THE RED MASS

By Gerard J. St. John


In 1988, when I was elected president of the Saint Thomas More Society of Philadelphia, I made it a point to learn more about the background of that Society.  The recent past was not a problem because super-efficient John McKeever kept complete records dating back to about 1980.  However, beyond that point was a gray area.  Fortunately, Jack Cahill gave me a correspondence file that belonged to his late father who had been one of the founders of the Society back in 1949.  


The Cahill file showed that the Catholic lawyers and judges who founded the Society agonized for more than two years trying to determine the purposes of the organization, and planning to commence to begin.  By the end of 1951, they decided that a major objective of the Society would be to promote Catholic ethical principles in the legal community.  But the energy of the founders was flagging, as infrequent planning sessions were postponed due to ill health of the Society’s president.  Then, without any indication that there had been any activity, Cahill’s file contained copies of news articles and letters of congratulation on the Society’s sponsorship of a Red Mass at the Cathedral.  That Red Mass opened the celebration of the 150th Anniversary of the Philadelphia Bar Association in March 1952.  The Red Mass is a traditional votive Mass that dates back to twelfth century Europe.  Traditionally celebrated in late September or early October, near the opening of the Michaelmas Term of court, the Red Mass seeks God’s blessing on the judiciary and the judicial system.  The bright red colors of the liturgical vestments and the robes of the cardinals and the judiciary led to the name, “The Red Mass.” 
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The Saint Thomas More Society recognized its opportunity to build on success and the Red Mass became an annual event in Philadelphia.  Sometime in the 1960's, following the Second Vatican Council, an ecumenical element was added to the Red Mass in the form of preliminary scriptural readings by representatives of the Protestant and Jewish faiths.  In 1988, it occurred to me that it would be appropriate to invite Bernie Segal, who had been Chancellor of the Philadelphia Bar Association in 1952, to present one of the interfaith readings.


Bernie was then more than eighty years of age.  He was delighted that a Catholic organization would ask him to make a scriptural presentation.  Much to my surprise, he began to reminisce about past experiences with the Catholic Church and, in particular, the ceremony known as the Red Mass.  He said that in 1951 he attended an ABA meeting in Chicago, and that it began with the celebration of a Red Mass at the Cathedral.  He was impressed by the solemnity and color of the celebration. Segal was the first Jew to be elected Chancellor of the Philadelphia Bar Association, which up until that time, was controlled by lawyers with close ties to Philadelphia’s aristocratic establishment.  Segal’s actions as Chancellor would be closely scrutinized.  Bernie Segal surprised everyone when he asked Archbishop John F. O’Hara to celebrate a Red Mass for the Philadelphia Bar Association.     


Segal was comfortable approaching Archbishop O’Hara.  Years earlier, Segal lectured at a number of universities, including Notre Dame where the president was a young priest named John F. O’Hara.  In November 1951, John F. O’Hara was appointed Archbishop of Philadelphia and he set out to revitalize the archdiocese, which had become complacent during the long illness of his predecessor.  In the meanwhile, leadership of the fledgling Saint Thomas More Society passed to Walter B. Gibbons, a prominent lawyer and a former Chancellor of the Bar Association.  All the pieces were in place for a highly successful Red Mass.  I mentioned these circumstances to Tom Fox, a columnist for The Philadelphia Inquirer.  Tom loved the story and he asked me to set up an interview with Bernie Segal.


It was about three o’clock in the afternoon when we met in Bernie’s office.  Bernie and Tom both insisted that I stay with them through the session.  Each was uncomfortable with the other.  Both were outgoing persons and both were highly successful in their own fields; but they lived in different worlds.  Tom regularly interviewed cab drivers, barbers, and grammar school teachers.  Bernie moved in more intellectual circles, dealing with professors, presidents, governors and members of the judiciary from around the world.  The photographs that covered two of the three walls in Bernie’s office said it all; framed rosary beads with a handwritten note from Pope Paul VI, Chief Justice Burger, the Kennedys, Jack and Bobby, an English jurist and a host of others, nearly all with personal inscriptions.


Tom walked along the far wall, and stopped to look at a photograph more closely.  “Bobby Kennedy and I were great friends,” said Bernie, “and it was very interesting how we met.”  Tom shook his head and poked his index finger at a small black and white photograph below and to the right of Kennedy, saying, “Isn’t that Gifford Pinchot?  Did you know him?”  Gifford Pinchot, a contemporary of Teddy Roosevelt, was known as the “Great Conservationist” and was twice Governor of Pennsylvania.  In the 1930's, Bernie had been a deputy to Pinchot’s Attorney General, William A. Schnader.  Bernie briefly explained that experience and, moving back to his desk, sat down and resumed his story of how he met Bobby Kennedy.  Fox listened patiently and, when the opportunity came, asked, “What kind of a guy was Gifford Pinchot?”  Bernie told several stories about his work drafting a new banking code and then returned to the Kennedys and his appointment by President John F. Kennedy as Cochairman of the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law.  And so it went – for three full hours.


About a week or so after the interview, the Sunday edition of The Philadelphia Inquirer carried Tom Fox’s story of how a Jewish lawyer played a prominent role in starting the tradition of the lawyers’ Red Mass at the Cathedral.  Woven into the thread of the story was a sequence about how Governor Pinchot’s attorney general, impressed with the young lawyer’s work on the new banking code, raised the deputy’s salary to five thousand dollars, which, in turn, enabled Bernie to propose to his sweetheart, Geraldine Rosenbaum.  It was a good story.


 I often think of the encounter between Tom Fox and Bernie Segal.  The Red Mass article was an engrossing human-interest story about a significant person who normally would not appear in a writing of that type.  Bernie called me the evening that Tom’s article hit the newsstands.  Several of his friends had already called him about the story, and you could tell that he was pleased; albeit somewhat apprehensive that it might have overstated his connection with the Red Mass.  Of course, it was not overstatement but rather that the article focused on his involvement, which was substantial.  However, it was one of the few times that Bernie Segal did not get his own way.  Fox would not budge.  There was little or no mention of either the Kennedys or civil rights.


Several years later, I decided to take a stab at writing Bernie’s civil rights story myself.  By that time, Bernie’s mind had slipped and he would be of no help in supplying details.  I had to rely on my recollection of what Bernie had said to me in various conversations, supplemented by copies of Bernie’s speeches that his secretary, Jane Traphoner, found for me and on the sparse details that were published in newspapers and magazines back in 1963.  The Philadelphia Bar Association published the story under the title, A Moral Issue, in its quarterly magazine, The Philadelphia Lawyer.  Tom Fox would have liked it.  But there was no mention of Gifford Pinchot.  
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