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Peaceworks
“If Jesus taught us anything, he taught us how to die,not how to kill.”!
—Rev. John McKenzie, S.J.
Pax Christi Long Island Newsletter

Fall/Winter 2013

Joan Wittreich, Brave and Constant!
Early Leader of Pax Christi on LI
By Bob Keeler!

nurse, and we were based at Plattsburgh,” Chuck
said. He was flying tanker planes, and she was in
the obstetrics department. “One of her roommates
fixed her up with me,” he recalled.!

The history of Pax Christi Long Island—before it
even had that name—is so deeply entwined with
the life and witness of Joan Wittreich that her
death is an especially significant, poignant, and
sad moment for our movement. So we are giving
this whole issue of Peaceworks to her story.!

Married in 1960, Chuck and Joan set about raising
six children: Charlie, Chris, Colleen, Carolyn, Tim
and Mary. Before she was a major force as a
peacemaker, she was a mother—and a strong one.!

In my own mind, and in the minds of so many,
Joan will always be linked with another towering
peace-and-justice figure on Long Island, her friend
Joop van der Grinten. As Joop grew older and
driving became more of a challenge for him, Joan
—or Joan and Chuck, her husband— would often
drive him to meetings of the Pax Christi Long
Island council and to a wide variety of
peacemaking events. Joop died in 2007, at the age
of 88. Joan died in August, at 81. Both deaths
affected me as deeply as the passing of a close
relative. Joop was a father figure to me and to
many in the movement, a great white-maned lion
of peace. And Joan was like a wise and treasured
older sister, a great red-maned lioness of peace.!
The simple statement of her dates reads: July 4,
1932-August 17, 2013. But there’s a lot to “the
dash between those years,” as Linda Ellis wrote in
“The Dash Poem,” a favorite of Colleen Hogan,
one of Joan’s six children. The final stanza says:!
So, when your eulogy is being read/With your life’s
actions to rehash/Would you be proud of the things
they say/About how you spent your dash?!
“Boy, did she fill up her dash with good stuff,”
Colleen said.!

“She was our rock,” Charlie said in his eloquent
eulogy at St. John the Evangelist Church in Center
Moriches. “She guided her daughters and sons to
be the strong, independent people we have
become. She gave us love and showed us how to
love. Her values and loyalty gave all six of us kids
a keel on which to balance. She lived a life in the
real world, yet showed us how to be moral, loving
creatures. Her life work with the peace movement
and her activism showed us to live by our
convictions. Her stick-to-itiveness and
compassion shape the values of our lives. We can't
imagine life without her.”!

Joan Wittreich, 1932-2013
Joan M. Bevans was born on the Fourth of July,
and long before she came to question her nation’s
war-making, she served it as an Air Force nurse. It
was in the service that she met Chuck Wittreich. “I
was an Air Force pilot, and Joan was an Air Force

As Chuck moved from piloting for the Air Force
to flying commercial passenger planes, there were
stretches when he would be in the air, and Joan
was on the ground with their growing family. So
she had to be both disciplinarian and comforter—
a dichotomy that she handled gracefully.!
“When we were kids,” Colleen recalled, “because
there were six of us, and my dad would be gone,
it was like: ‘These are the rules, these are your
chores, so don’t disobey.’ “!

!

Continued on Page 2
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Joan, Our Great Lioness of Peace
Continued from Page 1
But her discipline could turn to tenderness at the
scraping of a knee or the spiking of a fever. “She
was always great if you didn’t feel good or were
sick,” Colleen said. “She was very warm and loving.
She would talk to you about everything.” That was
something she expected from her children, too. “The
one thing she wanted was for us all to talk,” said
Mary, the youngest. Oh, and sing.!
“She loved to sing, and our childhoods were filled
with beautiful music,” Charlie said in the eulogy.
“Mom’s record collection really helped us

dictionary alphabet, from atrial fibrillation though
carpal tunnel syndrome, diverticulitis,
hypertension, hypothyroidism, spinal fusion, and
on and depressingly on.!
“She would always say, ‘I’m the first in line for a
complete body transplant,’ “ Colleen said. At times,
it seemed as if what she really needed was a luck
transplant. Take the family’s trip to Mexico.!
“Mom said, ‘Don’t drink the water,’ ” Charlie
recalled in an interview. “But her drink had ice
cubes in it, and she caught typhoid from them. She
almost died. My mother had this grace about
bounding back. There were at least five times in
Mom’s life when we thought she was gone, and she
bounced back. I said, ‘How can you deal with this
pain?’ She said, ‘I just give my pain to God.’ “!

and Joan were in Manhattan the night Berrigan was
to speak. “I think we had seen a play, a matinee or
something,” he said. “Joan wanted to go out to
dinner and I insisted that we go to hear Dan.” So
they went, and that evening became one reference
point in their growth into committed peacemakers.!
“My parents both decided that, especially regarding
their military experience, that they needed to speak
up,” Charlie recalled. “They grew from the inside. It
was a progression over many years. It didn’t just
happen overnight.” !
Their emergence as peacemakers coincided with the

None of that pain deterred her from doing what
needed to be done—for her family, for her real estate
work, and for the Catholic peace movement. But
how did Joan, an Air Force nurse, and Chuck, an Air
Force pilot, come to be so deeply immersed in the
peace movement to begin with?!
Chuck and Joan had a very different set of political
views. “I come at it as a conservative Republican,
and Joan comes at it as a liberal Democrat,” Chuck
said. “We used to laugh and say our votes cancel
each other out.” But starting out from those
different political postures, they set out together on
the long journey of peacemaking.!

Nursing student, 1950
appreciate all kinds of music, from Sarah Vaughn to
The Monks of the Weston Priory.”!
At Joan’s funeral, the family’s devotion to the joys of
music found voice in a glorious, emotional, pitchperfect rendition of “Amazing Grace,” sung by her
son Chris. Its power touched everyone in that
assembly. “We were all blown away,” Colleen
recalled. “I couldn’t have gotten through that.”!
Joan’s own urge to sing was always there. She sang
in a choral group, sang Handel’s “Messiah,” sang
loud and strong, even when it was tough. “We’d
say, ‘Mom, sing,’ and she’d say, ‘I lost my voice,’ “
Colleen said. “But we started singing and she joined
in.”!
That was typical of Joan. She never backed down,
seldom even slowed down, despite the seemingly
endless list of ailments that she so patiently—even
heroically— endured. That dauntingly long list of
physical challenges ran through the dismal medical

Chuck’s job as a military pilot, flying tankers and
bombers for the nuclear-armed Strategic Air
Command, was beginning to get to him. “I had this
awful feeling that if we went to war, my family
would be wiped out by nuclear bombs, and God
knows where I’d be,” he said. “I didn’t like the
military. My conscience was bothering me.”!
As to Joan, her daughter Mary recalled: “My mom
always said, ‘Oh, I had a conversion of heart.’ “
Mary said that when her mother met and
befriended Joop van der Grinten, who had survived
World War II in the Dutch underground and had
become a potent peacemaker on Long Island, that
was a key turning point for her.!
Chuck remembers another turning point, not long
after the Catonsville Nine incident in 1968, when
nine Catholic peace activists protested the war in
Vietnam by burning files at a draft board in
Catonsville, Maryland. That really rattled the Air
Force, Chuck said. And he wanted to meet with one
of the Catonsville Nine, the Jesuit priest Daniel
Berrigan, who happened to be speaking at a
Catholic Worker house in Manhattan. “I wanted to
go hear him,” Chuck said, and it happened that he

Air Force nurse, 1955
earliest years of Pax Christi on Long Island, in the
late 1970s and early 1980s. At first, there was no Pax
Christi Long Island. The movement out here was a
part of Pax Christi in the City of New York—until
the strength and numbers on Long Island warranted
creation of a new region here, in addition to Pax
Christi Metro New York. In that founding
generation, Joan played a central role, including a
time as coordinator and a period as treasurer.!
“Joan certainly was 100 percent with everything we
were doing,” said Father Bill Brisotti, pastor of our
Lady of the Miraculous Medal in Wyandanch, a
core member of Pax Christi’s founders. “Pax Christi
in a nuclear age was moving towards pacifism. She
was a person with leadership. She was a person
who certainly understood the Gospel, the living out
of the Gospel.”!
Another of Pax Christi’s early leaders was Father
Bob Lubrano, who first met Joan when he was a

Continued on Page 3
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Joan, a Pax Christi Icon
Continued from Page 2
seminarian at Our Lady of the Snow Parish in Blue
Point in the early 1980s. “I used to have Pax Christi
meetings, and she came, and that’s when we first
met,” he recalled. “She was very good at bringing
people together, people who were just nominal in
the beginning, getting them out of their shell….She
had the courage that a lot of us need when we’re in
the minority. Joan was certainly someone who
inspired people. She never stopped working.”!

“She would send me these things for the bulletin,”
McDonald recalled. “They would be very
picturesque. I did not think that was maybe
appropriate for everybody who read the Sunday
bulletin. A lot of times, I used to just let it go by, or I
would modify it.” But what he recalled more
vividly than their disagreements was her character
and her faith. “She was a person of great
persistence, and she would seek her own ideals
with the force of a nonviolent heat-seeking missile.
She was always a lady, she was always respectful, a
person of singular Catholic faith and dignity.
Behind all that was a great deal of love.”!

Work and persistence were then—and now—key
requisites for speaking out for peace in our church.
So, a few words about the context in which Joan
and others helped bring Pax Christi to life:!
In the early years of Pax Christi here, a dominant
reality was the war in El Salvador. In that war, the
right-wing government—with support from the
United States—saw communists under every bed,
behind every door. And it looked upon priests and
nuns who were working with the poor as fomenters
of revolution. Archbishop Oscar Romero took the
side of the poor and was murdered in 1980. Later
that year, four churchwomen—Sister Maura Clarke,
Sister Ita Ford, Sister Dorothy Kazel, and lay
missioner Jean Donovan—were raped and killed for
siding with the poor. In 1989, a right-wing death
squad gunned down six Jesuits at the Universidad
Centroamericana in San Salvador, with their
housekeeper and her daughter.!
It was that oppression of the poor and their
defenders that eventually caused one of the
founding Pax Christi generation, Father Bill
Schmidt, to leave long Island for El Salvador.
Ordained in 1980 for the Diocese of Rockville
Centre, he served in St. Joseph’s Parish in
Ronkonkoma. The huge parish had a significant
outreach to Vietnam war veterans, and Schmidt was
involved in a variety of civil disobedience actions. It
all looked vaguely anti-American to conservative
Catholics. But his pastor, Father Charles Kohli, had
his back. “He would say, ‘Hey, if you’re going to be
in jail, I’ve got your Masses. I’ve got your work
here,’ ” Schmidt recalled.!
And the parish decided to declare itself a sanctuary
for those fleeing the violence in Central America.
Not long after, Schmidt found himself meeting with
Bishop John Raymond McGann, who was generally
supportive of what Kohli, Schmidt and others were
trying to do to help war refugees. But he told
Schmidt that declaring their church a sanctuary
could risk loss of the church’s tax-exempt status.
“Look,” the bishop said, “if you’re going to do it, do
it, but don’t go public with it. So do it quietly.”!
Later, in 1984, with McGann’s permission, Schmidt
went to El Salvador with Maryknoll. At the time of
the murders of the Jesuits, he was only a short
distance away from the bloodshed, working with
Peaceworks, Fall/Winter 2013

Joan and Chuck, forever
the poor. He narrowly escaped serious injury in the
gunfire in the streets. And while he was in El
Salvador, he ran across Cardinal Bernard Law, who
seemed to be acting almost as a surrogate for the
Reagan administration. Like many conservative
churchmen of that era, Law was deeply suspicious
that clergy in Central America were crossing a line
into communist-tinged political activism.!
So Schmidt, who later left the priesthood and now
runs a counseling service for priests and nuns in
Texas, witnessed the church’s ambiguity on the
tragedies in Central America: support but concern
by McGann, and suspicion by Law and some of the
Central American bishops. And similar ambiguity
surrounded the Long Island peacemakers he knew,
including Joan.!
Through all of it, she never wavered. “She always
had so much courage,” said her friend, Mary
Alfano. “She never was doom and gloom. With all
her troubles, she took a lot of comfort in her prayer,
figured that was going to get her through anything.
Such a classy lady….I just admired her a lot, but
mostly because she wasn’t afraid to speak up to
anybody.”!
That included her pastor at St. John’s, Msgr. James
McDonald. Joan wrote regular items for the parish
bulletin on war and peace issues. On occasion, he
saw them as too graphic in their descriptions of
war. “The two of them would clash on certain
things,” her daughter Mary said. “She wouldn’t
give up.” Still, McDonald, now the pastor at St.
Aidan’s in Williston Park, remembered her so
fondly that he came to Center Moriches and served
as a warm, caring celebrant at her funeral Mass.!

Nor did Joan hesitate to take actions that would
make her unpopular—like a campaign aimed at
Long Island’s major defense contractor. “I went to
Grumman and we leafleted,” Colleen recalled. “We
were leafleting to ask them to transform Grumman
into some other industry. Guys almost ran us over,
because they were so mad.” Of that campaign,
Mary said: “Our neighbor works at Grumman, so
he wasn’t too happy with her.”!
And how did the six children feel about Joan’s
activism? “Everybody felt it was good,” Colleen
recalled. “Sometimes Mom would try to rope us in
—not so much. Everybody was very supportive.”
Even though she was the youngest, and didn’t
always understand what it was all about, Mary
often accompanied Joan on the annual Good Friday
peace walk in Manhattan, which frequently ended
in civil disobedience and arrests—including Joan. “I
would always get scared: ‘Are you going to go to
jail?’ “ Mary said. ”I didn’t quite get it, but when
she explained it to me, I understood.”!
When Chuck decided not to pay federal income
taxes, to protest the government’s military
spending, that brought the family a level of
notoriety. “I remember getting embarrassed a little
bit,” Mary said. “My dad was in the paper about tax
resistance. A lot of my friends thought my parents
were different, like peace hippies.” And Colleen
recalled that her husband-to-be, Tom, first met his
prospective father-in-law in a lockup. If it was
embarrassing for the kids, the uphill struggle with
the IRS was worse for Joan and Chuck. “I think it
was way, way rough on them,” Colleen said.!
But rough never stopped Joan. She kept laying out
her case for peace—not in-your-face proselytizing,
but proclaiming the Gospel of the nonviolent Jesus,
in that distinctive Dorchester/Boston accent of hers,
so charmingly unaltered by the passage of time, the
years in the service, the decades on Long Island.
She was a great prophet: constant, indefatigable,
loving, to her kids, her husband, her friends in the
peace movement. God, how we all miss her! !
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Help Pax Christi Grow!
YES, count me in as a member of Pax Christi Long Island.!
!
___Keep me informed of Pax Christi Long Island activities.!
!
___$15 dues enclosed.!
!
!
Name(s)__________________________________________________________!
Address__________________________________________________________!
__________________________________________________________!
Phone_____________________EMAIL*_________________________________!
Parish____________________________________________________________!

!

*We’re really, really looking for email addresses, so PLEASE be sure to give us yours, either writing it in the space above,
or emailing it to us, at paxchristili@aol.com.!

!

I’d like to:!
___join a local Pax Christi group.!
___join Pax Christi USA.!
___be involved in ____________________________________!
(The immigration issue, the InSight Campaign on gun control, the drones issue, the racism issue, other)!

!
!

Please fill out and mail this tear-off form to:!
Elizabeth Bailey, Treasurer!
Pax Christi Long Island!
P.O. Box 152!
Hicksville, NY 11802-0152

Pax Christi Long Island!
P.O. Box 152!
Hicksville, New York 11802-0152
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