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Saints and sinners: The phenomenon of kidnapping

Kidnappingisarather recent phenomenonin
themodernworld. Thewordfirst appearsinthe
17th century in Americawhen children were
snatched off the streets and forced to work on
colonial plantations. “Kid” wasaslangword of
the times, referring to young persons. “Nap”
wasoriginally “ nab,” meaning (asit doestoday)
toseizeor arrest.

Kidnapping hit the headlines big-timein
1932 when the infant son of aviation hero
CharlesLindberghandhiswifeAnnewastaken
fromtheupstairsbedroom of thecouple’sNew
Jersey homein the middle of the night. A car-
penter by the name of Bruno Hauptman was
|ater convicted of thecrimeand senttotheelec-
tric chair.

Today, kidnapping makes news regularly
throughout the world. Abductors are usually
seeking ransom money but, as is the case of

kidnapped journalist Daniel Pearl in Afghani-
stan, thereareoften political motivesinvolved.

Theleading character in one of the more bi-
zarre kidnappings on record was a woman
preacher - Aimee Semple M cPherson.

Or wasit akidnapping?

Ferenc Morton Szasz tells the story in his
recent book, “Religion in the Modern Ameri-
canWest” (University of ArizonaPress, 2000).
Aimee, saysSzasz, probably ranked asthebest-
known American woman before Eleanor
Roosevelt. In 1923, she founded her Angelus
Templein Los Angeles, a Pentecostal church
that differed little from other Pentecostal
churches, except, says Szasz, “inthe acknow!-
edged charismaof itsleader.”

“Shemerged her techniquesasan evangelist
withvaudevilleroutines,” writesSzasz, “ aswell
aswith the acting styles of thefirst generation

, george
plagenz

1
saints & sinners

of HollywoodiconssuchasMary Pickfordand
ClaraBow.”

Sheonce cameon stageriding amotorcycle
and posing asatrafficcop-to* pull sinnersover
tothecurband put themback ontheright road.”

Whenever a situation called for a scene,
Aimeeprovided one. But thescenethat thelady
evangelist played best of all washer vanishing
actin 1926. In May of that year, as Szasz tells
thestory, Aimeewent swimming, disappeared

andwaspresumed drowned. |n June, however,
sheappearedinalittle Mexican town, looking
quite haggard but otherwise unharmed.

“She spoke of being kidnapped by three
crooks- ‘ Steve, Jake and Mexicali Rose.” She
toldanexcitingtal eof being transported, blind-
folded, to a shack in the desert. She escaped
from her abductors, she said, by using the
ragged edge of atin can to cut the ropes that
bound her handsand feet.”

Few believedthistale. Scofferssaidit wasa
hoax and a publicity stunt. Others whispered
that Aimee had been off on arendezvouswith
Ken Ormiston, the engineer of thechurch’sra-
dio station.

Thecity of LosAngelesthreatened to bring
her uponcharges(although, asSzasz pointsout,
she had committed no crime). The national
press covered the event “in amanner reminis-

cent of the 1995 trial of O.J. Simpson,” Szasz
observesin hisbook.

Eventually, the city’s district attorney de-
clared there was insufficient evidence for an
indictment and the case faded from the public
eye.

Szasz concludes, “ Itisnot clear whether such
adversepublicity helped or hurt her movement,
butitforever cemented Sister Aimeeinthepub-
liceye”

When, at age 54, she died of an overdose of
sleeping pillsin her hotel room in 1944 (the
coroner ruled her death accidental ), theL ondor
Daily Mail - reduced by wartime newsprint
scarcity tofour pages- ranal,000-word obitu-
ary.
The curtain had fallen on what one historian
called “thelast giddy spasm” of revivalismin
America

Priest’s slaying stirs up bad memories for retreat that recovered from scandal

By Mary Perea
Associated Press Writer

JEMEZ SPRINGS, N.M. — The
shock of a Roman Catholic priest’'s
slaying at an isolated spiritual retreat
has brought back memories of a dis-
turbing period when the center wasin-
volvedin sex abuse allegations.

As bad as the death of the Rev.
Michael Mack was, however, leadersof
the Father Fitzgerald Renewal and Re-
treat Center have tried to use discus-
sions about the case to promote the
retreat’s changed mission and broader
reach sincethe mid-1990s.

Nestledinthered-rock peaksof New
Mexico'sJemez Mountains, thecenter
served for many yearsasasupport net-
work for troubled priests.

More than a decade ago, it was hit
with numerous pedophilia lawsuits
because some priests who were coun-

seled at the center had “ unresolved
sexual conflicts’ whenthey returnedto
parishes, said the Rev. Ray Gunzel,
center director. Thelawsuitshavebeen
settled, and the retreat no longer
handles such counseling.

InDecember, policearrested Steven
A. Degraff in Mack’s slaying. A 33-
year-old short-order cook with no ap-
parent connection to the retreat, De-
graff claimed in court that the priest
tried to rape him.

Retreat |eadersdismissedtheallega-
tion.

“It’sludicrousthat a60-year-old man
would attempt a sexual advance on a
younger man who just broke into his
house,” Gunzel said.

Mack, avisiting priest whowasjust
starting ayear of reflection and study,
wasbeatenandfatally stabbed on Dec.
8. His pgjama-clad body was found at
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hisisolated cottage; hiscar and wallet
were missing.

Gunzel said Mack had never before
been accused of any sexual impropri-
ety. He was a Dominican priest and a
former associatedirector of theUniver-
sity of Arizona's Catholic Newman
Center.

Degraff haspleadedinnocent tofirst-
degree murder and armed robbery
charges. Gunzel said hedidn’'t believe
Degraff had any prior contact with any-
oneat the center, including Mack. And
policehavebacked up Gunzel’sconten-
tiontherapeallegationwasgroundless.

“Yes, the detectives have looked at
that aspect and they havetried to look
at it objectively,” Sandoval County
Undersheriff Karl Wiese said. “The
detectiveshavenot discovered any evi-
dencethat supported the allegation.”

The retreat center was founded 55

Pastor: Loren Strait

yearsago and isrun by the Servantsof
the Paraclete, an order founded by the
Rev. Gerald Michael Cushing Fitz-
gerald to assist priests with personal
difficulties. But the center had prob-
lemstreating sex abusers.

Oneof theworst casesinvolved the
Rev. James Porter of Massachusetts,
who was accused of molesting 99
peoplewhilethey werechildreninthe
1950s and 1960s. He was alleged to
have assaulted others when he was at
the center.

Porter left thepriesthoodintheearly
1970s and pleaded guilty in 1993 to
molesting 28 children. He was sen-
tenced to 18 to 20 yearsin prison.

“Their only form of treatment back
inthat time frame was prayer and for-
givenessandthat really didn’t solvethe
problemfor apedophile,” said attorney
Stephen Tinkler, whose firm handled

about 100 sex-abuse lawsuits against
Catholicpriests, many of themnaming
the Servants of the Paraclete asdefen-
dants. All of those cases were settled,
hesaid.

“Werepresented thevictimsof these
priestssowefelttheServants, certainly
in the'60s and’ 70s, didn’t properly
address the issues of pedophilia,”
Tinkler said.

Gunzel admitted the center was not
properly staffedtohandlesuch casesin
those years. Professional counseling
wasavailablebetween 1982 and 1995,
but the center stopped providing treat-
ment altogether in 1995 because of the
pedophiliapublicity.

Today, theretreat offersaquiet place
for prayer andreflectiontopeopleof all
religions. Personal guidanceislimited
to spiritual advice and support.

Onany givenweek, betweenfiveand

30 people may usethe center’smodest
facilities. Small houses divided intc
four separateliving areasare provideo
to those who stay at the center. Each
room includes a couple of chairs, &
desk, atwin-sized bed, a small closet
and bathroom.

Guestscan expect avery relaxed at-
mosphere and plenty of time for soli-
tude. Thereisno scheduleof activities
except aMass s celebrated “around
noon” for those who wish to attend,
Gunzel said.

The Rev. Christine Robinson, who
has led groups to the retreat and also
made solo trips, isaware of its past.

“It's not easy for an institution to
completely changeitsfocusof whatit's
doing and | admirethem for what they
aredoing,” saidthe49-year-old senior
minister at the First Unitarian Church
inAlbuquerque.
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,j Thursday: Night Bible Study: 7:00 pm .:
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First United Methodist Church
1116 Sherman

899-3631
Pastor:. Rev. Carol Moore-Ramey
Sunday. Sunday School: 9:15 am
Worship Service: 10:30 am
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Ninth & Caldwell » 899-5398
Minister: Tony Kafka
Youth Minister: Doug Bean
Sunday. \Worship Service: 9:30 am
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grace Fellowship Church
104 E. Hwy 24 « 899-6423
Pastor: Bob Snyder = Residence: 899-0134
Sunday: Sunday School: 10 am
Worship Service: 11 am
Wednesday 6:30 pm
“Building on Firm Foundations”

13th & Center

899-2115 or Rectory 899-2114
Priest: Father Charles Schneider
Deacon: Gretchen Talitha
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Pastor: Father Daryl Olmstead
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Saturday: 6 pm
Sunday: 8 am and 10:30 am
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Serving the rural community for over 100 years
Rt. 1, Box 180 » 694-2807 « 3190 Road 70
Pastor: Jim Cress
899-5784
Sunday:. \Worship Service: 9 am
Sunday School: 10 am

good Samaritan Center
h 208 W. 2nd

Koons Funeral Chapel
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‘The following sponsors urge YOU to attend your chosen House of Worship this Sabbath:

‘Topside Office Products, 9nc.

golden Wheat Ranch
Office 110 E. 11th

Short & Son Trucking
Hwy. 24

1110 Main il




