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November 2005

From San Francisco To Rome, With Strange Baggage
Analysis By Lee Penn

This has been a banner year for former San Francisco Archbishop William Levada, who was tapped by Pope Benedict XVI in May to become the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), Benedict’s previous job. Since August, Levada has been in charge of the Vatican bureaucracy that defends the Catholic faith against heresy, and that deals with priests accused of abuse. As such, he holds the second-most powerful post in the Vatican, and is the first American to hold such high rank and great influence within the Catholic Church.

The problem with this for Catholic and other conservative Christians is that Levada’s appointment does not compute. As Archbishop, Levada chose compromise rather than confrontation on several hot-button “culture war” issues; spoke favorably to Pope John Paul II about the controversial United Religions Initiative; and was last seen in San Francisco reluctantly accepting subpoenas that demanded his testimony about his role in managing--or covering up--the priest abuse scandal.

LEVADA’S RISE in the Catholic hierarchy began in 1976, when he was appointed to the staff of the CDF at the recommendation of Joseph Bernardin, who was then the President of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB). During this Vatican posting, which lasted until 1982, Levada met Ratzinger and they became friends. In 1986, Levada became the Archbishop of Portland, Oregon; in 1995, Pope John Paul II moved him to San Francisco.

From 1986 to 1993, Levada was the only American member of the Vatican committee who wrote the Catechism of the Catholic Church. Because of this, Levada acquired a reputation for orthodoxy, to the point that liberal Catholics in San Francisco dubbed him “Darth Vader” when they heard that he was coming to the region.

Archbishop Levada, however, proved to be a moderate, not a strict conservative. In 1996, he struck a compromise with San Francisco when it decided to require those doing business with the city to provide benefits to same-sex domestic partners. In 2004, he said that bishops should “dialogue” with Catholic politicians who vote for abortion, while other Catholic bishops were insisting that such politicians must not be given the Sacrament. As well, he never allowed the celebration of the pre-Vatican II Latin Mass in the Archdiocese, despite a 1988 Papal statement urging bishops to be generous in offering the old rites to those who desire them. 

Levada has also fostered Catholic participation in the aforementioned United Religions Initiative (URI), the New Age-oriented interfaith movement--founded in 1995 by liberal California Episcopal Bishop William Swing--which appears aimed at creating a one-world religion.

Levada allowed Fr. Gerard O’Rourke of the diocesan Office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs to serve on URI’s board of directors from 1996 to 2002. In recent years, the Archdiocesan newspaper has run several news stories friendly to the URI, and Bishop Swing was the featured speaker at a February 2004 young adult outreach event co-sponsored by the local Catholic and Episcopal dioceses. Eight members of the URI board of directors were public participants in an archdiocese-sponsored January 2002 interfaith prayer service at the Catholic cathedral in San Francisco. The event included joint prayer and reading of holy texts by members of many faiths--activities the Vatican carefully avoided in its 2002 Assisi interfaith gathering, so as not to give the impression of religious syncretism. Levada, highly praised by Swing earlier this year, ignored requests from several local Catholics to disassociate himself from the URI. 

In 2003, the head of the interfaith office of the USCCB raised no objection to the URI activity in the San Francisco Archdiocese; in 2004, the USCCB followed through by donating to the URI.

LEVADA AND THE SAN FRANCISCO ARCHDIOCESE say that they have responded in a timely, compassionate manner to the ongoing scandal of sexual molestation by Catholic priests. When Levada left for Rome, he told a news conference that, “We have done our best to reach out” to the victims of abuse, and “I leave San Francisco with a good conscience.”

However, while no one has ever accused Levada of abuse, his record indicates that he has, like many other American bishops, responded to the scandal with cover-up, spin, and evasion of responsibility.

The Archdiocese of Portland, which Levada led for nine years, filed for bankruptcy protection in July 2004--the first U.S. diocese to do so, as a response to lawsuits by abuse survivors who were seeking $155 million in damages. Within the last year, three of the Portland-area plaintiffs have committed suicide. According to Catholic World Report: “Several of the devastating lawsuits against the archdiocese involved priests who were restored to parish work by Archbishop Levada after having been accused of molesting children, or protected from criminal prosecution when their misdeed came to the archbishop’s attention.” In July 2005, Levada blamed the Portland crisis on “the greed of plaintiffs’ attorneys.”

On August 7 of this year, just before he began his final Sunday Mass in San Francisco, a process server handed Levada a subpoena requiring him to testify about the abuse cases in Portland. The Archbishop called the server “a disgrace to the Church,” but accepted the summons. He will waive diplomatic immunity, and return to the U.S. to testify in January 2006. On August 13, at his farewell dinner, Levada received another Portland-related subpoena from a process server disguised as a paying guest. 

Levada managed the abuse scandal in San Francisco in similar fashion. There, Catholic World Report states that “the archbishop has been roundly denounced by sex-abuse victims for what they see as his uncooperative attitude in efforts to identify and punish clerical abusers. But some of the criticism raised against Archbishop Levada has also come from neutral parties. For example, James Jenkins, a layman chosen by the archbishop to chair an independent review board examining child-abuse allegations, eventually resigned in protest, charging that Levada had stymied the work of the board through ‘deception, manipulation, and control.’” 

In 1997, when Fr. John Conley turned in a fellow priest, Fr. James Aylward, whom he had caught “wrestling” with a teenage boy in a darkened parish sacristy, Levada’s first move was to punish the whistle-blower and to quietly transfer Aylward to another parish. Only later, after the “wrestler” admitted his sexual activities in a civil suit, was Aylward suspended. Since then, the Archdiocese has paid a $750,000 settlement to Fr. Conley for wrongful termination, and agreed that Conley did the right thing when he reported the Aylward case to the police.

According to San Francisco Faith, Levada had known since 1996 of charges that Fr. Gregory Ingels, a prominent canon lawyer, had “orally copulated a teenage boy in Marin County in 1972.” Ingels was also accused of abusing a high school girl for four years starting in 1973, and the Archdiocese paid a large settlement in June 2005 to his (and other priests’) victims. (Criminal charges were barred by the statute of limitations.) Until his forced retirement under the 2002 zero-tolerance policy, Ingels had advised U.S. bishops on handling clergy abuse cases, served as an expert witness in abuse cases all over the U.S. on behalf of the Church, gave legal advice to accused priests, and served on the diocesan tribunal that decides on marriage annulments. Since 1995, Ingels has shared an elegant house on the campus of St. Patrick’s Seminary in Menlo Park, California with John Quinn, Levada’s predecessor as Archbishop of San Francisco.

Given these facts, it remains a mystery as to why Benedict XVI, who has a stern reputation in dealing with clerical abuse and theological aberrations, chose Archbishop Levada as his successor at the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.
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CONNECTICUT CHOIR LEADER, COVER-UP ATTORNEY SENTENCED

The Christian Challenge
May, 2008

Robert Tate, former choirmaster at Christ Episcopal Church in Greenwich, Connecticut, who was found in possession of child pornography, and Philip D. Russell, an attorney who destroyed evidence and helped Tate flee the authorities, are paying for their crimes.

Tate was sentenced February 21 to five and a half years in federal prison for possession of child pornography. He must also continue sex-offender treatment, and pay a $50,000 fine.
      

Russell had been sentenced on December 17, 2007 to a year of probation (including six months of home confinement) for failure to report a felony. He must also pay a $25,000 fine and perform 240 hours of community service. Russell has also given up his law license.

Tate had been the music director at Christ Church from 1972 to 2006, and built a children's choir program that The Living Church described as "one of the largest and most comprehensive in the world." He was fired in October 2006 after another church employee discovered child pornography on a church-owned laptop computer last used by Tate.

As soon as Russell learned of the incident, he reportedly destroyed the computer; he later said that he did not expect an investigation to result from the discovery of Tate's porn hoard. Russell also allowed Tate to remove his possessions - including additional child pornography - from his apartment on the church campus, and helped Tate arrange to flee the state. The choirmaster moved to Los Angeles, and was arrested there in November 2006.

Before Tate's sentencing hearing, federal authorities revealed that during his tenure as choirmaster, Tate had re-hired an assistant organist who had been fired for molesting a choir boy, and that he failed to notify police when the organist allegedly molested a second choir boy. Additionally, Tate had allowed two known sexual predators to remain in the choir. He was said to have molested children himself in New York, Costa Rica, the Philippines, and Thailand, and to have brought child prostitutes from New York to church grounds in Connecticut. The choir director kept a diary of his offenses.

Federal District Court Judge Alan Nevas, who sentenced Russell, said at the December 2007 hearing that he had "never seen such an extensive history of child abuse as exhibited by Mr. Tate. It turns your stomach." He also criticized the behavior of parish officials, saying, "Why hadn't they asked the questions they should have? Why didn't they notify the diocese office? Nothing of that was done. They wanted the whole thing to go away."

Christ Church is where former President George H. W. Bush worshiped as a boy; funeral services for his parents were held there, as well. At one time, Christ Church had the largest average Sunday attendance in The Episcopal Church.

Sources: The Living Church, VirtueOnline, Greenwich Citizen, Norwalk Advocate
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