A glimpse into Archbishop
O’Brien’s playful side

For the last four years, I've had the honor of covering Archbishop Edwin F. O’Brien
as one of my main beats at The Catholic Review.

I was at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome when Pope Benedict XVI placed the pallium
around Archbishop O’Brien’s neck, conferring the symbol of his office as a
metropolitan archbishop. I've seen the archbishop testify forcefully against the death
penalty in Annapolis and meet with parish and school leaders throughout the
Archdiocese of Baltimore.

I've witnessed our spiritual shepherd quietly encourage seminarians and answer
questions of young people thinking about the religious life. I've also seen him choke
with emotion when reflecting on his close bond with the priests he serves.

The archbishop has a well-earned reputation as a serious-minded and devoted leader
who gives everything he has in service of a Church he loves. Yet, there’s another
side to him - a playful side that endears him those who know him.

All of Baltimore first encountered Archbishop O’Brien’s wit at his installation Mass
at the Cathedral of Mary Our Queen on Oct. 1, 2007.

The packed cathedral erupted in laughter when Archbishop O’Brien acknowledged
that some may find it “puzzling, even ironic, that the Holy Father should choose a
native son of New York to be archbishop of another part of the American League
East.”

The archbishop won even louder laughs when he recounted how he gave a copy of
his high school yearbook to the editor of The Catholic Review to be used for a
“human interest” piece in a special edition about the installation. Unknown to the
archbishop, his junior year report card was tucked inside the yearbook. A member of
The Catholic Review staff informed the archbishop of the discovery - “gleefully”
reminding the new archbishop that his lowest grade that year was in religion.
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“Even my Irish imagination had a little difficulty in putting a good spin on that,” the
archbishop said with a smile.

“Knowledge of the faith is so very important, but what you do with that knowledge is
ever so much more important,” he said.

Just prior to Archbishop O’Brien’s first Ash Wednesday celebration in Baltimore, he
held a brief press conference on the portico of the Basilica of the National Shrine of
the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. I held my breath and asked what I knew
might be a somewhat personal and bold question to pose to an archbishop:

“Can we ask if you’'re giving anything up or doing something special for Lent?” I
ventured tentatively as the archbishop stood at the top of the steps.

The archbishop paused for a second, exhaled and looked taken aback. Then mischief
engulfed his face completely.

“I'm giving up rash judgments on certain people,” he said as his smile grew wider
and he chuckled playfully. “How’s that?”

My fellow reporters broke into laughter. I did too, although my face was crimson and
my heart was beating faster.

“Trying to be more charitable - that’s the main thing for all of us, I think,”
Archbishop O’Brien said, showing some charity after he had zinged me.

Just a few weeks later, I happened to exit the Cathedral of Mary Our Queen through
a side door at the same time as the archbishop. He had just finished celebrating the
Holy Thursday Mass. As we walked a few feet together, he asked me if I was married
or single. When I said I was single, he noted that he knew that was the case because
I'm a person who’s always smiling.

About a year later, at the end of the May 3, 2009 dedication liturgy for the new St.
Ann Church in Grantsville, one of the owners of the nearby Newman Funeral Home
surprised parishioners by giving their pastor a check for $18,000. The gift was the
amount the parish had paid the funeral home for allowing the faith community to
worship there after their former church was destroyed in a 2006 fire. The owner



wanted to donate the money to the parish as a sign of his commitment to the
religious community.

Thanking the donor for the gracious gesture, Father James Hannon turned to
Archbishop O’Brien and joked that he would give him the check in the knowledge
that the archbishop would certainly turn it over to the parish.

When the pastor sat down, Archbishop O’Brien solemnly arose from the presider’s
chair and walked over to the lectern as if to continue the liturgy. Without saying a
word, he picked up the check and walked back to his seat while smiling
mischievously. Waves of laughter from the congregation built to a crescendo before
the archbishop finally made a detour and handed the check to Father Hannon.

I'm going to miss Archbishop O’Brien’s good humor. More importantly, I'm going to
miss his solid leadership, his model of Christian living and his sense of pastoral
outreach. Archbishop O’Brien truly cared for the people he served. He had to make
some tough calls during his tenure. He did what he thought was best to build up the
Church of Baltimore.

God bless you, Archbishop O’Brien, as you begin a new phase in your ministry.
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