SAN JUAN CAPISTRANO
By Gerard J. St. John


For the most part, the old Mission at San Juan Capistrano was pretty much what I had expected in the spring of 1961.  The ruins of the old Spanish mission are tucked away in the foothills of Capistrano, California, about a mile from Laguna Beach on the Pacific coast.  The ruins were sufficiently intact that you could imagine the picture-book beauty of the structure that stood for one brief shining moment in the early nineteenth century.  It was built in about 1806, and was destroyed by an earthquake within a few years.  It was one more sharp contrast between the Pacific coast and Philadelphia.  The Walnut Street Theater in Philadelphia was built only a few months after the mission but the theater has been continuously active since it first opened its doors.  It is still an active theater in the early twenty-first century.


Despite the rubble, the layout of the mission was clearly discernible.  The cistern, the rendering vats, the drains and the foundations of the outbuildings were still there, each located in a logical place with respect to the other functional parts of the structure.  Ornate arches topped many of the large supporting columns even though most of the walls and ceilings that they once supported had long since disappeared.  Throughout the upper reaches of the ruins were clusters of small nests of the swallows whose migratory return to the mission each March 19th, St. Joseph’s Day, precipitated a weekend of local festivities and the annual renewal of the Ink Spots’ favorite, “When the Swallows Come Back to Capistrano.”


To my surprise, the mission’s chapel was not destroyed by the quake.  In fact, it was still in use as a parish church and there were two Masses celebrated every Sunday.  The eleven O’clock Mass would start in just forty minutes.  The urge to stay for the Mass was irresistible.


The chapel was long and narrow.  Its design was a product of the surrounding countryside where there were miles and miles of orange groves but virtually no hardwood trees.  Building lumber was hard to find.  On each side of the narrow center aisle were pews that would hold about five persons each.  The congregation entered the chapel through a set of double doors at the rear, near what had been the main church.  The massive stone church was destroyed by the earthquake.  Only part of the chapel survived but it had been restored in the early 1920's.  It is the only remaining mission church in which Fr. Junipero Serra celebrated Mass.  The altar was at the far end of the room.  On the left wall near the front of the chapel was a narrow set of stairs leading up to an alcove that served as the lectionary.


During the Mass, I silently gazed around the room, searching the plain plaster walls for signs of earthquake damage and mentally comparing it with the upper and lower churches at St. Matthew’s back in the Mayfair neighborhood of Philadelphia.  The differences were enormous.  On the other hand, the chapel did remind me of St. Matthew’s original church which was located on the east side of the property and was used as an annex to the school after the lower church was built.  The annex was torn down when we were in eighth grade to make room for the present convent.


These thoughts were interrupted as I sensed that the congregation was sitting down.  A slightly-built, gray haired priest, a monsignor whose name I have long since forgotten, slowly climbed the half-dozen or so steps up the left wall, clutching three or four books and a newspaper.  He spoke, and his voice was soft but clear.  He spoke in a conversational tone that was extraordinary for someone addressing a large, diverse group that included tourists, migrant workers, and local residents, young and old, most of them Hispanic.  On occasion, he would open one of the books, and read a sentence or two from a poem or a quotation from a text.  At one point, he spread out The Los Angeles Times and worked into his homily a scenario from the popular comic strip, “Phantom.”  The congregation followed his every word, smiling when he smiled, frowning when he frowned, and laughing when he promised to give the comic strip to a child in the front pew.


He spoke of integrity – and commitment, dignity, and tradition.  The monsignor concluded with a story.  It was a story about a young boy in a town just like Capistrano, a boy named Pedro Gonzalez.  In the course of a ball game, Pedro broke a window in the parish school.  To compound his misfortune, he was immediately apprehended by the Mother Superior in charge of the school.  As punishment for the offense, the nun instructed Pedro to do extra homework each night for the next month.  Also, she instructed Pedro that, when he got home he was to tell his parents about the broken window and the punishment.  Pedro promised to do as he was told.  But the nun recognized that the young man might not inform his parents of the incident and she asked how she could be sure that Pedro would keep his word.  The boy was genuinely surprised by the question, and his response was conclusive: “Because I am a Gonzalez.”


Implicit in that simple statement was the indisputable fact that members of the Gonzalez family keep their word.  Members of the Gonzalez family are concerned about each other.  Members of the Gonzalez family will act with integrity and commitment.  Maybe the Pacific coast is not so different from Philadelphia after all.  In the early 1960's, President John F. Kennedy made a speech in Berlin, in which he recalled the Roman boast, “Romanus sum;” i.e., “I am a Roman citizen.”  Kennedy reconfigured it as follows: “Ich bin ein Berliner.”  That too was a boast.
  “I am a Gonzalez” is a promise.


The story of the broken window brought back memories – not of a window that I broke, but of a story that I was told years ago.  I was visiting my next-door neighbor, Mrs. Wilson, who was on her deathbed.  She told me about her pastor, a Lutheran priest from a nearby church.  The priest had been a baseball player in the minor leagues before entering the seminary and most of us held him in high esteem because of his athletic ability.  Shortly before her death, the priest visited Mrs. Wilson and they talked about her interest in taking children to major league baseball games and encouraging them to participate in athletics.  She mentioned my name and the priest immediately reacted to it.  He told Mrs. Wilson about an occasion when some youngsters playing on the church lawn hit a baseball through one of the church windows.  When the priest asked them who had done it, they responded, “Gerry St. John.”  Moments later, they recanted and admitted that they were the ones who had broken the window.  But the priest never forgot the name St. John.  Mrs. Wilson was fascinated by the coincidence.


Then too, we were always told that we are St. Johns, and that St. Johns keep their word, and act with integrity and commitment.  We were not wealthy but we had a family name that would always be recognized by outsiders and would be equated with honesty and integrity.  This was our heritage and our tradition.


In 1995, I revisited the Mission at San Juan Capistrano, and thought of the monsignor and his homily.  I recalled that he approached me after that first Mass and asked my name.  When I replied, his eyes lighted up at the mention of “St. John.”  He said something about discussing it further but he was called away and we never did finish the conversation.  During the 1995 visit, I found out what undoubtedly had caught his attention.  Outside the chapel door is a patio.  In the middle of the patio is a memorial dedicated to a pastor who, in the early 1920's was responsible for preserving the mission for posterity.  His name was Monsignor St. John O’Sullivan.  What’s in a name?

Postscript: Recently, I learned through the Internet that the priest whom I met in San Juan Capistrano was Monsignor Vincent Lloyd Russell.  He was assigned to the mission from 1951 until the time of his death in 1976.

� 	Ted Sorensen, JFK’s speechwriter, states in his memoirs that the sentence should have been, “Ich bin Berliner.”  By instinctively inserting the word “ein,” Sorensen accidentally changed the meaning of the sentence to, “I am a jelly doughnut!”  I am pretty sure that is not a boast.
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