Memories Of My Uncle

Sy Rzv, Wieam Funcs

“For [ was hungry and you gave me
toeat, thirsty and you gave meto drink,
I was naked and you clothed me....

‘These words from the 25th chapter of
Matthew’s Gospel, the Gospel read at
dinal Cushing’s fu-
neral Mass, never fail to
remind me of the
uniqueness of the man
who was my uncle.

Growing up on the
streets of South Boston
in the ‘30s and ‘40s, my
brother and [ lived, like
50 many of our contem-
poraries who had a priestin the family,
knowing that we had to be good in
schoolas wellasonthe streets because,
“Your uncle is a priest, so dont do
anything that would bring disgrace
upon the family name.” How often we
heard that! At times, I think it was the
fearof bringing disgrace upon the fam-
ily name, rather than the fear of eternal
punishment, that kecgt us in line.

Meanwhile, the days of our youth
passed while we silently endured the
good nuns at Nazareth School and the
venerableJesuitsatBostonCollege High
Schocl who went out of their way to
demonstrate that they were not going to
show favoritismto “Cushing’s nephews.”

As youngsters, both of us wondered
about this priest, this man. We knew
thatour unclewas a priest, but then we
also saw that he was quite different
from the priests we knew in our home
parish. We never knew him to be in-
volved in youth work or sodalities or
the Holy Name Society or in schools,
lika the priests we knew at home. All

weever heard was of his work with the
foreign missions and his love for the
pcor. Weknew thatheonly came home
for a rare visit to his mother, that he
was always tco busy to have dinner
with the family.

When my mother would take us to
dewntown Boston for our yearly shop-
ping trip before school, we would al-
way's stop at 49 Franklin Street for a
quick visitto say hello, and usually, we
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met some priest or
bishop froma foreign
land whocame tovisit
the Office of the
Propagation of the
Faith in Boston. We
always wanted to
know more about
him, but he always
seemed too busy and
was always deeply
involved with hislove
for the missions.
I am sure that
many pecple may feel
t{vz ere chgated
or short changed, but
as we matured and
grew to know “our
uncle”wecametothe
realization that he .
was more than just a special priest. He
was indeed an extraordinary priest,
who in a very real sense belonged not
to just one family but to the world and
espedially to the poor of this world.
Looking back, we bath know that it
would have been unfair — and even
impossible — to try to contain him in
just one family. .
Everyonehas a“Cushing story”and
everyone has that “special letter.” And
thereare so many who have the “inside
story” thatone begins to question what
was factand what was not. But as with
the lives of all great men, the myths
continue to claim their own existence.
Aside from his personal physidan,
the late and venerable Doctor Richard
Wright, who was loyalty personified to
Cardinal Cushing, and of course, His
Excellency, Bishop Lawrence J. Riley,
theCardinal’sstaunch secretary, aswell
asMsgr. Thomas J. Finnegan, his Chan-
cellor, Thonestly believe thera are few
who knew the real Richard Cushing.
I was fortunate to get to know “The
Cardinal” in his later years, when he
would visit the priests of the Society of
St James in Latin Arreric. It was thers
that we got to see the man [ felt was the
“real Cushing.” While visiting us, he

could rélax from the daily pressures and

stTutindes thata Church leader muster-

dure in his own diogese. He loved to te
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with a group of
priests. He loved to
tell stories —afterall,
he was Irish! And
therewasnothinghe
liked todomorethan
to talk about the
Church ard his vi-
siont of Church. He
had an intense love
for the Church; he
beheld thaChurchas

pable of bringing
aboutuepeaceand
justice in the world.

Peace and justice
were important to
him because of his

grant famnily who arrived in this country
in search of those most basic of human
values, peace and justice. He believed
that the Churchhad tobring these rights
to the poor because this is the Church’s
mission, the mission given to her by
Jesus. Richard Cushing wanted o be
abletosharehis priestsand his resources
with the whele world so that the mes-
sage of Jesus could be heard by all.

When I got to know Cardinal
Cushing on his visits to Latin America,
I also met a man who in many ways
appeared to be impriscred by his lofty
position in the Church. He was Cardi-
nal Aschbishop of one of the largest
archdioceses in the United States. He
lived on the same grounds as one of the
largest seminaries in the country. He
had priests o spare.

Yet in many ways, he was alcne. Ha
chose this way becausa he felt his life
was tobeone of complete dedication to
the Church, even to the peint of sacri-
ficing his own family and those who
would havebeen his friends. Lamsure,
though, that he felt that he was deing
no more than any foreign missicnary
would do. He camre frem an e when
foreign missicnaries weuld goto far off
landsandnotretumheme fortenyears
or mcre ard In some cises never to

the only agent ca-

return home again. It was an era in

which complete and unqualified ser- °

vice to the Church was demanded of all
who were called to carry Christ’s mes-

sagetotheends of the earth. Thesamen .

and wemen gave Cardinal Cushing his
impetus to go out and do great things.
Thesupportfrom the priestsand people
of the Archdiccese of Boston made g:s
dreams possible. Ard for this reascn,
he was always available to them.

In his last years before retirement, he
did make a point of visiting my mother,
uricleand aunt for dinner cn Thanksgiv-
ing and Christrmas. We would have to

ick him up at e Little Sisters of the
'cor on Dudley Street and as scon as
dipn erho - taken
overtovisit” Father PaulShanley’ss
kids” or“my pals at PineStreet.”
toris eyt with the
poor and marginalized members of his
flock.

* This was the Richard Cushing that
always knew, a man who loved the
Church more than he loved himself, a
man whose values were grounded in
constructing aworld based on helping
to bring peace and justice to the poor,a
man who ‘managed to instill in his
priests and pecple a vision of a global
Church, a “catholic church,” in need.

I consider myself to be extremely
fortunate in sharing the same “roots”
as Richard Cardinal Cushing. I will
always cherish the memory of an ex-
traordinary man who had a phenom-
enal love of Church, of the poor, of all
marginalized peoples of sodety, and of
the priesthcod.

Did my brother or I miss anything?

.

Maybe. Do we feel cheated? No way. -

For we were ammong the most fortunate
to have known just a bit of one of the
mest exwacrdinary Churchunen of the
20th century, who, when his mission
on earth was accomgplished, was wel-
comed home with the words from
Matthew’s Gespel: “Come you blessed
of my Father....”
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