THE CHAPLAINS’ TALES

By Gerard J. St. John


Our most significant memories tend to be those that involve first-hand experiences.  However, sometimes the experiences of other persons take on a higher level of significance, particularly when we have had some measure of contact with those other persons or events.  Such was the case with two chaplains at the U.S. Naval Academy.


In June 1996, Cathy and I spent a weekend in Annapolis, Maryland.  On Sunday morning, we walked up to the Chapel at the Naval Academy for the 11:00 O’clock Mass.  The Chapel was crowded.  Yet for some reason I felt uneasy.  Something was not quite right.  When the priest came out on the altar, I knew definitely that something was not right.  The priest’s vestments were like those normally worn by altar boys.  An attendant in the back of the Chapel confirmed my suspicion.  There was a Catholic Mass at 11:00 a.m., but this was not it.  The Catholic Mass was in Mitscher Hall, about a quarter mile distant.


The quarter mile to Mitscher Hall was not a long walk but it seemed long because we knew that we were late.  Besides, we were looking forward to attending Mass in the Academy’s picturesque Chapel; any other site would be a letdown.  Mitscher Hall was not picturesque – not by any means.  About halfway down the main hallway, on the left, a set of double doors was open and we could see the backs of the people inside, attending Mass in what appeared to be a large multipurpose room.  We arrived just in time for the reading of the Gospel.  As we entered the room, I glanced up above the doors and saw the name “Laboon Center.”  It was a familiar name.


I never met Jake Laboon, but I knew of him and what I knew intrigued me.  I first heard of Laboon on an old television series called “The Silent Service.”  It was a series of programs about submarine warfare during World War II.  One program was about an outstanding football player for the U.S. Naval Academy, an end named Jake Laboon.
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Laboon volunteered for submarine duty during the war.  Eventually, he found himself a junior officer on a sub patrolling in enemy waters just off the coast of Japan.  An American plane was downed in the water nearby and the submarine surfaced in an effort to rescue the 2-man crew.  One aviator was easily retrieved but the other was injured and was in a dangerous location in the water.  Enemy gunners on shore had spotted the submarine.  It could not dally at that location.  Laboon unhesitatingly dove into the water and swam to the injured aviator, knowing full well that if any Japanese aircraft appeared, the sub would submerge and leave him on his own in enemy waters.  Fortunately, the rescue was successful and Laboon was awarded the Silver Star for heroism.  The program ended with Laboon telling his fellow naval officers that he intended to enter the priesthood at the end of the war.  It was a good story.


In my sophomore year of high school, I heard the story again.  This time it was told by my brother Jack, who was then attending St. Joe’s Prep in Philadelphia.  Jack’s story was about a Jesuit Novice who was teaching Latin at the Prep while working to complete his novitiate.  Having been an All-East end in college, Mr. Laboon helped out with the football coaching chores at the Prep.  He was particularly involved with coaching the younger players, many of whom later became my close friends.  But by the time I got to know those Prep graduates, Mr. Laboon was transferred back to Woodstock where he was ordained.


After his ordination, Father Laboon joined the Navy’s Chaplain Corps.  As is the case with most Navy chaplains, he worked closely with the Marine Corps, especially during the war in Vietnam.  I spent nearly four years on active duty in the Marines but our duty assignments never coincided.  When Laboon retired from active duty, he returned to the Naval Academy as senior Catholic chaplain.  My Prep friends would occasionally go down to see him but I heard about those trips after-the-fact.  In 1991, a few years after Laboon’s death, I attended a lawyers’ retreat at the Jesuit retreat house Manresa on the Severn, across the river from the Naval Academy.  At one end of the retreat house was a small alcove dedicated to Jake Laboon.  The dedication book showed that some of the Preppers had attended the dedication.  Unfortunately, our paths never crossed.  I guess that was not meant to be.


Back at that 1996 Mass in the Laboon Center, the homily included many references to Philadelphia.  After Mass, we sought out the chaplain who said the Mass and introduced ourselves as being from Philadelphia.  We quickly learned that he grew up in north Philadelphia and was a graduate of North Catholic High School.  His name was Father John Friel, another familiar name.  I knew his older cousin Jack Friel from Saint Joseph’s College.  Father Friel was a student at North Catholic at the time when Jack Friel taught there.  He said that he got no advantage from that relationship and, at times it made his life extremely difficult.


Jack Friel was in St. Joe’s Class of 1957, two years ahead of me.  He was a short, energetic young man with an outgoing personality.  He fit perfectly into the madcap world of college basketball fans who made a name for themselves with their fanatical support of St. Joe’s basketball team.  After graduation, Jack Friel got a job teaching Latin at North Catholic.  That did not surprise me.  It was fairly common for recent college graduates to take jobs in the parochial school system.  It was a good place to get teaching experience.  What did surprise me was that Jack became the head coach of North’s basketball team.  I had always identified him as a fan, not as a player or a coach.  It shows what I know.  He turned out to be a pretty good coach.  In 1968, his team reached the Catholic League playoffs and was a good bet to win the championship.


 The morning of the first playoff game started with an early Mass and a team meeting at the school.  When the meeting ended, it was still early and Friel gave the players permission to go to a local diner for breakfast, so long as they were back in school by 9:15 a.m., the start of the second period.  Jack was not terribly surprised when the players were not back by 9:15.  He knew that punctuality is difficult for young men of high school age.  However, when 9:30 passed without their return, he began to be annoyed.  By 10:00 a.m., he was downright angry.  He thought that his primary obligation was to instill Catholic principles of conduct and that athletics were secondary.  When the players finally began to wander back to the school at about 11:00 a.m., Coach Friel announced that he was suspending the entire varsity for that night’s game.  The junior varsity team would represent North Catholic in the opening game of the playoffs.


The varsity players were stunned.  The JV players were stunned – their season was ended; they had not played in eight days.  Some of the JVs did not have their sneakers in school that day.  The student body was livid.  That night, when the JV players came out on the court for their warm-up drills, they were met with chants of  “We want the varsity!”  The fanatical fan-turned-coach was now the target of his own student body.  However, that night the JVs bailed him out.  North Catholic won the game by a convincing 77-60 score.  Moreover, the public media across the country picked up the story and Jack Friel was hailed as a scholastic coaching hero.  It was a great moment for Jack Friel the coach, but it was a very uncomfortable time for John Friel the student.  Twenty-eight years later, you could sense the mixed emotions in Chaplain Friel’s voice as he recalled the incident.


They say that the Navy takes care of its own, and maybe that is true.  In the early 1990s, the Navy christened a guided missile destroyer the USS Laboon (DDG-58).  It is a tribute to a man of action and a man of God.  About ten years ago, North Catholic inducted Jack Friel into its Basketball Hall of Fame.  It is too bad that North Catholic cannot name a ship in his honor.  
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