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Listening Parents Network Expands 
News on the Network -- and two parents   
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A visit with Fortunate Families co-founders 
offers insights from a remarkable journey. 
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Thank You, Donors 
A listing of our benefactors who make  
possible the work of Fortunate Families. 
                                                          Page 6-7 

 To the Fortunate Families Family: 
 
 The Spirit, indeed, moves in wondrous ways….How else do 
we explain how a small group of parents could grow – in five short 
years, through word-of-mouth and the marvel of cyberspace – to 
become a network of nearly 2,500 parents, family members and 
allies, found in all 50 states and in several other countries. 
 
 We hope you can spend a few minutes with this special  
5th Anniversary Annual Report.  Check out our past, our plans and 
our stewardship…. And if you carry away only one message from 
your reading, let it be the deep gratitude we have for each of you. 
 
 You have been nothing short of magnificent – with your 
prayers, financial and moral support, and involvement.  The love 
you show for our LGBT children and their families is a holy 
witness.  The courage you demonstrate in working for justice is an 
inspiration. 
 
 Let me add here, as well, a loving thank-you to my wife 
Mary Ellen, who served as President of Fortunate Families 
throughout its first five years.  I was named by the board to succeed 
her last September.  So now–for her, and for each of our board 
members -- I get the pleasure of thanking you for your support and 
friendship. 
 
 Fortunate Families is an all-volunteer resource and 
networking ministry.  Our task is to assist, inform and encourage 
Catholic parents as they advocate for respect and justice for their 
LGBT children.  But you do the heavy lifting – in your homes, 
parishes and communities.  One mom wrote us, “With the love and 
respect of those who came before us, we have been able to…have a 
voice in places that our son cannot…”   You – all you who make up 
the Fortunate Families family – are grace to one another. 
 
         Thank you….We pray for your continued support.   
    
                                                                        Casey Lopata 
                                                                         President 
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Fortunate Families board members at their September meeting, from the left: Deb 
Word, Casey Lopata, Mary Ellen Lopata, Myrna Ohmann, Linda Karle-Nelson, Tom 
Nelson, Ann Franczyk and Jerry Furlong.  Not pictured: Michael Harmuth. 

 

2009 
 
 
  
“By coming out to us, our son felt 
he risked losing us forever, based 
on our involvement in the Church 
and what he had read and heard 
the hierarchy write and speak 
about homosexuality” 
            Rich Dalke, father of a gay son 
 __________________________ 
 
 
In 2009, Fortunate Families 
began its sixth year of working 
to inform and connect Catholic 
parents of lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender 
children.  It was a busy time. 
 
The year’s highlight came 
early – on January 22nd when 
Fortunate Families’ new 
nationwide Listening Parents 
Network was introduced.  For 
the first time, Catholic parents 
had an organized link to other 
Catholic parents – someone 
they could safely and 
confidentially approach when 
they “just needed someone to 
talk with.”  In September, the 
Network was expanded. 
 
You can read more about this 
program, and the experience of 
two volunteer parents on page 
3 of this Report. 
 
Throughout 2009, Board 
members were active in 
national outreach activity, as 
well as with their local LGBT 
ministries. Fortunate Families 
facilitated a Day of Reflection  

  
 
in June in Toronto -- and throughout 
the year presented workshops, 
conducted presentations and held 
exhibits in California, Nevada, New 
York and Wisconsin. 
 
But the impact of Fortunate 
Families always becomes most clear 
when parents, allies and board 
members use and promote the 
ministry’s resources to work for 
acceptance and justice in their own 
families, parishes and communities. 
 
To assist in this effort, our website 
www.fortunatefamilies.com and the 
Fortunate Families newsletter play 
major roles.  In 2009, the website 
was expanded and enhanced.  Audio 
stories of parents were introduced.   
Additional resource materials were 
posted.  More links to other 
ministries were added. 
 
And eleven monthly information-
packed newsletters were issued 
during the year.  To view current or 
past newsletters, visit Fortunate 
Families’ website – or request a 
printed copy by sending an email to 
info@fortunatefamilies.com. 
 

  
 
Income and expense results for 2009 
are shown below.  Our wonderful 
donors are listed on pages 6 & 7. 
 

     

in review… 

 
2009 

Income & Expense Report 
 

 
      Income 
 
      Contributions            $28,341.00 
      Book Sales                    1,160.79                      
      Other Income                     90.35 
      Total Income           $29,592.14 
 
      Expense 
      Cost of Books           $     676.00 
      Administrative                 693.72 
      Postage/Shipping          3,775.86 
      Print Materials              7,497.22 
      General: fees, 
        equipment, 
        supplies, 
        publications, etc.         2,763.59 
      Telephone/ 
          Communications       1,287.54 
      Conference/Travel        4,824.99 
      Total Expense          $21,518.92 
 
       Net Income               $ 8,073.22 
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The Listening Parents Network… 

Just Call. Or E-mail. We’ll Listen. 
 
 
“Listening is the oldest and perhaps the 
most powerful tool of healing.  It is often 
through the quality of our listening and 
not the wisdom of our words that we are 
able to effect the most profound changes 
in people around us. 
           … Author Rachel Naomi Reme, MD 
____________________________________ 
 
“I need to talk to another parent 
who’s gone through this.”  That’s 
the plea you’ll hear most often 
from a mom or dad just learning 
their child is lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual or transgender.  The 
Fortunate Families Listening 
Parents Network responds to this 
plea. 
 
The Network is a group of 
Catholic moms and dads who 
have LGBT children.  They 
volunteer to lend a listening ear to  

 
 

 
other parents who may be 
struggling with their child’s 
sexual orientation – and just need 
“someone to talk to.”  Parents can 
make contact in confidence and 
privacy by phone or e-mail. 
 
The Listening Parents Network 
was introduced in January of 2009.  
Expanded last September, the 
Network now numbers 94 
Listening Parents (almost double 
the starting count), located in 26 
states and three Canadian 
provinces – and in 49 dioceses. 
 
Fortunate Families president 
Casey Lopata reports that aware- 
ness of the Network is building.  
“We depend on our Fortunate 
Families family and various 
ministries and organizations to  

  
help us tell others about the 
Network.  We expect our contacts 
to increase steadily in 2010.  We 
know from nearly everyone we 
talk with that the Network serves 
a serious and unmet need for 
Catholic parents.” 
 
As the contacts increase, so do the 
stories – most encouraging, a few 
sad – all speaking to a need for 
greater understanding, not just on 
the part of families, but on the part 
of our parishes, our Church and 
our communities, as well. 
 
We hope readers of this Report 
will help spread the word about 
Listening Parents.  You can learn 
more, and check out the listing of 
Listening Parents, on our website 
www.fortunatefamilies.com.    

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 
        “She finally felt 
       more accepted.” 
         
               Listening Parent 
              Mary Jean Smith 
                       Chetek, WI 

 

  

 
          “Who can better 
          understand…?”   
 
                   Listening Parent  
            Mary-Ellen Mohring 
                           Milford, CT                          

 
My bad news:  An email contact of mine views homo-  
sexuality as a “preference” – a personal choice.  We urged 
her to revisit the website, to learn more about sexual 
orientation.  We told her of our lesbian daughter’s suicidal 
tendencies  -- until she could accept herself as God made 
her.  But my contact remains unconvinced. 
 
My good news:  Another contact told how they had refused 
to invite their daughter’s partner to family gatherings.  I 
listened – and we talked more.  A month later she reported 
the partner was invited for Thanksgiving dinner.  They had 
a wonderful time – and were looking forward to Christmas.  
Their daughter seemed less hostile.  She finally felt more 
accepted. 

  
I love God.  I love my gay son.  I love my Church.  These 
three ‘loves’ brought me to Fortunate Families.  Sharing 
ideas, visions, worries and feelings with Catholic parents of 
LGBT children is invaluable.   
 
Who can better understand the unique perspective we parents 
bring to our Church?  
 
We bring a love of our children that is transformative.  Our 
eyes and hearts have been opened to truly understand God’s 
diverse creation.  This is our gift to the Church, which we 
pray it will accept.  It is a rewarding experience to be a 
Listening Parent, sharing with other Catholic parents who 
are at different points on our common journey. 
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Advocating for respect and justice… 
 

“Knowing you’re not                                         
alone is the beginning 
of moving forward…”                    
 
 

  
  Fortunate Families co-founders Mary Ellen and 
  Casey Lopata at 2008 Pride picnic. 

 
The Annual Report editor visited with Fortunate Families 
co-founders Mary Ellen and Casey Lopata to talk about 
their experience of establishing a national LGBT ministry. 
Their insightful perspective makes interesting reading. 
              ___________________________ 
 
By 2004, you both had been involved in local and  
national LGBT programs for 12 years.  Then you decided 
to begin anew.  Why? 
 
Mary Ellen: From my own experience, after fear for my 
child’s safety, I knew that feeling alone and isolated was 
one of the most difficult things to overcome when I 
learned my son is gay.  We had met enough parents 
struggling with this aloneness to know there was a nation-
wide need.  And we knew what a difference it would make 
if parents could simply talk to one another.  Knowing you 
are not alone is the beginning of moving forward, of 
telling your story, of seeing God’s love revealed in your 
gay son or lesbian daughter.  
 
 What have you found to be the biggest obstacles for 
parents in loving and accepting their LGBT child? 
 
Casey:  Ignorance, in the non-pejorative sense of that 
word.  Catholic parents share the ignorance most parents 
have about homosexuality.  Catholics are just as  
susceptible to negative influences from societal 
homophobia and the inaccurate and/or misleading 
messages it breeds.  Barney Frank, an openly gay U.S. 
Representative, once said, “I don’t think most people are 
homophobic; they just think they should be.” 
 
Mary Ellen : Catholics are susceptible also to the 
inaccuracies they have picked up about church teaching 
and practice regarding homosexuality.  Many are like we 
were when we learned our son is gay.  We knew virtually 
nothing about church teaching except that it was such a 
taboo topic that we had unconsciously developed an 
understanding that it was wrong, period!  

 
 

Fortunate Families is an all-volunteer effort.  What  
makes the work worth all the effort? 
 
Mary Ellen: The success stories we are privileged to share 
in!  Splintered families that have become fortunate 
families.  Parents who have become out-spoken advocates 
after years of silently sending implicit messages that 
prejudice is okay.  Church leaders whose preaching has 
become more pastoral after listening to parents with gay or 
lesbian children….Stories.  It’s always the stories. 
 
What has created your joys and caused your tears over 
the past five years? 
 
Casey:  The success stories are the greatest joy.  At a 
personal level, seeing parents go from tears and fears to 
understanding they are a fortunate family.  At a macro  
level, the realization that polls show these personal 
examples are representative of the growing acceptance 
within the church – that is, the People of God.  
These polls consistently show Catholics are the most 
supportive of rights for LGBT persons among mainline 
Christians. 
 
Mary Ellen:  The biggest tears come from the 
unwillingness of the official church to listen to our stories 
and the stories of our LGBT children.  Even so, there are 
some success stories here, too. 
 
We read about gay youth “having an easier time of it” 
today than even five or ten years ago.  Is a ministry like 
Fortunate Families as needed today as in the past? 
 
Casey: Yes, but the needs are changing.  Fifteen years 
ago, when we went to our first Catholic parents retreat, the 
room was filled with tears and fears.  “Will my son go to 
hell?  How will he or she survive?  How can we keep them 
in the church?  Now, the room is filled with ire and fire:  
“Why are the politicians and bishops opposing civil rights 
for my child?  What can we do about it?  How can I stay in  
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this church when it opposes these 
rights for my son or daughter?”   
 
So what’s ahead for Fortunate 
Families? 
 
Casey: More of the same – and 
more new initiatives. We plan to 
expand the Listening Parents 
Network, to improve our 
coverage geographically and 
provide more diversity among 
our parent-listeners – more 
younger, more non-white and 
more Spanish-speaking parents.  
We need to upgrade our website 
– again!  We’re currently deep 
into development of a new 
integrated and actionable 
database to better network our 
constituents and more effectively 
provide them with resources and 
support.  We’re considering a 
possible gathering of Listening 
Parents and other interested 
parents. And there is great need 
for new outreach to Hispanic 
parents, their family members 
and LGBT sons and daughters. 
 
Any last thoughts – five years 
later? 
 
Casey: Only this:  I think it’s 
extremely important that parents, 
and all involved in LGBT-related 
ministry in the church, remember 
we ARE church as much as the 
hierarchy.  With the guidance of 
the Spirit, our presence and 
influence are transforming the 
People of God toward greater 
and greater acceptance and  
affirmation of our LGBT 
daughters and sons.  With 
perseverance – to the degree it 
remains healthy for us and for 
the church – this transformation 
will continue, and the loving, 
compassionate, inclusive reign of 
God will become more of a 
reality. 
 
Mary Ellen:  Amen!  

 
 

       
                    

          
 

                     
 

     
 
Top row: Fortunate Families is represented in a 2004 Gay Pride parade.  Sporting an 
“Always Our Children” t-shirt, board member Ann Franczyk presents at the 2007 
Washington, D.C. PFLAG conference.  Second row: the Lopatas receive the 2005 Bridge 
Building Award from New Ways Ministry.  New Ways co-founder Sr. Jeannine Gramick 
assisted in the presentation.  Board members Linda Karle-Nelson and Tom Nelson at the 
2008 “Creating Change Conference.”  Third row: Linda and Mary Ellen visit with an 
attendee at the 2006 Call To Action conference.  Bottom row: the Lopatas facilitate a Day of 
Reflection in Baltimore in 2008.  Casey and Mary Ellen collaborated in writing “Fortunate 
Families,” a book for Catholic families with lesbian daughters and gay sons. 
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“Although [my gay son] feels too 
tired to fight for a place at the 
table, we will spend our last 
breath carrying the message that 
God loves each of his precious 
children, and we do too.” 
                      …mother of a gay son 
______________________________ 
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“Fortunate Families’ newsletter 
has been a beacon of hope to me, 
the mother of a 26-year-old gay 
son….Your newsletter reminds 
me that I am not alone in my 
quest to reconcile what I know of 
a loving God and the official 
Catholic Church. Thank you so 
much for doing all you do.” 
                    …mother of a gay son   
                
______________________________ 
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Thank you… 

2009 
Donors to Fortunate Families 
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Mary Ellen and Casey Lopata want to extend special thanks 
to members of the board of Fortunate Families 
– and warm appreciation to James Buckheit, 

a founding board member who retired in 2009. 
 
 

2009 Board of Directors 
 
Ann Franczyk – MA (Secretary) 
Jerry Furlong – NE (Development & Public Relations) 
Michael Harmuth – CA (Systems Manager) 
Linda Karle-Nelson – MI 
Casey Lopata – NY (President & Newsletter Editor) 
Mary Ellen Lopata – NY (Treasurer & Office Manager) 
Thomas Nelson – MI 
Myrna Ohmann – MN (VP & Meeting Coordinator) 
Deb Word – TN (Listening Parents Network Coordinator) 
 
 

Fortunate Families 
P.O. Box 18082, Rochester, NY 14618-0082 

Phone: 585-698-6100 
Email: info@fortunatefamilies.com 

www.fortunatefamilies.com  
 

 
“Please accept this contribution in honor of my father on 
Father’s Day.  He is as supportive as any father can be of 
me, his lesbian daughter, and my partner.  Though I no 
longer belong to the Catholic Church, due to its views on 
GLBT issues, I respect my dad’s decision to stay on and 
fight for equality for all.  I very much appreciate all that 
Fortunate Families does to help GLBT folks and their 
loved ones, whether they are members of the church or 
not.” 
                                                              …lesbian daughter 
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Why we ask… 
 

“Waiting for the Vatican or the bishops to act, or blaming them for doing it 
the wrong way, won’t cut it….To expect the hierarchy to be the primary ‘change agent’ in 

Catholicism, the chief source of its vision and new energy, is…unrealistic….In reality, change in  
Catholicism typically percolates at the grass roots….” 

                                                                           ...John L. Allen, Jr., from “The Future Church” 
 

for your help now. 
 

      Yes…I want to help Fortunate Families. 

        I want to contribute:   $100  _____     $80 _____     $60  _____   $40  _____    other  $__________ 
        
        I will make my contribution by:   ____  Check – Payable to Fortunate Families.  (U.S dollars only) 
 
                                                              ____  Credit Card:     ___ Visa         ___ Master Card 
                                                  
                Card # _____________________________________________  Exp. Date ________________ 
 
                Signature ____________________________________________________________________   
                                _______ Please check if you do not want your name listed in our Annual Report.   
 
      Please complete:    Name ____________________________________________________________ 
 
                                       Address __________________________________________________________ 
 
                                       City, State, ZIP  ____________________________________________________ 
 

Memorial or Honor Gift Information 
If your gift is made in memory or honor of someone, please complete the following. 

 
      _____   In memory of:  ______________________________________________________________ 
 
      _____    In living honor of:  ___________________________________________________________ 
 
      _____    On the occasion of: ___________________________________________________________ 
 
      Please notify: ______________________________________________________________________ 
 
      Address:        ______________________________________________________________________ 
 
       City:             ___________________________________ State _______________ ZIP ___________ 
 

Please complete and mail to Fortunate Families, P.O Box 18082, Rochester, New York 14618-0082, 
or go to http://www.fortunatefamilies.com/donate.htm to contribute on line.  Thank you! 


