called Roger Mahony and told him you were coming out. He was pleased. He wants to see you again. Right away.”
“Why me? Why now?”
“He told me he wanted to stop talking and start listening. To a lot of people—different kinds of people. Not the clerics and the professional Catholics he’s been talking to.”
“What’s his angle?”
“He says he wants to start listening to guys like you who aren’t in the Church’s career network. He’s intrigued with your Compañeros. He says you are a gift to the people of God in Southern California.”
“I don’t know about that,” shouted Pike over the roar of the freeway, “but tell the cardinal thanks. I’ll come see him. Day after tomorrow. Tomorrow, I want to spend some time with my family. You should also tell him he may be sorry he ever met this Greek. Tell him to remember that line from Vergil. Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes. Beware the Greeks especially when they’re bearing gifts.”
THE GIFT THAT NICK PIKE BORE when he entered the cardinal’s study two nights later was a Jesuit from Australia that Pike had met and collared earlier that day on the campus at Loyola Marymount University. Pike was that kind of guy. He made friends quickly, and made demands on them just as fast.
“Say hello to Sean Sunnyhill,” Pike said. “He teaches Church history at the Gregorian University.”
“In Rome?” asked Mahony.
Sunnyhill nodded as Mahony waved him and Pike on to a divan in his sitting room.
Mahony smiled. He knew about the Gregorian University, the Jesuit order’s premier institution of higher learning in Rome, founded in 1601. Bishops from around the world sent their best seminarians there for graduate studies in theology and scripture and Church history and canon law. “I’ve read some of your books,” said Mahony, as he uncorked a bottle of his best Chardonnay, a Chateau Montelena from the Napa Valley. Mahony believed the old Latin adage in vino veritas. He had been getting some straight talk out of men like Noyes and hoped to get more of the same from Pike—and now, apparently from this famed Roman theologian..
“I’m glad you’re here,” said Mahony. “Both of you. I have a notion. I may want to start doing some things.”
“Things?” asked Sunnyhill.
“Things that Rome might not like.”
Pike shot Sunnyhill a look that said, See? I told you this might be worthwhile.
“What do you have in mind?” asked Sunnyhill.
“We don’t have enough priests to go around. A year ago, I had fifty pastoral vacancies, and no priests to fill them. I had an immediate, obvious solution to that problem, but I couldn’t go with it.” He said he had the names of several hundred married priests living in Southern California who had offered to help out on Sunday liturgies, gratis. He got their names from CORPUS, an association of inactive priests, most of whom left the ministry to get married.
“They were—and are—good men. They fell in love, often with nuns, and they did the honorable thing. They left the priesthood to marry them. Some of their clerical buddies did the dishonorable thing: they fell in love, too, sometimes with more than one woman, and even had children by them. But they never had the guts to leave the active ministry. These scoundrels are, technically, priests in good standing today. And their brother priests who married are pariahs. They are still priests, but according to canon law, I cannot let them say Mass in my archdioese.”
Sunnyhill said, “Bishops everywhere in the world have the same problem. Canon law is the same everywhere. Except of course in the ancient autochthonous churches of the Middle East. The Melkites, the Maronites, the Copts, and seventeen others. As you know, they have two kinds of priests, married priests in the parishes, and celibate monks in their monasteries.”
“Doesn’t make any sense,” said Mahony. “It is not against canon law for me to take in Lutheran pastors and Episcopalian canons, re-ordain them and set them up in Catholic parishes, along with their wives. Rome approves of that. But Rome won’t let me recruit all these married priests to serve in priestless parishes on a Sunday morning.”
“It takes a little while to understand Rome,” said Sunnyhill.
“You’ve been there for some time?”
“You might say that.” Sunnyhill explained that his superiors in Australia had sent him as a young priest to study history at Harvard. After that, the Jesuit General Pedro Arrupe had recruited him to teach at the Gregorian University. That was forty years and a hundred pounds ago. Now, after watching the Roman Curia from his peculiar vantage point at the Greg, Sunnyhill could tell Mahony that the Vatican’s vaunted control over one billion Catholics around the world was a myth.
“In huge parts of the Catholic world,” Sunnyhill said, “Catholic parish priests take common law wives and raise families. The bishop looks the other way and says nothing and the people are quite happy to have married priests serving them.”
“I sort of knew that,” said Mahony. He winked at Sunnyhill. “And of course Rome never finds out!”
Sunnyhill explained, more for the benefit of Pike than for the cardinal. “The men in the Curia know this is happening in small Latin American villages and parts of rural Africa. They just know they cannot do much about the situation. So they do nothing. Oh, they take steps to make sure these married priests do not become bishops. In some places, they can only be sure of that by filling an episcopal vacancy with someone from one of the religious orders that take vows of chastity. You can pretty much figure out where that’s happening by looking in your Annuario Pontificio. If you see the bishop is a Salesian, or a Dominican, or a Franciscan or a Jesuit, you can make an informed guess that most of the qualified priests in that diocese are family men.”
“So,” interjected Pike, “the celibacy issue has disappeared in those places?”
Sunnyhill said, “De facto? Yes. De jure? No. The Vatican clings to the not-so-ancient doctrine, that Roman Catholic priests do not marry.”
“But it winks at the situation in Latin America and Africa?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so.”
“But it won’t wink at a similar situation in the U.S.,” said Mahony. He was sure of that.
Pike said he didn’t quite get it. “Why should the U.S. be any different?”
Mahony said to Pike, “We could never keep it quiet. The Times or KFI would make a big deal out of it. And if they didn’t, some blogger would be telling the story on the Internet.”
“Yes,” said Sunnyhill, “you have an extremely aggressive press here in America. And now, with the Internet, bloggers’ stories go all over the world. A married priest with a family in a Colombian jungle? Who would ever know? But a married priest with a family in Redondo Beach?”
Mahony laughed. “Yeah! He probably gets a profile in the Los Angeles Times, and then a knock on the door from 60 Minutes.”
Sunnyhill nodded. “That’s what scares Rome—the American media. It gives the Church in the U.S. too much potential influence—far more worldwide influence than Rome itself has.”
Mahony agreed. “Not long ago, when he was running the Holy Office, the pope told me, ‘The USA has 6 percent of the Catholics in the world, but it takes up 50 percent of my time.’”
Pike said, “Well, maybe that’s a good thing.”
Mahony asked Pike what he meant.
Pike said, “The American Church may be able to move the whole Church into the twenty-first century in a way that no one else has been able to.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I already told you. I told you the other day. Make it a people’s Church.”
Mahony shook his head. “Maybe I didn’t hear you. Maybe I didn’t want to hear you, because I think that the Church in America has always been a people’s Church. That’s why American Catholics are the best Catholics in the world.”
Pike raised an eyebrow at Mahony. “By what criterion? Thousands, millions of American Catholics have given up on the Church, or to be more accurate, on the hierarchy. You know the second largest denomination in America? Former Catholics.”
Sunnyhill was sitting back and sipping his Chardonnay, amused at Pike’s near-attack on the cardinal.
“And,” said Pike, “the nonaccountability of the bishops has been the last straw.”
“What?” asked Mahony. “Don’t you remember what we did at Dallas in May 2002? Almost unanimously, we voted for a seventeen-point charter on sex abuse. Abusing priests would get zero tolerance.”
“Yeah, once those priests were caught, you told the people you were sorry the priests did what they did, and sorry you covered up for them, and you promised they wouldn’t do it again. But nobody believed you, because you proved you couldn’t be trusted.”
Mahony flinched.
“Well, can you be trusted?” asked Pike. “Honestly now?”
Mahony sipped his Chardonnay. What the hell? In vino veritas applied to him, too. He said, very deliberately, “No. No—one—trusts—us.” He looked over to Sunnyhill and gave him a sorrowful glance.
“And why not?”
“I don’t know.”
“Obviously. If you knew,” said Pike, “you’d do something about it. But you’ve only taken half-measures.”
Mahony shrugged. “We are not God. We did what we could.”
Pike sat up straighter on the couch. “You leaped halfway across the ditch, and ended up flat on your ass!”
“Sometimes.”
“Exhibit number one: you set up a national review board—laymen and laywomen—to make the hierarchy accountable to the lower-archy?”
“Yes. It was partly my idea.”
“But you didn’t give that board any power. And you forced the resignation of your chairman as soon as he put the pressure on to make you accountable.”
“Only after he compared us to the mob.”
“And that wasn’t a good comparison?” said Pike.
Mahony bristled. “In no way are we like the Cosa Nostra!”
Pike let Mahony hear the echo of his own denial, then asked, “In no way?”
“No.”
“Have you ever heard of omerta? The Mafia’s code of silence?” Mahony nodded. “Your canonical secrecy is no different. Correct?”
“Well, canon law—”
Pike interrupted him. “To me that sounds like omerta.”
“Yes, but—”
“But, what?”
“We’re just following the Vatican norms. Canon law makes it very clear.”
Pike said, “The American Church cannot be open with the people of God because of canon law?”
“Yes. No. Well. We cannot do a lot of things because of canon law. Can’t let laymen have any authority over clerics. Can’t carry through with the very clear implications of Vatican II—that, yes, we are a people’s Church. I’d like to make this a people’s Church. You know that. But canon law—”
Pike interrupted. “We just have to scrub canon law.”
Mahony scoffed at the very idea. “Impossible,” he said.
“That’s only because you have never tried thinking outside the box.”
“If I’d made a habit of that, I wouldn’t be a cardinal today. The Vatican rewards men who get in step.”
Pike wondered why anyone who had reached the top as Mahony had would worry about rewards from the Vatican, but he took Mahony’s “get in step” as a challenge. “Lockstep?” he said with a snicker. “Or goose-step?”
Mahony shrugged. “For more than twenty-five years, as head of the Holy Office, Ratzinger had more authority than anyone imagined. He talked. We listened.”
“If he had the authority, it was only because you—and all the other bishops—gave it to him.”
“No. His authority is God-given.”
“What isn’t?” said Pike.
“What do you mean?”
Pike said, “I think we can all agree that everything comes from God. The real question is how it comes from God.”
“Well, when Ratzinger was head of the Holy Office, his authority came through the pope, of course.”
Pike said to Sunnyhill, “Help me out here.”
Sunnyhill said, “Juridically maybe. The pope appoints Ratzinger to head the Holy Office, and suddenly Ratzinger has the authority to clobber any theologian who comes up with a new idea, or even an arresting new metaphor. But ontologically? Teleologically? We have to ask what that authority is for, and who’s to benefit from it. Without the people of God, there’d be no need for a Holy Office, or for a papacy either.”
“So,” Mahony said, “since authority is for the people, is it also from the people?”
Sunnyhill said, “Good question. It is the question. Biggest argument going on in the Church. We’ve been fighting that battle since Vatican I in 1870. And the battle goes on. The papal party in the Church says Peter’s authority came from Jesus himself. Ever stop to look up at the ceiling in St. Peter’s? Letters five feet high, in gold, supposedly spoken by Jesus to Peter: I WILL GIVE YOU THE KEYS TO THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN. WHATSOEVER YOU BIND ON EARTH SHALL BE BOUND AlSO IN HEAVEN. Awesome.”
“Right,” said Mahony. “And Peter’s successors enjoy the same awesome authority.”
“That’s what they say,” conceded Sunnyhill. “But the scholars are saying the early Church never thought in terms of an Apostolic succession. Later popes cobbled together something they called an unbroken line back to Peter, and laid a claim to absolute power on the basis of some high-class forgeries.”
“That’s not new news,” argued Mahony. “For some time now, we’ve known the Donation of Constantine and the Isidorean Decretals were forgeries.”
“They were forgeries, weren’t they?” said Sunnyhill.
“Yes,” admitted Mahony. “But, so what? For more than ten centuries, the people of God have looked to the pope as the vicar of Christ.”
“More correctly, I think, as the vicar of Peter,” said Sunnyhill, “but no matter. The best theologians at Vatican II—including Pope John XXIII— rejected those who kept insisting on the papacy as monarchy. It was an emphasis that really got in the way of the message Jesus tried to get across to the Apostles—that he had come to serve, not be served. But those who are served have to have a voice. Maybe even a vote. And not just an advisory vote. That principle can have many ramifications.”
“I can think of one,” said Pike. “The people might even have a say in the selection of their servants.”
Mahony pondered that. He looked at Sunnyhill. “Is he saying the people should elect their own bishops?”
Sunnyhill said, “It isn’t an outlandish idea. The early Church did that. For the first six centuries, the people elected the bishop of Rome—that is, the pope—by acclamation.”
“So you think the laity should be able to tell the clergy what to do?”
Sunnyhill said, “That’s the wrong question, dividing the Church into ‘the laity’ and ‘the clergy.’ Vatican II tried to get rid of that dichotomy. Both wings of the council agreed on this—on the radical equality of all the baptized.”
“The radical equality of all the baptized?” Mahony had used the expression before in his homilies. But he had never thought to assess its political implications.
Sunnyhill did so. “The Council said every one of the faithful are full and equal members of the Church. But the Vatican keeps insisting that only clerics can make decisions in the Church. That means the people of God don’t own their own Church. This has disastrous consequences. We can see the results best in western Europe, where huge majorities of Catholics do not care any more about a Church they do not own.”
Pike laughed. “Yeah! In the history of the world, no one has ever washed a rental car.”
Mahony said. “The Church is not the Hertz Corporation.”
“Or even Avis,” said Pike. “Though we do try harder.”
Mahony grinned, but Pike didn’t. Pike turned to Sunnyhill. “I have a question: if we Americans don’t have a hand in writing canon law, why should we follow it?”
Sunnyhill looked to the cardinal.
Mahony said, “We were always told, ‘Because it comes from God.’”
“Yeah,” scoffed Pike. “God gave canon law to St. Peter—on tablets of stone.”
Mahony’s voice rose. “You’re saying that canon law is just a human thing?”
“What else?”
Sunnyhill jumped in. “Nick is right. Canon law is not only a human thing, but a Roman thing. It was produced out of a Roman culture—starting in the thirteenth century.”
Pike said, “I don’t want you to think we are ganging up on you, Cardinal Mahony. But I have to tell you that what Americans understand about canon law, they hate. Particularly all the secrecy stuff—with the various Roman dicasteries making up laws as they go along, with the Vatican courts making judgments in secret tribunals, with the pope saying, ‘Shut up already about women’s ordination. I am the decider.’”
Mahony nodded. Since his seminary days, he’d been conditioned to revere canon law. Now here was Pike telling him he’d made canon law into an idol. He looked at his watch. Pike and Sunnyhill had given him enough to chew on for one night. He said, “I just want to say this before you go. Whether you realize this or not, you’ve given me an answer to my first question. ‘How do I do what needs doing here without Rome coming down on my head?’”
“We didn’t resolve that question,” said Sunnyhill.
“But you suggested we might think of challenging canon law?”
“Well,” said Sunnyhill. “Maybe just ignore it, then stand back and see what happens. Sometimes we get more things done if we have the guts to just do it. Easier to ask forgiveness than it is to ask permission.”
Mahony nodded. That made a rough kind of sense. In this context, he said he had once heard his friend, Oscar Rodríguez Maradiaga, the cardinal-archbishop of Tegucigalpa, Honduras, proclaim, “Between Rome and Honduras is a very wide ocean.”
Pike and Sunnyhill shot each other a happy glance. Was it possible that Mahony might help them promote a people’s Church in America?
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