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Thank you, this is a wonderful honor and I must confess, a great surprise.  When Judge 

Slisz called me several weeks ago to inform me of my selection, my first thought was, “Do they 

still regard me as a lawyer?”  My second thought was, “Do they still regard me as Catholic?”  As 

those of us in this room know, you don’t stop being a lawyer just because you leave a law firm.  

And I’m quick to tell people that in my work at Canisius, I give thanks every day for my training 

and my experience as a lawyer.  People may not like lawyers but they sure like the way we think 

and the way we approach problems.   

 A word about our patron saint, St. Thomas More.  From the moment I opened Robert 

Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons as an incoming freshman at St. Joe’s Collegiate, to the day I 

entered the law school building at Notre Dame and saw Thomas More’s portrait on the wall, to 

the day I arrived at my first assignment for the Chicago Volunteer Lawyers Project doing client 

intake at the original Hull House on the north side, to the day I arrived in Buffalo and cast my lot 

with the fair housing advocates at Housing Opportunities Made Equal, I have had St. Thomas 

More as an inspiration. Long before the phrase was made popular, Thomas More taught us what 

it meant to speak truth to power.  And he paid for that with his life.  In our work as lawyers, 

we’re constantly challenged to do the right thing, even when that is inconvenient or unpopular.  

 In 2018, our beloved Catholic Church here in the Diocese found itself under siege as a 

result of new reports of sexual abuse of minors.  Initially, these were incidents from decades ago 

that had never been reported.  But then we began to hear about incidents that had been reported 

but the victims felt that they had not been treated well by the Diocese.  And in September, 

Channel 7 news began reporting on documents it had received from the Bishop’s former 
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executive secretary that revealed that the number of sexual abuse cases was larger than what the 

faithful of the Diocese had been led to believe.  And, sadly, these documents also revealed two 

current cases which our Bishop admits he mishandled. 

 The dismay over the disclosures in Buffalo was exacerbated by the release of the 

Pennsylvania Grand Jury report in mid August in which it was revealed that six dioceses of the 

Commonwealth had engaged in a decades-long process of concealing incidents of sex abuse and 

protecting the perpetrators by moving them from parish to parish.  While Peter Steinfels later 

wrote in Commonweal that the extreme reaction to the report was perhaps not warranted, there 

was enough truth and enough evidence of a pattern of behavior by Catholic bishops in 

Pennsylvania to justify the outrage. 

 It was the steady drumbeat of bad news out of Buffalo coupled with the horrific 

disclosures from Pennsylvania, that forced me to think long and hard about this scandal and 

whether I should join the voices of others speaking out on the evil within the Church, an evil that 

I had come to see as one that could threaten the Church in a way that no doctrinal battle ever had. 

 People to expect presidents of colleges and universities to use their positions to speak out 

on the issue of the day.  I sometimes find that the process that I need to go through to develop a 

well thought-out position that contributes something to the public discourse may not conform to 

everyone’s expectations or schedule.  And so it was with the release of the Pennsylvania Report.  

Initially, what I saw was a rush to denounce the bishops involved, or to revoke honors accorded 

various ordinaries by universities within their dioceses.  I do not suggest that these actions were 

wrong, but what was happening was an existential threat to the Church, perhaps as big a threat as 

the Reformation.  And the situation cried out for substance, not symbols. 
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 In my own case, I reflected on the burgeoning crisis for nearly ten days during which 

time the revelations about the two current cases in our Diocese involving Frs. Yetter and Smith 

came to light. On August 25, I attended the Saturday vigil Mass at St. Joseph’s University 

Church, where Msgr. Angelo Caligiuri was presiding.  You may remember that weekend, 

because the readings for that day appeared to align so perfectly with the feelings of so many of 

the faithful within our Diocese.  In the sixth chapter of John’s Gospel, Jesus delivers the Bread of 

Life discourse in which He declares himself as the bread of life and says, “Amen, amen I say to 

you, unless you can eat the flesh of the Son and drink his blood, you do not have life within 

you.”  His disciples tell him that this teaching is hard.  “Who can accept it,” they ask?  As a 

result of his teaching, John reports that many of his disciples returned to their former way of life 

and no longer accompanied him.  Jesus then turns to the Twelve and asks them, “Do you also 

want to leave?”  Peter responds, “Master, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal 

life.  We have come to believe and are convinced that you are the Holy One of God.” 

 Msgr. Caligiuri delivered a beautiful homily that afternoon that captured the thoughts of 

so many Catholics.  Confronted with some very hard news about the abuse of minors and cover-

ups by the Diocese, many were thinking about leaving the Church.  Monsignor pointed out that 

we needed to dwell on the words of St. Peter: “To whom shall we go?” 

 But it was more than just Msgr. Caligiuri’s words that afternoon.   I don’t know 

Monsignor well, but as I watched him on the altar that day, I was filled with a profound sadness.  

Sadness for the victims of sex abuse, to be sure, and sadness because of the insidious evil that 

had infected our Church.  But also, sadness for Msgr. Caligiuri, and other good and holy me like 

him, who had devoted his life to God and the Church and now, in the twilight of his life, it was 

all crashing down around him.  As I left the church that afternoon, I was convinced that as a 
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layperson, I needed to heed the words of the prophet Isaiah:  “The Lord God has given me a 

well-trained tongue that I might know how to speak to the weary a word that will rouse them.”  

And if that meant speaking truth to power, then so be it. 

 I started with an 1100 word statement on the sex abuse scandal that I released on August 

30 to the Canisius College faculty and staff.  Our staff then asked me to release it to key 

stakeholders of the college – boards and benefactors.  An hour later, they urged me to release it 

to all 48,000 alumni of the college.  Within an hour, the Buffalo News picked it up and television 

stations wanted additional comments.  Over the next few days, I received hundreds of emails 

from alumni and friends of the college.  My statement had been sent far and wide and it became 

clear that I had struck a chord and had said what was on the minds of so many. 

 As Maureen and I were driving to Pennsylvania to visit my brother for the weekend, we 

were reflecting on how the statement had gone viral.  She asked me, “So, now what are you 

going to do?”  “What do you mean,” I asked?  “I’ve written and released this statement.  I’ve 

done my part.”  She shook her head and said, “I think there’s something more to do.  You should 

think about it.” 

 In the days that followed, I thought more about this.  I concluded that calling for the 

Bishop’s resignation would not solve the problem. I wanted to suggest a constructive approach.  

As I was designing that approach in early October, I received a telephone call from Carl 

Montante.  One thing you learn pretty quickly at Canisius is that when Carl Montante calls, you 

call back immediately.  Carl asked if I would attend a meeting to discuss the problems in the 

Diocese.  Carl said that he had heard from some senior priests in the Diocese who were very 

concerned that things appeared to be deteriorating quickly.  Attendance at Masses and weekly 

collections were reported to be down in many places.  We quickly recruited a nine person 
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organizing committee, consisting of Carl, Tom Beecher, Nancy Nielsen, Nancy Ware, Mary 

Murphy, Bob Greene, Paul Bauer, and my wife, Maureen.  This was not by design, but five of us 

hold law degrees; seven are Jesuit-educated.  While I knew all of the members, we had never all 

worked together on something before.  To jump to the conclusion, I accept this award today on 

their behalf.  It has been a grace-filled experience to work with all of them.  

From that phone call and our first meeting emerged the initiative we have called the 

Movement to Restore Trust.  It started with the development of a mission statement for the 

group.  Our goal is to be a conduit for the voice of the laity to lead the Church in Buffalo to a 

new place, a state of trust that has been restored and is marked by:   

• A commitment to justice for the victims of sex abuse;  

 

• A commitment to Co-Responsibility: the creation of a Church in which lay 

Catholics work hand in hand with ordained Catholics, in an equal partnership;   

 

• Complete transparency about past and current instances of sex abuse and a 

process for dealing with those cases that will inspire trust and confidence;   

 

• New transparent structures for bishop accountability;   

 

• Openness and transparency; a way of addressing leadership failure and replacing 

outdated and secretive management practices based on a respect for the 

competency of the laity. 

 

Our board of trustees at Canisius and our Jesuit community backed me and agreed that 

Canisius should be a convener and host for this initiative.  This is what Jesuit colleges are called 

to do.  So, we held a symposium at Canisius to provide an opportunity for a very thoughtful 

discussion of the issues arising out of the sex abuse scandal.  We invited Fr Matt Malone, the 

editor of the Jesuit journal, America; Kerry Robinson, one of the co-founders of Leadership 

Roundtable; Sr. Margaret Carney, the president emeritus of St. Bonaventure and Fr. Bob Zilliox, 

a diocesan priest who had also been featured on the 60 Minutes piece about the Diocese.  Four 



6 

 

hundred attended in person; we estimate another 1000 watched the various live streams and 

WBEN Radio broadcast the entire event. 

We knew that if we held a successful symposium, we would need to capitalize on that 

interest and find a way to engage people in a search for solutions.  Ten days after the symposium, 

we gathered for three hours at Canisius on a Saturday morning to break into six working groups, 

each directed toward a particular issue arising out of the sex abuse crisis and the culture within 

the Catholic Church.  That led to these six working groups recruiting about 150 lay and religious 

who worked for the next three months, through holidays and winter weather, to develop a series 

of reports and recommendations on how the Diocese could begin the painful process of restoring 

trust among the faithful and moving forward. 

We will be releasing these full reports shortly.  What we found was that the “amateurs” 

did a pretty good job of sizing up the situation – whether it was the Diocese’s handling of sex 

abuse cases, the transparency in its finances, or its involvement of women in the life of the 

Church.  The reports may not be 100% accurate, but they reflect the passion, commitment and 

wisdom of the laity and for that reason alone, they cannot be ignored. 

Our organizing committee prepared an executive summary of the reports.  We outlined 

nine foundational recommendations that we felt were essential for everything that would follow. 

Some of these involved a mindset: a commitment to an active partnership with the laity and a 

willingness by the Bishop to do what he could do now, voluntarily, without waiting for the 

Vatican or the United States Conference to act.  Others involved actions, like the decision to 

bring Leadership Roundtable to Buffalo to work with us.  Leadership Roundtable is a consulting 

firm created in the wake of the sex abuse scandal in Boston and committed to involving the laity 

and promoting best practices and accountability in the management, finances, communication 
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and human resources development of the Catholic Church in the United States.  This executive 

summary is available at our website, Movementtorestoretrust.org.  

We then met with Bishop Malone.  I was designated as the person to deliver our findings 

to the Bishop.  Like St. Thomas More, I was asked to speak the hard truth to power.  Unlike St. 

Thomas More, my head is still intact today. 

But seriously, our meeting at the Catholic Center was hopeful.  Bishop Malone listened 

carefully. We discussed the nine foundational recommendations.  After some discussion, he said 

that he could do these things and that he agreed that they represented a basis for moving forward.  

We held a second meeting a week later to look at a summary of the individual recommendations 

arising from the work group reports.  Again, the Bishop agreed to proceed. He recommended the 

formation of a joint implementation team to move the process forward.   

We held a first meeting of the JIT on April 11 and the MRT put 8 actions on the table.  

The Bishop agreed to them all and we issued a media release the following Monday announcing 

these first steps.  We held a second meeting of the JIT yesterday to review our progress and plan 

additional initiatives. 

I tell you this because while we know that Bishop Malone has been the subject of intense 

criticism in the Diocese, he has been an honest and willing partner in this process of reform.  He 

has done what we asked him to do.  I could not have asked for more.  And that is a cause for 

hope.  He and I both realize that this work is far from done and that we are a long way from trust 

and healing in the Diocese.  But all of us involved in the effort have placed our trust in the Holy 

Spirit and we have felt the power of the Spirit in our work. 

I’d like to close with some reflections on what we have learned to date: 
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1. The Church is not just the ordained clergy, the hierarchy, the cathedrals or the 

chanceries.  The Church is the people of God.  Vatican II taught us that we are all the 

Church and we have a right and a responsibility to step forward and lead our Church.  

We don’t need permission; this is the right we were given at baptism.   

2. This is not just a two-sided battle.  We have found that there are many points of view 

about the Church and the sex abuse scandal.  We need to be respectful of the many 

different perspectives, as we wish others to be respectful of our perspective.  This is 

especially true when it comes to the perspectives of victims of child sex abuse, who 

continue to suffer.   

3. This is hard work, but at the end of the day, we need to understand what my 

predecessor at Canisius, Fr. Vincent Cooke, would say about the challenges within 

the Church: This is God’s Church and what happens in God’s Church is ultimately up 

to God.  Our role as the faithful is to determine the will of God, but for humans, that 

is often a messy and error-filled process.  So we need to remember the words of St. 

Augustine: “Pray as though everything depended on God; work as though everything 

depended on you.”  In this sense, the Spirit has had many surprises for us throughout 

our work.  When Maureen issued that challenge to me during that ride to 

Pennsylvania, who knew what this would look like and where it would take us?  We 

need to keep open ears and ready hearts to the direction of the Spirit. 

4. Finally, we need to be in this for the long haul.  The problems we face in the Church 

and in the Diocese of Buffalo did not develop overnight.  They will not be solved by a 

couple of committee meetings.  The process of trust and healing will need to go on 
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long after Bishop Malone retires and the laity needs to stay engaged in the process of 

rebuilding the Church. 

I would like to thank the St. Thomas More Guild for the opportunity to talk about the 

Movement to Restore Trust.  If you would like to be involved in our work going forward – and 

there is much work to be done – we welcome you.  There is a place at our website, 

movementtorestoretrust.org, where you can register.  As for the honor you bestowed on me 

today, as lawyers, we know it is not about individual honors and accolades.  It’s about seeking 

truth, justice and reconciliation in a world that so desperately needs it.  May God deliver justice 

and healing to the victims of sex abuse in our Church and may God continue to bless the Church 

in Buffalo. 

 

 


