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This week, a court ruling 
marked a victory for the rights 
and protections of the free 
press. Hampden County Su-
perior Court Justice Karen L. 
Goodwin ruled that the Roman 
Catholic Diocese of Springfield 
can’t obtain information from a 
Berkshire Eagle journalist that 
could reveal the identities of his 
anonymous sources.

Still, a question must be asked 
and answered: Was this defense 
against an attack on a reporter 
and a sacred pillar of investiga-
tive journalism necessary in the 
first place?

The anonymous sources in 
question were essential to Eagle 
editor Larry Parnass’ bomb-
shell reporting on a Chicopee 
man’s credible claims that 
he was repeatedly sexually 
assaulted by former Bishop 
Christopher Weldon and two 
other priests. That years-long 
series of articles also exposed 
an attempted cover-up by the 
diocese to downplay abuse 
victims’ claims and protect the 
reputation of a late bishop who 
led Western Massachusetts’ 
Catholic community for more 
than a quarter-century. An in-
dependent report sought by the 
diocese and headed by retired 
judge Peter Velis not only found 
the abuse allegations against 
Bishop Weldon to be “unequivo-
cally credible” but corroborated 
the Chicopee man’s narrative 
that the diocese sought to sweep 
it under the rug. The diocese 
later scrubbed Bishop Weldon’s 
name and likeness from church 
venues and exhumed his body 
from an honored burial place 
for church officials.

That Chicopee man, who has 
chosen to remain unnamed, 
filed a civil suit as John Doe 
against the diocese early last 
year. He seeks damages for 
both the abuse he endured in 
the 1960s and from the dio-
cese’s years of inaction after he 
reported the abuse in 2014. As 
part of its defense, the diocese 
in March subpoenaed Mr. 
Parnass to give testimony and 
to produce a wide range of his 
notes.

We don’t begrudge the diocese 
for defending itself  in court. 
Here’s what we do take issue 
with, and we hope all defenders 
of the First Amendment agree: 
The diocese shouldn’t go after a 
reporter in a blatant attempt to 
make him violate his promise 
to keep the identity of anon-
ymous sources confidential. 
We believe the diocese should 
be especially respectful of a 
promise of confidentiality when 
the information they seek can 
reasonably be found elsewhere. 
Judge Goodwin ruled that if  
the diocese wants to continue to 
press Mr. Parnass for communi-
cations and testimony involving 
sources to whom he promised 
confidentiality, it will first have 
to demonstrate the extent of  
the efforts it has made to get the 
information from other sources 
— which certainly has not been 
demonstrated thus far.

It should be noted that when 
the diocese first filed the sub-
poena demanding an array of  
information from The Eagle 
and Mr. Parnass, the judge 
labeled it “a classic fishing 
expedition.” It’s bad enough 
that this amounted to a ques-
tionable legal strategy as the 
diocese continues to draw out 
the closure of this local chapter 
in the sprawling Catholic clergy 

abuse scandal. What’s worse is 
that this “fishing expedition” 
aimed its sharp hooks at a 
journalist for daring to do his 
job well and doggedly reporting 
on a powerful institution that 
has continued to retraumatize 
long-silenced victims of un-
imaginable abuse.

This is not just a shot across 
the bow for a community news-
paper in the Berkshires; it’s 
an attack on a key mechanism 
of the free press. The use of  
confidential sources is neces-
sary for reporting on topics that 
are complex, require sensitivity 
or implicate large, well-known 
organizations. Stories relating 
to the clergy abuse scandal tick 
all of those boxes, and main-
taining promised anonymity to 
sources can make the difference 
in whether some important 
stories get told at all. Mr. Par-
nass’ reporting was essential 
in unearthing a coverup that 
might have continued indef-
initely in the absence of that 
coverage. For these reasons, 
we are heartened that Judge 
Goodwin has brushed off the 
diocese’s attempt to force one of  
our reporters to reveal infor-
mation that could compromise 
confidential sources.

Still, the chill is felt. The 
Eagle and its counsel fought 
the subpoena in court. That 
meant investing scant resources 
to protect our reporters’ First 
Amendment rights and the 
promises they make to critical 
confidential sources in this or 
any story.

That’s a fight we believe 
is well worth mounting. But 
what about reporters or news-
papers in more dire financial 
straits who can’t afford the 
cost of counsel and the day in 
court? What about when these 
attacks on the free press are 
pursued by even more power-
ful institutions? Any attack on 
journalists’ ability to maintain 
confidentiality charts a chilling 
headwind against all members 
of the free press seeking to 
fulfill that duty enshrined in the 
First Amendment to hold the 
powerful accountable. So, too, 
does it chill the confidence and 
courage that whistleblowers 
and other sources need to share 
critical information with the 
public.

Massachusetts is one of few 
states without a so-called shield 
law for reporters, which pro-
tects them from being forced to 
reveal anonymous sources and 
related notes in situations like 
these. If  ever there were a case 
exemplifying why the common-
wealth should have a shield law 
to defend journalists doing their 
job and protect sources from re-
taliation, it’s this one — and we 
hope the Berkshire delegation 
as well as the rest of the Legisla-
ture now sees the need as well.

Beyond the letter of the law, 
though, it is disappointing to see 
diocesan leadership who pur-
port to model moral behavior 
for a regional faith community 
attack the First Amendment 
and the journalist who shined a 
light on long-festering wounds 
and silent suffering within the 
flock they oversee. Again, the 
diocese can and should defend 
itself  in court. If  atonement for 
the systemic abuses of the past 
is possible, though, it at least 
requires ceasing the broadside 
against the free press and the 
journalist who worked to ex-
pose criminal wrongdoing.

OUR OPINION

Amid clergy abuse 
case, a chilling 
attack on free press

CARTOONIST’S TAKE

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Cheers to our reliable Eagle carrier on 
International Newspaper Carrier Day

To the editor: We are so fortunate and grate-
ful to have had Joe Kickery as our Eagle carrier 
for eight years.

He is very pleasant and very reliable. We 
know that our bagged paper will be there every 
day at our front door.

Cheers to Joe on International Newspaper 
Carrier Day.

Judy Bercury, 
Pittsfield

A chance to educate on Indigenous 
contributions to American history

To the editor: All hail Columbus Day this 
Oct. 10 and all its observances — from clothing 
sales to the summer’s last barbeque to a lazy 
day off.

And now is not the time or place to debate 
whether or not Christopher Columbus actu-
ally “discovered” America. We all know that 
intrepid sailors from Western Europe landed 
on the shores of  North America long before 
Columbus. Honor or dishonor Columbus’ 
achievement, it is fact that he landed in the 
Bahamas in 1492. That year is arguably the 
most important turning point in the many 
thousands of  years of  written and archaeolog-
ically known history of  the Americas — North 
and South.

All debate aside, I would rather focus on the 
relatively new observance in many communi-
ties and states across the U.S. of  Indigenous 
Peoples Day. We can now honor the millions 
of  native Americans who have helped make 
our culture and civilization what it is today. (I 
note, according to The Eagle, there will be a 
weekend of  celebration and events.)

But there is much to talk about aside from 
local history. Most importantly, perhaps, is the 
contribution of  the governing principles of  the 
Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederation via 
the efforts of  Benjamin Franklin, to the Arti-
cles of  Confederacy in the Colonial period and 
to the U.S. Constitution. On another level, what 
about the crucial contribution of  Sacagawea to 
the history-making success of  the Lewis and 
Clark expedition and the importance of  Navajo 
“code talkers” during the battles against the 
Japanese in the Pacific in World War II? The 
list could go on for pages.

There is much for all of  us to learn about 
Indigenous American history, not only on 
Indigenous Peoples Day but at all times and at 
all levels of  our educational system.

Marc Jaffe, 
 Williamstown

We can all be part of a community 
solution to domestic violence

To the editor: Berkshire County’s third “One 
Book, One Community” read began at the 
start of  October as part of  Domestic Violence 
Awareness Month.

Between now and April — Sexual Assault 
Awareness Month — participating groups will 
read “Assume Nothing: A Story of  Intimate 
Violence” by Tanya Selvaratnam, culminating 
with an author webinar on April 13, 2023. Sel-
varatnam chronicles her experience coming 
forward about intimate abuse she suffered 
while in a relationship with former New York 
Attorney General Eric Schneiderman and ex-
plores the domestic violence crisis exacerbated 
by the pandemic.

In anticipation of  the countywide launch, 
some groups closely affiliated with our ef-
fort read and discussed the book, providing 
surprising and somewhat disturbing feed-
back: that Selvaratnam was not a sympathetic 
enough victim. As a child, she witnessed her 

father abuse her mother and should have 
recognized the signs. Given her education 
and independent means (a Harvard graduate, 
writer, artist and award-winning producer), 
Selvaratnam didn’t need to stay with Schnei-
derman. She should have left him sooner.

Upon hearing these reactions from typically 
sympathetic allies, I couldn’t help but reflect. I 
attended the same university as Selvaratnam. 
I have a career and supportive friends. Would 
we be met with similar reactions if  we experi-
enced intimate violence? Would fear of  those 
reactions inhibit us from speaking up or leav-
ing? Would we be believed or, worse, blamed?

Domestic abuse can be physical, sexual, 
verbal, emotional, psychological or financial. 
As Selvaratnam recounts, abuse can begin 
almost imperceptibly and often escalates. It is 
isolating. It can happen to anyone. But abuse is 
never the victim’s fault.

One in three women and one in four men 
in the U.S. have experienced some form of  
physical violence by an intimate partner. One 
in 15 children are exposed to intimate partner 
violence each year, and 90 percent of  them are 
eyewitnesses to this violence. Yes, women of  
lower socioeconomic status, lesser education 
levels and women of  color experience domes-
tic and sexual violence at disproportionately 
higher rates. But abuse happens across all in-
come levels, color lines and communities both 
urban and rural.

The bucolic Berkshires are not immune. I 
encourage my friends and neighbors to join 
a group read of  “Assume Nothing” to learn 
how vulnerable we all are and how important 
it is to learn about domestic violence so that 
we may be open and safe supporters to those 
suffering abuse. Let us be part of  providing a 
community solution to a community problem.

Katherine O’Neil, 
 Richmond

The writer is a Berkshire One Book, One Com-
munity committee member.

People’s Pantry has helped us;  
now we want to help the pantry

To the editor: We are a group of  people 
from the community which uses The People’s 
Pantry regularly, and we feel strongly about 
giving back and claiming our place as part of  
the solution to scarcity in our county.

The People’s Pantry has been such a gift 
for us. Now they are in need, and we want 
to be there for them. So, we have decided to 
hold a raffle. Our prizes include: a trip for five 
in a private airplane over the Berkshires, a 
horse-riding lesson, $100 gift certificates to 
local businesses and restaurants, fresh baked 
goods and all kinds of  delicious deserts from 
local chefs and bakeries, and much more.

In an attempt to include as many people as 
possible, we are offering tickets for $5 each or 
five for $20. Please join us in supporting our 
People’s Pantry with as much generosity as 
you are able.

Raffle tickets are being sold at the pantry at 
Saint James Place, 5 Taconic Ave., Great Bar-
rington, on Monday afternoons from 3 to 6 p.m. 
and also on Tuesdays at Grace Church office, 
67 State Road (next to the Bookloft and behind 
Pawsh Buddies pet store) between 10 a.m. and 
5 p.m.

The raffle drawing will be at the pantry, just 
before it opens on the afternoon of  Monday, 
Oct. 24. Please feel free to purchase tickets 
with a check made out to The People’s Pantry, 
or with cash for which a tax acknowledgement 
receipt will be provided.

Beth Moser, 
 Great Barrington

This letter was written by clients of  The People’s 
Pantry in Great Barrington and submitted on 
their behalf  by the pantry’s president.


