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D: This is an interview with Thomas Tobin for the Youngstown State Umversity Oral History
Project on the Diocese of Youngstown. Today is November 28, 2000. This interview is
being conducted at the diocese on West Wood Street in Youngstown. My name is Donna
DeBiasio.

D: Bishop Tobin, let’s just start off by talking a little bit about yourself. Tell me about your
family.

T: Weli, my family consists of my mom and dad. My dad is deceased. My mom still lives in
Pittsburgh. I also have two brothers and a sister. One brother is deceased and the other
brother lives in Fiorida. My sister lives in Pittsburgh. I have ten nieces and nephews and
ten great nieces and nephews scattered around this part of the country for the most part.

D: Where were you born?
T: 1 was bom in Pittsburgh. '
D: Is it impolite to ask when you were born?

T: That’s never impolite. My age is a matter of pubiic record, 1 suppose. 1 was born on April i,
1948.

D: Did you grow up in a particular neighborhood in Pittsburgh?

T: Yes, I grew up in the Ross Township section of Pittsburgh, more particularly the Laurei
Gardens section of Pittsburgh. My family moved there just after I was born in 1948. 1t was
a very rural area outside of Pittsburgh. Small farms, some grape arbors and so forth. Now,
as time has developed it, it is really part of the Pittsburgh suburbs in the North Hills. It used
to be a beautiful little neighborhood. Somewhat secluded from the suburban sprawl that
surrounded it, yet very convenient to other parts of the suburbs and also the city of



Pittsburgh itself. It is within ten miles of the city of Pittsourgh.
D: North or south?
T: North.
D: What did your parents do for a living?

T: My mom stayed at home as most mothers did in those days, of course, and raised her family.
My dad worked for Sears and Roebuck in Pittsburgh for most of his adult life, about thirty
years or so. He retired from there. He retired when he was just fifty-tive years old. He and
my mom had a great opportunity they did not have before. For almost twenty years, they
traveied a lot through the United States, seeing all forty eight continental states and spent a
lot of winters in Florida in later years also.

D: Were you educated?

T: I was educated, first of all, in our parish school, St. Teresa Grade school in Perrysville, also in
the North Hills in Pittsburgh. After eighth grade, [ went to high school seminary, St. Mark's
Seminary, in Erie for high school and the first two years of college. Then, I spent the last

two years of college at St. Francis Seminary. That’s where I graduated from. Then, for my

iheological studies, I went to Rome where I resided at the North American College. I
studied at the Gregorian University for three years, then for the fourth year, at the Liturgical
Institute of St. Anselmo. I stayed at the North American College, which is our residence
there when we study at Rome University.

D: Why did you decide to enter the priesthood?

T: I suppose that is always the hardest question to answer. It’s easier to explain how someone

becomes a priest and what a priest does, what the studies are like, and what the work 1s like

and so forth. I think the hardest question is always ‘why’. From a human point of view, I

am sure [ was influenced by the faith of my parents, and certainly the example of priests and

religious who served us in our parish at Saint Teresa. I also felt very comfortable in the

Church and around the Church. I sang in the choir when I was in grade school. We had
good role models. I felt very inclined, even in grade school, to some kind of service in the
Church, for reasons which are, 1 suppose, diiticult to describe from the faith perspective.
From a theological point of view, we become a priest, and eventually a Bishop, because the
Lord has called us to do that. It is not so much something that we have chosen, but what
the Lord has chosen us to do. That is where the realm of the mystery enters. Jesus says to
his Apostles, “You did not choose me, but I choose you.” And we believe that about our
priesthood. For some reason, Jesus chose me to become a priest and a Bishop. Iam sure
there are human factors that make that possible.

D: How did you feel when you were selected to become the Bishop pt Youngstown?

T: Well, it came as a great surprise. Keep in mind that the three years previously | had been the



Auxiliary Bishop in Pittsburgh. Once you become a Bishop, that is auxiliary, you realize it is
very possible you will not spend the rest of your life in that spot. Bishops move around,
they transfer from one place to another. So, I knew in the back of my mind that it was
possible that 1 would not spend the rest of my life in Pittsburgh. But, when I learned that 1
was coming to Youngstown-which was coincidentally five years yesterday that I got the
call from the Apostolic Nuncio in Washington—I was both excited and happy and felt very
challenged. I realized it would be good work, a very important work, that there would be a
lot of challenges and it was a two edged sword in sense because everything was new to me.
I had never lived in Youngstown before. Everything was new the priests, the parishes, the
policies, the history of the area, some of the strengths and blessings, some of the needs and
problems. Everything was brand new for me, so it was really a iearning experience. On the
other hand, there is an advantage to coming in to a completely new situation too. You can
make a fresh start for yourself, for everyone in the diocese. In that sense I was very
excited when I heard 1 was to be Bishop. And particularly in Youngstown, because it had
a reputation of being a good diocese and because it was very close to my home in
Pittsburgh too.

D: What excites you most about being the job of being Bishop in Youngstown?

T: Ithink the most exciting thing is the opportunity to set a vision and try to fuliil that vision. it
is really exciting when you see people responding to that vision. That does not happen all
that time. It happens in varying degrees of success, I’'m sure. But the opportunity of being
over here is a wonderful opportunity. It is very challenging, but it is also very exciting to be
able to make a difference in the lives of individuai people. There are about 260,000 peopie

in six counties with nearly 200 priests, 117 parishes with 44 elementary schools, and six
high schools. Who knows what the future holds with all that. Nonetheless, that is a very
large family to take care of, a very large flock to try and shepherd. T'he opportunity of being
a leader of this size of the Church and trying to make a difference in terms if creating a
vision, and setting a vision, and having people to respond to that as they have done very
well, I think, is terribly exciting.

D: What are your least favorite aspects of your position?

T: Ican’t say anything I don’t really enjoy. There are two things I find especially chalienging.
One is the opposite of what I just spoke about. One of the things that is most chalienging 1s
when you do have a vision, and not everybody accepts it. And then the chalienge is to try
and continue to lead, try to continue sharing this vision without purely imposing it on others,
without alienating people. That is the one challenge, to try to continue to lead without losing
peopie if they do not share what you are trying to do. Not everyone always comes from the
same point of view in approaching any question. There’s one chalienge. The second
challenge, 1 think, is simply trying to be present. I think the personal presence is very
important. {t makes the world of difference in the way people respond to the Bishop and the
way they respond to the Church, the works of the Church, the ministry, the service of the
Church. The presence ot the Bishop is very crucial. At the same time, the Bishop cannot
be present in e every place, to every person, at all times. So, the Bishop does his very best,
and certainly, I do my best to try and be present. There are many things that I would like to



do that are not possible because of the restrictions of time. I wouid like to be more present
to our schools, I would like to be in our parishes every weekend, I would like to spend
more time visiting with our priests, visiting with religious leaders; I just can’t be present at
all times.

D: Iam sure every day is different, but would you describe a typical day for yourself?’

T: You are correct. Every day is different. My typical day, at least during the week, includes
my coming to the office, having a number of meetings, appoiniments, taking care of daily
correspondence, that comes in great volumes, returning phone calls, staying in touch with

the members of the staff. And that would happen typically on a weekday. And then, very

typicaliy on the weekday, [ would be out with some program or activity in the evening,

confirmation ceremonies, other parish events, meetings, and pastoral council meetings.
That would be somewhat of a typical day. Weekends tend to be filled with other spiritual
liturgical activities, visiting parishes, anniversaries of parishes, confirmations, installations
of pastors, those kind of activities, diocesan events. You’re right. There’s no typical day.
Those activities would be somewhat typical.

D: For people who open the time capsule, whoever opens this in 2043, what do you want to teil
them about the state of the Catholic Church in the world in 20007

T: Well, this is a very broad question. I think the two factors that are guiding the life ot the

Church right now, the Church Universal, would be we still are responding to and I think

Implementing the challenge of the Second Vatican Council. Just thirty five years ago, the

Vatican Council closed. 1 think we have been through a time of trial and error. We have
made some great progress. There have been some missteps along the way too. It will take
generations for the Ecumenical Council such as we experienced in the 1960 s, 1o be really
understood and tully implemented. I think we are still in the process of learning what the
Council has said to us and trying to implement that as effectively and faithfulty as possible.
That is one guiding force in the Church right now. Second, and it is coming to a
conclusion, has been the celebration this year of the Great Jubilee. The Great Jubilee of
the year 2000, which has been a remarkable event fir the Universal Church, the Church of
the United States, and the Diocese of Youngstown. The opportunity to examine our faith,
try to recommit ourselves to our faith and all that that means, we’ve had some very special
opportunities to do that in this Jubilee Year, the year 2000. We do not know what the
future holds, but I think we will be a stronger Church, more enlivened because of what we
celebrated in this Great Jubilee. That has been directed particularly by the leadership of
Pope John Paul II, who has now been Pope for twenty-two years and he has truly left his
impression, his mark on the Church. In a general sense I think the leadership of the
current Pope, particularly for the Great Jubilee, has had a real influence on the Universal
Church.

D: Actually, that was a nice segue for my next question. I did want to ask you about Pope John
Paul 11, what do you think his greatest accomplishment is to date?

T: Well, I guess I would have to relate that to the Second Vatican Council. He was one of the



participants in the Second Vatican Council. No one knows or understands the Council betier
than he does. He was there. In fact, I think he has been able to bring the Church to a sure
and steady implementation of the Second Vatican Council. I think avoiding some of the
abuses of the recent past, he has establishes some clear guidelines and teachings in some
encyclicals and apostolic letters. I think he has brought the Church back to a very solid
center. I think his papacy will be one of the greatest papacies in the history of the Church.
Certainly it is one of the remarkable events of the twentieth century. His influence will be
felt, not just in the Church, but in the secular world as well. I really think he has been a
strong and steady influence on the Church at this point in its history. Also through his
travels and teachings he has opened the Church to new business, new arenas that we could
not have imagined before.

D: What do you think the biggest challenges are that the Church around the world will tace in
the next forty-three years?

T: Well, it is difficult to speak of the challenges of the Church around the world because the
conditions vary so much from place to place. In some places the Church has people, nations
just trying to survive. There is still a great deal of poverty, hunger, and homelessness and
disease and persecution, political violence and threats of war that aftects all of the people of
the world and the Church suifers from that too. In some cases, the question of the Church 1s
merely one survival and of trying to respond to material, and physical, and then spiritual
needs of the people they’re serving. In other parts of the world, such as our own country, we

are living in a time of great material prosperity. I think our challenge, in the immediate
future, and in the future, will be to maintain a spiritual vision and importance of God, the
importance of the spiritual life in the midst of a world that, in our country at least, is
increasingly secular and materialistic and in some ways a truly atheistic society, trying to
live without God, focusing on secular and the material. I think that the challenge of the
Church in our country is to maintain that spiritual God-centered vision of faith and that 1s
the contribution of the Church can make to our nation.

D: Well, you have already mentioned the Vatican I, what other changes have you seen in the
Church in the last fifty years?

T: Well, I have lived through most of that period of course. That pretty much coincides with my
life, the past fifty years. Certainly I think the predominant changes in the Catholic Church 1s
the result ot the Vatican Council, is that it has been more open to the world, more open to
dialogue and receiving good things from the rest of the world, and more importantly sharing
the Gospel in the world and not trying to see itself only as a city on the mountaintop,
secfuded in the world, but truly a dialogue, sharing good things and learning from them,

being a partner with people as we travel through history. That, [ would say is the major

change in the Church, as it relates to others. I think internally the greatest change in the

Church in the recent years has been the increased role of all people in the Church, in the
ministry of the Church. Certainly fifty years ago, the emphasis would have been strongly
on the contributions oi the priests and religious women, particularly in the life of the
Church. Without minimizing the role, now or in the future, that is stili essential to the lite
ot the Church, we have been able to, again as a result of the Council to incorporate so



many more peopie, iaity, in our parishes, in our schools, our institutions, in the life and the
ministry of the Church. I think that would be one of the fruits of the spirit as we continue
to move in to the future. The laity will continue to assume their rightful role in the
Church. Not only within the confines of the Church itself, but more importantly, in
missioning the laity in taking the Gospel of Jesus Christ with them in the world. That is
certainly my hope- that the laity will become more active in taking the vision of Christ,
the values of Christ with them in to the market place and the secular world. That is the
most profound contribution they can make.

D: What do you think are the greatest strengths of the Diocese of Youngstown today?

T: The greatest strengths if the Diocese of Youngstown today are first, of all, a sense of
commitment that everybody brings to the work of the Church. I have been really impressed
with the willingness, the generosity, the commitment of all peopie in this Church, starting
with the lay people, and all of our parishes and our schools and institutions. We really have
very, very good people in this diocese. Strong faith, deep faith, people who want to live that
faith to the best of their ability. I’m really impressed by the young people, in our elementary
schools, and high schools, and people get involved in campus ministry to some extent. All
this commitment, of course, is supplemented and completed by the life and commitment of
the religious and the priests. Even though a number of religious and priests is decreasing,
their commitment remains very strong and their impact is very important. So, I think that is
our strongest gift, asset to this point in history, the willingness of people to serve, to be
committed to Christ and the Church. It gives up great hope for the future.

D: What are the greatest challenges facing the Diocese of Youngstown?

T: Ithink the greatest challenge for the moment is probably for the immediate future, is the need
to recruit more people to the religious life and the priesthood. At this point in our history, we
have about 190 priests. Fifty-five of our priests have retired, many others have reached
retirement age. We have had three ordinations for the priesthood this year. Prior to that, it
had been three years since we had any ordinations. We are working very hard throughout the
diocese to try to promote vocations to the religious life and priesthood, particularly for this
diocese. Despite the increased enrollment and involvement of the laity, the work of the priest

is essential to the life of the Church. Because the context for young men to respond to the
priesthood call today, we have to work a little harder to encourage them, to call them
forward to serve the Church. We have worked very hard. I think that is our greatest
challenge for the future. We are starting to make some progress. [ hope when people this

time capsule in forty-three years, there will still be many priests we are recruiting today, who
will be serving the Diocese.

D: How many religious do we have-men and women-currently in the diocese?
T: Idon’t know the exact number of hand; I know it’s a decreasing number. You would have to

check our directory for the precise number. 1t is a smaller number. They are aging. Those
who are there, are continuing to serve to the best of their ability.



D: Can you describe some of the Catholic social ministry efforts that we have today?

T: Catholic Charities continues to be a very essential part of the life of the Church of the

Diocese of Youngstown. We recently have gone, as you know, through a reorganization

process, where we have tried to strengthen relationships between Catholic Charities and the

Diocese of Youngstown, in order to make it as strong, as Catholic, as possible. The sense of
unity and identity of Catholic Charities is very important. We continue to support Catholic

Charities, particularly through the annual Bishop’s Appeal, which is a major collection every
year at springtime. Through the funds we generate from the Bishop’s Appeal, we are able
to give that to Catholic Charities. Catholic Charities does its work through the central
offices, and that, of course, provided funds for the agencies in each of our six countries.
They provide wonderful services, in terms of counseling, services to the poor, needy,
ministry to individuals and families, housing programs, educational assistance for people in
need. It just crosses the spectrum of trying to respond to the pastoral and material needs of
God’s people throughout the diocese. Needs change from time to time, place to place. I
think our Catholic Charities agencies in every country of the diocese are doing a wonderful
job of trying to respond to the needs that they have in the local area.

D: What do you think is the importance of having a Catholic education for the people of the
diocese?

T: Our Catholic schools system is terribly important. I think time has shown, the experience has
shown, that the most effective way we have in handing our faith to the young people is in
elementary school and in the high school, because they are in a Catholic setting, they’re in a
Catholic context all day, every day. Nothing can replace that. At the same time, as Catholic
schools try to hand on the faith to the young people, they do that in three ways. They do that
by teaching doctrine, by trying to build community, by trying to motivate young people to
service. I'he three specific goals of a Catholic education are doctrine, community, and
service. At the same time, we recognize that that does not happen all by itself. Catholic
schools do face challenges today. We have some places with declining enrollment in our
schools. Renewed costs continue to rise. We have to do more to try to pay our teachers a

rewarding salary. Costs in all of our schools, high school and elementary schools, are
increasing. And we have limited resources. We do not get a large amount of state funding,
so support for our Catholic schools really comes from the people of the church, the people
who use the school in terms of tuition. We have great needs. In some cases, the enrollment
is declining. What we need to have strong Catholic schools are three things. We need
students. We need material resources. And we need fidelity to mission. Some of those are
within our control; some of those are not within our control.

D: How is the Catholic Church in the Diocese of Youngstown involved with social justice
within the community?

T: A lot of that happens, first of all, with Catholic Charities. Certainly the work of Catholic
Charities is serving the poor, in bringing groups together and advocating for social change,
Just legislation, and just social policies, economic policies and human life policies and laws.
Through Catholic Charities and social action in particular, we are trying our best to do those



three things. ‘1'o serve the poor, to convene people around those issues, try to advocate tor
civil government with just laws and just programs. I think the other thing we need to do is
to educate our own people about these issues. That is one of the primary works of the
Church, of course; to educate people about the teachings of the Church, the Gospel of
Christ. Those needs perhaps change place to place, and time to time, but the Gospel of
Christ remains constant. The work of the Church is to try to take the Gospel of Jesus and
apply it to the people of this time at this place. The great issues of our time, the human life
issue, the terrible questions of abortion, euthanasia, assisted suicide, capital punishment,
death sentences. These are all human life issues that are current right now that we are
trying to struggle against. I am sure there will be other new changes we cannot even
begin to imagine at this point in history. But, the sanctity and dignity of human life, the
dignity of each person, racial equality, sharing our material resources, these are all on
going challenges in the Church right now and will continue to challenge is in the future.

D: How is the Catholic Church of Youngstown involved in pro-life activities?

T: 1think that is the greatest moral challenge of our time: threats against human life, the
greatest moral challenge of our particular time. I mentioned the sins of abortion, euthanasia,
capital punishment; that’s what the Church is facing at this time. How do we respond to
those? Again, we try to educate people. We try to motivate people. We try to bring the
Gospel of Life to bear in our current context. We try to promote legislation to guarantee and
defend the sanctity of human life. We try to be involved in active ways in the community to
try to encourage those who have difficulties in this arca- eliminate sins of violence against
human life. It has many dimensions, not just the three I mentioned. Domestic abuse, and

crime and violence in our streets, questions of abuse of migrant workers and immigrants,
gun violence. All of these things are sins against life too. I think that is the greatest moral
challenge in all those ways and trying to respond to that.

D: How is the Catholic Church of the Diocese of Youngstown involved in health care?

T: We have our three Catholic hospitals throughout the diocese in Canton, Youngstown, and
Warren, not directly owned by the diocese, but by sponsoring the religious communities. But
the Diocese of Youngstown is closely involved with health care ministries. In particular, to
try to lend our encouragement and support, to try to remain faithful in our Catholic identity,
our religious institutions well within the context of the Church. And along with that, of
course, we have a number of nursing homes and assisted living facilities and residences.
Health care goes beyond just a great hospital, the great primary institution at this point.
Certainly from the diocesan point of view, we try to give the encouragement and guidance
that we can. Certainly in our own work of spiritual support, to the work of our chaplains and
so forth in all of our health care institutions, trying to bring the word of God and the
sacraments to the people who are in the health care facilities, that is a very important
contribution of the Church, contributions in the health care system itself. As we speak, it is
a rapidly changing scenario with so many hospitals going through mergers, and new
affiliations, and new corporations. It’s a time, in the last several years, of rapid change in
health care ministry. And I think that will continue to be true in the future. These changes
in the structure of health care sometimes can change your mission and your identity. This is



very likely true.
D: Why is the year 2043 picked as the date to open the time capsule?

T: In designing the time capsule this year for the Great Jubilee, we wanted to choose a
significant date. We chose the year 2043 because that would be the 100™ anniversary of the
establishment of the Youngstown Diocese. In the year 2043, we no idea what the

Youngstown Diocese will look like, or for that matter, if the Youngstown Diocese will even
be here. It may be formed into another diocese or we could be joined with another diocese,
or merge two of those. Who knows? But there are no indications at present. Forty-three
years is a long time. But, that is the reason we chose that particular date because it will be
the 100™ anniversary of the establishment of the Youngstown Diocese, when it was formed
from the Cleveland Diocese in 1943. This room we’re sitting in has the instrument
establishing the Youngstown Diocese in 1943.

D: When they open the time capsule, what do you hope you will be best remembered for?

T: Again, 43 years is a long time. I guess my first hope is that I will be remembered at all 43
years from now. {Laughter] that would be my fondest hope. But, beyond that, I hope that I
would be thought of as a bishop who did his very, very best to serve the Church, to work
hard and faithfully, to build up the Church of the Diocese of Youngstown, to give it a strong
spiritual and material base so that the Gospel of Christ can be carried on. I don’t know if any
of the particular works that we have done will be carried on in the future, only God knows
that. But I hope I will be thought of as a Bishop who was here in a time of transition as we
celebrate the Great Jubilee and moved into a new century, a new millennium, and all that that

involved. I feel that we are living, right now, in a time of rapid change in the Church, and
the world around us. The Church gives some stability to the world. If I will be remembered
at all, I hope it will be as a Bishop who did his very best and worked very hard.

D: What advice would you like to give to whoever is Pope in the year 2043?

T: Gosh, it would very presumptuous of me to try to give any advice to any Pope. But, all I
would say to the Pope, or any spiritual leader is, first of all to be faithful to the tradition he
has received and to be open to the guidance of the Spirit. It is very hard to get to a vision, to
imagine what the Church will be like in 43 years. It is a very risky proposition, but what I
would say to the Pope, to my successor, or to any other spiritual leader, is to be faithful to
the what the work of the Church is, what is handed you from our generation, and previous
generations. And to be open to the gratitude from the Spirit, and have the Spirit moving
constantly through in our lives, leading us to the future.

D: Is there any advice you would like to give us specifically to the Bishop of Youngstown in
20437

T: No, I would say the same thing I just said to the Pope. I hope the future Bishop will be able
to build well on what we provided. I hope we have provided a solid foundation for the work
of the Church for the future. I hope the Bishop will be able to build upon that. I hope that



D:

the new Bishop will be able to forgive whatever mistakes or missteps that we have made at
this point in history without knowing it. I hope the Bishop will be faithful to what he has
received, to the work of the Church, and hope the Spirit guides him and that he will do his
very best.

What about the laity? What would you like to say to the laity of the Diocese of Youngstown
in 2043?

T: I would like to encourage them to support the Church with not only their material resources,

D:

but also with their time, and their talent, and personal gifts, and the gifts of their faith, the gift

of their hope, and the gift of their love. I hope they will continue to be very active in the
support of the Church. I hope they will derive good things from their relationship with the
Church and that they can take that with them in the world, to their families, to their place of
work, home, the neighborhood. That, I think, is the perennial task of the Church—to take
the Gospel of Christ in to the world. 1 can’t begin to predict what the world will be like in
2043, but hopefully, the basic task will remain the same—to be involved in the life of the
Church, to love the Church, to help to support the Church, to take the Gospel of Christ with

them into the world.

What role do you foresee the Catholic Church having in the community of the Diocese of
Youngstown in 2043?

T: It goes back to the basic commission of Christ to go forth and preach the gospel. Among my

D:

favorite scriptures is “Jesus said to his disciples: ‘Be the salt of the earth, the light of the
world.”” 1 think that is the challenge of the Church in Youngstown in the year 2043. To
continue to be the leaven, to make a difference in the world around you. To take the Gospel
of Christ and the vision of Jesus, the values of Christ, which are valid in every age, and to
take that into the circumstances in which you find yourself here and now. I can’t imagine
what that would be. But, the work is still the same — to make a difference to the world, to
proclaim the Kingdom of God. That has been true for two thousand years and I presume it
will be true in forty-three.

If this message could be beamed around the world in 2043, what would you like to say to the
people of Earth?

T: I guess I would echo what has been the predominant message of Pope John Paul II in the last

D:

twenty years. He stated his pontificate twenty-two years ago, with the predominant them of

“be not afraid, there is nothing to fear.” Even though you might have challenges, problems,
maybe even significant problems and challenges, we believe that destiny of the world in the
hands of God that made us, who loves us very much. We really believe in God. We believe
in His Divine Providence, and his destiny. We can live with both. There is nothing to fear.
There is nothing you are conquering right now in the world, in your nation, in your own
personal life that is stronger than God.

Is there anything you would like to add to this interview?




T: No, just certainly as I approach almost five years of my service here in Youngstown, it has
been a privilege and honor for me to serve as Bishop of the Diocese of Youngstown and for
those who will be reading this in 43 years, I extend my prayers and my best wishes. I don’t
know where I will be in 43 years. I will probably be in heaven, I hope. 1 will be praying for
all the people in the Diocese of Youngstown in my place, wherever that might be be.

D: Thank you very much for your time.



