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When It Comes to Catholic Church Matters,

BC Historian O’Toole is a Clear-Eyed Guide

By Grec O’BREN
Speciat 10 THE BIR
James M. O’Toole

thrives on clutter. Reams
of notes, papers, and
research documents are
the coin of his domain.
Considered the foremost
academic authority on
the history of the Catholic
Church in America, with
a dozen ‘books on the
subject to his credit, the
distinguished professor
of history at Boston Col-
lege sits at his desk in a
faculty office building on
a steamy July day sur-
rounded by a jumble of
work, and laments the
creative muddle. “I had
lunch today,” he says,
“with a colleague who
spent the day cleaning off
his desk at the end of the
school year. 1 was quite
envious.”

If idle hands are the
devil’'s workshop, O*Toole
ofthemost prolific writers
and thinkers at this most
Jesuit of universities, la-
bors in a more possessed
and celestial realm, with
major works on Boston’s
first cardinal, William
Henry O’Connell, the
habits of Catholic devo-
tion, race and religion, an
upcoming title on the role
of Catholiclaity, and some
soul-searching research
on the history of sin and
confession.

In a far-ranging inter-
view with the Boston Irish
Reporter, O'Toole, whose
family roots trace back to

. County Cork and County
Mayo, talked about his
books, his love of teach-
ing, the changing nature
of American Catholicism,
continued falloutfrom the
Boston Archdiocese’s sex
abuse scandal, and why
Catholics see themselves
agginninglesstodaywhile
ducking the penalty box.

As guilt-prone as Catho-
lics tend to be, particularly
Trish Catholics, confession
in America (I feel shame-
faced for even saying it} is
on the wane. In a Boston
College Magazine piece
entitled “Hear No Evil,”
O’Toole observes in one
of his first works on the
subject that the “most
striking development in
the practice of confession
in the US has been its
disappearance...and the
speed with which it has
collapsed.” .

“Does confession have
a future?” O'Toole, who
teaches courses on re-
ligion in American and
American Catholic his-
tory, asks. “As a historian,
1 am more comfortable
describing and analyzing
the past than predicting
the future, but I find it
difficult to believe that
the long lines-at the con-

fessional of earlier times

willreturn. Inthemodern
day, the power of evil is
just as strong as it ever
was (maybe stronger),
but American Catholics
no longer understand the
world and their behavior
in it through the precise
distinctions between mor-
tal and venial sins. They
are only too fully aware
of what Commonweal
called ‘the ambiguity of
evil’ and they resort to

many sources of moral-

authority—most notably
their own consciehces—in
facing that ambiguity.
Even so, for many Catho-
lics, myself included, the
disappearance of the tra-
ditional form for seeking
reconciliation, - with God
and with our neighbors,
hasleft a gap that has not
yet been filled.”

“Indeed, “ O*Toole con-
tinues, the preamble
‘Bless ‘me, Father, for I
have sinned’ seems to
have gone the way, in some
circles, of eat, drink, and
be merry, for tomorrow we

die. In a day when we, as’

asociety, continually push
the envelope on defining

- good and evil, are we

taking ourselves off the
hook? The Baltimore Cat-
echism, if you remember,
deems the Sacrament of
Penance as thé only way
to “remit sin and restore
the friendship of God by
means of the absolution
of the priest.”

Not one, as an histo-
rian, for passing moral
judgments, O'Toole says
our view of the notion of
sin has morphed to more
collective transgressions.

“What are wrong actions

today?”he asksrhetorical-
ly, from behind his desk.
“What am 1 supposed
to confess? Sin seems
to have. shifted away
from personal responsibil-
ity—from ‘I pushed my
sister’tosocial issues, like

pollution. It's a broader-

gin, one that is difficult
to denounce individually
because, for example, a
single individual can’t
control inatters like pol-
lution. We used to worry
about the right or wrong
of kicking the cat, now we
worry about racism.”
While lines for confes-
sion -are indeed shorter,
there is precedence for it.
The early church, O'Toole
notes, practiced public
penance only at the time

-of conversion orthe time of

death. Private, auricular

‘confession, he adds, first

emerged in Ireland in the
sixth century, and the con-
cept of regular confession
was not commonplace in
Europe until 200 years
later. The Church did not
mandate annual confes-
sion until 1215. Regular
confessions and copping
spiritual pleas (“for these
and all the sins of my past
life”)is a more modern-day
experience.

Confessions aside, don't
write offthe Church today,
O’Toole says. If Catholics
aremorereluctant tobare
their souls, he adds, they
are queuing up in longer

“linestoreceive the Eucha-

rist. “The number of Cath-
olics in this country today
receiving Communion
has increased dramati-
cally,” O’Toole points out,
suggesting the Church
is slowly weathering its
abuse scandal. Compared
with Europe, where the
number of believers at-
tending church regularly
is in the single digits, the
Catholic Church in Ameri-
ca is in the throes of what
might be called a revival.
“In the United States, it
isestimated that about 30
percent of Catholics regu-
larly practice their faith,”

_ James M. O’Toole, professor, Boston College

says O'Toole, noting that
the number of Catholics
in America is growing in
part because of increased

immigration; while the-.

number of traditional
Protestant sect members
is in decline.

This developmentisnot
to say the abuse scandal
is behind the Church, but
it offers evidence that the

‘Church body is stronger

than the institution or
its hierarchy. Contribu-
tions are even increasing
at many parishes. “Tip
O'Neill said- all politics

is local,” notes .Q"Toole. -

“T  often ‘think all religion
is local. Even if Catholics
don’t like the cardinal or
the diocese, they’re loyal
to their local church.” In
the wake of the scandal,
says O’'Toole, those who
have decided to leave the
Church have left, and
those who have remained
“have taken the attitude:
this ismy church, too, and
the actions of a cardinal
or a number of priests are
not going to drive me out!
The fallout of the scandal

continues, butthe crisisof .

faith, Ithink, isbehind the
church.”

The face of the crisis,
Bernard Cardinal Law,
said this in his resigna-
tion statement on Dec.
12, 2002: “To-all those
who_ have suffered from
my shortcomings and
mistakes, Iboth apologize
andfromthembeg forgive-
ness.” Only Law knows if
the contrition wastakento
confession; but his tenure
in Boston was no doubt a
failure—one due, O’Toole
says, to personal failings
and to the failings of &
system. “The problem was
partly with Law and part-
ly with the system that
produced him. He really
had no connections here
when he was appointed.
He had been an under-
graduate at Harvard 30
years before, and as far
as I.know, he had never
comebacktoBostonin the
intervening years. So he
didn’t know anyone here;

he was cut off. He didn't
have a single priest at

- his side that he attended

seminary with, who could
call him by his first name
and who could offer frank
advice. That'sthe problem
with the appointment
system —taking someone
from .a smaller diocese
and appointing him to a
place like Boston where
theyhave noinstitutional
roots.”

How does Q'Toole
view the appointment of

Cardinal Sean Patrick

O'Malley? “He's still very
much in the process, and
he’s making atlastsome of
the changes in personnel
from the Law days. He's
a little more local, having
been in Fall' River, but
here again, I'd wgrry that
this'is someone who isn’t
from around here.”
Q'Toole has had much
experience assessing the
tenure of Boston car-
dinals. His wounding
biography of Cardinal
O'Connell, “Militant and

Triumphant: William -

Henry O’Connell and
the Catholic Church in
Boston, 1859-1944," was a
local bestseller and broke

new ground on Catholic

shame. O’Connell, who
dominated the religious
and political views of
Boston Catholics' of the
day, was archbishop from
1907 to 1944, serving side

by side in the Hub with :

political icons likeJames
Michael Curley and John
(Honey Fitz) Fitzger-
ald. While O’Connell em-
bodied the Irish Catho-
lic challenge to Yankee'
dominance, his rule was
markéd by scandal, astory
first reported by OToole.

“The well-documented
revelationsthat O’Connell
condoned illicit marriag-
es and other violations
of church rules by two
priests in his inner circle
appear tojustify O'Toole’s
charges of. ‘cowardice’
and ‘moral obtuseness,’
? Daniel Golden of the
Boston Globe wrote in
1992 in a review of the

work, The.domineering
O'Connell couldn’t cor-

ral the hormones of his’

nephew, the Rev. James
O’Connell, whom he had
appointed chancellor ‘of
the archdiocese. Violating
the sanctity ofhis vows, in
1913 the nephew married
a2 woman in New York,
thereafter living a double
life and skimming money
from the church to sup-

port it. The nephew’s best -
" friend, Rev.David Toomey,

then the editor of the
archdiocesan newspaper,
the Pilot, also married at
the same time.

“0’Connell knew of
these activities, accord-
ing to O’'Tvole, even lied
to the pope to protect his
nephew,” writes Golden.
"The author suggests that
James O’Connell may
have blackmailed his un-
cle with threats to expose
the cardinal’s financial
irregularities and alleged
homosexuality.”

To many close observ-
ers, it-is no surprise the
numbers of vocations in
the Church have fallen
off over the years. Today,
the Boston archdiocese
ordains about six priests
a year, while 20 to 30
priests annually retire
or leave the miniatry. Do
the math, and it doesn’t
take a ‘scholar to dis-
cern that if the Catholic
Church in America is to
survive, the laity—the
subject of a fortheoming
O'Toole book—must play
a greater role. While it is
notlikely.that women will
be ordained orthat priests
will be allowed to marry

any time soon,. church’
services and outreach,.

O’Tvole says, will soon
resemble the complexion
of Catholic schools where
clergy are the exception,
not the rule.

Q'Toole, now 56, was
born in Worcester and
raiged in nearby Leomin-
ster, He says he was an
avid reader of historyas a
child. His father, George,

. with distant family tiesto

County Mayo, was a civil
servantaccountant forthe
state tax department; His

mother, Mildred O’Grady,

was a homemaker -with
family ties to County
Cork. They lived a typical
suburban existence.
O'Toole first became
interested in examining
the priesthood and ‘the
history of the Catho-
lic Church years aftér
graduating. from Boston
College as a U.S. history
major, studying under
Thomas O’Connor; the
‘dean of Boston historians.

O’Toole earned & masters.

degree in history from
William and Mary, with
a focus on .colonial his:
tory, then went to work
in" various libraries and
archives, organizing col-

lections and working with
researchers in places like

the Massachusetts State
Archives and the Boston
Archdiocese archives. “At
some point, I started read-

ing about Catholichistory,-

which seemed to me more
interesting and also a dis-
cipline where more work

needed to be done.” From .

1986 to 1998, O'Toole
taueht historv fulltime
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'Bernard Law

“The problem was
%artly with [former
oston Cardinal]
Lawand partly with
the system that pro-
duced him. He really
had no connections
herewhen hewas ap-
pointed. He had been
an_undergraduate
at Harvard 30 years
before, and aflﬁzr as
I know, he had never
come back to Boston
in the intervening
%ears. So he didn’t
now anyone here;
he was cut off, He
didn’t have a single
ll;riestathtsstdet at
e attended -semi-
narywith, who could
call him by his first
nameand who coul
cj)fger frank aduice.
at’s the problem
with the appoint-
ment system—tak-
ing somegone from a
smaller diocese and
appointing him to
a place like Boston
where they have no
institutional roots.”
~JAMES O'TOOLE

at UMass before joining
the history department
at Boston College, -

After 24 years of part-
time and full-time teach-
ing, he still relishes the
role and the significance
of his subject. “There are
many facetsto history,”he
says. “It’s human behavior
after all, and humans are
complex people. Peeling
back all those layers is
part of the fascination.”

“The history of people
and their cultures,” he
adds, ”is like individual
memory. Think of what
it would be like to have
amnesia, to lose your per-
sonal memory. Memory is
an essential part of who
we ‘are and_of defining
ourselves.”

Insimple terms, 0*Toole -
defines himself ag an ob-
server of events and the
individuals who shape
them. He isconfident in
his trade and in his suc-
cesses, and he’sintrospec-
tive, friends say, almost to
a fault. There is no need
at the moment for Jim

"O’Tvole to stop off in the

confessional. One of the
mostrespected historians
inAmerica, hehasblanket
absolution on retelling
the past. :

Greg O'Brien is editor
and president of Stony
Brook Group, apublishing
and political strategycom-
pany based in Brewster.



