


How It All Began
In September of 1968 the journey began when Sandy Bennett gave in 
to my relentless pursuit and accepted my proposal of marriage. April 
of 1969 heard wedding bells, and June of 1970 saw the arrival of foster 
children … twins. April of 1971 brought our first born, Angela, and 

January of 1973, Karen. 
The twins went home to 
their mother, and in 
January of 1974, two 
brothers came to live 
with us, ages seven and 
eight. By the end of that 
school year, we knew 
that educational inter-
vention was necessary. 
In the fall, I approached 
Marie Stengel, the 
coordinator of a Special 
Religious Education 

Center at Fourteen Holy Helpers Parish, to enroll the boys. I assured her 
that I wouldn’t just drop them off for the hour, but that I would help in any 
way that I could. Not too many years later, Marie retired and here I am, 
still at it in 2011 … well, sort of … I now have my “helper.”

Victim Missionaries Come to Buffalo 
With our family continuing to grow, Benjamin was born in 1976; and my 
involvement in the world of special needs deepened. Marie invited me to 
a meeting of a new group in the diocese, the Victim Missionaries. Here I 
would make many new friends and learn more about obstacles people 
faced in their faith journeys. Two people from that group, Mary Lou 
Catalano and Sister Mary Norine, RSM, now became companions on the 
journey. With Bishop Edward D. Head’s blessing, a council was formed 
to work on ways to break down the physical and attitudinal barriers that 
deny persons with disabilities full participation in the worshipping, 
ministerial and social life of the Church.



We Hit the Road
A road show began; Marie, Mary Lou, Sister Norine 
and I started speaking to pastors at their regional meet-
ings about ways to include persons with disabilities 
in parish life. Too often we heard, “We have no one with 
handicaps in our parish.” Our response, “Because 
they can’t get in the door.” Now we could talk about 
ways to identify and break down the attitudinal barriers 
to full participation and ways to identify, prioritize and 
eliminate the physical barriers. Have you seen an older 
church in our diocese with a ramp, hearing loop, signed 
Mass, cut in pews to accommodate wheel chairs, or a 
reserved pew in the front for ease of access to Eucharist 
at Mass? We were there!

It’s Official
At the Council’s recommendation in 1978, Bishop Head established the 
Office of Pastoral Ministry with Persons with Disabilities, naming Sister Mary 
Josanne, CSSF, as its first director. We now had an action arm for our 
mission. This was also the year that I began my formation for the diaconate. 

At Home and Abroad
In the summer of 1980, the International Year of 
the Disabled, a contingent from the Diocese of 
Buffalo filled a jet airplane and took off for Rome. 
We challenged the hospitality industry, the travel 
industry, the tourism industry, Rome and the 
Vatican. In October of that year, the youngest of 
our children, Peter, was born. Sandy continued 
to hold down the fort as I divided my time among 
family, work, ministry and study. On October 17, 

1982, I was one of twelve men called to serve the Church at Buffalo as 
deacon. Bishop Head assigned me to Fourteen Holy Helpers Parish and 
to the Office of Pastoral Ministry with Persons with Disabilities.



In His Footsteps
Sister Rose Mary Cauley, GNSH, came to town and took 
over as head of The Office of Pastoral Ministry as Sister 
Josanne left to assume new responsibilities in her 
religious community. In 1987, Stauros International 
sponsored Access to the Land of the Bible, their first 
travel and study program to Israel for persons with dis-
abilities. Many members of the Victorious Missionaries 
from chapters across the country participated. Mary 
Lou Catalano and I were privileged to represent Buffalo. 
Again, the message of full participation was spoken.

Victims No More
Father George Pollard, the first spiritual moderator of the Buffalo Chapter of 
the VMs, “graduated,” and I was privileged to succeed him in this role. The 
Victim Missionaries became the Victorious Missionaries and we continued to 
work toward the goal of full participation.

Church Present in Other Buildings
A few years ago Maggy Woodward (one of those original Buffalo Victorious 
Missionaries) and I began speaking to a class preparing for hospital ministry. 
We tried to help the participants become aware of some special needs that 
they may encounter during their visits and to put the person first. Recently, 
Laura Herman from Holy Family Parish in Niagara Falls, where I also minister, 
and Sharon Urbaniak from the Department of Catholic Education have 
joined us in this outreach. 

And the Beat Goes On …
By the grace of God, the support of my wife, family and 
church communities, I am privileged to continue this 
journey.


