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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

ENVISIONING CATHOLICISM: POPULAR PRACTICE OF A TRADITIONAL
FAITH IN THE POST-WWII US

Marian apparitions in the United States have occurred in ever-increasing numbers
since World War Two, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s. These apparitions occupy a
unique space in religious life, as they provide opportunities for Catholics to practice their
faith outside of the Church hierarchy while still maintaining their status as faithful
Catholics, often placing women in prominent positions. Although apparitions are an
important part of faith for thousands of American Catholics, most Americans and
Catholics are unaware of how widespread this movement is. This dissertation takes a
comparative approach to examine a selection of apparition events, illuminating the
pilgrimage experience in connection to historic events, such as the Cold War and Vatican
I, as well as issues of race, gender, class, and consumerism.

Chapter One focuses on the apparition events at Necedah, Wisconsin which began
in 1949 and continued until the visionary’s death in 1984. Chapter Two offers an
explanation of Vatican II, the Roman Catholic Church council in the 1960s that changed
the way Catholics worshiped, but also the relationship between members and Church
authorities, and the way many Catholics perceived their identity. Chapter Three
addresses apparition events at a variety of sites in Ohio and Kentucky through most of the
pertinent time period, with a particular emphasis on the pilgrimage experience and
parachurch organizations. Chapter Four discusses apparition events at Conyers, Georgia
in the 1980s and 1990s, especially the economic effects that resulted. Chapter Five
examines apparition events in Phoenix and Scottsdale, Arizona, and Emmitsburg,
Maryland, which demonstrate the appeal of these events across race and class. In
addition to secondary sources by historians, religious scholars, anthropologists, and
sociologists, the dissertation uses newspaper accounts, publications by visionaries and
their associated organizations, diocesan archival material, and interviews conducted by
the author with religious leaders, believers, journalists, city officials, and neighbors to
explore how apparition events have attracted thousands of believers despite the lack of
official approval by the Roman Catholic Church and how the areas where these events
take place have been affected.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Scholar of religious studies Ann Taves explains, “Experiences in which people sense
unseen presences, see apparitions, hear voices, or feel themselves and the world suddenly
transformed, are more common than we suppose. Some people dismiss them. Some find
them distressing, sometimes to the point of seeking clinical help. Still others find
inspiration in them. In some cases, such experiences lead to personal transformations and
occasionally to the emergence of new spiritual paths and religious movements...If we
assume that the meaning of such experiences is subject to interpretation and, thus, a
matter of discernment, we can ask how people decide what has occurred and why, in
some cases, groups form around their claims.”! This dissertation focuses on examples of
people who find meaning in the religious experience of apparitions in the United States
since World War Two. Although none of these apparition claims has been approved by
the Catholic Church, thousands of people read messages by these alleged visionaries,
travel to the apparition sites, and fill a religious need. By studying apparition events in
Wisconsin, Arizona, Maryland, Ohio, Kentucky, and Georgia, it is possible to see the
development of religious movements within Catholicism, individual believers
determining which visions are worthy of their time and travel outside of the authority of
the Catholic Church, and important roles for women, both as visionaries and pilgrims.
While some of the sites have declined in popularity with the death of the associated

visionary or condemnation by church officials, others continue to this day.

I Ann Taves, Revelatory Events: Three Case Studies of the Emergence of New
Spiritual Paths (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), xi.
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Marian apparitions in the United States have occurred in ever-increasing numbers
since WWII, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s. These apparitions occupy a unique
space in religious life, as they provide opportunities for Catholics to practice their faith
outside of the Church hierarchy while still maintaining their status as faithful Catholics,
often placing women in prominent positions. Although apparitions are an important part
of faith for thousands of American Catholics, most Americans and Catholics are unaware
of how widespread this movement is. This dissertation takes a comparative approach to
examine a selection of apparition events, illuminating the pilgrimage experience in
connection to historic events, such as the Cold War and Vatican II, as well as issues of
race, gender, class, and consumerism.

The Catholic Church has approved some apparitions over time throughout the
world. In order for an apparition to be approved, the bishop of the area where it is
alleged to have taken place must begin an investigation. Most of those investigations end
in decisions that the apparitions are not supernatural, but a few are determined to be
worthy of belief. Faithful Catholics are not required to believe in apparitions, even the
approved ones. Bishops generally prefer to wait until apparitions have stopped before
investigating so that continuing messages would not force them to revisit their decision.
Most apparition claims are never investigated at all.

Most of the visionaries in these apparition claims are middle-aged, married
women. Many of them suffered marital problems or even divorce after they started to
claim to hear from the Virgin Mary. These modern visionaries differ from earlier ones,
who were often children or young, unmarried women. Many of the visionaries were not

particularly devout before the apparitions started, but became faithful, churchgoing



Catholics afterward. They believe they were chosen specifically because they were
skeptics, to encourage others to religious conversion. Women are particularly important
for these events, as both visionaries and believers. The church’s ambivalent position on
private revelations allows believers to carve out a space to practice their faith outside of
the traditional church, often placing women in prominent positions, while simultaneously
calling for a return to a perceived past orthodoxy. Most adherents of Marian devotion are
conservative Catholics who hope to preserve a distinct Catholic identity and defend their
Catholic faith.2

The messages these visionaries received were often similar. Most of them
received messages encouraging prayer, especially the rosary, participation in the
sacraments, and closer relationships with God, warning that the country was on a bad
path. They emphasized family values, sacrifice, and a rejection of materialism. Others
challenged the hierarchy, with a theme of the need for better priests, and giving agency to
the laity in that they are credited with the ability to get better priests not by appealing to
the bishops for change, but by helping a parachurch organization and praying.

The apparition events in the United States in some ways followed the pattern of
approved apparition sites, particularly Lourdes and Fatima. However, the growth of
apparition claims after the Second World War, which continued even after the Second
Vatican Council discouraged Marian devotion, demonstrates that a significant portion of
believers sought a supernatural connection. Historian Lisa Bitel reports, “The percentage

of all apparitions, reported worldwide, occurring in the United States increased from 10

2 Kristy Nabhan-Warren, The Virgin of El Barrio: Marian Apparitions, Catholic
Evangelizing, and Mexican American Activism (New York: New York University Press,
2005), 94, 96-97.



percent just after World War II to more than 50 percent at the end of the end of the
second millennium.”3 This means that the time period covered by this dissertation
directly applies to the time that apparition claims were skyrocketing in the United States,
even though Marian apparitions and Marian devotion have existed for centuries. Part of
this is related to technology, as Americans have access to the latest technology, which
allows them to learn of apparition claims faster than might be possible in less-developed
countries or at earlier times in history.

Pilgrimage offers believers a variety of benefits. Although believers do not see
the apparitions as visionaries do, some report experiencing the supernatural through
smelling roses or seeing unusual lights or sun activity. Most appreciate being part of a
crowd, singing and praying together. Some seek healing. Pilgrims want to visit a
physical site they associate with the sacred, and going to the actual site has more meaning
than simply reading about it. Geographer Carolyn V. Prorok notes, “Once the news of a
miraculous event...goes beyond the experience of the individuals who first report it, the
community of potential devotees has to determine the event’s and the teller’s
believability.” People want to be sure a site is authentic before traveling there.*
However, since the Catholic Church has approved only one Marian apparition claim in
the United States—the experience of Adele Brise in 1859 in Champion, Wisconsin-- that

means that believers have to decide about whether a vision claim is believable enough to

3 Lisa M. Bitel, Our Lady of the Rock: Vision and Pilgrimage in the Mojave
Desert (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015), 27.

4 Carolyn V. Prorok, “Becoming a Place of Pilgrimage: An Eliadean
Interpretation of the Miracle at Ambridge, Pennsylvania,” in Robert H. Stoddard and
Alan Morinis, ed., Sacred Places, Sacred Spaces: The Geography of Pilgrimages (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1997), 132.
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see it for themselves based on what information they read or hear about from others.
Sites that are close to their home involve less expense, so pilgrims might be willing to go
out of curiosity, but traveling further away requires them to justify the journey and the
potential benefits of going there. The increase in communications technology,
particularly the Internet, allows for potential pilgrims to research visionaries and
apparition sites before deciding which ones are worthy. They are also able to maintain
communication with other pilgrims and spread the word to others who might be
interested.

When an apparition event is announced, it affects the area around the site in
positive and negative ways. Whether the apparitions are real or not, an unexpected influx
of visitors can strain civic services. Most of the sites included in the dissertation
struggled to meet the basic needs of the pilgrims—restroom facilities, accommodations,
medical needs—and neighbors complained of the inconveniences of traffic and noise.
Local businesses could benefit from the events, as they had additional customers seeking
food, lodging, and souvenirs. News coverage draws attention to the area, which can be
seen as positive or negative. Some residents like the publicity and increased name
recognition for their towns, while others believe it tarnishes the reputation of the town to
be associated with religious fanatics. This is generally more of an issue for smaller cities
and rural areas, as larger cities tend to have the existing infrastructure to handle the
volume of visitors.

Over time, parachurch organizations developed around particular sites and
visionaries. These organizations raised funds, managed the sites, and promoted materials

related to the messages the visionary claimed to receive. While remaining separate from



churches, parachurch organizations play a similar role in members’ lives, offering
ministries and services traditionally fulfilled by churches, yet maintaining their
independent status. The growing number of parachurch organizations is a particularly
important development in American religious life since WWIL.>

While most of the visionaries, pilgrims, and leaders of parachurch organizations
are lay Catholics, not all of them are. Some priests and nuns claim to be visionaries,
while others attend apparition events in unofficial capacities. There are also several
conservative priests who serve as spiritual advisors to visionaries even though they do not
live anywhere nearby. In addition, some pilgrims are not Catholic, but are interested in
the apparition events for their own reasons.

Consumerism and tourism are also related to Marian apparitions. Pilgrims are a
particular type of tourist, traveling to a specific site for religious purposes, but still
coming to see a space and probably taking something tangible back with them. These
souvenirs could be religious objects, such as rosaries or holy cards, or more secular
objects, such as t-shirts. The relationship between the Marian pilgrimage experience and
consumerism is explored particularly in Chapter 4 of this dissertation.

While most of the pilgrims and visionaries in the United States are white, this is
not exclusively the case. Latinos are becoming a larger proportion of Catholics in the
US, and they participate in apparition events as well. One of the Arizona visionaries was

of Mexican descent, and many of the pilgrims to the sites in Arizona and Georgia

> Wesley K. Willmer, J. David Schmidt, and Martyn Smith, The Prospering
Parachurch: Enlarging the Boundaries of God’s Kingdom (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Publishers, 1998), xii; Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion:
Society and Faith Since World War II (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988),
112.



especially were Latinos. The parachurch organizations involved with those sites made
sure to incorporate Spanish-language materials to be inclusive to those pilgrims. Latino
Catholics have a long tradition of Marian spirituality and personal devotions led by
women, which is discussed in depth in the last chapter of this dissertation.¢

The first chapter of the dissertation focuses on the apparitions at Necedah,
Wisconsin, which began in the 1940s. They have been officially disapproved by the
Catholic Church, but the shrine to Mary is still active there, with no mention on their
website that the devotion has been declared heretical. The Van Hoof farm in Necedah,
Wisconsin, became the first significant site of Marian pilgrimage in the United States,
and the links of the apparitions at Necedah to the Cold War and the apparitions at Fatima,
which had been approved in 1946, were a major reason for that development. The
chapter explores the association of the Catholic Church with anti-communism and how
that enabled American Catholics to assert their patriotism during the Cold War. This is
also the only example discussed in the dissertation of a schism from the Roman Catholic

Church that resulted from a visionary and believers refusing to obey the hierarchy.

6 David A. Badillo, Latinos and the New Immigrant Church (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2006), xv. Other sources supporting the significant role
played by mothers and older women in Latino religion include Tarcisio Beal, “Hispanics
and the Roman Catholic Church in the United States,” in Hispanics and the Church: Up
from the Cellar, ed. Philip E. Lampe (San Francisco: Catholic Scholars Press, 1994), 41;
Ana Maria Diaz-Stevens and Anthony M. Stevens-Arroyo, Recognizing the Latino
Resurgence in U.S. Religion: The Emmaus Paradigm (Boulder, CO: Westview Press,
1998), 80-81; Diaz-Stevens, “Latinas and the Church,” 241-242; Orlando O. Espin, The
Faith of the People: Theological Reflections on Popular Catholicism (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1997), 4-5; and Gilberto M. Hinojosa, “The Mexican-American Church,
1930-1965,” in Mexican Americans and the Catholic Church, 1900-1965, ed. Jay P.
Dolan and Gilberto M. Hinojosa (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
1994), 109.



The second chapter explores how American Catholicism changed after WWII,
especially related to Vatican II. The Catholic Church in the United States experienced a
period of rapid change in the twentieth century. The combination of social changes and
changes in the Church in the aftermath of Vatican II caused believers to reconsider what
Catholic identity entails. In the process, Catholics pursued a variety of paths for
practicing their faith and interacting with clergy. As Catholics became more assimilated
into American society and culture, some tried to preserve a distinct Catholic identity.
Marian apparitions are one way to demonstrate that distinction. They also allow lay
believers to make decisions for themselves about what apparitions are worthy of belief,
even if church authorities disagree. While Vatican Il discouraged many traditional
popular devotions, particularly Marian ones, its emphasis on individual religious
experience and sense of the Church as a community contributed to visionary culture as a
source of spiritual certitude that some Catholics found otherwise lacking in a post-
Vatican II Church. These changes contributed to the growth of the Marian visionary

movement in the late twentieth century.

The third chapter explores six apparition claims that occurred in Ohio over the
entire time period covered by this dissertation. This study is the first academic treatment
of these apparitions. They took place in urban, suburban, and rural areas of different
regions of the state and involved visionaries from a variety of backgrounds. The cluster
of apparitions in Ohio allows for comparisons of the development of the modern
pilgrimage culture in the United States and demonstrates the persistence of belief in

Marian apparitions within Catholic culture.



The fourth chapter focuses on the apparitions at Conyers, Georgia, which started
in the 1980s. Nancy Fowler became the best-known visionary of her time, but opposition
from the archbishop, trouble with her parachurch organization, and financial and family
problems came along with her fame. The chapter especially discusses the role of
consumerism around apparition events. While Fowler lost her family and went bankrupt,

she saw others profit from her visions.

The last chapter of the dissertation examines apparitions around a group of eleven
visionaries that began in Phoenix/Scottsdale, Arizona, and continued in Emmitsburg,
Maryland. The visionaries consisted of a priest, nine members of the young adult prayer
group at his Scottsdale parish, and a middle-aged Latina living in South Phoenix, Estela
Ruiz. These apparitions started in 1988 and demonstrate the appeal of the Virgin Mary
across race and class. The Scottsdale visionaries ended their public roles in 1992 except
for one, Gianna Talone-Sullivan, who moved to Emmitsburg, Maryland with her
husband, where her vision claims attract believers from around the world, even after the
Archdiocese of Baltimore declared that her apparitions were definitely not supernatural,
then ordered her not to share any further messages within the archdiocese. The Internet
provides a space for believers to continue to read her messages and set up meetings in
other locations outside the archdiocese, demonstrating the limits of the institutional
church to control the Marian apparition movement. Ruiz established a separate
parachurch organization that blends Catholicism and evangelicalism. Her public
apparitions ended in 1998, though the organization continues. The chapter incorporates
research by numerous scholars about Latino Catholicism in the United States and how it

relates to Ruiz and Marian apparitions.



Overall, the dissertation draws on a variety of sources to explain how Marian
apparitions are an important part of many Americans’ faith since WWII. Newspapers
and magazines provide insight into how the events were covered at the time they took
place. Those articles also offered names of people who were present at apparition events
and others who were affected, such as city officials, church officials, and neighbors. This
author used those names to find people to interview about their experiences. Many of the
parachurch organizations operate websites and/or have published material about the
apparitions, as have some of the visionaries. The Our Lady of the Holy Spirit Center in
Norwood, Ohio, has its own library. I also visited diocesan archives in Cleveland, Ohio,
and Covington, Kentucky, the US Catholic Collection at the University of Dayton, and
the University of Notre Dame’s special collections. In addition, several people involved
with the apparition events shared pamphlets and other publications related to apparitions

with me.

In terms of scholarly sources, apparitions are connected to multiple disciplines.
Most of the apparitions that have been subjects of study have taken place in Europe, such
as Lourdes, Fatima, and Medjugorje. Since only one American apparition has been
approved by the Catholic Church, and that happened relatively recently, the scholarship
on American apparitions tends to focus on those that have been declared heretical by the
Church because there are sources produced by the investigation process. For similar
reasons, scholars have tended to focus on one particular apparition in depth rather than
the network aspect of modern American apparition claims. The scholars whose work has
been most helpful for this dissertation are historian Thomas Kselman, who studied the

Necedah, Wisconsin apparitions; historian and religious studies scholar Kristy Nabhan-
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Warren, who wrote a book about the Phoenix visionary; philosopher Sandra Zimdars-
Swartz, who explored particular apparitions in Europe and the United States in the 19"
and 20" centuries, including Necedah, South Phoenix, and Conyers; and anthropologist
Paolo Apolito, who wrote about the role of technology in the apparition experience.” In
addition to history, philosophy, religious studies, and anthropology, scholars working in
sociology, geography, Latino studies, gender and women’s studies, journalism, and

theology provided useful information for this dissertation.

Studying these particular sites and the meaning they hold for believers adds to the
body of scholarship on lived religion by demonstrating how the faithful create meaning

through their own religious practices. In this case, the apparition movement creates a

7 Paolo Apolito, The Internet and the Madonna: Religious Visionary Experience
on the Web, translated by Antony Shugaar (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005);
Thomas A. Kselman, ed. Belief in History: Innovative Approaches to European and
American Religion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991); Thomas A.
Kselman, “Our Lady of Necedah: Marian Piety and the Cold War,” Charles and Margaret
Hall Cushwa Center for the Study of American Catholicism Working Paper Series 12,
Number 2 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, Fall 1982); Thomas A. Kselman
and Steven Avella, “Marian Piety and the Cold War in the United States,” Catholic
Historical Review Vol. 72, No. 3 (July 1986): 403-424; Nabhan-Warren, The Virgin of El
Barrio: Marian Apparitions, Catholic Evangelizing, and Mexican American Activism,
Sandra L. Zimdars-Swartz, Encountering Mary: From La Salette to Medjugorje
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991); Sandra L. Zimdars-Swartz, “The Marian
Revival in American Catholicism: Focal Points and Features of the New Marian
Enthusiasm,” in Being Right: Conservative Catholics in America, ed. Mary Jo Weaver
and R. Scott Appleby (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 213-240; Sandra L.
Zimdars-Swartz, “Religious Experience and the Public Cult: The Case of Mary Ann Van
Hoof,” Journal of Religion and Health Vol. 28, No. 1 (Spring 1989): 36-57.
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space within Catholicism for people to feel connected to the supernatural in ways they do

not find in the mainstream Church.

12



CHAPTER 2. MISSILES TO HEAVEN: NECEDAH, WISCONSIN AND THE COLD
WAR

On August 15, 1950, the Feast of the Assumption, 100,000 pilgrims arrived at a farm
in rural Wisconsin to hear what a forty-year-old mother of eight with an elementary
school education said the Virgin Mary had told her. Mary Ann Van Hoof reported that
Mary first visited her on November 12, 1949, but remained silent. The first time she
heard Mary’s voice was April 7, 1950, when Van Hoof said the corpus on her crucifix
doubled in size and glowed. Mary returned on May 28, May 29, June 4, June 16, August
15, and October 7, 1950. So many appearances drew the attention of the clergy and
spurred growth of the Necedah cult. The Diocese of La Crosse, Wisconsin, urged caution
until an investigation could be completed, but the Catholic devotional press and national
news services spread the word beyond the initial small crowds of family, friends, and
locals, and the pilgrims kept coming. Mary gave Van Hoof messages for herself and for
the world. Mary warned Van Hoof that she would be mocked, but urged Van Hoof to
pray and gave her instructions about her parish priest and relatives, such as for her pastor
to lead the rosary every night at 8 PM. For the world, Mary urged Americans to pay
attention to her messages, to pray for the conversion of Russia, to live by the Ten
Commandments, to love Christ more than worldly goods, and to work together against

the devil.! The Necedah apparition series was the largest, earliest, and most historically

'The Apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Necedah, Wisconsin, USA
(Necedah, WI: For God and My Country, 1978), 1-3; Thomas A. Kselman, “Our Lady of
Necedah: Marian Piety and the Cold War,” Charles and Margaret Hall Cushwa Center for
the Study of American Catholicism Working Paper Series 12, Number 2 (Notre Dame,
IN: University of Notre Dame, Fall 1982), 16; Thomas A. Kselman and Steven Avella,
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significant, setting the standard for an American, apocalyptic, conspiracy-driven type of
private revelation.? The Van Hoof farm in Necedah, Wisconsin, became the first
significant site of Marian pilgrimage in the United States, and the links of the apparitions
at Necedah to the apparitions at Fatima and the Cold War were a major reason for that
development.

During the period immediately after the Second World War, Americans were
favorably disposed toward Marian apparitions. They were familiar with the apparitions
at Fatima, Portugal, and Lourdes, France. The film The Song of Bernadette in 1944 had
boosted the popularity of Lourdes in the US. Fatima began to draw international
attention after one of its seers, Sister Lucia, wrote an account of Mary’s messages.
American Catholics heard the revised message of Fatima during World War I, and by
the late 1940s, the cult of Fatima rivaled Lourdes as the major Marian devotion in the US.
The Catholic Church officially approved the apparitions at Fatima in 1946. Historian
William A. Christian, Jr., suggests, “the new emphasis on Fatima... had a side effect of
producing a new wave of visions. That it stimulated visions... is not surprising. The

293

imagery and message of Fatima entered the subconscious of Catholics.” Necedah was

part of a postwar wave of apparitions, over 100 in the US and Europe in the 1940s and
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1950s. In addition, Pope Pius XII decreed the doctrine of the Assumption in August
1950, which referred to the Virgin Mary being taken bodily into heaven at her death. The
Church was clearly willing to recognize modern supernatural events and encourage
Marian devotion.*

1950 was also the year that Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin began his efforts
against communism in the US. Historians Thomas Kselman and Steven Avella suggest,
“Marian cults provided the Church with an opportunity to link the need for supernatural
help for individual anxieties with its larger collective and political goals.” In this case,
Marian apparitions were clearly tied with anti-communist anxieties of the Cold War. The
Fatima message of praying for the conversion of Russia was heavily promoted. The
Catholic Periodical Index shows a serious increase in the references to Fatima during the
post-WWII period, from single-digit occurrences in 1930-1944 to 35 in 1945-49, 51 in
1950-54, and 49 in 1955-59. Popular Catholic publications such as Novena Notes and the
popular devotion the Block Rosary shifted their focus from World War II to Fatima and
the Cold War. Radio priest Fulton Sheen was devoted to Lourdes and Fatima, and Pope
Pius XII was sympathetic to the cult of Fatima. Ave Maria published Fatima-related
items nearly every week in the 1950s. In 1952, Warner Brothers produced a film, The
Miracle of Our Lady of Fatima, and Twentieth Century Fox broadcast a feature-length

television special about the Fatima apparitions in the late 1950s, reaching tens of millions
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of American homes.® The Blue Army, an devotional organization of laypeople formed in
1947, became known both for its promotion of Marian devotion and for fervent anti-
communism. As journalist Kenneth Briggs writes, “The army’s passion for converting
Russia was, quite understandably, inextricably bound up with virulent anticommunism.
Within Blue Army tradition, utter disdain for Marx had quickly become the flip side of
devotion to Mary. The combined theme became the army’s trademark and a powerful
rallying cry for many Catholics in the darkest period of the cold war following World
War I1.”7 American Catholics were obsessed with anti-communism and Communist
religious persecution. Fatima gave Catholics a way to fight Communists through praying
the rosary and taking communion. As historian Paula M. Kane illustrates, “The Cold
War fostered the slogan ‘Fatimize or be atomized’ and made the recitation of the Rosary
a ‘weapon for peace.””® Scholar Kathryn Ann Johnson continues this imagery of

expressions of faith as “a part of the arsenal of American democracy,” when she refers to

®Kselman and Avella, “Marian Piety and the Cold War in the United States,”
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Notre Dame, 2003), 105-106. The information about Ave Maria and The Miracle of Our
Lady of Fatima can be found in McCartin’s footnotes 75 and 78, respectively. The Block
Rosary is a devotion which encourages Catholics to meet with neighbors to pray the
rosary together.
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an article in the Catholic Educator from 1950: “If bombs be the measure of a nation’s
strength and security, Our Lady’s bomb is one already tested and proved.... Truly Mary’s
weapon, her R-bomb [the rosary,] will succeed where the bombs of men are doomed to
failure. The R-bomb brings peace; the A-bomb, destruction; and the H-bomb, in all

probability, utter annihilation.”’

Many American Catholics believed that prayers to
Mary, particularly the rosary, could cause Russia to overthrow communism and protect
the US from nuclear attack, so Marian devotion became a way they could actively
influence their world at a time when government seemed unable to protect them from the
communist threat. !

Mary Ann Van Hoof’s messages calling for the conversion of Russia echoed the
Fatima messages and resonated in the new Cold War world. “The warnings and promises
of Mary to Mrs. Van Hoof spoke to the political and religious anxieties of American
Catholics and provided them with reassurance about their ability to master the current
crisis.”!! Fear of communism and internal subversion were major themes. Necedah

repeated the Fatima warnings about Russia while stressing Mary’s concern for the US

and the need to fight the enemy within. Prayer could preserve peace. The Cold War was
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depicted as a reflection of the apocalyptic war in heaven against the Antichrist.'?
Believers described their prayers as missiles to heaven.'> The world divided by the Cold
War and living with the threat of nuclear destruction produced an environment of people
seeking guidance to avoid God’s anger, which the postwar wave of visions seemed to
provide.'* Given that many Catholics saw communism as the work of the devil and
Stalin as a potential Antichrist, it would not be surprising to them for the Virgin Mary to
appear and warn people.'’

Catholics had long been in the forefront of the anti-communist movement, but
after the Second World War, their anti-communism helped them to fit into mainstream
American society. As historian Donald Crosby explains, “...one wonders if anything has
so mesmerized Catholicism in the past century as the continuing problem of Marxism.
Long before the cold-war years, Catholics stood in the vanguard of those dedicated to the
eradication of communism. In the McCarthy era this impulse reached its zenith, for true

Americanism and true Catholicism both found a common base in the drive against the
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Communists.”'® The Catholic Church associated Marxism with atheism, anarchism,
violence, and materialism. Though the Church had opposed all radical leftist movements
since the mid-nineteenth century as anti-religious and against human interest, the
Bolshevik Revolution intensified the Church’s hostility, leading to a worldwide Catholic
campaign of prayer for Russian Catholics. The Vatican, especially Pope Pius XII,
negotiated with fascist leaders, including Adolf Hitler, with the belief that fascism was
less threatening to the Church than communism. American Catholic leaders were
concerned over President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s recognition of the USSR during the
1930s as well as the role of communism in the Spanish Civil War.!” Even during World
War II, when the Soviet Union was an American ally, American Catholics sustained their

opposition to communism. By the end of the war, anti-communism was not just one
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concern among many but a way of life, an obsession encouraged by much of the press
and electorate which shared it. Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe and persecution of
the Church, especially in Poland, heightened American Catholic anxiety, and figures such
as Archbishop Aloysius Stepinac of Yugoslavia and Joseph Cardinal Mindszenty of
Hungary became symbols of Catholic suffering and encouraged renewed Catholic
protests against communism.'® Catholics recognized anti-communism could be “a means
of identifying themselves with the greater American society.”'” Even as the Communist
attacks on the Church began to wane, the American Catholic press continued reporting as
if there had been no change. Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York City, the political
leader of American Catholic anti-communism, was concerned not only about the
countries behind the Iron Curtain, but with the threat of communist subversion in the
US.?% Because Catholics had been warning about the communist threat for years, they
could boast of being the staunchest anti-communists, in effect targeting other groups for
the kind of nativist treatment American Catholics had endured for decades.?! As author

Charles R. Morris writes, “During the Cold War, as Daniel Patrick Moynihan put it, it
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was Fordham men who checked the anticommunist and patriotic credentials of Harvard
men.”?? While organizations such as the Catholic War Veterans and Knights of
Columbus were particularly zealous about pursuing anti-communist activities after World
War II, most lay Catholics passively observed the debate among their leaders about the
best way to combat communism. They were not overwhelmingly more anxious over
communism than other Americans, and although predisposed toward McCarthyism, they
were often indifferent.?®

As for the senator himself, Joseph McCarthy grew up faithfully attending St.
Mary’s, the Irish-American Catholic Church in Appleton, Wisconsin. He graduated from
Marquette, but Crosby (a Jesuit himself) argues that the Jesuits had little impact on his
character or values. Biographer Thomas Reeves corroborates this point, describing much
of McCarthy’s time at Marquette as devoted to gambling, boxing, and partying with his
fraternity brothers.?* David Oshinsky, another biographer, argues that McCarthy chose
Marquette because he could not afford to go to college out of state, Milwaukee was a
bigger city than Madison and offered more job opportunities, and Marquette was a

Catholic school. While Oshinsky, like Reeves, discusses McCarthy’s gambling, boxing,

and partying, and even states that McCarthy’s favorite entertainment was the burlesque
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show, Oshinsky gives McCarthy more credit for religious devotion. Oshinsky details
acquaintances’ memories of McCarthy spending Saturday evenings drinking and bedding
women, then getting up early for Mass on Sundays. After graduation, friends recall
finding McCarthy kneeling in prayer before bed.?> Oshinsky writes, “Throughout his life
Joe remained close to the Church. He went regularly to confession, observed meatless
Fridays, gave generously to Catholic charities, and rarely missed Sunday Mass.”?¢ He
was deferential to priests and followed Church rules, but Crosby notes that McCarthy did
not apply his faith to his politics or his personal life.?’

When running for office, McCarthy “did not ignore the Catholic vote...but he
never paraded his own identity as a Catholic to get Catholics to vote for him.”?®
Historian Arthur Herman confirms that McCarthy did not use his faith for any political
advantage, but tried to keep his religious life private.”” McCarthy described himself as
“not ‘a candle-lighting’ Catholic.”*® However, because McCarthy focused his political

career “on the fight against the Communists; with anticommunism such an important part

of Catholicism, his religion inevitably became a public topic, subject to incessant
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discussion and debate.” Yet McCarthy wanted to be seen as anti-subversive, not as a
Catholic senator, and paid little attention to the philosophies of his religion, according to
Crosby.>! McCarthy’s interest in anti-communism was a political crusade, not a religious
one.*?

The Catholic press showed divisions among Catholics over McCarthy similar to
the divisions among the nation at large— regional, urban/rural, ethnic, educational, and
liberal/conservative.>> As Crosby argues, “The war over McCarthyism exacerbated all of
these antagonisms, and Catholics participated intimately in each phase of the struggle.”*
McCarthy actually did poorly among Catholics in his 1952 re-election campaign, doing
well only with rural voters despite the nationwide Republican landslide; but many
observers at the time still saw Catholics as unified supporters of McCarthy and the
Church and McCarthy as inseparable.*®> By 1954, Catholics were over McCarthy just like
the rest of the nation and ready to move on—40-60 percent of Catholics saw the

McCarthy issue as insignificant.’®* However, McCarthy matters for more than just his

political influence:
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Seen at the deepest level, [the Catholic division over McCarthy] symbolized the
status that American Catholics had attained in the postwar decade. After years of
feeling estranged from the rest of American society, Catholics were at last well on
the way toward attaining full status as Americans: they were no longer Catholics
who happened to be Americans but rather American Catholics who had become
fully American and fully Catholic. In the matter of Senator Joe McCarthy,
Catholics failed to vote their religion because they were ready to vote their
conscience, their party, their region, or their status. The Catholics of the 1950s
felt less threatened than they had felt in the past: the overt religious warfare of the
1920s was gone, as were the years of privation that marked the decade of the
thirties. With the World War giving further proof of their patriotism, they could
enter the mainstream of American life confident that for most Americans their
Catholicism was no barrier to full acceptance as American citizens...the signs
persisted that Catholic distinctiveness was disappearing.’’

Still, religious conflict between Protestants and Catholics was renewed during the
postwar period. As scholar Will Herberg wrote at that time, “The fear of ‘Rome’ is
indeed the most powerful cement of Protestant community consciousness, and it seems to
loom larger today than it has in some time. Discussion of Protestant communal affairs
moves increasingly under the shadow of the ‘Catholic problem,’ and Protestant attitudes
tend more and more to be defined in terms of confrontation with a self-assured and
aggressive Catholicism. The tension here has become really acute.”*® In 1949 Paul
Blanshard’s American Freedom and Catholic Power became a bestseller, demonstrating
Protestant fear over the growing influence of American Catholics as they became the
largest denomination in the US. Historian Kevin Schultz writes, “The Catholic Church’s
vigorous growth and its authoritative position on the Cold War made many Protestants

fearful of Catholic ambitions. And Catholics did not allay these fears, widely promoting
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[their] ‘Make America Catholic’ movement and reporting a hundred thousand American
converts annually.”® Protestant-Catholic tensions centered around the relationship
between church and state, primarily over the debate on having an ambassador to the
Vatican and giving federal aid to parochial schools, but also over Catholic efforts to
legalize moral positions on abortion, birth control, film censorship, and removing anti-
Catholic books from public libraries. Protestants associated Catholics with a disinterest
in civil liberties, a demand for conformity, an intolerance to opposition, mindless dogma,
and abuse of the democratic process.*’ By the late 1950s, Catholics seemed to be more a
part of American society in terms of access to professions, suburban residence, and
impact on national politics, making them less threatening to the American democratic
system than they had seemed a few years earlier, though the church-state issue would
remain a source of division into the 1960s. Anti-communism gave Catholics an

opportunity to prove their patriotism by becoming the most American of Americans.*!
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McCarthy was little known, barely covered by the Wisconsin press, and seen as
kind of bumbling until he attacked the Truman Administration in 1950.* Since
McCarthy’s targets were primarily centered in Washington, DC, his anti-communist
campaign was yet to become a burning issue in Wisconsin.** McCarthy spent more time
in the Northeast than in Wisconsin. He did not really give attention to Communist
suspects in Wisconsin, instead seeming distant and “almost irrelevant” there.** The
Wisconsin Republican Party was more interested in its own interests than in McCarthy,
especially as his targets changed.*> Writer Ingo Swann suggests that Mary Ann Van
Hoof might have been prescient by delivering McCarthyite messages of Communist
infiltration before McCarthy himself became a well-known public figure.*¢ McCarthy
and Van Hoof appealed to a similar base, and McCarthy grew up in a town only 60 miles
northeast of Necedah.*’

Mary Ann Bieber was born in 1909 in Philadelphia, the first child of Hungarian

immigrants, Matthias Bieber and Elizabeth Gallman. Mary Ann’s mother was a
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practicing Spiritualist and ran a boarding house. After a brief residence in Ohio, they
moved to Kenosha County, Wisconsin. Mary Ann went to the Pleasant Prairie Public
School through either fifth or eighth grade before leaving home, supporting herself by
working as a maid in New England and as a waitress in Philadelphia. Mary Ann briefly
went to Methodist Sunday School and attended the Community Protestant Church of
Pleasant Prairie, Wisconsin, for two years, showing little interest in religion until she
started working for Fred Van Hoof. She was sixteen years his junior, but Mary Ann had
been previously married and was already the mother of one child. She had learned her
first marriage was invalid and returned with her infant to live with her mother, who was
divorced from her father. During this time, Mary Ann was hospitalized and saw a
crucifix glowing and floating in the air, something she would later describe as her first
visionary experience. She was baptized as a Catholic, but did not practice that faith until
she married Godfred “Fred” Van Hoof in 1934, a few months after she answered his
advertisement for a housekeeper in the Wisconsin Farmer and Agriculturalist. Mary Ann
and Fred Van Hoof started their own family, first having twins who did not reach term,
then eight more children, one of whom died as an infant, in addition to the child from
Mary Ann’s first marriage. The Van Hoofs sharecropped in the Southwest for a few
years before finally settling in Necedah, buying their farm in 1944. Despite becoming a
practicing Catholic, Mary Ann Van Hoof was active in the local spiritualist association

and may have served as its vice president from 1945 to 1948.%%
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In 1950, Necedah, Wisconsin was a sleepy town of 838. The majority of the
residents was Protestant. Since the end of the logging boom in 1900, Necedah had little
prosperity, but in the late 1940s the building of a new dam on the Wisconsin River five
miles away brought an influx of Catholic workers to the town. St. Francis parish grew,
and the pastor, Father Sigismund Lengowski, built a new parish hall and turned an old
mansion into a convent and home for elderly women. The Protestants in town felt
threatened.*” When Mary Ann Van Hoof began experiencing visions, she initially did not
tell anyone because she feared people would think she was crazy. When she did tell, it
was her husband who suggested the visions might be from Mary. As word spread about
the apparitions, her earliest support came from the nuns at the home for the elderly,
Father Lengowski’s mother, and local businessmen. Over 1,000 people attended the June
16 apparition, including the director of the diocesan press, Father Anthony Wagener, as
well as Lengowski, who commented publicly that he believed the apparitions were true,

though he could not reveal the evidence that convinced him at that time. Catholic lay
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leaders from Milwaukee, Appleton, and Necedah formed a voluntary committee to
handle the Van Hoof situation.*®

Once the Necedah Committee was formed, they began publicizing the apparition
event planned for August 15, the date Mary had announced she would next appear to Van
Hoof. The committee was headed by the president of the Necedah Chamber of
Commerce, Henry Swan. The members determined to spread the word of the apparitions
beyond the local area. They hired a Milwaukee company to offer refreshments, printed
literature to be distributed, and allowed stands to sell religious articles. Ten hot dog and
ice cream stands were built along the highway to feed hungry pilgrims, and neighbors
built their own stands to sell soft drinks and local produce, competing with the official
food concession. The committee bought radio time to report the messages and promote
the event on August 15. Extra telegraph operators were brought in as well as additional
long-distance telephone circuits. Northwestern Railroad had to run six special trains to
accommodate pilgrim passengers. Six planes bearing pilgrims landed in the Van Hoof
pasture. Hotels within 50 miles of Necedah were fully booked, spare rooms in houses in
the village had been reserved weeks in advance, and many pilgrims spent the night in cars
or tents. It was a popular vacation time, and hotels and camps within a 100-mile radius
could not meet the demand. The committee arranged for state troopers to help with

traffic control. A 60-acre lot north of the Van Hoof farmhouse was packed with cars
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from all over the US, Canada, and Cuba. Loudspeakers were set up so that the rosary
could be recited continually and so the crowd could hear Van Hoof repeat Mary’s
message. There was a special section fenced off for the sick and disabled. The
committee erected a shrine, featuring a crucifix from Italy set up on a hill, although the
hill’s ownership was disputed. The committee set up floodlights on the shrine and set up
two restrooms near the farm. The diocese refused the committee’s request to allow
priests to conduct open-air masses at the site, but Bishop John Patrick Treacy agreed to
allow additional masses at St. Francis. Since the Feast of the Assumption was a holy day,
he did not want thousands of Catholics to enter a state of mortal sin. The masses started
every half hour beginning at 4 AM. Already popular support for the Necedah apparitions
was having an impact on Church decisions. Although Bishop Treacy was concerned
about the growth of the Necedah shrine, enough that he began an episcopal investigation,
the investigation would take time. The La Crosse Chancery office released critical
statements, urging caution and describing the events as having a “questionable nature,”

but did not condemn the apparitions.>!
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On August 15, the 100,000 pilgrims who came to Necedah were the largest crowd
ever assembled in rural Wisconsin, according to police captain Preston McAvoy, who
had 45 deputies directing traffic.>> “All through Sunday and Monday the narrow bridge
spanning the Yellow [R]iver just outside the village bore a constant stream of cars on
their way to the ‘Van Hoof shrine’.” Charter buses were too heavy for the bridge, so
those pilgrims had to walk— “the pilgrims made their way through inch-deep sand past a
barnlot choked with weeds and rusting machinery to join the crowd standing outside the
dilapidated gray farmhouse. Behind a wire fence, a rude platform bearing a statue of the
Virgin had been erected on the spot where Mrs. Van Hoof said her vision first
appeared.”* Journalist Richard Leonard described the Van Hoof home as “shabbiness
itself,” with the only beauty coming from the hollyhocks behind the house, and “a
pathetic little garden” of marigolds and zinnias in the front; “everything else is drab.”>*

The continual rosaries stopped for an hour at 10:30 AM for a talk about Fatima, warning

the “only armor against Communism is prayer.”>> The oldest Van Hoof child crowned
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the statue of Our Lady of Fatima with roses at 11:30.>° At noon Mary Ann Van Hoof
came out of the house, knelt before the shrine, then repeated the message over the
loudspeaker. She asked the crowd not to crush her flower beds, then went back into her
kitchen on the arm of her husband, crying. The rosary resumed.’’ Scapulars were
handed out on the grounds, which were supposed to save the wearer from eternal fire if
they were worn at the time of death. Journalist Margaret Frakes reported that the crowd
did not seem underprivileged; they were well-dressed and drove newer cars, and few had

foreign accents.’

Most of the pilgrims were white, Midwestern, practicing cradle
Catholics. The great majority were of German-American heritage.> Pilgrims reported
they found the journey worthwhile because of the prayers, and many felt a sense of
certainty that a miracle would happen there. Some believers felt that being around Van

Hoof during an apparition meant being in the presence of Mary, and helping her cause by

spreading the messages and reciting the rosary might bring them special graces.
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Reservations were made for the next scheduled apparition on October 7, the Feast of the
Rosary, though the crowd on that day decreased to 30,000.%°

Necedah was strained by the crush of pilgrims, but the town made money from
the visitors. There were more people in the stores and restaurants than ever. “Stores
hastily placed signs advertising ‘religious goods’ and the St. Francis Catholic church sold
the articles in the parish house, with the profits to go to a building fund.”®" The local
soda fountain sold rosaries, statues of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, and Necedah
souvenirs.’?> Before Van Hoof’s apparition claims,

the only tourists attracted to Necedah were those who came to fish or hunt. With

sandy soil making the land virtually useless and no industry fueling its economy,

this isolated central Wisconsin village...was considered a dying community.

Although Van Hoof’s claims initially raised local eyebrows, the village’s

Chamber of Commerce soon had visions of its own that meant setting aside

skepticism to take advantage of the economic opportunities created by the flood
of pilgrims pouring into town.
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While local opinion was divided, both Protestant and Catholic, over whether the visions
were a hoax, sincere, or misguided, Necedah would be forever changed because of the
events at the Van Hoof farm.®*

The episcopal investigation decided against Mary Ann Van Hoof relatively
quickly. Six priests had gone to the August 15 apparition as part of a special committee
to question her. The next day, the Milwaukee Journal reported that an anonymous
diocese spokesman discredited Van Hoof because her talk was a “garbled” version of the
one she gave in June, her words were contradictory, and the people around her “sort of
cursed at me” when the observers entered the house. The people closest to her appeared
to be “off the beam,” he said. There were no claims of unusual signs.%® Father Claude
Heithaus, a Jesuit who led the diocesan investigation, reported, “Mary Ann repeatedly
interrupted her questioners and screamed hysterically at them, continually gave evasive
answers, and when cornered, tried to run out of the room or flared up in a tirade.”®® Van
Hoof’s spiritualist history, her invalid first marriage and resulting child, and the financial

benefits the Van Hoofs received from the visions all hurt her claims.®” In November of
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1950, the Archdiocese of Milwaukee ordered the statue of Mary removed from the Van
Hoof farm as well as the Stations of the Cross on a bluff in the village. The parish priests
at St. Francis were replaced three times in as many years due to their inability to stop the
movement or distance it from the parish.%® The bishop asked the Van Hoofs to remove
another shrine from their property in May 1951. Mary Ann Van Hoof underwent medical
and psychological tests in Milwaukee in April 1952 at Bishop Treacy’s request. In 1953
lead investigator Father Heithaus concluded the apparitions were false, and the
investigation finally ended in 1955 with Bishop Treacy’s proclamation condemning the
Necedah apparitions.®’

As early as February 1951, even the Vatican mentioned Necedah as an example of
apparitions not recognized by the Church. Monsignor Alfredo Ottaviani of the
Congregation of the Holy Office wrote, “there seems to be a tendency on the part of the
faithful to disregard warnings of ecclesiastical authorities and to manifest their religious
feelings at new popular shrines rather than in churches,” which he saw as dangerous
because “these uncontrolled religious manifestations might be seized upon by enemies of

the church.” In addition to concern about how these activities would look to outsiders,

Ottaviani warned that belief in events like the ones at Necedah “create the danger of
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discrediting real miracles.””® However, skepticism on the part of the clergy is a standard
part of apparition accounts, and believers still hoped that Church approval would come
eventually.”! The devotion at Necedah continued.

Believers worked under the assumption that one day the world would see that
they were right. They collected testimonials from participants, which could be used as
evidence by the Church in a later investigation. However, this was a risky move because
it could help make the case for the apparitions’ validity or disqualify them for being part
of a “public cult.””? Believers formed a non-profit organization in 1958 to take over for
the Necedah Committee. For My God and My Country, Incorporated, supplied
organization, managerial skill, and material resources, though it never originated

t.” They had a board of directors, dues-

programs or policies and rarely carried them ou
paying members, and legal ownership of real estate and property. Their purpose was to

promote Van Hoof’s visions and accomplish what Mary requested, but members of the
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group were a small subset of believers.”* Decisions were made by a 33-member body
called the “Inner Circle,” particularly a smaller committee called the “Monday Morning
Meeting.” The “Monday Morning Meeting” was the “only group with power.””> The
Catholic press questioned Van Hoof’s claims as early as August 1950 and condemned
them by February 1951, but the secular press helped keep the movement alive with
stories portraying a small group standing up to the powerful Church. This theme changed
in the 1970s when the stories portrayed believers as a cult or throwback group.”®
Believers found themselves in an awkward position, still considering themselves as
practicing Roman Catholics but violating the Church by participating in activities at the
Necedah shrine. Some resolved this position by using the claims of conspiracies and
infiltration of the Church to deny the validity of the investigations.”” Others claimed that
they were not violating the Church since the Vatican had not condemned Necedah, just

local bishops through flawed investigations.”®
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Because the Necedah believers continued to defy the Church, Bishop Frederick
Freking, who succeeded Bishop Treacy after his death in 1964, felt compelled to take
stronger action. In 1969 Bishop Freking ordered a new investigative commission. This
commission concluded in 1970 with the recommendation to re-state the 1955
condemnation. These results were made public in February 1971. In 1972, Freking
wrote an official document telling Van Hoof to stop shrine activities. She responded by
wrapping the statues in black plastic. On September 6, 1973, Freking warned publicly
that the leaders of the Necedah shrine were ignoring his order to stop and risked
“personal interdiction.” Finally, on March 2, 1975, Freking placed Van Hoof and six of
her supporters under interdict. This means that they were forbidden to receive
sacraments (except confession) in Catholic churches. On March 8§, the priest at St.
Francis at the time told church members who refused to obey Freking’s instructions with
regard to the Necedah shrine to leave, and several hundred walked out.”

After the 1975 decision, believers had to make difficult choices in relation to the
Catholic Church. Most commuted to parishes where they were not known or where the
priests disagreed with the Diocese of La Crosse. They also appealed to Rome, hiring a
Vatican lawyer. Since the parish priest was enforcing Freking’s order, Catholics in the
village were divided between those who believed in the shrine and those who did not, and
the two groups had little direct contact, proceeding with a policy of mutual avoidance.
Non-believers controlled the village, but the believers were a potentially powerful bloc.®

Believers had grown in numbers over the years. At the time of Fred Van Hoof’s death in
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1960, Mary Ann could count 15 families as supporters. By 1975, her supporters included
300 families.®! Some of this came from the belief that “Mary was said to have promised
that anyone living within 5 miles of the Van Hoofs would be spared on the day of
chastisement.”®? This area was called “The Island,” and they believed they might be
rescued by the angel Gabriel on a flying saucer to the North Pole. This was information
for the Inner Circle and not shared with new pilgrims.®® Failing to do good works and to
pray that Mary would restrain an angry Jesus from destroying humanity would hasten the
chastisement. Most believers experienced signs— seeing a statue move, a rosary turning
from silver to gold, unnatural light, music with no source, unexplained smells, a glimpse
of an angel or other heavenly figure in the clouds— but no one except Van Hoof could see
or communicate with Mary. These experiences served as a dividing line between
pilgrims and committed believers. Other Catholic shrines are open to the possibility of
pilgrims encountering the miraculous at the site but do not see it as likely or common.*
Because believers felt persecuted and were barred from the Roman Catholic
Church, they began their own parish as part of the American National Catholic Church,
Roman Catholic Ultrajectine in 1979.%% The American National Catholic Church was

associated with the German Old Catholic Church, which broke with Rome over the issue

of papal infallibility in the nineteenth century. The years 1978-1981 were the period
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when the Necedah shrine had its largest resident following, but its association with the
American National Catholic Church shifted the shrine’s focus from the reaction against
Vatican II that appealed to many Catholic traditionalists and had given the movement a
second wind after the Church’s condemnation. In 1979, half of the 500 shrine families
left the movement.®® The exodus continued as priests who were in charge of the Necedah
parish for the American National Catholic Church quit, returned to the Roman Catholic
Church, and proclaimed the Necedah visions to be a sham. Some were exposed as frauds
and were not priests at all. Two-thirds of the remaining shrine families left the
movement.®’

Mary Ann Van Hoof reported that the Virgin Mary told her to marry Ray Hirt,
one of her followers, in 1977. She died on March 18, 1984. The Roman Catholic Church

refused to allow a funeral Mass for her.%®
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The messages Van Hoof passed along from Mary initially fit the approved
pattern. She urged people to pray to become closer to Christ, pray the rosary, and do
penance. Some were similar to messages at LaSalette in France or repeated the Fatima
warning about Russia. Emphasizing prayer gave Catholics reassurance that they could do
something, which was a major source of the apparitions’ appeal, especially in the context
of the atomic age. The messages had clear references to the apparitions at Fatima.®
However, the messages grew more controversial over time, especially after Vatican II.
Van Hoof claimed that in addition to the Virgin Mary, the Trinity and over 100 saints
appeared to her.”® She said that the devil worked through churches, schools, the
government, the arts, the news media, and food to destroy Christians, especially youth.
Drugs, pornography, music, art, sex education, and textbooks were tools of the devil.
The efforts made by Van Hoof, her family, and her believers would meet with
persecution.”’ Messages against abortion and euthanasia took a racist turn: “What will
happen to the future white generations if the white people do not stand up and be willing
to bear their own children?” Van Hoof also said that Mary told her 30,000 communists
had trained as priests and ministers to infiltrate and destroy Catholic and Protestant

churches.””> Her visions warned that: “the Catholic Church has been infiltrated to a

marked degree by the Yiddish Zionists and Masons who do not want the truth of the

% Kselman, “Our Lady of Necedah: Marian Piety and the Cold War,” 17, 20-21;
Kselman and Avella, “Marian Piety and the Cold War in the United States,” 414, 418-
419; Zimdars-Swartz, Encountering Mary, 260.

0 The Apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Necedah, Wisconsin, U.S.A., 3.
! The Apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Necedah, Wisconsin, U.S.A., 6-7.

%2 The Apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Necedah, Wisconsin, U.S.A., 8.

41



Blessed Virgin’s message to reach the faithful,” another claim that trafficked in
xenophobia and racism.”® According to Van Hoof, Mary wanted prayers for Pope Paul
VI to return the Mass to the “way My Divine Son instituted it on Holy Thursday. He
does not seek for an easier way.””* Van Hoof’s messages showed that Mary was
concerned about deviations in the Mass and in the way Catholics took communion, but
urged believers not to abandon the Church. Van Hoof herself also claimed to be a victim
soul, suffering the wounds of the crucifixion and sleeping only 10-15 minutes at a time.”>
In addition, Van Hoof reported that Mary wanted nuns to continue wearing habits and a
return to traditional gender roles because the women’s liberation movement was
“scandalous and ridiculous.””® Van Hoof also presented messages about “the dangers of
food additives and music by the Beatles.”’ Van Hoof warned of communists coming
down from Canada or Midwestern cities, spies, “men in black” with “infrared
headlights,” pollution from paper mills upstream, and fluoridation. Believers ate foods

from the shrine health food store that were supposed to be pure and used windmills for
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electricity and to pump water because they wanted to be prepared in case a communist
takeover denied them access to utilities. Members of the leadership accused each other
of witchcraft.”®

The site itself developed over time, particularly during the 1960s. Although the
Van Hoof home was destroyed by fire in 1959, a replica was built. The site is also home
to an information building, the Mediatrix of Peace Hall, St. Joseph the Worker Hall, St.
Francis of Assisi Home for Unwanted Men, and an unfinished House of Prayer. The
“Sacred Spot of Apparitions” features a life-sized statue of the Queen of the Holy Rosary
Mediatrix of Peace, the vision of Mary that Van Hoof claimed to see, and four ash trees,
but it is not open to ordinary pilgrims. The site also celebrates patriotism with songs,
flags, and a Patriotic Shrine with life-sized statues of Jesus, George Washington, and
Abraham Lincoln, though the flags are kept at half-mast to remember aborted babies.”” A
postcard of the Joan of Arc Shrine at the site claims that she helped Washington with the
American Revolution and Lincoln with the Civil War.!®® Van Hoof controlled the details
of construction, the order, and the placement, supposedly at Mary’s specifications.
Sculptures were commissioned, but most other work was done by volunteers. The shrine

also features sites honoring St. Anne, St. Francis of Assisi, St. Michael battling Satan,
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Mother Cabrini, the Holy Family, a Nativity Grotto, the Last Supper, the First Mass, the
Crucifixion, the Way to Calvary, the Way to Peace, and the Unity Medal and a bell.!’!
Many of these sites depict saints as parallels to Van Hoof, such as Joan of Arc, St. Anne,
and Mother Cabrini, and the Way of Peace actually includes Van Hoof, showing the
shrine’s hope that one day Van Hoof will be named a saint.!®? As for programs, the
shrine offered a Constant Vigil of Prayer, Perpetual Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament,
and a rosary group; it also ran a home for unwed mothers and unwanted babies. They
also campaigned against pornography, for cleaning up television, and for “Mary-like”
dress.!® Van Hoof’s messages shifted in emphasis from anti-communism to anti-
abortion sometime between the 1950s and 1970s, presumably related to Roe v. Wade, as
well as changing from being for all Christians to an explicitly Catholic focus, coinciding
with the changes in the Catholic Church brought about by Vatican II.

The insistence on dressing like Mary at Necedah is part of a larger campaign
shown both in popular Catholic rhetoric and more mainstream American culture during
the 1950s and 1960s. During the Cold War, strong themes of immoral women taking on
men’s roles to ruin or endanger the US could be detected. Control of women’s sexuality

combined with the fear of communism in the 1950s, so women embracing traditional

gender roles in terms of motherhood, domesticity, and demure clothes and behavior, was
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viewed as a way to combat the Soviets. Historian Elaine Tyler May addresses the Cold
War idea that sexually liberated women were potentially destructive, and found a link
between out-of-control sexuality and Cold War insecurities in writings and media of the
era. She writes, “It was not just nuclear energy that had to be contained, but the social
and sexual fallout of the atomic age itself.”!%* This containment could be achieved only
“in marriage where masculine men would be in control with sexually submissive
competent homemakers at their side.”!®> May argues that women’s changing economic
and sexual behavior contributed to much Cold War anxiety, and emphasizing domesticity
could offer security in the wake of the Great Depression, World War Two, and the
development of atomic weapons. '

In addition, some male authors linked a rise in sexual immorality to a decline in
devotion to Mary. Thus, a campaign to “Be Marylike by Being Modest” developed,
connecting strict rules for appropriate dress, purity literature, and Marian devotions.'’
This idea was supposed to give women a sense of power, that they could keep America

safe from communism by acting as “modern Marys.”'® Even today, female visitors to

the shrine who are not dressed appropriately are stopped at the entrance and loaned wrap
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skirts or modest blouses which are kept there. There is no mention of appropriate dress
for male visitors.'?

The Necedah shrine still exists today. It is not marked well and can be
challenging for pilgrims to find since there are only two signs, both on the road from the
east when the main approach is from the south, but inside the shrine has lots of signs,
explanations, and fences, sending the message that the shrine is a place of order in a
disorderly world.''? Despite all the instability within the movement, the multiple
condemnations by the institutional church, and the visionary’s death, this place of popular
devotion persists after seven decades, though not as a serious threat to the authority of the
institutional church. Their numbers never reached those of 1950 again; most Catholics’
willingness to obey the institutional church meant that believers in Necedah would have
to be a small sect. Building on the Fatima apparitions in the context of the Cold War
played an important role in how the site grew, but the movement shifted its emphasis
over time in response to changing events. The Necedah apparitions remain the largest in
American history.

While the Necedah shrine was the first major site for Marian pilgrimages in the

United States, it was certainly not the last. The American apparition claims that have

followed those in Necedah have not been as directly tied to the Cold War or resulted in
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http://www.roadsideamerica.com/story/17527 Accessed 18 June 2011.

10Wood, “Pilgrimage and Heresy,” 124-125; Wood, “Quoting Heaven,” 634-
636.
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schisms with the institutional church. However, the pilgrimage experience started at
Necedah is part of a pattern found in later apparition events. For example, the
development of a group responsible for maintaining the apparition site, organizing
events, and disseminating messages received by the visionary, first seen in Necedah with
For My God and My Country, is quite common with later apparition events. The
economic benefits for local businesses while neighbors resist the influx of outsiders is
another common element. The structure of apparition events, involving recitation of the
rosary and other prayers, a public reading of the messages received by the visionary, and
the experience of some pilgrims of smelling the fragrance of roses where there are none,
seeing the sun spin or turn color, or having a rosary change color, is remarkably similar at
the various American apparition sites, as is the availability of religious goods and
souvenirs for pilgrims to purchase. In addition, particularly since the emergence of the
Internet, believers have turned to technology to spread the word about various visionaries
and pilgrimage sites and to buy apparition-related goods, such as books of messages.
Even though Van Hoof died before the popular emergence of the Internet, the Necedah
apparitions still have an online presence.

Apparitions put believers in a difficult position with regard to the institutional
church. The believers at Necedah clearly practiced an alternative form of Catholicism, to
the point that they finally broke from the Roman Catholic Church. Although believers at
other US apparition sites remain part of the Roman Catholic Church, they too practice an
alternative form of Catholicism. The visionaries tend to be women, who are receiving
messages from the Virgin Mary and Jesus without any mediator, such as a priest. This

puts the visionary in a position of authority not otherwise available to women within the
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Catholic Church. Despite this unusual power, the messages from the visionaries’
apparition experiences are often politically and socially conservative. At Necedah, these
messages emphasized anti-communism and the importance of prayer, then shifted to anti-
abortion, traditional gender roles, and disapproval of changes in the Church as a result of
Vatican II. Later visionaries’ messages have less to do with communism, but continue
the idea that the world is in peril, particularly due to social change, and the importance of
prayer.

Vatican II was one reason for the shift in emphasis shown in the messages at
Necedah. The impact of the Second Vatican Council on the Catholic Church cannot be
overstated. The next chapter explores the significance of Vatican II for American

Catholicism.
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CHAPTER 3. “SIGNS OF THE TIMES”: US CATHOLICISM AFTER WWII, THE
IMPORTANCE OF VATICAN II, AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF
PARACHURCH ORGANIZATIONS

The Second Vatican Council was a transformative moment for the Roman Catholic
Church as a whole, but also for an American church that had been enjoying
unprecedented success during the twentieth century. As religion scholar Chester Gillis
argues, the Catholic Church in the US changed more from 1965 to 1969 than in the
previous 350 years.! Although Vatican II did not develop overnight, the sweep and
extent of its reforms startled many American Catholics who were unprepared for such
change. Vatican II created change not just in the way Catholics worshiped, but in the
relationship between parishioners and Church authorities, and in their identity as
Catholics.

Before Vatican II, American Catholics had developed a thriving subculture.
Catholics tended to hope they could merge Catholic culture with American culture,
making American culture more Catholic rather than making Catholics more American.
For example, journalist John Cogley wrote that the “real challenge facing Catholics is
how to undergird American democracy with the principles of unchanging morality for

which the Church is today almost the sole remaining consistent spokesman.”?

! Chester Gillis, Roman Catholicism in America (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1999), 26.

2 John Cogley, “Catholics and American Democracy,” Commonweal Vol. 58, No.
10 (12 June 1953), 248; Jay P. Dolan, The American Catholic Experience: A History
from Colonial Times to the Present (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc.,
1985), 351-352.
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After World War Two, Catholics became even more eager to bring their
Catholicism into other parts of their lives, including literature, politics, philosophy, and
athletics. As historian John T. McGreevy writes, “At no point before or since have the
connections between the Church and its members been so dense; at no point the Catholic
culture so cohesive.”® The dominant attitude was that Catholics could save Western
civilization and were clearly superior to non-Catholics, as shown by population growth of
American Catholics, building boom in terms of churches and schools, and record
numbers of people taking religious vocations, as well as institutions like the Catholic
Legion of Decency, which forced Hollywood to make movies suitable for Catholic
standards, not just approved by the Production Code, or face boycotts by Catholic
audiences. Director Elia Kazan, furious over alterations made to his film 4 Streetcar
Named Desire to avoid condemnation by the Legion, pointedly asked one of its
representatives, “How can you seek to enforce...an ethical position which is that of your
Church on the entire population of this country?” Kazan even wrote the New York Times
to complain, “My picture had been cut to fit the specifications of a code which is not my
code, is not the recognized code of the picture industry, and is not the code of the great
majority of the audience.” This attitude of “Catholic smugness,” in Flannery

O’Connor’s words, was a defining characteristic of the pre-1960 Catholic culture.*

3 John T. McGreevy, Parish Boundaries: The Catholic Encounter with Race in the
Twentieth-Century Urban North (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 5.

*Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 351-352; Sally Fitzgerald, ed., The
Habit of Being: Letters of Flannery O’Connor (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979),
131; Elia Kazan, 4 Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988), 435; Elia Kazan, “Pressure
Problem,” New York Times, 21 October 1951, 101. Some important works on the history
of the Legion of Decency include Gregory D. Black, The Catholic Crusade Against the
Movies, 1940-1975 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Gregory D. Black,
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The Catholic subculture was made possible by the presence of separate Catholic
institutions, many of which originally emerged due to anti-Catholic discrimination and
the needs related to massive Catholic immigration.® Education was a clear example of
this, thanks to the parochial school system and the development of Catholic colleges and
universities.® Parochial schools taught children mainline devotional Catholicism as well
as serving as Americanizing agents. The US Catholic population doubled between 1940
and 1960, and the 1950s brought on the largest expansion of Catholic schools and
churches since the Third Council of Baltimore in 1884.7 Related to the growth of
schools, there was a movement among Catholics to ensure that teaching nuns had
minimum educational preparation. Still, the influence of parochial schools should not be
exaggerated, as almost half of Catholic students attended public schools.® The relatively

newly developed Catholic high schools were not connected with an individual parish, so

Hollywood Censored: Morality Codes, Catholics, and the Movies (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1994); James M. Skinner, The Cross and the Cinema. The Legion of
Decency and the National Catholic Office for Motion Pictures (Westport, CT: Praeger,
1993); and Frank Walsh, Sin and Censorship: The Catholic Church and the Motion
Picture Industry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996).

> Dean R. Hoge, “Interpreting Change in American Catholicism: The River and
the Floodgate,” Review of Religious Research Vol. 50 (Special Issue 2008), 58-59; John
Tracy Ellis, American Catholicism, 2™ ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969),
149-151.

®T am using the term “parochial” in its meaning as associated with individual
parishes, not the more recent meaning of limited or narrow. Parochial schools would
most often be elementary or grade schools.

" Gillis, Roman Catholicism in America, 76.

8 Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 397-398; Colleen McDannell, The
Spirit of Vatican I1: A History of Catholic Reform in America (New York: Basic Books,
2011), 47-48.
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they weakened youth’s parish ties. As for colleges and universities, Catholic institutions
began to establish graduate programs after World War Two. As the University of Notre
Dame in particular became known as a research institution rather than just a football
program, a debate emerged in the 1950s about what Catholic intellectual life entailed.’
Catholic broadcasting and publications encouraged “Catholic smugness,” as did
participation in Catholic organizations such as the Knights of Columbus, Catholic Youth
Organization, National Catholic Welfare Council, as well as more explicitly religious
activities such as the Blue Army of Mary, sodalities, and foreign missions.!® Church
attendance was high-- in 1950, 70% of US Catholics regularly attended Sunday Mass--
and church teachings were generally accepted.!!

Historian Jay Dolan states, “The thirty years after World War I was the time when
devotional Catholicism hit its peak.” Marian piety was especially popular in this time
period. Praying the Rosary, crowning statues of Mary in May, and celebrating Marian
feast days were central in the religious life of many Catholics. The novena, a nine-day

period of prayer for special graces, was the most popular devotion after the First World

?Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 399-401; Philip Gleason, Contending
with Modernity: Catholic Higher Education in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 287-291; John T. McGreevy, “Thinking on One’s Own:
Catholicism in the American Intellectual Imagination, 1928-1960,” Journal of American
History Vol. 84, No. 1 (June 1997), 100-119; Thomas F. O’Dea, American Catholic
Dilemma: An Inquiry into the Intellectual Life (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958), 90-
91, 106.

"Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 391-394.

! James P. McCartin, ““The Love of Things Unseen’: Catholic Prayer and the
Moral Imagination in the Twentieth-Century United States,” (PhD diss., University of
Notre Dame, 2003), 53.
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War, probably because it took place in the evening and was in the vernacular rather than
in Latin.'> The doctrine of the Assumption, the belief that Mary was taken bodily to
heaven at her death, was proclaimed in 1950; the centenary of the doctrine of the
Immaculate Conception took place in 1954, spurring Pope Pius XII to declare it a Marian
Year and to proclaim Mary as the Queen of Heaven; and the centennial anniversary of the
apparitions at Lourdes was celebrated in 1958, all further contributing to Marian
devotion. From 1948 to 1957, ten million volumes were published on Mary, more than
ever before or since. The sodality movement promoted Marian devotion and frequent
Communion. Devotion to the Eucharist and the associated adoration and frequent
reception of it surged in the twentieth century, and frequent Communion required
frequent confession. Popes were increasingly popular in this period as well, particularly

with the growth of electronic media, which made them more familiar to Catholics.'?

12Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 384; Paula M. Kane, “Marian
Devotion Since 1940: Continuity or Casualty?” in Habits of Devotion: Catholic Religious
Practice in Twentieth-Century America, ed. James M. O’Toole (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2004), 97. A rosary chain is made of 53 small beads, 6 large beads, a
medallion of Mary, and a cross. There are 67 separate prayers in a complete circuit,
which are divided into the Joyful, Sorrowful, and Glorious Mysteries, corresponding with
important events relating to Mary and Jesus. Kathryn Ann Johnson, “The Home Is a
Little Church: Gender, Culture, and Authority in American Catholicism, 1940-1962"
(PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1997), 144.

13 Frank J. Coppa, “Pope Pius XII and the Cold War: The Post-war Confrontation
between Catholicism and Communism,” in Religion and the Cold War, ed. Dianne Kirby
(Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 59; Dolan, The
American Catholic Experience, 385-387; McCartin, ““The Love of Things Unseen’,” 69;
Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1976), 116. Sodalities are religious and charitable societies of
laypeople.
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However, while the Catholic subculture was thriving, not all Catholics were
satisfied. By the 1950s, devotional Catholicism was starting to decline, and its primary
critics were members of the liturgical movement. These Catholics wanted more active
participation by the laity, more of the Mass in the vernacular, and more emphasis on
Christ, the Mass, the Bible, and the community. For example, in some parishes in the
1940s and 1950s, lay Catholics prayed aloud along with the priest and chanted parts of
the liturgy. They became more familiar with the Mass by following along in a missal
rather than silently praying or participating in other devotions. Though Pius XII did take
steps in this direction, the majority of Catholics were uncomfortable with liturgical
change and clung to the old style, making them unprepared for the vast changes and
resulting divisions that would come with Vatican II.'*

Those liberal Catholics who had been more involved in labor and social action
movements during the 1930s and 1940s were more prepared for Vatican II and for more
interaction with non-Catholics. Catholic support for labor helped show other Americans
that Catholics could work within the American liberal tradition and made Catholicism
more American. Catholics were becoming part of the American mainstream.'> American

anticommunism in the 1950s was “arguably the first time that a national political

" Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 389-390; McCartin, ““The Love of
Things Unseen’,” 60-62; McDannell, The Spirit of Vatican II, 40-43; James F. White,
Roman Catholic Worship: Trent to Today, 2™ ed. (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
2003), 99-101.

15 Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 407.
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consensus had come to track closely a long-held and identifiably Catholic view.”'® The
post-World War Two economic boom, rise of Catholics into the middle class, rising
levels of education, especially after the GI Bill, and suburbanization all contributed to
weakening Catholic ties to the parish and Catholic subculture. Many Catholic soldiers
moved to the South and West after having been stationed there, leaving their traditional
Catholic neighborhoods in the Midwest and Northeast. The rate of conversion to
Catholicism more than doubled from 1930 to 1950, and media drew attention to
Catholicism with stories about famous converts such as Thomas Merton, Henry Ford II,
and Clare Booth Luce. The increasing number of Catholics at secular schools such as
Harvard, Princeton, and Yale (including William F. Buckley, who became prominent
with the publication of God and Man at Yale in 1951), the appointment of William
Brennan to the Supreme Court in 1956, and the election of John F. Kennedy as president
in 1960 showed that Catholics had become integrated into American society and were
seen as signs of success for American Catholics. By the 1960s, American Catholics were

similar to other Americans in terms of education, economics, and politics.!”

16 Charles R. Morris, American Catholic: The Saints and Sinners Who Built
America’s Most Powerful Church (New York: Random House, 1997), 230.

7 Patrick Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America,
1950-1985 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 21; Patrick W. Carey, Catholics in
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The Emerging Parish: The Notre Dame Study of Catholic Life Since Vatican Il (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 23; Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 422,
427; Gillis, Roman Catholicism in America, 77; James Hennesey, American Catholics: A
History of the Roman Catholic Community in the United States (New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 1981), 283, 314-315; McDannell, The Spirit of Vatican 11, 39;
McGreevy, “Thinking on One’s Own,” 128-129; Morris, American Catholic, ix; Anthony
Burke Smith, The Look of Catholics: Portrayals in Popular Culture from the Great
Depression to the Cold War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2010), 38, 102-103.
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In 1962 Pope John XXIII opened the Second Vatican Council, and it took place in
four sessions between that date and 1965.'% John XXIII said he wanted to promote
aggiornamento, meaning to bring the Church up to date, which he described as opening
the windows of the Church to let fresh air in. Vatican II did not develop out of nowhere.
Drawing on the concerns of the liturgical movement, the Council diminished many
activities of devotional Catholicism, instead emphasizing the Mass as the main devotional
activity. The rosary and Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, a sort of vigil near the
elements of the Eucharist, were de-emphasized.!” The liturgy would be in the vernacular,
no longer in Latin, the altar would be turned around so the priest faced the congregation,
and the laity would be expected to participate actively. Statues and votive candles were
removed from the sanctuary. Participation in Communion and Extreme Unction (also
known as “last rites” or the “sacrament of the sick’) rose, while confession and
attendance declined. The Church was to be seen as the “people of God,” a servant church
with social responsibilities. Where previously Catholics had been encouraged to separate
themselves from non-Catholics, now the Church supported religious freedom and

ecumenism. Lay Catholics gained the freedom to dissent thanks to the new emphasis on

18 Pope John XXIII died in 1963. The Council was completed by Pope Paul VI.

19 Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament involves “paying homage to Christ’s body
in the form of a transformed wafer of bread, or host.” After Mass, leftovers are put in a
tabernacle, where Catholics believe Christ is still physically present. Coming to the
otherwise empty church and praying near the tabernacle allows Catholics to express their
devotion to Christ, to be more open to grace, and to remind them of their living faith.
This time of prayer usually takes place in half-hour or hour-long shifts over a 24-hour
period. Timothy Ignatius Kelly, “The Transformation of American Catholicism: The
Pittsburgh Laity and the Second Vatican Council, 1950-1980” (PhD diss., Carnegie
Mellon University, 1990), 62-63.
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personal spirituality and self-conscious prayer. Vatican II created a wave of
experimentation and change as no one was certain how to interpret and implement its
reforms.?°

Vatican II was not the only event to shake up American Catholics in this era. The
Church under Vatican II encouraged engagement with society, but American Catholics
became immersed in an American society in flux. The social issues of the 1960s and
1970s, including the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, feminism, the gay rights
movement, rising divorce rates, the environment, Roe v. Wade, and the Watergate scandal
all contributed to a prevailing spirit of conflict, but also inspired reform efforts as part of
the mainstream. Traditional religions and institutions declined in the face of these

issues.?!

In addition, changes to immigration law in 1965 enabled large-scale
immigration from outside Northern Europe, including many Catholics, particularly

Latinos and Asians.?? The impact of Vatican II combined with these social changes to

destabilize American Catholicism.
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American Catholics struggled with what being “American” and being “Catholic”
meant. Vatican Il bore some responsibility for forcing Catholics to rethink the meaning
of Catholicism for a modern world by accelerating reform that was already building. As
Dolan explains, “Catholics tried to solve the riddle of religion and modernity overnight.
It proved to be quite difficult.”?® Catholics had to adjust to dissent, change, and diversity
in an institution that had been seen as immutable. In the 1940s and 1950s calls for reform
came from below, but after Vatican II they came from the top too, exposing bishops to
both criticism and praise. The changes to the Mass were sudden, and although most
Catholics went along, some did rebel. Marian devotions, such as novenas and rosaries,
were fewer as Mary’s role in the Church was downplayed by the Council and competing
opportunities for lay religious participation developed, including groups such as the

cursillo movement, Marriage Encounter, and Charismatic Renewal.?* Churches

2 Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, 428.

24 Timothy Matovina defines the cursillo as “a lay-run retreat movement that
trained participants to actively live and spread their Catholic faith.” Matovina,
Guadalupe and Her Faithful: Latino Catholics in San Antonio, from Colonial Origins to
the Present (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 142. The cursillo
de cristiandad, or “short or little courses in Christianity,” aims at a renewal and
revitalization of Catholicism, particularly in terms of language, which takes place
primarily during a weekend retreat but also involves follow-up gatherings to refresh the
participants’ commitment to enthusiasm, joy, and change in the church. No country has a
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The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 226. Charismatic Renewal
emerged from interaction between Catholics and Pentecostals, particularly in the US, and
is most commonly identified with speaking in tongues, receiving prophecy, and
miraculous healings. James Hitchcock, “Catholic Activist Conservatism in the United
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incorporated more Bible readings and Bible studies. The shift in understanding of sin
away from legalism to an emphasis on individual conscience and love led to a change and
decline in confessions.?

In addition, the relationship between Catholics and Protestants visibly changed.
Non-Catholic observers were invited to the Council, and media coverage of Vatican II
made all Americans more aware of how the Catholic Church worked. Vatican II’s
emphasis on ecumenism encouraged interaction between Catholics and Protestants rather
than the separation previously insisted upon. Catholics became more accepted by
Protestants as the Catholic Church was clearly embracing the American relationship
between church and state.?® Shortly after Vatican II, Pope Paul VI ruled that Catholics

who married before a non-Catholic minister would no longer be excommunicated, and
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marriages between a Catholic and non-Catholic no longer required the non-Catholic
partner to pledge to raise any children as Catholics.?” Marian devotion had distinguished
Catholics from other US churches, but with Vatican II de-emphasizing those devotions,
that distinctiveness faded.”® American bishops ruled that Catholics could now eat meat
on Fridays except during Lent, another practice that had distinguished them as Catholic.?
Protestants became aware of the divisions among Catholics (as did Catholics) and no
longer saw them as part of a totalitarian-like institution, following the Pope without
question.*® Some mainline Protestants even adopted some of the changes they observed
Catholics making as a result of the Council, such as following a lectionary and using
contemporary language.’!

After Vatican 11, the number of priests and vowed religious declined. Nuns and
monks left in large numbers, usually because they desired swifter changes and self-

fulfillment and drew on the growing spirit of independence in the wake of the Council.*?
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Since Vatican I had made it clear that nuns and monks were still laypersons, they did not
hold any special status in the Church, the sacrifices of religious life had less appeal,
particularly in a modern world with opportunities for them to serve others without
isolating themselves in a religious community. As for priests, the changing
understanding of ministry as well as the celibacy issue created a crisis in numbers. Lay
people had to become more active in ministry and took on unprecedented responsibilities
in parish life.>* The US Catholic Church has experienced a wave of structural change
through the institution of retirement ages, lay ministers and deacons, floating parishes,
parish councils, arbitration boards, and lay involvement, not just clerical, with the Canon
Law Society.>* This situation has created confusion in contemporary Catholic ministry,
as priests still claim ultimate authority despite the involvement of laity, but lay Catholics
are less willing to accept decisions made by the hierarchy without question.

The United States has become the main arena for the debate over lay-clerical
power.*® By the late twentieth century, bishops were selected based on their loyalty to

Vatican policies rather than geography. This created distance from their parishioners,

lots of moving and isolation, and development of careerism since bishops had few friends
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to help or advise them, which limited their effectiveness since they were all outsiders.?’
Since the bishops have a loyalty to Rome rather than to the diocese which they oversee,
this can cause an adversarial relationship between the bishop and his parishioners since
he has no need for popular support and can be distant from grassroots appeals for
change.’® In addition, although bishops were the ones at the Council and thus most
familiar with the documents, local priests were the ones with primary responsibility for
interpreting the documents and making the changes requested. This put parish priests in
a difficult position whether they supported or resisted change, as they had to consider the
needs of their parish as well as the demands of their bishop, who could undermine the
priests’ autonomy. As one might expect, resignations by priests rose dramatically in the
wake of Vatican IL.>° Between 1966 and 1972, 10% of active clergy resigned. However,
the Church faced a longer term problem— the number of students in seminary dropped
from 26,200 in 1966 to 13,600 in 1972, which meant that there would not be enough new
priests to replace those who were resigning.*’

The decline of the institutions of the old Catholic subculture has perpetuated the

identity crisis in American Catholicism. Catholic organizations and publications have
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decreased. New catechetical materials show less certainty or precision. Parochial
schools have declined due to the falling birth rate but also their increased cost amid
questions of their value. One reason for this rising cost is the shift from unpaid nuns to
lay teachers who expect salaries, especially when parochial schools have improved the
student-teacher ratio. Clergy and laity question the quality of the religious education
children receive and are concerned about the younger generation’s support for the
Church. Research by sociologist William D’ Antonio and others shows that Catholics
with the most education in Catholic schools after Vatican II are less likely to conform to
Church teachings than those with less Catholic schooling.*! Catholic colleges and
universities also face issues of academic freedom, particularly regarding theology.
Although there are twice as many students at Catholic colleges and universities today as
before Vatican II, most Catholic students go elsewhere.** Church activities are still
available, but compete with sports, public school activities, professional demands, secular
social life, and cultural temptations for consumption and entertainment.* While the
Church has a renewed commitment to issues of social justice and the Catholic peace

movement has grown since the 1960s, most Catholics say they are offended by priests
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and bishops involving themselves in worldly affairs and want such issues left to people in
politics and business.** Parishioners concerned about losing their neighborhoods, defined
by their parish, were puzzled and angered by priests and nuns who seemingly suddenly
developed interests in social activism, sometimes even expressing hostility toward clergy
who participated in protest marches.* These concerns combine with the tensions related
to the priesthood over celibacy, ordination of women, and sexual ethics.*®

D’ Antonio et al. argue that authority involves voluntary obedience as opposed to
coercion, which involves nonvoluntary obedience. In order for one to have authority,
someone else must agree to obey and follow.*” Rising levels of education, changes in the
Church, and a growing skepticism toward institutions in general after the social turmoil
of the 1960s contributed to a weaker Church authority and more challenges to the
hierarchy. The Catholic ghetto was no more, and American and Catholic culture blended
in the mainstream. Despite Rome’s efforts to scale back some changes, such as through
the encyclical against artificial birth control in 1968, Humanae Vitae, it was too late to
separate Catholics from American culture. Dissent over birth control showed the limits
to the authority of individual conscience vs. papal authority and disillusioned many

American lay Catholics. Still, there are some groups of Catholics and other Americans
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who support emphasizing traditional values and resist cultural trends. These conflicting
visions of the Catholic Church have created divisions that for the first time in modern
history have made Catholics unable to agree on what it means to be Catholic.*®

According to William Dale Dinges, a scholar of religion and culture, “Vatican II
provided an institutional context and legitimation for a collective rethinking of Catholic
identity... Conflicting opinions about what the documents actually meant and what they
properly authorized as ‘renewal’ greatly facilitated the rise of factions and interest groups
in the postconciliar Church since both sides could find some pretense for legitimating
their actions and opinions within the framework of the documents. The important aspect
of this ensuing factionalism was not that it was new to the Church, but that by the late
1960's it had become increasingly immune to effective hierarchical control.”* Before
Vatican II, the Church had clear rules for behavior that were seen as unchanging, but
Vatican II opened the Church to negotiation. The “eternal truths” of the faith had been
changed by the very people presumed to preserve them.*

Non-institutional groups have emerged as parallel church activities. Many of
these include groups who feel alienated from the institutional church, such as

homosexuals, women, former priests, and others working for change. Groups such as
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Call to Action and Catholics for a Free Choice felt Vatican II did not go far enough.”!
Although most Catholics tried to follow the new order to varying degrees, some Catholics
opposed Vatican I and were drawn to alternative, “traditional” groups and literature.
Dinges defines Catholic traditionalism as, “a sectarian-type social movement in which
groups of Catholic clergy and laity have organized a campaign to preserve and promote
constituent symbols and structural elements of Catholic identity and ecclesiology that
have lost legitimacy and credibility in the wake of the Second Vatican Council.”*?> The
Catholic Traditionalist Movement was the first traditionalist organization in the United
States. Founded by Father Gommar De Pauw in 1964, it was initially set up not to
repudiate Vatican II but to voice concerns about preserving Catholic identity and fears
that the Church was becoming too similar to Protestants. In 1965 De Pauw wrote the
“Catholic Traditionalist Manifesto,” explaining his concerns about Vatican II. These
included that ordinary lay Catholics lacked input, that liturgical changes went too far, that
Catholic distinctiveness was being lost, and that the documents were being interpreted
poorly. De Pauw became a media darling, urging that Catholics be allowed to choose
between the new English Mass and old Latin one. By 1967, after years of conflict with
Baltimore Archbishop Lawrence Cardinal Shehan, De Pauw was calling Vatican II a

mistake.>>
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Traditionalist Catholics were not limited to the Catholic Traditionalist Movement.
The Society of St. Pius X was created by Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre in 1970. Lefebvre
rejected Vatican II and used his seminary in Econe, Switzerland, to promote the idea that
the new Mass was invalid. The Society spread to the United States in 1971, where it
established several chapels, Mass centers, and a seminary. Lefebvre was suspended in
1976 and excommunicated in 1988 for ordaining bishops without authority from Rome,
but the excommunication was lifted by Pope Benedict XVI in 2009, eighteen years after
Lefebvre’s death, as part of an effort to bring the members of the Society of St. Pius X

back into the church.>* Another group, the Orthodox Roman Catholic Movement, was

Catholic Traditionalism,” 70-72; William D. Dinges, ““We Are What You Were’: Roman
Catholic Traditionalism in America,” in Being Right: Conservative Catholics in America,
ed. Mary Jo Weaver and R. Scott Appleby (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1995), 243, 247; George Dugan, “Catholic Group Opposes Reform in Liturgy Approved
in Rome,” New York Times, 28 March 1965, 1, 35; Hennesey, American Catholics, 315;
McDannell, The Spirit of Vatican II, 175; O’Toole, The Faithful, 243. At the time he
wrote the “Catholic Traditionalist Manifesto,” Gommar De Pauw was a theology
professor and academic dean at Mt. St. Mary’s Seminary in Emmitsburg, Maryland.
Joseph P. Chinnici, O.F.M. and Angelyn Dries, O.S.F., Prayer and Practice in the
American Catholic Community (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000), 250; Dinges, In
Defense of Truth and Tradition, 2; Dinges, “Roman Catholic Traditionalism,” 70;
Dinges, “‘“We Are What You Were’,” 243; Dugan, “Catholic Group Opposes Reform in
Liturgy Approved in Rome,” 1, 35.

* Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 1950-1985,
131; Julie Byrne, “‘Catholic Means Universal’: An Essay on Other Catholics” (paper
presented at the Princeton American Religion Workshop, 22 October 2009), 8; Dinges,
“Catholic Traditionalism in America,” 152-163; Dinges, “Roman Catholic
Traditionalism,” 66, 74-78; Dinges, “‘We Are What You Were’,” 246, 249; Laurie
Goodstein and Ian Fisher, “Wider Use of Latin Mass Likely, Vatican Officials Say,” New
York Times, 28 June 2007, A3; Steven Greenhouse, “Archbishop Lefebvre, 85, Dies;
Traditionalist Defied the Vatican,” New York Times, 26 March 1991, BS; Steven
Greenhouse, “Rebel Archbishop Anoints 4 Bishops,” New York Times, 1 July 1988, Al,
A4; Steven Greenhouse, “Rebel Archbishop Ready to Defy Pope in a Schism,” New York
Times, 30 June 1988, A7; Hennesey, American Catholics, 315; McDannell, The Spirit of
Vatican II, 175; “Pope lifts excommunications of 4 bishops,”

67



founded in Bridgeport, Connecticut in 1973 by Father Francis Fenton and some lay
supporters. Fenton had been very involved with the John Birch Society, so ORCM
publications showed a blend of right-wing political themes and traditional Catholic
doctrine. They established a network of chapels and Mass centers across the US. In
1979 Fenton left the ORCM to form a new organization, Traditional Catholics of
America.>> The newspaper The Remnant is the most widely circulated traditionalist
publication in the US since 1967. It does not consider the new Mass to be invalid, but
still campaigns for the pre-Vatican II liturgy.’® In 1984, Pope John Paul II decreed that
Catholics could use the old Mass in specific conditions, with the approval of the local
bishop, and as long as they were not involved with any group that considered the new

Mass to be invalid. This satisfied conservative Catholics, but the fiercest traditionalists
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society might also be drawn to potential credibility they could gain from his status as a
saint, something not applicable to other popes who also critiqued modernism.

>3 Dinges, “Catholic Traditionalism in America,” 145-152; Dinges, In Defense of
Truth and Tradition, 15-17; Dinges, “Roman Catholic Traditionalism,” 72-74; Dinges,
““We Are What You Were’,” 248; George Dugan, “Latin Mass of Old Is Luring
Catholics,” New York Times, 6 January 1974, 73.

3 Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 1950-1985,
130-131; Dinges, “Catholic Traditionalism in America,” 167-169; Dinges, In Defense of
Truth and Tradition, 21-22; Dinges, “Roman Catholic Traditionalism,” 69.

68


http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Pius10/p10moath.htm

felt it justified their efforts. In 1988, after excommunicating Lefebvre, the pope issued
Ecclesia Dei, saying that approval for the old Mass should be granted widely and
generously, hoping to reconcile traditionalists from schism. In 2007, Pope Benedict XVI
ended the requirement of approval from a bishop.>’

The traditionalist cause has rallied around the campaign to “save the true Mass,”
the Latin Tridentine rite. Using illicit traditionalist church structures and the
development of “wildcat parishes” not affiliated with any group has created open conflict
with the hierarchy.’® Some Catholics on the fringe have even seen Vatican Il as a
conspiracy against the Church, arguing that its reforms are invalid because Pope Paul VI
was secretly replaced by an “imposter pope,” or that mistranslations from the Latin
liturgy cause heresy in the postconciliar Church.> This idea leads to the concept of
sedevacantism— that none of the popes since Vatican II were validly chosen, thus the
papal seat is empty, and Catholics owe no allegiance to whoever claims to occupy it.%

Vatican II did not create the traditionalist movement; rather, the way Vatican II was

implemented and its perceived possibility of contradicting old doctrine did.®" Opposition
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to traditionalists has come primarily from the hierarchy and conservative Catholics, who
fear traditionalists hurt their own efforts to preserve the Latin liturgy and preconciliar
devotions.%?

Since Vatican II, old practices have found new adherents, such as the adoration of
the host, priests in black cassocks, and young priests who are more conservative than
both older priests and the laity. Interest in apparitions and prophecy grew in the wake of
the upheaval of Vatican II, presumably as a way to address the unrest within the Church
and in the world around it. Just as the number of religious brothers and sisters peaked in
1965, so too has the rate of Catholics leaving the Church increased since that date. The
concept of the geographical parish, already weakened by suburbanization, further
declined as laypeople searched for liturgies and programs that suited their needs. While
changes could strengthen Catholics’ faith, dissent made Catholicism more volatile.%

By the late 1960s, liberal Catholics were using rights language to apply to the
oppressive structures of the Church while conservative Catholics were appalled by the
theological and social effects of the new parochial world. As McGreevy states, “In this

way, the crisis within Catholicism both mirrored and shaped the more general
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reorientation of American society.”®* By eliminating a uniform language and ritual in
favor of emphasizing pluralism and the local, Vatican II created disunity.5

In the wake of the social unrest and questioning of traditional institutions that
occurred during the 1960s, the Catholic visionary movement, particularly the Marian
visionary movement, has grown astonishingly, “drawing in hundreds of new seers,
thousands of eyewitnesses of wondrous and miraculous phenomena, and millions of
believers.” Anthropologist Paolo Apolito argues, “This process has profoundly altered the
very perception of religion among a substantial number of Catholics, shifting the course
of the post-Vatican II transformation of the Catholic Church in a completely unexpected
direction.”®® Believers blended old and new— apparitions and the internet, spinning suns
and camcorders, stigmata and laboratories, miracles and technology— to create a modern
visionary culture.

The US has experienced particular growth in apparitions, especially after 1980.
From 1945 to 1979, there were 21 reports of apparitions in the US. From 1980 to 2005,
there were over 150.57 There are several factors responsible for why visionary activity

grew so much starting in the 1980s. One was the influence of Pope John Paul II. He
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dedicated his pontificate to Mary and was a strong supporter of Marian devotion,
crediting Our Lady of Fatima for preserving his life during the 1981 assassination
attempt. As such, he was less inclined to suppress new apparition claims. He declared
1987-88 a Marian Year, launched with a global rosary linked by 18 satellites. He even
consecrated the world to the Immaculate Heart of Mary.%® Vatican II itself contributed to
an openness to visionary culture through its emphasis on individual religious experience
and sense of the Church as a community. In other ways, those feeling unmoored by the
changes brought about during Vatican II could find the mystical connection they
associated with the pre-Vatican II church through apparitions. Apparitions offered
spiritual certitude and consolation some Catholics found lacking in the post-Vatican II
institutional church and were easily accessible to ordinary believers since apparitions

require only devotion and trust.* Another change that helped apparitions to blossom was
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that Catholic canon law changed during the period from 1966 to 1978. These changes
made it possible for people to publish and speak about new apparitions without requiring
an imprimatur, or statement of approval, from the Church hierarchy. Books about new
apparitions generally include a disclaimer on the copyright page explaining that they no
longer need an imprimatur and pledging to submit to the authority of the Vatican for final
judgment. The Church also altered the guidelines for evaluating private revelations. The
most significant change was that it provided for circumstances where a conference of
bishops or the Vatican could intervene in an apparition event rather than just a local
bishop.” The 1980s made some Americans feel insecure about economic progress and
the unpredictability of the world. The rise of the Religious Right and televangelists
offered opportunities for Americans to include faith in public discourse and for television
specials about particular visionaries to spread word about events more widely than
before.”! Apolito argues that not only did television change the way people learned about
apparitions, it also changed the structure of apparitions; it became much more common
for apparitions to occur daily or at the same time every week, just like a TV schedule.
Earlier, most significant apparitions were limited in number and duration, but in the
television era, apparitions happen for years, producing volumes of messages. The new

seers have a more familiar relationship with Mary and Jesus because of their frequent
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interactions.”? The approach of the year 2000 and associated concerns about the end of
the world also influenced the rise of apparition events.”

The major catalyst for the rise of apparitions in the 1980s was Medjugorje, in
Bosnia. This was the first Catholic vision site to use global communications for a
publicity campaign. The Franciscan Center in Steubenville, Ohio, coordinated media
coverage of Medjugorje to the faithful around the world. This media coverage seemed to
legitimize the story, showing the increasing numbers of pilgrims and support from well-
known religious figures. The Medjugorje seers traveled around the world speaking about
their experiences, creating a precedent for later visionaries to embark on speaking tours.
Medjugorje has become the greatest force to legitimize other apparitions even though it
has been opposed by the Diocese of Mostar. Visionaries worldwide try to gain
recognition by connecting themselves to Medjugorje.”

Some modern visionaries and followers draw connections to other apparition sites
as well, particularly Lourdes and Fatima. Contemporary Marian visions show the
influence of the apocalyptic visions of Fatima and the hopeful visions of Lourdes through

the possibility of physical and spiritual healing averting chastisements for sin. Mary
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appears to the laity and offers hope and healing, asks followers to be true to religious
beliefs, and helps form a community with a relationship to the local church that is also
separate and distinct, usually asking for a shrine to be built outside of the Church. The
majority of twentieth-century Marian visions include calls for religious and social reform.
The apparitions at Conyers, Cold Spring, Cleveland, Scottsdale, South Phoenix, and
Medjugorje all emphasize group prayer, daily personal prayer, and commitment to Jesus
and Mary as ways to bring about a new and better time and the power of prayer to defeat
evil in the world.”

The spread of belief in the Medjugorje apparitions in the United States
contributed to the conservative Marian revival of the mid-1980s. Travel to apparition
sites was the most popular Marian devotional activity of the 1980s and 1990s. US
apparitions create ‘“native” Marian traditions for believers, boost patriotism, create
pilgrimage sites, and generate new artifacts. After traveling to an apparition site, pilgrims
can read newsletters and attend Marian conferences. Marian-centered Catholics fill what
they find lacking in the institutional Church by creating a community amongst
themselves.”

Most American Marian devotees are conservative Catholics, according to

anthropologist Kristy Nabhan-Warren. After Vatican Il, conservative Catholics tried to
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preserve a distinct Catholic identity and defend the Catholic faith. Unlike Catholic
traditionalists, Catholic conservatives do not form alternate communities, but they do see
a need for moral battle to restore the Church.”’ Father Michael Freze argues that one
distinctive element of the Catholic faith is “the belief that we as [a] Church are not
separated or isolated from the divine; that our God includes us in His master plan and
intervenes in our lives on a personal and intimate basis.” Voices, visions, and apparitions
are a way to demonstrate that divine intervention, and those of the Virgin Mary are the
most frequent and popular.”®

Historically visionaries have been single women and children, particularly the
uneducated and poor. However modern US visionaries are usually middle-aged, middle-
class, educated, married women. They believe they have been chosen on purpose with
revelations for themselves and the public. Some, like Estela Ruiz and Nancy Fowler, two
of the visionaries discussed in later chapters of this dissertation, think they were chosen
because they were skeptics in order to show the power of the Virgin Mary.”

The Internet has been a great help for the growth of the Catholic visionary

movement. Supporters of a visionary create webpages that include messages,
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testimonials, and first-person accounts. Other websites discuss visionaries in general,
promoting conversation and debate about different apparition sites. Technology enables
visionary culture to operate outside a physical space, outside the ability of Church
authorities to regulate, and offers believers the ability to participate in apparition events
without having to leave their own home. Many do still choose to attend apparition events
in person, though, particularly those in search of healing. Individual Internet users can
bypass institutional authorities and make their own decisions about what they find
credible.*

The Internet can also be helpful for financing apparition events. The
organizations that develop around many modern visionaries establish parts of their
websites where believers can purchase books, videos, audio recordings, newsletters, and
other religious goods. In addition, the faithful can make donations to the organization
online !

Another example of how technology is used in modern visionary culture is
photography. Believers want to capture what they see at apparition sites so they can
preserve the experience and share it with others. Commonly the camera will capture
images that were not seen by the human eye, which believers perceive to be signs from
heaven that prove the presence of the supernatural. Polaroid photography was preferred

for these images because there could be no accusation of tampering when the photograph
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was being developed. Having some kind of tangible representation of the divine, like
saints’ relics, is important to Catholic popular piety, and these photos fill that role for
modern Marian devotion.®?

Marian apparitions are an old phenomenon that offers a new direction for
American Catholics. They create grassroots movements that blend official and popular
Catholicism, which fits the broader American ideas of individualism, free choice, and
religiosity. Laity try to win over priests and bishops rather than simply following the
hierarchy. Pilgrims make decisions about apparition sites based on their personal
experiences, not waiting for approval by clergy, and the Church does not investigate
unless there are believers, so there is a degree of lay leadership required in any apparition
claim.®® As scholar William A. Christian, Jr., explains, “Part of the attraction of the not-
yet-approved is precisely its novelty, its dynamic, changing nature, its very fragility. The

believer can add little to approved, official devotions. By praying at new places, by
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venerating uncanonized holy people, by joining groups not yet approved, Catholics make
a statement...”®* This complicates ideas of what it means to be Catholic.

The Catholic Church in the United States experienced a period of rapid change in
the twentieth century. The combination of social changes and changes in the Church in
the aftermath of Vatican II caused believers to consider what Catholic identity entails. In
the process, Catholics pursued a variety of paths for practicing their faith and interacting

with clergy.
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CHAPTER 4. “OHIO: THE HEART OF IT ALL”

For a variety of reasons, the modern Marian movement has strong connections to
Ohio. The University of Dayton, a Marianist school, features a library with the largest
collection of printed materials on the Virgin Mary in the world, as well as non-print
materials such as videos, audio cassettes, slides of artwork, statues, medals, rosaries, and
postage stamps. The Marian Library is the headquarters for the Mariological Society of
America, an organization devoted to the study of the Virgin Mary.! Steubenville is the
headquarters for Catholics United for the Faith, a conservative organization started in
1968 in response to attacks on Humanae Vitae, the encyclical which affirmed the
Church’s opposition to artificial birth control. Participants in the organization are
laypeople who aim to be guardians of orthodoxy. They are particularly concerned about
religious education and liturgical practice and bring grievances to the attention of the
bishop or Vatican. At their meetings, they usually include devotions such as group
recitation of the rosary or novenas, both of which are traditionally connected to Mary.?
Steubenville is also home to the Franciscan University of Steubenville, which became a

charismatic institution under the leadership of president Father Michael Scanlan in the

" Marian Library, http://campus.udayton.edu/mary/library.html Accessed 23
May 2012.

2 Patrick Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America,
1950-1985 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 131-132; Catholics United for the
Faith, http://www.cuf.org Accessed 24 May 2012; Michael W. Cuneo, The Smoke of
Satan: Conservative and Traditionalist Dissent in Contemporary American Catholicism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 30; James Hitchcock, “Catholic Activist
Conservatism in the United States,” in Fundamentalisms Observed, ed. Martin E. Marty
and R. Scott Appleby (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 116-118.
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1970s and 1980s. While other Catholic schools were becoming more secular, Franciscan
tried to integrate faith into all aspects of university and student life. According to scholar
Jeffrey Warren, students monitor the university to ensure it is as Catholic as possible.>
Franciscan priests serve the parishes of Medjugorje and use an international network to
promote the apparitions there as worthy of belief. Franciscan University established a
strong relationship with Medjugorje, becoming the US center for distributing
information. Theology professor Mark Miravalle is a noted advocate for the authenticity
of the Medjugorje apparitions.* Miravalle is also president of an organization called Vox
Populi Mariae Mediatrici, or Voice of the People for Mary Mediatrix. The group is
petitioning for a new Catholic dogma that would proclaim the Virgin Mary as “Co-

Redemptrix” with Jesus, meaning that Mary participates in the salvation of mankind.> In

3 Hitchcock, “Catholic Activist Conservatism in the United States,” 139;
Jeffrey D. Warren, “Creating a ‘Normal Catholic University’: Franciscan University of
Steubenville and the Catholic Charismatic Renewal, 1974-1992,” M.A. thesis (Dayton,
OH: University of Dayton, 2004), 48, 62, 74, 108, 152.

*Paolo Apolito, The Internet and the Madonna: Religious Visionary
Experience on the Web, translated by Antony Shugaar (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2005), 36-37; Pryor, “Mary’s Place, God’s Time,” 17; Warren, “Creating a
‘Normal Catholic University’,” 117.

>Mark Miravalle, The Immaculate Conception and the Co-Redemptrix (Goleta,
CA: Queenship Publishing, 2004); Mark Miravalle, ed., Mary Co-Redemptrix: Doctrinal
Issues Today (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing, 2002); Mark Miravalle, Mary. Co-
Redemptrix, Mediatrix, Advocate (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing, 1993); Mark
Miravalle, ed., Mary Co-Redemptrix, Mediatrix, Advocate: Theological Foundations:
Toward a Papal Definition? (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing, 1995); Mark Miravalle,
ed., Mary Co-Redemptrix, Mediatrix, Advocate: Theological Foundations II: Papal,
Pneumatological, Ecumenical (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing, 1997); Mark
Miravalle, Mary Co-Redemptrix: A Response to 7 Common Objections (Goleta, CA:
Queenship Publishing, 2001); Mark Miravalle, “With Jesus”: The Story of Mary Co-
Redemptrix (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing, 2003); William A. Reck, Dear Marian
Movement: Let God Be God (Milford, OH: Riehle Foundation, 1996), 106-107; Jan
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addition, in Milford, Ohio, a Cincinnati suburb, the Richle Foundation was established.
This non-profit, tax-exempt charitable organization produced and distributed Catholic
materials. It was dedicated to Mary and her role in mankind’s salvation and solely
supported by donations and prayer.® The foundation and its Faith Publishing Company
published and distributed over six million books, brochures, and newsletters, nearly all
about Mary, and distributed countless rosaries, scapulars, medals, and prayer cards.’
While these links between Ohio and the Virgin Mary aided the development of
Marian devotion there, they are not the only reasons. Ohio would also be the site for
numerous Marian apparition claims, six of which will be explored in this chapter. These
apparitions took place in urban, suburban, and rural areas in different parts of the state,
involving visionaries from varying backgrounds, and over the entire time period covered
by this dissertation. As a result, numerous parachurch organizations developed that
offered believers an opportunity to participate in religious activities outside of the
Catholic Church while still belonging to the Catholic Church.
The cluster of apparitions in this area allows for comparisons of the development of the
modern pilgrimage culture in the United States and demonstrates the persistence of belief

in Marian apparitions within Catholic culture.

Jarbow Russell, “Seeking a Promotion for the Virgin Mary,” New York Times, 23
December 2000, B11, B13; Kenneth L. Woodward, “Hail, Mary,” Newsweek, 25 August
1997, 48-55.

®René Laurentin, Pilgrimages, Sanctuaries, Icons, Apparitions: An Historical
and Scriptural Account, translated by William Fackovec (Milford, OH: The Riehle
Foundation, 1994), 104.

"Reck, Dear Marian Movement, Vi.
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Our Lady of America

On December 8, 2010, Green Bay Bishop David Ricken approved the apparitions
of Adele Brise as worthy of belief, the first time for any US apparition claim.® Until then,
the US apparitions that had come closest to gaining institutional approval were those of
Sister Mildred Mary Neuzil. In 1933 Neuzil joined the Sisters of the Precious Blood in
Dayton, Ohio. She was usually assigned to domestic tasks for the order, and though
known for her humility, she showed no apparent signs of difference from the rest of her
religious community.” In 1938 she began having mystical experiences, but she thought it
was common for all religious, so she did not tell anyone for ten years, at which point she
told her confessor. He advised her to be cautious, but her experiences became more
intense and the messages she received grew more pressing.!? She kept a diary of these

experiences and messages. Sister Neuzil started receiving messages from Jesus in the

8 ABC News, “Miraculous Mysteries,” Primetime Nightline: Beyond Belief,
season 1, episode 2, aired 13 July 2011; René Laurentin and Patrick Sbalchiero,
Dictionnaire des <<apparitions>> de la Vierge Marie: Inventaire des origines a nos
Jjours: Méthodologie, bilan interdisciplinaire, prospective (Paris: Fayard, 2007), 397,
Charles H. Lippy, Being Religious, American Style: A History of Popular Religiosity in
the United States (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1994), 116; “Mary appeared thrice in
Wisconsin, bishop says,” Christian Century 128 (11 January 2011), 16; Shrine of Our
Lady of Good Help,
http://www.gbdioc.org/images/stories/Evangelization_Worship/Shrine/
Documents/Shrine-of-Our-Lady-of-Good-Help.pdf. Accessed 16 December 2010.

? Peter Heintz, 4 Guide to Apparitions of Our Blessed Virgin Mary
(Sacramento, CA: Gabriel Press, 1995), 200; Peter Mullen, Shrines of Our Lady: A
Guide to Fifty of the World’s Most Famous Marian Shrines (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1998), 167-168; Sister Mildred Mary Neuzil, Our Lady of America (n.p.: 1993), 2-
3.

1" Mullen, Shrines of Our Lady, 167; Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 2.

&3



1940s, who called her “Little White Dove,” but in 1954 apparitions and messages from
both Jesus and Mary became frequent.!! She also received messages and visions from St.
Joseph and angels Gabriel, Michael, Sultra, and Sardus.!> While she was living in Rome
City, Indiana, Sister Neuzil said the Virgin Mary gave her a mission to promote a special
devotion to Our Lady of America.'® In 1956 she saw a figure of Our Lady of America
and created a drawing that was to be used to create a statue for the National Shrine of the
Immaculate Conception in Washington, DC, a place Mary said should be a special
pilgrimage site.!* Mary also requested a medal of Our Lady of America be made which
was supposed to be a shield against evil."> According to Sister Neuzil, the Virgin Mary
said, “America, the United States in particular, is being given the tremendous, yet

privileged, opportunity to lead all nations in a spiritual renewal never before so

"Heintz, A Guide to Apparitions of Our Blessed Virgin Mary, 198, 200;
Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 3.

2 Heintz, A Guide to Apparitions of Our Blessed Virgin Mary, 201; Neuzil,
Our Lady of America, 7-9, 13, 17, 25.

3 Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 3, 9-10.

14 René Laurentin and Patrick Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des <<apparitions>>
de la Vierge Marie, 304; Mullen, Shrines of Our Lady, 168; Neuzil, Our Lady of
America, 12.

15 Heintz, 4 Guide to Apparitions of Our Blessed Virgin Mary, 204-205;
Mullen, Shrines of Our Lady, 168; Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 25.
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necessary, so important, so vital.”!® In May 1958, Sister Neuzil entered a cloistered
community in New Riegel, Ohio at her request.!”

The messages Sister Neuzil received were primarily about the need for Americans
to be faithful. “It is the United States that is to lead the world to peace... unless the
United States accepts and carries out faithfully the mandate given to it by heaven to lead
the world to peace, there will come upon it and all nations a great havoc of war and
incredible suffering.” Of course, if the rest of the world refused to go along, the US
would not be held responsible.'® She reported that Mary told her that Americans must
turn away from impurity: “Oh, if you knew the punishments I am holding back from you
by my pleading and intercession on your behalf!”!® She said that a picture or statue of
Mary should be venerated in every Christian home. Mary also emphasized the need for
youth to be leaders in the spiritual renewal she was urging.?’

Sister Neuzil’s spiritual director from 1940 until his death in 1972 was Paul
Leibold, who served as archbishop of Cincinnati from 1969 until 1972. Leibold

approved the creation of the medal and authorized two printings of the messages Sister

Neuzil received, but he died suddenly at age 57 before he could begin an official

16 Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 25.

"Heintz, A Guide to Apparitions of Our Blessed Virgin Mary, 200; Laurentin
& Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des <<apparitions>> de la Vierge Marie, 304.

8 Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 38.
Y Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 21.

20Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 24, 26.

85



investigation of her apparition claims.?! Sister Neuzil reportedly had an apparition of him
five minutes after his death.?

Sister Neuzil eventually left the Congregation of the Sisters of the Precious Blood
after the order suppressed their cloistered branch in 1979. She became a Contemplative
Sister of the Indwelling Trinity in Fostoria, Ohio. She passed away in 2000 at the age of
83.2

Since Sister Neuzil’s death, the devotion to Our Lady of America has faced
divisions. There are groups headquartered in Rome City, Indiana, since that is where
Sister Neuzil received the initial request to honor Mary as Our Lady of America, as well
as Fostoria, Ohio, since that is where Sister Neuzil last lived. Because Sister Neuzil
experienced visions in more than one diocese, it is possible for more than one bishop to
initiate an investigation, but so far no bishop with a jurisdictional claim has. Instead, in
2007 then-Archbishop of St. Louis, Raymond L. Burke, sent a letter to the US

Conference of Catholic Bishops about a study of the devotion that he had conducted,

2 Roger Fortin, Faith and Action: A History of the Catholic Archdiocese of
Cincinnati, 1821-1996 (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2002), 358, 362;
Laurentin & Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des <<apparitions>> de la Vierge Marie, 304;
Neuzil, Our Lady of America, 3.

22 Laurentin & Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des <<apparitions>> de la Vierge
Marie, 654.

23 Sister Noreen Jutte, e-mail to the author, 7 June 2007; “The Story of Our
Lady of America,” http://www.ourladyofamerica.org/explanation.php. Accessed 27 May
2011. There is a dispute about when exactly Sister Neuzil changed orders. Sister Jutte,
the archivist for the Sisters of the Precious Blood, writes it was 1981, but the official
websites for Our Lady of America and the Sisters of the Precious Blood give the date as
1979.
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concluding that the devotion had been encouraged and approved by Leibold.?* This
would have made Sister Neuzil’s visions the first approved in the US, and were even
promoted as such by Marian theologian Mark Miravalle; however, Burke had no
authority to make any rulings, and Leibold had never launched a formal investigation to
make an official judgment about Sister Neuzil’s apparition claims. Instead, competing
groups claim to promote Sister Neuzil’s legacy and attempt to raise enough funds to
continue operating.>> This was only the first example of apparition claims in Ohio leading
to parachurch organizations and pilgrimage sites.

Greater Cleveland

Sister Neuzil was far from the only Ohio woman to claim apparitions. In April
1978, Ivana (Sarto) Buchdrucker saw a vision of the Virgin Mary on her bedroom wall in
Cleveland, witnessed by her daughter Christine and friend Anna May Dumbrowski.

Mary promised to heal Ivana, and five days later, she could walk again for the first time

24 Most Rev. Raymond L. Burke, Regarding Our Lady of America, 31 May
2007,
http://www.ewtn.com/library/BISHOPS/burkeolamer.pdf Accessed 27 May 2011.

25 Mark Miravalle, “Our Lady of America to the World,” Marycast #89, 8
December 2009 post on Our Lady the Immaculate Virgin- Our Lady of America- Rome
City- Virgin Mary, http://www.oltiv.org/. Accessed 27 May 2011; Mark Miravalle,
“America Must Respond,” Marycast #90, 8 December 2009 post on Our Lady the
Immaculate Virgin- Our Lady of America- Rome City- Virgin Mary,
http://www.oltiv.org/. Accessed 27 May 2011; Mark Miravalle, “Our Lady of America-
Fruitful Suffering,” Marycast #108, 14 January 2010 post on Our Lady the Immaculate
Virgin- Our Lady of America- Rome City- Virgin Mary, http://www.oltiv.org/. Accessed
27 May 2011; Our Lady of America, http://www.ourladyofamerica.com. Accessed 27
May 2011; Our Lady of America, http://www.ourladyofamerica.org. Accessed 27 May
2011; Our Lady of America and Rome City, Indiana: Urgent Appeal to Save the
Apparition Site in Rome City, Indiana, http://oloaromecity.blogspot.com/2011/04/urgent-
appeal-to-save-apparition-site.html. Accessed 18 June 2011.
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in five years. The story made the local news. Her orthopedic surgeon, Dr. Pradist
Satayathum, was unable to explain her recovery as anything but a miracle.?

In the following weeks, more mystical events happened. Statues moved. The
statue of the Virgin Mary reportedly wept, smiled, bowed, walked, and could become less
heavy. Buchdrucker received visions of Padre Pio, St. Rita, St. Martha, St. Elizabeth, St.
Peter, St. Paul, St. Theresa of the Child Jesus, and about every two weeks, the Virgin
Mary. She also reported many visits from Satan, who would torment her until she drove
him away with holy water. Buchdrucker claimed to experience ecstasies, the gift of
bilocation— where she was physically in two places at the same time, and the scent of
roses where there were none, typically associated with the presence of the Virgin Mary.
Buchdrucker also endured stigmatic wounds on her hands, side, and feet, and a wound in
the shape of a cross on her forehead. Since her miraculous healing, she did not sleep,
instead praying every night from midnight to six in the morning, without any ill effects.
For one 60-day period, Buchdrucker lived on only the Eucharist and water.?’

An immigrant from Venice, Italy, Buchdrucker attended St. Rocco’s Church,
“...one of the strongest Italian communities in the Cleveland area... especially with regard

to the perpetuation of Italian customs and traditions,” according to historian Charles

26 Archives, Diocese of Cleveland; Laurentin & Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des
<<apparitions>> de la Vierge Marie, 1078. There are multiple spellings of Ivana
Buchdrucker’s name in the materials in the Cleveland diocesan archives. I have chosen
to use this spelling because it is the way she spelled her name on a letter in the files.

27 Archives, Diocese of Cleveland; Laurentin & Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des
<<apparitions>> de la Vierge Marie, 1078.
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Ferroni.?® She was a devout Catholic, a member of the Blue Army of Mary and a prayer
group to Padre Pio, and a relative of Pope Pius X. However, diocesan authorities
developed strong reservations about Buchdrucker’s claims. In February 1980, Chancellor
Edward F. Weist concluded that Buchdrucker’s experiences were not authentic but the
result of self-delusions. Bishop James Hickey told her to stop having public prayer
meetings at her home and wearing distinctive clothing. Bishop Anthony Pilla later
reaffirmed this position. Buchdrucker was unhappy with her spiritual directors. A report
that she claimed Padre Pio blessed her faucet so it poured holy water was later explained
as a result of a language barrier between her and her spiritual director. In 1984-85, she
claimed to experience the pains of childbirth many times throughout the day, representing
children being aborted. By 1991, Chancellor Ralph Wiatrowski reported that
Buchdrucker still had a small following within the diocese, but she was not taken

seriously, yet her influence outside the diocese persisted.?’ She passed away in August

200430

28 Archives, Diocese of Cleveland; Charles D. Ferroni, The Italians in
Cleveland: A Study in Assimilation (New York: Arno Press, 1980), 72. St. Rocco Parish
still offers Mass in both Italian and Latin in addition to English. They also continue the
Italian tradition of a procession through the neighborhood streets as part of their annual
festival. St. Rocco Church, Cleveland, Ohio, USA, http://www.stroccocleveland.org/
Accessed 29 May 2012. It sounds similar to the processions described in Robert Orsi’s
Madonna of 115" Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1985).

2 Archives, Diocese of Cleveland. A diocesan chancellor is essentially a
secretary for the bishop.

30«Death Notices,” Plain Dealer, 20 August 2004, B6.
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A more serious problem for the Diocese of Cleveland has been Maureen
Sweeney-Kyle. Since 1985, she has claimed apparitions of Mary, Jesus, St. Joseph,
Padre Pio, St. Theresa, St. Michael, St. Raphael, Cure d’Ars, Juan Diego, St. Ursula, St.
Anthony, St. John Bosco, St. Faustina, St. Francis, St. Thomas Aquinas, and more.>! The
organization associated with her has changed names and locations numerous times.
Currently known as Holy Love Ministries and located in Elyria, Ohio, the organization
calls itself ecumenical, thus putting it outside the authority of the diocese. In August
1999, the Diocese issued a cautionary statement to clarify that the organization does not
have their approval or support in any way.>?

Maureen Sweeney-Kyle has lived her entire life in the Greater Cleveland area.
She was raised Catholic, earned a degree in art education from Bowling Green State
University, and worked as a substitute teacher in Cleveland. In 1965 she married her first
husband, Paul Hinko. Together they adopted four children, sending them to public
schools. The family attended Mass on Sundays, but did not pray the rosary at home. She
was known for selling wooden figurines at craft fairs until the visions started in 1985.

Mary began appearing every day.*®> She asked Sweeney-Kyle to pray for the church, to

31 Heintz, A Guide to Apparitions of Our Blessed Virgin Mary, 525; Holy Love:
Messages from Our Blessed Mother Leading Souls to Holiness (Cleveland, OH: Holy
Love Ministries, 1994), x; Laura Putre, “Blessed Other,” Cleveland Scene 30, no. 32 (12-
18 August 1999), 11; Laura Weldon, “Mixed Messages: Ministry in Lorain County has
its believers— and skeptics,” Plain Dealer, 24 September 2005, E1.

32 Catholic Diocese of Cleveland, Caution—Holy Love Ministries,
http://dioceseofcleveland.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=477&ltem
1d=313; Holy Love Ministries, http://www.holylove.org/ Accessed 27 May 2011.

33 Holy Love, x; Laurentin & Sbalchiero, Dictionnaire des <<apparitions>>
de la Vierge Marie, 1078; Michele M. Melendez, “Maureen Sweeney Speaks Softly and
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pray for the souls of corrupt priests, and to take her medicines on time. Sweeney-Kyle
confided in Father Ferris Kleem, a Marianist priest who led charismatic retreats. Fr.
Kleem told her to write the messages in a journal and had an usher type them to share
with the prayer group.®* The pastor at Sweeney-Kyle’s church discouraged belief in her
apparitions, so her prayer group met in private homes. In 1986 she, Fr. Kleem, and the
usher met with Fr. Wiatrowski, who did not believe visions should be approved while
they are still taking place and had serious misgivings about the messages questioning
Church authority.>> One example is when Mary complained, “Position within the church
hierarchy needs great humility such as the Holy Father has. What grieves me greatly is
the lack of openness by some in authority to my authentic apparitions. But time and good
fruits will bear the truth.”*® Some messages showed errors, such as that Mary declared
Boris Yeltsin was the Antichrist or that George H. W. Bush would be re-elected in 1992;
Sweeney-Kyle explained that she must have misunderstood Mary. Other messages
included advice about cooking and shopping.>’ Sweeney-Kyle’s spiritual advisor, Father

Frank Kenney, claimed that the Virgin Mary healed him of heart palpitations because of

Carries Holy Messages to Thousands,” Plain Dealer, 17 November 1996, 2B; Putre,
“Blessed Other,” 9, 11.

34 Putre, “Blessed Other,” 9.

33 Michele M. Melendez, “Diocese Official, Holy Love Begin Talks on
Ministry,” Plain Dealer, 23 July 1996, 1B; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 11.

3¢ Holy Love, 81.

37 Putre, “Blessed Other,” 11-12.
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his connection with Sweeney-Kyle.*® As spiritual advisor, he reviewed the wording of
the messages. He has a doctorate in Marian theology, a credential Sweeney-Kyle and her
organization emphasize to reinforce her legitimacy as a visionary.?* However he also
reported that Mary helped Sweeney-Kyle buy him a scarf for a bargain and looked after
soup that was cooking while Sweeney-Kyle prayed, activities that troubled Fr.
Wiatrowski, who felt they trivialized the experience of a visit from the Blessed Mother.
He also worried about Sweeney-Kyle relying on Fr. Kenney, a Marianist priest who lived
in Dayton, to be her spiritual advisor instead of making an attempt to find a local one or
defer to the local bishop.*°

In 1987, Sweeney-Kyle had asked the diocese to approve the title “Our Lady
Protectress of the Faith,” which she said Mary had requested. Fr. Wiatrowski sent the
messages to the spiritual director of St. Mary’s Seminary, who replied that the messages
were “made up of cliches and phrases which contain little substance or direction,” so
Sweeney-Kyle’s request was denied.*! Because of this situation as well as some of the

troubling messages denouncing the Catholic Church and dealing with political events,

38 Holy and Divine Love: The Remedy and The Triumph (Elyria, OH:
Archangel Gabriel Enterprises, Inc., 1999), xiii; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 14.

39 Paolo Apolito, The Internet and the Madonna: Religious Visionary
Experience on the Web, trans. Antony Shugaar (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2005), 63; Holy and Divine Love, xv; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 14; Nancy Smeltzer,
“Visionaries Raise Spirits of Believers,” Columbus Dispatch, 28 November 1997, 01G.

40Pputre, “Blessed Other,” 14.

* Molly Kavanaugh & Michele M. Melendez, “They’re Called to a Field to
Hear the Virgin Mary,” Plain Dealer, 17 November 1996, 1B; Melendez, “Diocese
Official, Holy Love Begin Talks on Ministry,” 1B; Weldon, “Mixed Messages: Ministry
in Lorain County has its believers— and skeptics,” E1.
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several members of the ministry left. In 1990 the remaining members created a new
organization called Project Mercy. They focused on anti-abortion issues. The name
changed to Holy Love Ministries in 1995.%

In 1994, Sweeney-Kyle’s first book of messages was published. The book
explains, “The primary focus should be on the messages and not the messenger. The
instrument for the messages in this book remains anonymous.”*® However, three pages
later, there is a biography of Sweeney-Kyle with her name and photo, explaining, “Until
recently she has remained anonymous. Due to the extreme urgency of the times, Our
Lady has requested Maureen to step out in faith and speak publicly.”** Mary asked for
the formation of prayer groups, the establishment of a lay apostolate and secular order
called the Missionary Servants of Holy Love, the promotion of a United Hearts chaplet
and scapular, distribution of prayers and meditations, the printing and distribution of her
messages, and the promotion of an image of Mary as Refuge of Holy Love that she
helped Sweeney-Kyle to draw.* Mary explained that Jesus also wanted the messages to
be published: “Jesus sends me to seek publication in book form of my messages leading

souls to holiness. He wants this widely circulated in book stores, and promoted both here

42 Weldon, “Mixed Messages: Ministry in Lorain County has its believers— and
skeptics,” E1.

3 Holy Love, Vii.
“ Holy Love, x.

4 Holy and Divine Love, xvi, 270-271; Holy Love, x. The United Hearts refers
to the combination of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate Heart of Mary. An
apostolate is an association of people with a religious mission. A chaplet is a type of
prayer, usually involving beads. A scapular is made of two pieces of cloth connected by
a string and worn over the shoulder as a sign of devotion.
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and in other countries.”*® Mary wanted Sweeney-Kyle to accept international speaking
engagements about the messages. Suddenly this “shy reluctant woman of frail health”
found herself in demand on the international speaking circuit.*’ In 1999 Sweeney-Kyle
met Pope John Paul II and gave him a copy of her second book of messages.*®
Sweeney-Kyle and her organization accepted the donation of a house in Seven
Hills, Ohio, to be their headquarters until the neighbors complained and a judge ruled in
1994 that they could no longer use the house for their gatherings.** Finding a new
headquarters and raising funds to pay for it and all the programs requested by the Virgin
Mary became a major priority. In 1990, they raised $10,370. In 1994, they raised
$112,688.° They established a 900 number for believers to call to hear messages, and in
1996, their mailing list included 7,000 names. A wooden box was put out during services
for pilgrims to donate. People can also donate online, and they report responses from as
far away as New Zealand.”! Fund-raising peaked in 1996 at $506,724.%2 They bought an
83-acre farm in Lorain County with ample parking for shuttle buses and built Stations of

the Cross, a chapel, a gift shop, and a teardrop-shaped lake. They named the site

4 Holy Love, 59.

*T Holy and Divine Love, xvi; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 11.
8 Holy and Divine Love, inside front cover.

49 Putre, “Blessed Other,” 12, 14.

30 Putre, “Blessed Other,” 12.

31 Carol Biliczky, “Believers Flocking to See Holy Vision,” Akron Beacon
Journal, 6 May 1996, Al; Kavanaugh & Melendez, “They’re Called to a Field to Hear
the Virgin Mary,” 1B; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 15.

32 Putre, “Blessed Other,” 17.
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Maranatha Spring and Shrine. The shrine part features statues of Mary and St. Joseph
surrounded by flowers on a hill. The “sacred spring” is a well whose water believers
claim Mary blessed as “the Lourdes of this continent,” but unfortunately was declared
unsafe for drinking in 1996. In addition, Sweeney-Kyle claimed that Mary provided a
strand of her hair to be kept in a glass case in a small prayer room in the chapel. In July
1994, Sweeney-Kyle reported the Virgin Mary wanted the group “to pray my prayer
center into being.”>* As the first book of messages explained, “Our Lady has promised a
second site of Maranatha Spring on the future grounds of her Immaculate Heart of Mary
Prayer Center. All graces attendant to the original site will be present at the Prayer
Center site.”* This was important since in December 1993, Mary had said, “This is my
last significant apparition site. These are the last significant messages extended to
humanity.” They even moved a piece of carpet from the “Blessing Point” at the Seven
Hills house to the new chapel.>®

The biggest gathering was on May 5, 1996. They celebrated the “Feast of Holy

Love,” in honor of the second anniversary of discovering the “sacred spring.” 6,000

53 Kavanaugh & Melendez, “They’re Called to a Field to Hear the Virgin
Mary,” 1B; Michele M. Melendez, “Holy Love Ministry Gets Permit to Build Pole Barn
for Shelter,” Plain Dealer, 17 August 1996, 1B; Michele M. Melendez, “Ministry Says
New Water Tests Show Well Is Safe,” Plain Dealer, 27 July 1996, 1B; Putre, “Blessed
Other,” 9, 15, 17; Smeltzer, “Visionaries Raise Spirits of Believers,” 01G; Weldon,
“Mixed Messages: Ministry in Lorain County has its believers— and skeptics,” E1.
“Maranatha” is Aramaic for “Our Lord is coming.”
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people came that day from as far as Missouri and Florida, and some reported seeing a
doorway in the clouds and a rainbow around the sun, as well as smelling roses when there
were none. The atmosphere was described as like a picnic, with people praying in the
field bearing cameras, chairs, and blankets. On the 12" of every month, there is a
gathering to recite the rosary in honor of Our Lady of Guadalupe. They also meet every
Thursday. The gatherings are usually a few hundred people.®’ After the May 5
gathering, Fr. Wiatrowski requested a meeting with representatives from Holy Love, the
first time there had been any interaction between the diocese and the organization in
nearly nine years. The meeting was described as “congenial,” opening a dialogue, but the
diocese still urged “extreme caution” relating to the group.”® Sweeney-Kyle warned,
“you can’t be so cautious that you block grace and you block what heaven is trying to
do.” 1In light of Fr. Wiatrowski and the diocese’s clearly stated concerns, this response
appears to indicate that she was not particularly concerned about winning over the
Church.

As the meetings grew, Sweeney-Kyle’s marriage suffered. While her husband,

Paul, was devout and attended the early meetings, he was skeptical and not interested in

57 Archives, Diocese of Cleveland; Carol Biliczky, “Believers Flocking to See
Holy Vision,” Al; Holy Love, x; Stephen Hudak, “A Vision of Faith from the Heavens:
Thousands Gather at Eaton Twp. Farm to Pray, Perhaps Glimpse Virgin Mary,” Plain
Dealer, 6 May 1996, 1A; Molly Kavanaugh, “Contractor Duns Love Ministries for
Unpaid Work,” Plain Dealer, 13 June 1996, 1B; Melendez, “Holy Love Ministry Gets
Permit to Build Pole Barn for Shelter,” 1B; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 14.

8 Melendez, “Diocese Official, Holy Love Begin Talks on Ministry”: 1B.

Y Kavanaugh & Melendez, “They’re Called to a Field to Hear the Virgin
Mary,” 1B.
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further involvement. Paul particularly disliked the attention paid her by her driver, Don
Kyle, something that made her followers uncomfortable, too. Kyle was a former police
officer who had been married and divorced three times. He became the spokesman for
Holy Love. By the early 1990s, Kyle and Sweeney-Kyle were inseparable. By 1993
Sweeney-Kyle had moved out of her marital home, and in May 1995 her divorce was
final. She and Kyle married in February 1997, with Fr. Kenney officiating. Some
volunteers at the ministry complained that Kyle could be physically violent. Reporter
Laura Putre wrote that Sweeney-Kyle could be interviewed only with Kyle’s consent and

0 Now they refuse to do interviews at all.®!

in his presence.

Gatherings continue at the Maranatha Spring and Shrine. Sweeney-Kyle is
sequestered during the events. Due to chronic asthma, severe allergies, and her shy
disposition, she spends most of her time indoors. When she reports that Mary is present,
the pilgrims are asked to kneel. Sweeney-Kyle whispers the messages she receives from
Mary into a recorder held by her husband. Then the messages are transcribed and

delivered to the pilgrims. When Mary has gone, the pilgrims are free to rise and finish

the prayer service. Ministry workers walk through the crowd with bags for donations.%*

%0 Melendez, “Maureen Sweeney Speaks Softly and Carries Holy Messages to
Thousands,” 2B; Putre, “Blessed Other,” 9, 13; Weldon, “Mixed Messages: Ministry in
Lorain County has its believers— and skeptics,” E1.

! Don Kyle, letter to the author, 28 June 2008.

62 Melendez, “Maureen Sweeney Speaks Softly and Carries Holy Messages to
Thousands,” 2B; Weldon, “Mixed Messages: Ministry in Lorain County has its
believers— and skeptics,” E1.
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The development of the parachurch organization and pilgrimage shrine fit the pattern for
many modern apparition claims in the United States.

Greater Cincinnati

“I haven’t seen her yet today...[bJut we all feel she’s here.” Andrea Bojrab joined
an estimated 15,000 pilgrims on a church lawn in Norwood, Ohio, on August 31, 1997, in
hopes of seeing signs of the Virgin Mary. Although Mary was not expected until
midnight, many of the faithful came early to claim space on the lawn, setting up folding
chairs and coolers. Booths full of rosaries and candles and tents where priests heard
confessions filled the streets and lawns around the Our Lady of the Holy Spirit Center,
contributing to the bazaar atmosphere.®* This would be the fifth time in as many years
that an anonymous visionary from Batavia, Ohio, told the Rev. Leroy Smith that Mary
would appear on August 31.

Father Smith was a receptive choice for this message. Born and raised in
Northern Kentucky, the third of five children, he longed to be a performer and had no
thought of becoming a priest until he saw the film Going My Way. He became the
moderator of the Marian Movement of Priests clerical cenacle. He made his first trip to

Medjugorje in October 1988, and went seventeen more times in a ten-year period. As

% Dan Horn, “Thousands Gather For Glimpse of Mary,” Cincinnati Post, 1
September 1997, 10A. The Our Lady of the Holy Spirit Center occupies the old Mt. St.
Mary’s Seminary complex. The seminary was named for Mt. St. Mary’s Seminary in
Emmitsburg, Maryland. Francis Joseph Miller, A History of the Athenaeum of Ohio,
1829-1960: A History of the Seminaries of the Archdiocese of Cincinnati (n.p., 2006), 38,
51, 147; Reck, Dear Marian Movement, 202; Father R. Leroy Smith, Going His Way:
One Priest’s Journey with a Few Stops Along the Way (Ft. Mitchell, KY: Our Lady of
Light Publications, 1998), 93-96.
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locals became aware of the events at Medjugorje and heard from pilgrims, a wave of
Marian activity arose. Thousands from the Cincinnati area visited Medjugorje, so Fr.
Smith arranged a local Medjugorje prayer group. Eventually he led trips to several
apparition sites around the world, including Medjugorje, Fatima, Lourdes, Guadalupe,
Garabandal in Spain, Knock in Ireland, Betania in Venezuela, and Rue de Bac in Paris,
France. Fr. Smith credits his experiences with Medjugorje and his devotion to Mary as
setting him apart.%*

Fr. Smith explained the lights as a “phenomenon we accept from God,” a
manifestation of the Virgin Mary as Our Lady of Light.®* Initially the visions had
appeared in 1992 at St. Joseph Church in Cold Spring, Kentucky, where Fr. Smith was
pastor. After his retirement as a parish priest in 1993, he worked at the Our Lady of the
Holy Spirit Center in Norwood. In 1994 the visions moved there as well, due to road
construction in Cold Spring. “She was asked if she would come and do it here, [a]nd she

did,” said Dorothy Pfeifer, another attendee. “Sometimes she sends bright lights shooting

%4 Pryor, “Mary’s Place, God’s Time,” 145-149; Smith, Going His Way, 2, 4, 6,
14,47, 51, 77, 81-82, 87-88, 124. There are several definitions for cenacle. In the
Marian Movement of Priests, cenacles are groups of priests who meet for prayer and
reflections on readings by founder Father Stefano Gobbi.

65 Stephen Huba, “Pilgrims Flock To See Sign of Blessed Virgin,” Cincinnati
Post, 29 August 1997, 1A.
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across the sky.”®® Although Fr. Smith did not see anything in 1997, the visionary told
him that Mary had appeared, as did many of the faithful.®’

In fact, these gatherings continued through 1999, when the visionary told Fr.
Smith that Mary said that would be her last visit. By that time, Fr. Smith had retired as a
priest, but still served as president and spiritual director of the Our Lady of the Holy
Spirit Center. He explained, “Sometimes the lights are more evident than others. Some
don’t see anything. Some people think I have strobe lights on the roof, and that’s silly.
A lot of things happen. Some see Mary. Some just see the lights. Some just have a
spiritual experience.”®® In 1999, close to 20,000 people came to the center to await the
appearance of Mary. Fr. Smith insisted that the visits were real. “It is a phenomenon I
can’t explain. Who can explain miracles? I think she is appearing because...the world is
in pretty bad shape and she wants to bring people back to Christ and a Christian way of
living.” He continued, “I remember that very first time at Cold Spring. It was
real... There were lights on that occasion that I have never seen since. Everything lit up.
The buildings, the trees —just boom— then, Our Lady. They have a picture of Our Lady
on top of the bell tower. You can see her very plainly.” However, Fr. Smith explained,

“These are all personal...private revelations. You never have to put any stock in private

% Dan Horn, “Thousands Gather For Glimpse of Mary,” Cincinnati Post, 1
September 1997, 10A; Smith, Going His Way, 73.

"Dan Horn, “Many See Mary Near Sunset,” Cincinnati Post, 2 September
1997, 9A.

68 Christine Wolff, “Thousands Expected in Norwood,” Cincinnati Enquirer,
31 August 1999, Metro 3B.
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revelations. So, there are people who say they don’t believe. That’s their prerogative —
even as Catholics.”®’

Perceived miracles occurred in multiple forms in Greater Cincinnati in the 1990s.
The lights at Cold Spring and Norwood were the first of several claims that the Virgin
Mary spoke or appeared to local Catholics. These private revelations, the physical sites
associated with them, and the organizations that developed around them formed a
network of religious activity outside the official sanction of the Roman Catholic Church
and led by both priests and laity. A significant number of believers were attracted to the
messages and personalities of the visionaries as well as to the sense of belonging and
mission that the organizations provided.

Although reports of Marian apparitions occur all over the world and at various
times, this cluster of activity in the Greater Cincinnati area in such a confined period of
time was unusual.”

Some of the followers of the parachurch organizations credited a unique Cincinnati Good

Friday ritual as finding favor with Mary. Since 1860, Cincinnatians have “prayed the

steps” to the church now known as Holy Cross-Immaculata on Mount Adams on Good

%9 Walt Schaefer and Tom McCann, “Waiting for Mary: ‘The Important Thing
Is That This Brings Thousands of People Together in Prayer,”” Cincinnati Enquirer, 1
September 1999, News 1-A. The Catholic Church considers Scripture and Church
tradition to be public revelations, thus making any other revelations “private.”

"0 The area has a relatively high proportion of Catholics. In Kentucky, the
Diocese of Covington has the highest percentage of Catholics relative to the population,
nineteen percent. The Archdiocese of Cincinnati runs the sixth largest Catholic school
system in the US, even though the archdiocese is the 38" most populous in the US. Julie
Irwin Zimmerman, “In God We Trusted,” Cincinnati (April 2016), 52; Pryor, “Mary’s
Place, God’s Time,” 42-43.
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Friday. Archbishop John Purcell started building Immaculata Church in 1859 and asked
the faithful to pray for the success of the building effort. The laity started the pilgrimage
to the site before the steps or the church were finished. Purcell was pleased by this show
of faith and dedicated Immaculata as a “pilgrim church.””! The pilgrimage became a
Good Friday tradition under the influence of Passionist priests, the symbolism of the
cross on the hill, and the practical aspect of better weather in spring rather than winter,
when it had originated.”” The Immaculata pilgrimage has remained noncommercial, with
fees covering the cost of food, but no profits. For over 150 years, thousands of believers,
primarily but not solely Catholic, have prayed on each step up the hill to the church, even
as such public displays of faith fell out of favor after Vatican II. A priest blesses the
steps at midnight, then the laity pray (usually the rosary) and climb the steps until the
Good Friday worship service at three in the afternoon. Some believers in the Marian
movement believe this demonstration of faithfulness and dedication to Mary could be a
possible reason for why Cincinnati might have found favor with Mary, and thus why the

cluster of Marian apparitions occurred there.”® Bill Reck, of the Marian-dedicated Riehle

"' Pryor, “Mary’s Place, God’s Time,” 103.
2 Pryor, “Mary’s Place, God’s Time,” 107.

73 Jay P. Dolan, The American Catholic Experience: A History from Colonial
Times to the Present (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1985), 384, 388;
Jay P. Dolan, In Search of an American Catholicism: A History of Religion and Culture
in Tension (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 239-241; Paula M. Kane,
“Marian Devotion Since 1940: Continuity or Casualty?” in Habits of Devotion: Catholic
Religious Practice in Twentieth-Century America, ed. James M. O’Toole (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2004), 98; Pryor, “Mary’s Place, God’s Time,” 111; Smith, Going His
Way, 85; Sandra L. Zimdars-Swartz, “The Marian Revival in American Catholicism:
Focal Points and Features of the New Marian Enthusiasm,” in Being Right: Conservative
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Foundation and Faith Publishing Company, writes, “There may not be another location of
claimed private revelation, anywhere in the country, that has a stronger base of
committed and devoted Marian followers than the Southern Ohio-Northern Kentucky
area... there is a tremendous Catholic presence here, as well as a heavy commitment to
the Mother of God.”* In 1991, 27% of US Catholics attended Mass, but 44% of
Catholics in the Archdiocese of Cincinnati did, the highest rate for any big-city diocese.”
The apparitions in Ohio, especially the Greater Cincinnati area, fit within a larger
scholarly discussion about sacred space. Geographer Mary Lee Nolan and writer Sidney
Nolan argue that, “...the urge to identify certain places and things as especially
significant, indeed sacred, seems a deeply rooted human need, as is the desire to go as
pilgrims to such places.””® Sociologist Jeffrey S. Bennett suggests that as more people
visit a site, it seems more worthy of visiting. Jonathan Z. Smith, a historian of religion,
addresses the idea of sacred spaces in several of his works. In particular, he explains how
pilgrims can imbue a place with meaning: “The ordinary...becomes significant, becomes
sacred, simply by being there. It becomes sacred by having our own attention drawn to it
in a special way.” In addition, he explains, “A sacred place is a place of clarification (a

focusing lens) where men and gods are held to be transparent to one another.””” Scholar

Catholics in America, ed. Mary Jo Weaver and R. Scott Appleby (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1995), 216-217, 221.

"4 Reck, Dear Marian Movement, 202.
5 Fortin, Faith and Action, 366.

6 Mary Lee Nolan & Sidney Nolan, Christian Pilgrimage in Modern Western
Europe (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), 338.

7 Jeffrey S. Bennett, When the Sun Danced: Myth, Miracles, and Modernity in
Early Twentieth-Century Portugal (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012),
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of religion Thomas S. Bremer agrees that pilgrims invest spaces with meanings based on
their stories and experiences there, though he adds that the places have a sense of
permanence beyond the experiences of the original religious community. Myra
Shackley, an archaeologist, Anglican priest, and tourism specialist, and James J. Preston,
a sociologist, both suggest that apparition sites provide an opportunity for pilgrims to take
part in the experience of the original apparition and reenact the encounter with the divine.
Philosopher Sandra L. Zimdars-Swartz states that modern American Catholic pilgrims
have transitioned from the traditional pilgrimage to established apparition sites such as
Lourdes, Fatima, and Guadalupe, in favor of apparition sites where visions are still taking
place, hoping to see and speak with visionaries. Religious studies scholar Joseph P.
Laycock argues that control of sacred space is particularly important for apparition
movements due to the connection between a physical location and a supernatural
presence. By using sacred space and rituals strategically, these movements can influence
Catholic culture and make faith visible. Church authorities try to enforce the boundaries
of Catholicism, limiting access to the sacred within certain times, spaces, and rituals, and
express concern about how the Church might be perceived, while the laity seek miracles
in a broader range of places, rarely worrying about what outsiders might think.
Catholicism is shaped by both lay Catholics and Church authorities and is not

monolithic.”®

150; Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jamestown (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982), 54-55.

8 Thomas S. Bremer, “Sacred Spaces and Tourist Places,” in Tourism, Religion
& Spiritual Journeys, ed. Dallen J. Timothy & Daniel H. Olsen (New York: Routledge,
2006), 28, 30; William V. D’ Antonio, Michele Dillon, & Mary L. Gauthier, American
Catholics in Transition (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2013), 154;
Joseph P. Laycock, The Seer of Bayside: Veronica Lueken and the Struggle to Define
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With so many apparitions taking place around the world, what would draw
pilgrims from all over the United States to a small, blue-collar, Midwestern city to look at
mysterious lights?” Karen Messina, of Fairfield County, Connecticut, made her fourth
trip to Norwood in 1999, “to give devotion to Mary, and I truly believe she is appearing
and giving her message for the world — prayer, peace and reconciliation...I have seen the
lights and I believe she is being manifested in them. But the important thing is that this
brings thousands of people together in prayer and is a demonstration of faith. Despite the
scoffers, we are here, willing to profess our belief.” Mary Englebrink, of Ross, Ohio,
came for seven years to see the lights. “I always see it...It’s a supernatural light that
bathes everyone. It’s not cameras. It’s not anything natural. It’s the blessed lady surely
appearing to us.” Others said they came not for miracles, but for the fellowship and

prayer of the gathering. Al Ehrman, of Delhi Township, Ohio, spent the day at the center

Catholicism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 11-12, 14; James J. Preston,
“Spiritual Magnetism: An Organizing Principle for the Study of Pilgrimage,” in Sacred
Journeys: The Anthropology of Pilgrimage, ed. Alan Morinis (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1992), 34; Myra Shackley, “Empty Bottles at Sacred Sites: Religious
Retailing at Ireland’s National Shrine,” in Tourism, Religion & Spiritual Journeys, ed.
Dallen J. Timothy & Daniel H. Olsen (New York: Routledge, 2006), 101; Boris
Vukoni¢, “Sacred Places and Tourism in the Roman Catholic Tradition,” in Tourism,
Religion & Spiritual Journeys, ed. Dallen J. Timothy & Daniel H. Olsen (New York:
Routledge, 2006), 245; Zimdars-Swartz, “The Marian Revival in American Catholicism,”
234.

7 1In the 1990s, Norwood was a struggling city. It alone of all neighboring
communities had avoided annexation by Cincinnati because of its strong industrial base
and independent water supply, but by the 1980s, was an example of a Rust Belt city
without enough economic diversification to ensure the city’s stability after its major
employers left. Norwood’s population quickly declined, and even in 2006, after
successfully cultivating new businesses, the city still faced the serious prospect of
bankruptcy. It occupies an anomalous position as a city surrounded entirely by another
city.
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in prayer and meditation, but claimed, “Even if nothing happens, at 1 a.m., when it’s all
over, you say, ‘yes, I’'m glad I came...” Some people see lights shining, fantastic things,
but that’s just gravy on the potatoes for me. The whole thing for me is being with these
lovely people in prayer by the thousands. That’s what makes it worthwhile.”’
Although these pilgrims make the apparitions sound appealing, the initial
predictions of Marian apparitions at Cold Spring in 1992 provoked wariness on the part
of Church and city officials. The city government dreaded the traffic and crowds that
would come in hopes of seeing something, the parish council feared the harm that could
come to the parish, both in terms of physical property and reputation, and the Church
feared people’s expectations might be disappointed if the predictions turned out to be
inaccurate. Covington Bishop William Hughes released a statement over a month before
Mary was expected to appear, warning Catholics not to put too much faith in predictions
of Marian appearances and instead, to rely on more traditional methods to connect with
God, such as the Bible and Holy Communion. “I urge a renewed fidelity to these and
less interest in the unusual or extraordinary,” he said in the statement.®! In his memoir,
Fr. Smith claims that he tried to use discretion. He met with the visionary and decided
she was not disturbed, then he asked Nancy Fowler in Georgia, Fr. Jack Spaulding in
Arizona, one of the Medjugorje seers, and Sister Briege McKenna in Florida to pray for

him and his parish. He temporarily kept the information from the parish council, but

80 Walt Schaefer and Tom McCann, “Faithful Gather to See a Vision: Visit
Expected to Be the Last,” Cincinnati Enquirer, 1 September 1999, News 1-A.

81 Beth Menge, “Be Wary of ‘Vision’ Prediction, Bishop Advises,” Cincinnati
Enquirer, 22 July 1992, A-12; Smith, Going His Way, 63.
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after he told his Friday night prayer group about the visionary’s prediction, asking them
to keep it quiet, media from all over the world descended the next day.®? Although Fr.
Smith was responsible for making the prediction public, he expressed some ambivalence
about the predicted visions, saying, “Of course, it’s just one of those things that you take
on faith...If Our Lady wants it to happen, it’s going to happen. If not, it won’t....The
visionary says Our Lady is going to appear in St. Joseph Church. Not to me. Not to any
one particular individual...Just that she’s going to make her appearance known.”*?

As the word of the predicted visions spread, the bishop met with Fr. Smith and
Cold Spring mayor Paul Weghorn to address the situation. Bishop Hughes urged Fr.
Smith to make the event private. Fr. Smith did suggest that people who were not
members of St. Joseph parish stay home and pray or go to their own churches rather than
coming to St. Joseph. However, by this time, it was only two weeks before Mary was
expected to appear, the story had drawn national attention, and people were already

descending on Cold Spring.®* Eventually, parish members would be allowed inside St.

Joseph Church by invitation only, and all non-members had to wait outside.®> The

82 Smith, Going His Way, 61-62.

83 Menge, “Be Wary of ‘Vision’ Prediction, Bishop Advises”: A-1. A similar
idea is expressed in Jean Bach, “Covington Priest ‘Mary’s Ambassador,”” (Cincinnati)
Catholic Telegraph, 14 August 1992, 1, 5. Found in “Cold Spring Apparitions” file,
Diocese of Covington Archives.

84 Peggy Kreimer, “Town to Restrict Visitors on Night of Prediction,”
Cincinnati Post, 18 August 1992, SA.

85 «Church to Limit Pilgrims,” Cincinnati Post, 22 August 1992, 5A; Smith,
Going His Way, 64; Paul Weghorn, Jr., interview by author, Cold Spring, KY, 21 July
2008.
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capacity of the church was set at 1,000, and cameras and recording equipment were
prohibited.®® Although he obeyed the bishop, Fr. Smith reasoned, “[I]f Our Blessed Lady
is calling people here, they are going to come.” He also said the visionary told him that
followers should spend three days fasting before the vision.?” “If it happens, it will be the
greatest grace that ever happened to Cold Spring...If it doesn’t, it won’t shake my faith,”
Fr. Smith stated.®® He, the Diocese of Covington, and the city of Cold Spring all tried to
lower expectations and keep the event small. “[P]lease do not expect something
extraordinary to happen on Aug. 31...She is just as much present to us in our own
churches, our own homes, etc., as she is in the places of apparition.”*’

The city officials took steps to deal with the expected crowd problems, setting
strict rules about parking, driving, food, vendors, and camping. “There’s going to be no
Madonnas, T-shirts or anything like that...There’s no way we’re going to make any

money on this. How much we lose will depend on how many show up,” said Mayor

Wegman. “I’d rather not have them [the crowds]. We’re not equipped to handle them.

8 Geoff Hobson, “Vision of Mary on Aug. 31 Not Certain, Pastor Advises,”
Cincinnati Enquirer, 22 August 1992, B2.
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We’ve done these things to accommodate our citizens and businesses, they come first.””°

The Campbell County town of 2,800 called in assistance from the Kentucky State Police
and National Guard to deal with crowd control. They also made special arrangements
with the Transit Authority of Northern Kentucky to operate shuttles to the church and
resurfaced an old drive-in theater to allow parking for buses and cars. Still, the city
worried that US-27, the main road through town, might need to be shut down if crowds
grew too large.”!

Despite Cold Spring’s rules, people came from across the country, some for the
spiritual experience and others for commercial opportunities. Gary Chism sold T-shirts
he created as souvenirs for the pilgrims, featuring Mary’s face looking at rays of light
with the words, “Lady of Light. Cold Spring, Ky., 1992.” Although T-shirt sales were
banned in Cold Spring, Chism sold his shirts in neighboring Highland Heights. Bill
Gasdorf, owner and operator of Bill’s Catering, one mile south of St. Joseph Church, had
property just outside the Cold Spring city limits. He charged $50 a night for RV camping

in his yard and sold food.”?

%0 Geoff Hobson, “Cold Spring Sets Rules for Vision Vigil,” Cincinnati
Enquirer, 21 August 1992, E1.
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The first Cold Spring apparition drew an estimated 7,900 people. Several
reported seeing Mary in a tree outside the church, on a church wall, or on the roof.
Others reported seeing strange lights flashing. These lights were explained as “similar to
heat lightning,” possibly caused by people taking photos, TV cameras and National
Guard flashlights, or manifestations of Mary’s presence. There were also reports of
rosaries turning color. Activities at the church started at 9 AM with an outdoor Mass and
twelve priests hearing confessions until midnight. Loudspeakers were set up so those
outside the church could hear the prayers inside. Bishop Hughes did not attend, but after
talking with Fr. Smith, made a statement that “nothing of a miraculous nature happened
at St. Joseph Church.” This meant that Bishop Hughes would not appoint a commission
to investigate the event, a step that prevented the process of gaining official Church
approval from ever starting. Hughes also restated his encouragement for more traditional

routes to connection with God.”?
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Xavier University theology professor Rev. Edward Car