PERSONAL REFECTIONS ON WHAT WE HAVE LOST


By Robert De Piante





        I walked through the streets of the small town where my wife and I were born, where we went to school, married, and had the first two of our five children.


     We come back frequently.  In 1995, we made the 1,400 mile round trip 17 times.


     The trip this time, though, carried a new topic of conversation in our small hometown.  And among the Catholics, there was a new sense of despair.  Since Vatican II, they had seen their Mass change, their church announce affiliation with organizations and churches that previously, they had been told, were dens of Satan.  But this time it was different.


     This was the day the people found out that the rumors were true.  The Bishop was, indeed, closing five of the seven Catholic Churches in this small coal mining town of Shamokin, PA.


     Slated for closing were those churches that had, for a century, served the various ethnic groups that had migrated to Shamokin looking for work in the coal mines.  Ordered closed were St. Stanislaus, a church serving the Polish people in the East end of town; St. Stephens, a church serving the Polish people in the West end of town.


     Gone are St. Mary’s and St. Michaels.  Gone too, is the small church that served the people in the community of Ranshaw, just 2 miles from Shamokin.


     The churches were merged.  But in what looked like a vendetta against the ethnic bent of those churches, even the names of the remaining churches were changed.  St. Edward Church, where my wife and I were married, became Mother Cabrini.  St. Joseph Church, where I went to church when a child, where I went to grade school, was wiped from the books. In its place, a new parish was formed.  It would now be Our Lady of Hope.


     But what of this change?  Was it just the merger of several small churches with even smaller congregations, into one larger, more economically visable church?


     True, it was. But it was more than that.  It was the destruction of the ethnic centers that had been created by migrant laborers during the period from 1880 to 1925.  It was the loss of those temples dedicated to God and replaced by churches that have lost their identity.  Newer churches that will, within a few short years, lose their identity as Roman Catholic Churches, and will end up temples of the godless. Buildings for plays, concerts, where the center of attention will be the social functions, the comradeship of the members. The purpose for which those original ethnic churches were built, as temples to adore God, to thank Him for their safe passage to America, for their ability to find work, raise a God-fearing family, see their children, grand children and, yes, even great grand children Baptized, watch them receive their First Holy Communion, see them Confirmed and get married.  Now all this is lost.


     Yes, the ethnic churches are gone.  What will happen to the stained glass windows, paid for with the sweat and tears of our grandparents?  I often stood in front of one such window, it was of the Guardian Angel, and is at the front of St. Stephens, on the right hand side as you walk up the center aisle.  It came from money donated by my grandparents, money raised at the weddings of their children when collections were made to “help buy the window”.


     Today, that window sits in an empty building.  It will soon end up in the hands of someone who will buy it.  Maybe an antique collector, maybe another novus ordo church.  But it will be gone from its place of honor, and family members will be denied the right to visit the church, sit under the window, and know that the inscription citing the people who donated the window, just as it says in the inscription, were Alexander and Anne Socklowska, their parents, grandparents, or great grandparents.


     I doubt that mom and pop, as we called our grandparents, would ever have dreamed that their window, their church, their center of Parish life, would end up on the chopping block, and later, in all probability, on the auction block.


     I have offered to donate $1,000 to the church to have that window preserved in a spot of honor in my home.  The offer was declined.


     Let’s see if, when they give it to some other church, or sell it to an antique dealer, will it get as much respect as we would have shown it?  Or maybe worse, will they do as they did in Detroit, and destroy those beautiful windows, altars, pews, and everything else that might remind us of our ethnic background, our families of many years, our religious heritage?   


     But even more frightening than my experiences in the church of my grandparents was the shocking realization that the church where I was married has ceased to exist.


     St. Edward Church is gone.  This center of Italian and Irish families, where the pastor once admonished the people that to be a “Molly” was a sin (Molly’s were a militant group of Irish miners who would make the brutality of today’s IRA seem like small potatoes).


     In its place is a church called Mother Cabrini.  (No, not called after her sainted name, St. Francis Xavier Cabrini, but after her earthly title).  After all, referring to her as a Saint might offend the sensitivities of our Protestant brethren, and doing away with the term, Saint, will bring us one step closer to a reunion of the various religions, which, our priests now teach, are equal branches of the same tree.


     Gone too, is St. Joseph Church.  I went there through eight years of grade school, served Mass in the original second floor church above the school, got my backside spanked by a priest who caught us playing in the school yard and making noise while Mass was being said in the nearby convent (and we should have been at Mass in the church, he said).


     Today, instead of all we grew up with, instead of parents and friends, priests and nuns, people who worked together to pay for family stained glass windows, we have the factions of the original Polish church and the original Irish and Italian groups quibbling over what songs will be sung at the Sunday services, what choir members will be the more important, who will control the social events.


     Yes, my little hometown has two new parishes.  Financially stronger?  No doubt.  More members in each parish?  Yes, at least for a while.


     But what have they lost?  They lost the spirit that came with people attending “their” church.  The people of St. Stan’s, St. Stephen’s, St. Joe’s, St. Ed’s, St. Michaels and St. Mary’s no longer have a church.  They will, as they think good Catholics should, obey their pastors because in those small towns as in small towns around the world, there is still a refusal, a fear, to question what “Father says we should do”.


     But more important, as you talk to the people of Shamokin, they have lost their sense of what Catholicism is, what their church shoud mean to them.  They now have bricks, mortar, even some stained glass.  They have a big social hall, Monday night Bingo (even during Lent and Advent), they have travel clubs and dinner clubs.


     Most important, however are the things they don’t have:  They don’t have a church; they don’t have a sense of the true Catholic Faith; they don’t have a religious parish.  They have a great social center, they do a little singing at the Sunday service, but a center of their religious life, a place to adore the God Who made them, to Whom they owe their life, their success, their pains, their sorrow, their joys and their happiness.  Sorry, it’s gone.


     As we move into more and more of these closings, (and there have been hundreds of Catholic churches closed in the past 20 years — 26 in Detroit, 31 in Chicago, 5 in Shamokin, and scores more throughout our nation) we will see a decline in the real purpose of having our churches.  We will lose our sense of a place to honor and adore God, we will have instead, temples to Bingo.


     May God forgive the priests and bishops responsible for taking these steps that are destroying the soul of our church, all the while it attempting  to save the secular body of our churches and parishes. But doesn't our holy Faith teach that the soul and its salvation is more important than the body?





This article first appeared in the March 1996 issue of The Catholic Voice.


