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ADAMS -- As vigil members sitbundled in the pews of St. Stanislaus Kostka Church, ticking offthe days to the vigil's
one-year anniversaryon Saturday, Dec. 26, they are surrounded byreminders thattheir parish has a historyof
challenging the decrees issued bythe Roman Catholic Church's hierarchy.

When Vatican Il stripped religious statues and paintings from Catholic churchesin the 1960s, St. Stanislaus Kostka
Parish held tightto its ornate 30-foot-tall alter, its statue of St. Faustina Kowalska, the hand-carved Stations of the
Cross broughtover from Bavaria, and refused to white-wash the dramatic paintings that cover the ceilings and walls.
Over 40 years later, the church's remaining parishioners -- some 200 faithful vigil members -- are once again fighting
to keep their heritage and statuary intact as the Diocese of Springfield moves forward with plans to strip the church of
allits religious trappings -- from its paintings and statues to its altar, pews, chandeliers and organ.

"How canyou justgetrid of these beautiful items?,"Helen Krzeminski asked on Tuesdayas she satvigil at the
church."It's like a basilicain here. Father John [Chwalek] wouldn'tlet them take our statues outback then, so why
should we letthem take ours now? Our statue of St. Faustina of the Divine Mercy was one of the firstin the diocese."
On Tuesday, parishioners senttheir appeal ofthe church's closing to the Apostolic

Signatura, the Vatican's highestcourt-- a move they hope will stall the removal of religious items from the church.
Until recently, the group was satisfied to have the appeal, filed this spring, in front of the Congregation forthe Clergy
in Rome. The court had given itselfuntil Nov. 25 to rule on the matter but has notcommunicated with the group since
giving itselfan extension in August.

"We still have not heard anything official from the Congregation for the Clergy, but we were notified through our
canon lawyer, Advocate Carlo Gullo,in Rome,that the Congregation forthe Clergy gave themselves another 90-day
extension,"Laurie Haas, spokeswoman for the Friends of St. Stan's, said in an e-mail on Tuesday.

She said the group was advised by Gullo that the appeal should be moved to a higher courtin response to the
bishop's decree.

"From what| understand, when the other closed parishes from the Diocese of Boston filed their appeals before the
Supreme Tribunal ofthe Apostolic Signatura, the Signatura within the initial firstmonths, issued a decree directing the
archbishop of Boston to safeguard the goods ofthe parish while the recourse is pending,”she said."St. Stan's
desires to achieve these same objectives."

Haas said the move is beneficial -- the Apostolic Signatura will consider whether or not St. Stan's should have been
closed. The Congregation forthe Clergy was setonlyto decide if the diocese's plan for closing was flawed.

"They will examine our strengths as a parish and look atour viability," she said."It's a completelydifferent focus,
which should work toward our advantage. Especiallyconsidering that St. Stanislaus Kostka is an extraordinarily
viable parish on every level."

Howeverthe process can be lengthy-- the Apostolic Signatura consists oftwo levels, the Congressio and the
Plenary. Each levels takes from 18 to 24 months to make a decision.
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The parishioners'appeal comes on the heels ofa decree issued bythe Most Rev. Timothy McDonnell, bishop ofthe
Diocese of Springfield,on Nov. 27, which calls for the "sacred objects and vessels, along with anystatuary or other
religious ornamentation, vestments and such to be disposed of*and desanctifies the church building and its land. The
group has 60 days to appeal the decree.

"I think they have the right to remove the items while we are here, but | don't think theyll try to do it-- it would be too
much bad press forthem," Henry "Hank" Tomkowiczsaid Tuesdayduring his vigil shift at the church. Tomkowicz
sanginthe choirduringthe church's 11:15 a.m. Mass, which has been spoken in Polish for 25 years.

Forthose sitting vigil, the churchisn'tjusta building, nor are the statues and paintings justitems on awall -- theyre
pieces oftheir history, part of their families and theirhomes.

"The Black Madonna was one of Father John's mostprized items,"Krzeminski said, pointing to a painting ofthe
Virgin Mary. "He broughtit over from Poland. He asked every family to donate a jewel to decorate it so it would look
justlike the one in Poland. We did what we could, but almostevery family has a jewel on that painting.”
Tomkowiczsaid heisn'treadyto give up on his church, even if the diocese tells him it's no longer a sacred place for
worship.

"I feel like I'm hanginginthere," he said."l was broughtup here and I'm still going. The worstthing you can dois do
nothing.l rememberwhere Iwas sitting a year ago when Father Dan [Boyle] came into the church justbefore
midnightand asked us whatwe were still doing here. | guess this is mylife now -- this and sporting events."
Vigilmembers have keptwatch on the church around the clock for nearly a year -- a pile of air mattresses, sleeping
bags and cots tucked away in a backroom are rolled out nightly for those who brave the cold nights --the heatis kept
at55 degrees.

Otherwise, notmuch seems to have changed inside the church -- the traditional manger scene has been setupin the
frontright-hand corner, and preparations are being made for the annual delivery of poinsettias. Rosarydevotions are
stillheld on a weekly basis, as is the walking of the Stations of the Cross.

Tomkowiczsaid the parishioners -- manywho have not seen each other in months -- will unite in the church's Kolby
Hallon Sunday, Dec. 27, at 2 p.m. to sing Christmas carols and share food.

Toreach Jennifer Huberdeau, e-mail jhuberdeau@thetranscript.com.
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