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For all those who will contribute to the
 genuinely Catholic reform of the
 Church in the United States.

You know who you are.

Be not afraid.











INTRODUCTION

IN THE FIRST MONTHS OF 2002, the Catholic Church in the United States entered the greatest crisis in its history. When Lent began on February 13, the penitential ashes imposed that day on millions of Catholics felt leaden. Something had gone desperately wrong. Something was broken. Something had to be fixed.

Like every Christian community, the Catholic Church is a Church of sinners. Its spiritual rhythms regularly repeat the ancient biblical cycle of failure, repentance, penance, forgiveness, and reconciliation. Yet even in a Church that knows a lot about sin, some acts of wickedness still retain their capacity to shock. The sexual abuse of minors by priests—men traditionally called “Father”—is one such kind of wickedness. So is the failure of bishops—shepherds, in the ancient image—to guard the flock against predators, especially predators from within the household of faith. The shock of seemingly widespread clerical sexual misconduct, reported on an almost daily basis in the first months of 2002, was immeasurably intensified by what even sympathetic Catholics had to regard as some bishops’ inept and irresponsible response to grave sins and crimes. In this instance, one plus one yielded something more than two: one plus one equaled an unprecedented crisis.

In the language and thought-world of the Bible, “crisis” has two meanings. The first is the familiar sense of the word: the venerable Webster’s Seventh Collegiate Dictionary defines a “crisis” as “the turning point for better or worse in an acute disease or fever . . . a paroxysmal attack of pain, distress, or disordered functions . . . an emotionally significant event or radical change of status in a person’s life.” Throughout the first half of 2002, the Catholic Church in the United States certainly seemed to be in “crisis,” according to those definitions. The second meaning of “crisis” in the Biblical world is instructive, however: a “crisis” is also a great time of opportunity, an invitation to deeper faith, a summons to a more thorough conversion.

The premise of this small book is that we best understand the current crisis in Catholic life in this second sense—as a tremendous opportunity. An opportunity for what? An opportunity to deepen the reforms of the Catholic Church begun by the Second Vatican Council in 1962–1965, which are precisely the reforms urged by Pope John Paul II throughout his entire pontificate.

Like virtually everything else in Catholic life, the very word “reform” has been bitterly contested since Vatican II. Those usually identified as Catholic “reformers” would, in at least some instances, be more accurately described as a wrecking crew for whom nothing short of Catholicism’s transformation into a kind of high-church, politically correct American “denomination”—Catholic Lite—will suffice. At the other end of the spectrum, Catholics of a more traditional bent have shied away from the word “reform” and its powerful connotations of the Protestant Reformation, preferring a word like “renewal” to describe what they think Vatican II intended and John Paul II intends. In light of the two-edged scandal of clerical sexual abuse and episcopal malfeasance, perhaps everyone in the Catholic Church—including that broad group of faithful Catholics for whom the ecclesiastical tong-wars are of far less interest than the sacraments and the local parish—can now agree that what the Church needs is reform.

What, then, is genuinely Catholic reform?

A Church with almost two thousand years of history behind it has inevitably passed through many moments of crisis and many moments of reform. In each instance when crisis-as-cataclysm has been transformed into crisis-as-opportunity, “reform” has meant a return to the Church’s roots in order to better engage the spirit and the needs of a given time and place. “Reform,” in the history of the Catholic Church, has meant retrieving, renewing, and developing often-forgotten elements of the Church’s tradition. It has not meant rejecting the past, or severing the present and the future from the past. Genuine “reform” in the Catholic Church has always meant returning to the past—to roots—in such a way as to create the possibility of a genuinely new future.

That is what happened in what we now know as the Dark Ages, when the collapse of the Roman Empire threatened the very survival of the Christian West: The reform led by great monks and nuns such as Saint Benedict and Saint Scholastica created new forms of Christian discipleship and, in doing so, saved the Church’s memory—and Western civilization. That is what happened in the early Middle Ages, when a decadent clergy threatened the Church’s mission: The reforms launched by Pope Gregory VII revived early penitential practices and reached back to such ancient traditions as priestly celibacy in order to prepare the Church for a nobler future. That is what happened in the sixteenth century, when the Protestant Reformation fractured western Christianity: The Council of Trent (1545–1563) unblushingly examined the Church’s corruptions and failures, restated the fullness of Catholic truth, and made that tradition the basis of a thoroughgoing reform of seminaries, the priesthood, the episcopate, the Church’s worship, and indeed almost every facet of Catholic life.

And that is precisely what Vatican II proposed: to “update” Catholicism for the twenty-first century by retrieving the deepest taproots of Catholic faith in the Bible, the great Church Fathers of the first millennium, and the medieval theological masters. By returning to these sources of Catholic faith, the bishops of Vatican II hoped, the Catholic Church would be able to preach more effectively the passionate love of God for all humanity, made visible in the incarnate Son of God, Jesus Christ, crucified and risen. By rediscovering its roots, the Catholic Church would better offer Jesus Christ to the world—Jesus Christ, the answer to the question that is every human life, as John Paul II has described the Church’s Master.

Every great period of reform in Catholic history has involved a thorough reform of the priesthood and the episcopate. That is one of the things that is self-evidently required today if the promise of Vatican II is to be fulfilled. To grasp what is at stake, as well as the meaning of genuine reform, Catholics need only look back about five hundred years. In 1512–1517, the Fifth Lateran Council met in Rome. It was intended to be a great reforming Council. It failed. Why? Because its analysis of the Catholic crisis at that moment was shallow; because the reforms it proposed were either inadequate in themselves or inadequately implemented; and because the Church’s bishops, including the reigning pope, lacked the will and the courage necessary to do the needed job. The failure of Lateran V was the prelude to the Reformation, which shattered the unity of the Christian West and set in motion the dynamics that eventually led to the European wars of religion. Failures of reform carry a high cost.

No one knows whether, in the twenty-fifth century, Vatican II will be remembered as another Lateran V—a reforming Council that failed—or another Trent—a reforming Council that was so successful that it set the course of Catholic life for more than four hundred years. The pontificate of John Paul II has been a heroic effort to ensure that Vatican II—which made a profoundly Christian analysis of the crisis of human civilization at the turn of a new century and a new millennium—becomes a second Trent, not a second Lateran V. The question is not whether Vatican II adequately analyzed the Church’s situation. The question is whether that analysis has been correctly understood and vigorously implemented. The current crisis in the Catholic Church in the United States has made unmistakably clear just how much work even so dynamic and effective a pope as John Paul II has left the rest of the Church to do.

Individual Christians fail when we avert our gaze from Christ and start looking elsewhere for security. Like Peter in the gospels, we, too, can “walk on water”—but only so long as we keep our eyes fixed on the Christ who beckons us to do what we imagine to be beyond our capacities. The same applies to the Church. At the bottom of the bottom line, every crisis in the Church is a crisis of fidelity. And the answer to a crisis of fidelity is fidelity: a deeper conversion to Christ, a more thoroughly Catholic reform of Catholicism. Amid the many complexities of the Catholic crisis of 2002, which will be explored in what follows, a great simplicity stands out: This is a crisis of fidelity.

Crisis means trauma; crisis also means opportunity. The trauma of the Catholic Church in the United States in 2002 will become an opportunity to deepen and extend the reforms of Vatican II if the Church becomes more Catholic, not less—if the Church rediscovers the courage to be Catholic. The answer to the present crisis will not be found in deconstructing Catholic faith or further loosening Catholic discipline. The answer to the present crisis will most certainly not involve the Catholic Church surrendering to the decadence of the sexual revolution, as so many other Christian communities have. Such surrenders, and the tremendous human suffering they cause, are one of the sources of the crisis, not a solution to it. The answer to the current crisis will not be found in Catholic Lite. It will only be found in a classic Catholicism—a Catholicism with the courage to be countercultural, a Catholicism that has reclaimed the wisdom of the past in order to face the corruptions of the present and create a renewed future, a Catholicism that risks the high adventure of fidelity.

The Catholic Church learned the truth about reform from its parent, Judaism, for the pattern of authentic Catholic reform first took shape in the Hebrew Bible. There, the prophets insisted that the answer to Israel’s whoring after other gods was neither greater subtlety in the worship of false gods (Idolatry Lite), nor more clever ways to cover one’s theological bets (Syncretism Lite), but rather radical fidelity to the one true God and His commandments. Similarly, crises of fidelity in the Catholic Church are never remedied by Catholic Lite, but only by more radical fidelity to the fullness of Catholic faith. That is the truth the current crisis is compelling the Catholic Church to remember—and to act upon.

What today’s Catholic crisis is, how it came about, and how the crisis might become a great moment of reform is the business of this book.











CHAPTER ONE
WHAT THE CRISIS IS

 THE FIRST CATHOLIC SETTLERS in the original thirteen colonies landed on St. Clement’s Island in the Potomac River, south of present-day Washington, D.C., on March 25, 1634. In the ensuing 368 years, the Catholic Church in the United States never experienced anything like the first six months of 2002:

∞ On January 6, 2002, the Boston Globe reported that a former priest, John Geoghan, had been credibly accused of sexually abusing more than 130 young boys over a period of some thirty years. During that period, Boston archdiocesan officials assigned Geoghan to three different parishes, assured in each instance by therapists that Geoghan had been “cured.” With lawsuits still pending, settlements to Geoghan’s victims had already cost some $10 million. In February, Geoghan was sentenced to nine to ten years in prison after conviction on a charge of indecent assault against a ten-year-old boy.

∞ On January 29, the Diocese of Tucson settled eleven civil lawsuits alleging sexual abuse of sixteen plaintiffs by four priests (two of whom were still living). One incident of abuse took place in 1989, with the rest taking place in the period 1967–1976. Damages were estimated in the millions of dollars.

On January 31, the Boston Globe reported that molestation claims had been settled against “at least 70 priests” who had served in the Archdiocese of Boston over the past fifty years.

∞ On February 2, the Archdiocese of Boston removed two priests from their parish assignments eight days after the Archbishop of Boston, Cardinal Bernard F. Law, had “asserted that all priests known to have been accused of sexually molesting minors” had been dismissed from work in parishes.

On February 15, the Diocese of Manchester, New Hampshire, announced that local prosecutors had been given the names of fourteen priests accused of sexual abuse; seven had already been suspended from their ministry, and the others were suspended that day.

∞ On March 3, Father Michael Pecharich, an Orange County, California, priest, said goodbye to his parish after admitting that he had molested a teenage boy in the early 1980s.
 
∞ On March 4, the Los Angeles Times reported that Cardinal Roger Mahony had directed “as many as a dozen Southern California priests who were involved in past sexual abuse cases . . . to retire or otherwise leave their ministries.” Mahony’s refusal to release the numbers of names of priests involved and the history of their assignments led to widespread criticism. Inter-office e-mails between Mahony and his subordinates, detailing efforts to manage the public relations aspects of the forced resignations, were leaked to the local media, read aloud on local radio stations, and subsequently published.

∞ On March 6, the Boston Globe reported that a Jesuit priest was suspended from teaching at Boston College High School after accusations that he had sexually molested a student twenty years before. The announcement came one day after the disclosure that two other Jesuits had sexually assaulted students at the school in the same period. A day later, according to the Globe, “the New England Jesuit Province turned over to Suffolk County prosecutors . . . the names of five Jesuit priests who have been accused of sexual misconduct.”

∞ On March 8, Bishop Anthony O’Connell of Palm Beach, Florida, resigned his office, admitting that he had sexually abused a fifteen-year-old seminarian in 1975. O’Connell had been assigned to the Palm Beach diocese in 1998 to replace Bishop J. Keith Symons, who had resigned after admitting that he been guilty of the sexual abuse of minors. At the press conference announcing his resignation, Bishop O’Connell acknowledged the possibility that another abuse charge could be made against him, suggested that he had been too influenced by sex-therapists Masters and Johnson during his days at the high school seminary, and asked those who were angry at him to “pray for my forgiveness.”

∞ On March 17, the Hartford Courant reported, on the basis of secret 1999 court documents, that “New York Cardinal Edward M. Egan, while serving as bishop of the Bridgeport Roman Catholic Diocese, allowed several priests facing multiple accusations of sexual abuse to continue working for years—including one who admitted biting a teenager during oral sex.”

∞ In mid-March, U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft, reporting on the conclusions of an international child pornography ring, said that those being sought or already arrested included two Catholic priests.

∞ On March 23, Bishop Robert Lynch of St. Petersburg, Florida, acknowledged that the diocese had made a $100,000 severance-pay settlement with the bishop’s former communications director, who had accused the bishop of sexual harassment; Lynch denied the charges.

∞ On March 24, the Los Angeles Times reported that two Jesuits, a priest and a brother, had molested two mentally disabled men who worked at a Jesuit retreat center in Los Gatos, California, over a period of decades.

∞ On March 26, the Diocese of Cleveland announced that nine priests were under investigation for sexual abuse of minors, while another twelve were “no longer in active ministry” because of similar charges. Father Donald F.
 Rooney, who had been accused of molesting a girl in 1980, shot himself.

∞ On March 28, the Chicago Tribune reported that a priest who had done well-regarded work on a committee monitoring alleged cases of clergy sexual abuse had resigned his pastorate in Winnetka after being accused of “inappropriate sexual misconduct” with a teenager in the 1970s. That same day, Bishop William Murphy of Rockville Centre, New York, announced that he had turned over to local officials the names of priests whose personnel files indicated that they had been accused of sexually abusing minors.

∞ Pope John Paul II’s annual Holy Thursday (March 28) letter to priests acknowledged “. . . the sins of some of our brothers who have betrayed the grace of Ordination in succumbing even to the most grievous forms of the mysterium in-iquitatis  [mystery of evil] at work in the world.” Presenting the papal letter at a Vatican press conference on March 21, Cardinal Dario Castrillón Hoyos, Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy, brushed aside reporters’ questions about the situation in the U.S., suggesting that this was in part an American media frenzy—a suggestion markedly absent from the papal letter. (On March 28, the archbishop of Pozna[image: i_Imagein1] in Poland, Juliusz Paetz, resigned after charges that he had sexually harassed seminarians. Four days later, on April 1, the bishop of Ferns, Ireland, Brendan Comiskey, resigned after a BBC documentary revealed that he had protected a sexually abusive priest for some years. Three weeks later, a Spanish priest stepped down from his pastorate after his one-time homosexual lover began distributing a videotape of the two men.)

∞ On April 4, a Baltimore, Maryland, priest, Father Steven Girard, was removed from his duties after being charged with lying to prosecutors about his meeting with a male prostitute. Y On April 5, a Rhode Island priest, Father Daniel Az-zarone, was indicted on charges of sexual assault; he had been suspended from priestly functions after his arrest on the charges the previous November.

∞ On April 8, the Globe reported that Paul Shanley, a Boston “street priest” and activist who had defended sex between men and boys at a 1978 meeting of what later became the “North American Man-Boy Love Association,” and who had been known to have sexually abused young men in the following decades, had been recommended to the Diocese of Bernardino, California, in 1990 with an official letter asserting that the abuser had had no known difficulties during his years in Boston. Documents obtained by the paper indicated that Shanley had received letters of praise from archdiocesan officials, up to and including the time of his retirement in 1996. On April 10, a Boston Globe editorial called on Cardinal Law to resign his office, a position taken by the Boston Herald  on March 13. That same day, three priests, two from the Boston archdiocese and the director of the Jesuit Urban Center (once identified in Boston magazine’s “Best of Boston” awards as “best place to meet a mate-gay”), defied archdiocesan policy and issued statements objecting to a Church-supported state constitutional amendment banning so-called “gay marriage.”

∞ On April 8–9, the president and vice president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, Wilton Gregory of Belleville, Illinois, and William Skylstad of Spokane, Washington, along with conference general secretary Msgr. William Fay, met with Pope John Paul II and senior officials of the Roman Curia to discuss the situation in the United States.

∞ On April 11, criminal charges were filed against a St. Louis priest, Father Bryan Kuchar, accused of sexually abusing a teenage boy in 1995. In the previous four months, according to the Associated Press [AP], “more than a half-dozen priests have been removed” from active service in the Archdiocese of St. Louis.

∞ On April 13, the Washington Post reported that Milwaukee Archbishop Rembert Weakland, previously praised for creating a model program for handling allegations of clergy sexual abuse, had transferred a priest—who admitted to molesting a thirteen-year-old altar boy—from one parish to another in 1979, and failed to remove him from the ministry until 1992. In 1979, Weakland had promised the teenager’s family that he would never allow the priest to be in a position to harm youngsters again.

∞ On April 13, Cardinal Bernard F. Law of Boston arrived in Rome for three days of secret meetings with the Pope and Curial officials about the situation in the Archdiocese of Boston and the cardinal’s future.

∞ On April 15, the cardinals of the United States and the officers of the bishops’ conference were summoned to an April 22–23 meeting with Curial officials and the American cardinals resident in Rome.

∞ On April 16, the AP reported that a Pensacola, Florida, priest, who had pled guilty to drug-dealing from his rectory, had traded drugs for sex “with at least one young man.”

∞ On April 19, the San Francisco Chronicle reported that Cardinal Roger Mahony of Los Angeles had reassigned a sexually abusive priest to a parish while Mahony was bishop of Stockton, California. A victim’s lawyer and a psychiatrist both charged that Mahony had known of the priest’s record of molestation, which Mahony had denied under oath at the priest’s 1998 trial.

∞ In mid-April, according to the AP, “a priest in a Las Vegas suburb was charged . . . with fondling, photographing, and massaging teenage boys he was counseling at his parish.” The diocese had previously suspended Father Mark Roberts from his parish on January 30.

∞On April 22, the Los Angeles Times reported that an American cardinal, widely believed to be Cardinal Mahony, would urge Cardinal Law’s resignation at a Vatican meeting on April 23–24. At the end of April, according to the Los Angeles Times,  Cardinal Mahony and the Archdiocese of Los Angeles “were sued for racketeering, negligence, and fraud by sexually abused men who claim that the Church amounted to a criminal enterprise that protected priests who preyed on young people.”

∞  On April 22–23, an unprecedented meeting took place at the Vatican involving the heads of three Curial congregations, the American cardinals resident in Rome, the cardinals of the United States, and the officers of the U.S. bishops’ conference. In an address to the meeting’s participants, Pope John Paul II stressed that “there is no place in the priesthood or religious life for those who would harm the young.”

∞  On April 26, a Manchester, New Hampshire, priest, Father George Robichaud, was arrested and charged with sexual assault in 1985.

∞  On April 29, the Los Angeles Times reported that Father Carl Sutphin, accused of molesting four boys, had lived in Cardinal Mahony’s residence at St. Vibiana’s Cathedral and had been recently reassigned by Mahony to serve as associate pastor at the new downtown Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels.

∞  On May 3, the finance council of the Archdiocese of Boston rejected a financial settlement, estimated at between $15 and $30 million, previously arranged with victims of John Geoghan, on the grounds that the settlement would not leave enough money for the archdiocese to settle other sexual abuse claims. Cardinal Bernard Law said he hoped that “as time goes on” Geoghan’s victims would “help in the framing of a wider settlement which can include the victims who have only recently come forward.”

∞  On May 13, a Baltimore priest on involuntary leave, Maurice Blackwell, was shot by a man who accused him of sexual abuse nine years previously. Blackwell had been returned to his parish, under restrictions, on the advice of a counseling center where he had undergone treatment. Cardinal William Keeler placed the priest on “involuntary leave” after other abuse charges surfaced in 1998.

∞  On May 16, Father Alfred Bietighofer, a sixty-three-year-old Bridgeport, Connecticut, priest, committed suicide by hanging himself at St. Luke’s Institute, a prominent treatment center for troubled clergy in suburban Washington, D.C.

On May 21, twelve sexual abuse lawsuits were filed against the Archdiocese of Louisville, Kentucky. One of those named was a former Louisville priest, J. Kendrick Williams, who had become the bishop of Lexington, Kentucky. Bishop Williams denied the charges but stepped down from exercising his office; his resignation was accepted by the Pope in early June.

∞  On May 23, it was revealed (in a breach of a confidentiality agreement) that Archbishop Rembert Weakland of Milwaukee had paid $450,000 in 1998 to a man with whom he seemed to have had a homosexual affair twenty years before. Weakland, who had reached the mandatory retirement age of 75 in early April and was waiting for the Pope to accept his resignation and appoint his successor, said in a statement that he had asked the Vatican to accelerate the acceptance of his resignation. The resignation was accepted the next day.

There is more. But perhaps the point has been made: This is a crisis. Understanding the crisis is the beginning of resolving it.



A THREE-HEADED MONSTER

Amid the steady drumbeat of press reports in the first months of 2002 about sexual abuse by Catholic priests, careful readers could discern three types of such abuse.

Pedophilia—a disordered sexual attraction to prepubescent children—was the most revolting of the three. Because this long-simmering crisis of sexual misconduct and failed episcopal leadership first came to national attention in January 2002 through the case of John Geoghan, a classic pedophile, the press, some bishops, and some Catholic commentators took to describing the crisis in shorthand as a “pedophilia crisis” or a “crisis of child sexual abuse.” That was not accurate.

The second form of sexual abuse involved priests having illicit sexual relations with women: some of them minors, others not. It was striking, however, that this age-old problem was not prominent among the press accounts of clergy sexual abuse in the first half of 2002.

According to press reports, confirmed by the studies of reputable scholars, the most prominent form of clergy sexual abuse in recent decades has involved homosexual priests abusing teenage boys and young men. It took many editors, television personalities, and radio talk-show hosts approximately two and a half months to recognize what print reporters had, in fact, been uncovering for months: namely, that the overwhelming majority of cases of abuse did not involve prepubescent children, but rather teenage boys and young men, often in school or seminary settings. While clinical distinctions (“fixated ephebophilia,” “regressed” or “stunted” homosexuality) may be useful for purposes of professional study and therapy, normal English describes such abuse as homosexual molestation.

The monster of clergy sexual abuse had three heads. Homosexually oriented priests, seemingly incapable of living the celibacy they had promised to God and the Church, and abusing teenagers and young men committed to their care, form the largest of the three heads.

It is important to recognize that the sexual abuse of minors is not a problem limited to the Catholic Church. On the basis of a survey of adults in the United States and Canada, one prominent psychologist estimates that some 19 percent of today’s adult population was subjected to sexual molestation before they were eighteen years old. Researchers and counselors are convinced that most sexual abuse of children and minors takes place within families, and is thus rarely reported. Virtually every major institution in American life has had to face issues of sexual harassment and sexual abuse. Shortly after Easter, 2002, the evangelical Protestant newsmagazine, World, reported the cases of three Protestant ministers who had tried to excuse their sexual abuse of women they were counseling (a potential crime in twenty states) on the grounds that the sex involved was “consensual.” In May 2002, the Rev. John Lundin, a Lutheran pastor who chairs the Interfaith Sexual Trauma Institute, worried aloud to a reporter about a significant Internet pornography problem among Protestant clergy. Associations of physicians, attorneys, counselors, teachers, and others in the “helping professions” have all adopted codes of sexual conduct—a sure sign that there were problems to be addressed.

And yet the combination of clergy sexual abuse and failed leadership by bishops clearly and unmistakably demonstrates that the Catholic Church in the United States is in crisis.

It is a crisis because any sexual misconduct by persons placed in positions of trust and responsibility for the young is wicked and scandalous.

It is a crisis because sexual abuse by priests harms the whole Church. It has scarred young souls and condemned once-trusting young men to miserable lives. It has ravaged families, who have felt not only the initial wound of abuse but the further wound of seeming indifference from some bishops. A priest guilty of sexual abuse is a man who has broken vows he pledged before the entire Catholic community, and in doing so he has hurt the entire community—just as any sexual misconduct wounds the entire community.

It is a crisis because clergy sexual abuse had done serious damage to the Church’s reputation and its ability to be a credible moral teacher in a society facing issues (many involving the biotech revolution) with profound ethical consequences. The Catholic Church’s ability to help steer the United States away from Brave New World is impeded when even a small minority of its priests and some of its bishops behave like the jackbooted abusers and authoritarians of 1984.

It is a crisis because clergy sexual abuse in any Christian community casts a long, dark shadow over every Christian community’s efforts to preach the Gospel of Jesus Christ at the beginning of a new millennium.

It is a crisis because Catholic priests and bishops should know better; and the people of the Church have every reason to expect that their pastors will know better.

The crisis has psychological, legal, even political implications.

At its root, however, it is a crisis of fidelity—a crisis of faith.



 A CRISIS OF PRIESTLY IDENTITY

While the Second Vatican Council addressed virtually every issue of contemporary Catholic life in its sixteen documents, including one on the ministry of priests and another on the formation of priests in seminaries, most observers, including many priests, thought that the Council had given rather short shrift to the renewal of the priesthood. The First Vatican Council (1869–1870), which defined the exercise and limits of papal infallibility, had been a council about popes. The Second Vatican Council, which defined the world’s bishops as a  “college” with and under the headship of the Bishop of Rome, had been a council about bishops, in many respects. What, many asked, about priests?

According to ancient Catholic doctrine, reaffirmed by Vatican II, bishops are the successors of the apostles and enjoy the fullness of the sacrament of Holy Orders. At the same time, Vatican II taught another venerable truth: that ordained priests are “living instruments of Christ the eternal priest.” At his ordination, every priest “assumes the person of Christ.” The Catholic priest, in other words, is not simply a religious functionary, a man licensed to do certain kinds of ecclesiastical business. A Catholic priest is an icon, a living re-presentation, of the eternal priesthood of Jesus Christ. He makes Christ present in the Church in a singular way, by acting in persona Christi, “in the person of Christ,” at the altar and in administering the sacraments.

The Catholic priesthood, in other words, is not just another form of “ministry.” Ordination to the priesthood in the Catholic Church radically transforms who a man is, not just what he does. In fact, in the classic Catholic view, the things a priest does—the things a baptized lay Catholic cannot do, such as celebrate Mass or forgive sins sacramentally in confession—are entirely dependent on who he is by the grace of his ordination. The old Baltimore Catechism tried to describe the difference ordination makes by saying that the sacrament of Holy Orders imprinted an “indelible mark” on a man’s soul: Once ordained, a man is a priest forever, because he has been configured to Christ the eternal priest in an irreversible way. A still older philosophy would say that a priest is “ontologically changed”—changed in his deepest personal identity—by his ordination. However the difference is described, the key to understanding the Catholic priesthood as the Catholic Church understands it is to understand that the priesthood is a matter of who a man is, not simply a question of what he does.

Too many Catholics in the United States, including too many priests and bishops, seem to have forgotten these basic truths about the priesthood over the past thirty-five years.

In addition to renewing the episcopate and the priesthood, Vatican II eagerly sought to revitalize the distinctive vocation of lay people in the world. Pre-Vatican II Catholic jargon reserved the word “vocation” for priests and consecrated religious men and women—only priests and nuns “had vocations.” Not so, taught Vatican II, reaching back to an older tradition. Every baptized Christian has a “vocation,” a unique place in God’s saving and sanctifying work in the world. The distinctive lay vocation, the Council continued, is to permeate the family and the worlds of business, culture, and politics with the truths of Christian faith.

What the Council did not anticipate was that the priesthood would become somewhat “laicized” and the laity clericalized as the first generation of post-Vatican II Catholics tried to implement the Council’s teachings, according to a rather loosely defined “spirit of Vatican II.” Clerical lifestyles, seminary discipline, and the interaction of priests and lay Catholics all changed dramatically in the years immediately following the Council. While some of the changes were overdue and welcome, one widespread effect of the changes was to blur the distinctive identity of the Catholic priest. At times, and in more than a few instances, it seemed that the only thing distinctive about the priest was his role at Mass; in dress, lifestyle, and habits of association and recreation, it became difficult to “see” the uniqueness of the priestly vocation in the Church.

Moreover, by the mid–1970s, virtually everything in the Catholic Church was being described as a form of “ministry,” to the point where ushers in churches were habitually described as “ministers of hospitality.” Ideas have consequences, and so do words. If everything is a “ministry” and everyone in the Church is a “minister” of one sort or another, what, if anything, is distinctive about the ordained ministry of the priest? Doesn’t it demean the “ministry” of baptized lay Catholics if the Church continues to insist on the unique “ministry” of the ordained priest?

These confusions had many ramifications. Not least among them was the claim (often heard during the controversy over clergy sexual abuse) that if the Catholic Church insisted that it must be governed by a “hierarchy” composed of ordained bishops and priests (all of whom were men), it was branding itself an authoritarian, misogynist hangover from the Middle Ages. Many Catholics in the United States wondered why, if the Church was what sociologists aptly described as a “voluntary organization,” it shouldn’t govern itself like most other voluntary organizations—by majority rule, with “offices” open to all members?

In the three decades after Vatican II, and as they experimented with various new forms of liturgy, education, social activism, and Church governance, more than a few Catholics in America lost sight of the fact (clearly taught by the Council) that the Catholic Church is not a denomination—an institution whose form is typically defined by the will of its members—but a Church—a community whose basic structure and boundaries are defined, once and for all, by the will of Christ. For the Church is the Body of Christ, and those who are ordained to act in persona Christi, “in the person of Christ,” exercise headship in the Body, the Church. Paradoxically, the scandal of clergy sexual abuse, the manifest failures of many bishops to deal effectively with this crisis, and the justified anger this evoked among millions of faithful Catholics, demonstrated just how deep the Catholic memory of “headship” in fact is, even after decades of role-confusion.

That, however, is to take us in a different direction, toward a set of issues to be addressed later.

All ecumenical Councils have been followed by periods of turmoil—a good human reason, perhaps, why there have only been twenty-one such exercises in almost 2,000 years of Catholic history. In the inevitable turmoil following Vatican II, two things intersected: the Council’s failure to address adequately the renewal of the priesthood, and misunderstandings of the new emphasis on “lay vocation.” The net result was a serious crisis in priestly identity. Were ordained priests simply facilitators of the “ministries” of others—men who “empower others to exercise their gifts,” as the post-conciliar jargon had it? If so, what is the point of celibacy? Indeed, if so, what is the point of ordination? The mass exodus from the priesthood in the two decades following the Council—46,000 priests abandoned their ministry around the world, the largest such defection since the sixteenth century Reformation—and the steep decline in U.S. seminary enrollment after the Council ended in December 1965 were the most obvious manifestations of this crisis of priestly identity.

From the beginning of his pontificate, in 1978, Pope John Paul II devoted considerable energies to addressing the crisis. Every Holy Thursday, when the Catholic Church traditionally commemorates the institution of the ordained priesthood by Christ at the Last Supper, the Pope wrote a lengthy letter to all the world’s priests, addressing one or another facet of their unique vocation. John Paul repeatedly brought up the crisis of priestly identity and the reform of the priesthood in his discussions with, and addresses to, the bishops who came to Rome (as every bishop must) for their quinquennial meetings with the Pope and the Roman Curia. In 1990, the world Synod of Bishops spent a month debating the reform of seminaries and priestly formation. Two years later, on March 25, 1992, John Paul II completed the Synod’s work with the apostolic exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis [I Shall Give You Shepherds]. Quite probably the longest papal document in history, Pastores Dabo Vobis explored the crisis of priestly identity, the renewal of priestly life, and the reform of seminaries in detail. The Pope’s own heroic ideal of the priesthood, self-evidently lived out in his own life, has been a magnet attracting young men to similar lives of heroic virtue in the priesthood.

John Paul II’s efforts were not without effect. That effect is evident in some seminaries today among younger priests formed in the image of John Paul II’s pontificate, and among older priests who found their unique vocations reinvigorated by the Pope’s teaching and example. But a tremendous amount of damage had been done to priestly identity in the two decades after Vatican II. That damage was manifest in defections from the priesthood, in a breakdown in clerical discipline, and in seminaries that failed to form men in any exercise of chastity, much less celibate chastity. The crisis of clergy sexual abuse brought that damage to public attention in an unmistakable way.

Priests who believe themselves to be what the Catholic Church teaches they are—living icons of the eternal priesthood of Jesus Christ—simply do not behave the way sexual predators behave. The crisis of priestly identity and the breakdown of clerical discipline that accompanied it have come at a very steep price.



A CRISIS OF EPISCOPAL LEADERSHIP

Why did the revelations of clerical sexual abuse in the first months of 2002 cause such a firestorm of anger, not only among the Church’s habitual critics and enemies, but among Catholics?

Despite the confusions of recent decades, Catholics in America still esteem the priesthood. Sexual abuse by anyone is contemptible; still, adults know how widespread sexual abuse is in our society. Catholics, however, still rightly hold their priests to a higher standard of behavior. Then there was the fact that many of the allegations involved the sexual abuse of minors. While any form of sexual abuse is odious, the abuse of minors and children is particularly loathsome.

The deepest angers of Catholics, however, have been reserved for bishops: for bishops who seem to have done little or nothing to address the problem of clergy sexual abuse; for bishops whose most extensive efforts have seemed directed at keeping these problems out of the public eye; and for bishops who evidently did little to heal the personal and familial wounds caused by recklessly irresponsible priests. Given strong, even adequate, episcopal leadership—leadership willing to face facts and undertake essential reforms—the crisis of sexual abuse by priests need not have become the greatest crisis in the history of the Catholic Church in the United States. It became that because of the bishops’ failure to lead.

How this failure happened will be discussed in detail below. The crucial point now is that these failures of leadership, like the failures manifest by clerical sexual predators, are also the result of a crisis of identity—in this case, the identity of the local bishop.

Scholars of the ancient world find no parallels to the Christian “bishop” among the leadership-types of antiquity. As they emerged in the first centuries of Christian history, bishops were authoritative teachers, sacral personalities who made possible the Church’s worship, and governors who ruled by the authority of Christ—all at the same time. The Catholic bishop today must also teach, sanctify, and govern the local Church committed to his care. It is an awesome responsibility, for the bishop must answer to Christ, the Good Shepherd, for the well-being of the flock entrusted to him.

This point was emphasized by the Second Vatican Council, which made clear that the local bishop, in communion with the Bishop of Rome, the Successor of Peter, has real authority: He is not simply a local branch manager, executing orders devised “at the top.” Yet many Catholic bishops today have taken an essentially managerial approach to their responsibilities. Some see their first responsibility as “keeping everyone in play” in a time of confusion and turmoil in the Church. Too many bishops in the United States seem to see themselves as men whose primary tasks are administrative and bureaucratic, rather than evangelical, pastoral, and catechetical; it is the rare diocesan bishop in the United States who devotes a fraction of the time he devotes to management to study, writing, preaching, or teaching. No one doubts that a bishop, whose responsibilities can include the management of a multimillion dollar non-profit organization, has serious administrative duties. But when “governing” is misunderstood on the model of discussion-group facilitation, or when governing trumps teaching and sanctifying in the local bishop’s priorities, something is seriously awry. The results of that default—in self-understanding, and in true episcopal leadership—are now all too painfully clear.

The failures of episcopal leadership that turned a significant and urgent problem of clerical sexual abuse into a full-blown crisis touched all three of the bishop’s classic roles, that is, as men who are to teach, govern, and sanctify. Too many bishops have manifestly failed to remind their priests and teach their people of some essential truths about the Catholic priesthood, and the relationship of that priesthood to celibate chastity. Too many bishops have failed to ensure that those truths were effectively taught in seminaries. Too many bishops have failed to move swiftly and decisively to see that clerical sexual predators are no longer a danger to the Church. Too many bishops have failed to act as pastors to the victims of clerical sexual abuse, and as agents of repentance and reconciliation in their local churches.

Too many bishops, in a word, have reacted to the multiple problems posed by the meltdown of priestly discipline and the subsequent outbreak of clerical sexual abuse as managers, not as apostles.

That is one of the primary reasons why Catholics were outraged in the first half of 2002. That is why a serious problem became a crisis.



A CRISIS OF DISCIPLESHIP 

The crisis is also, and most fundamentally, a crisis of discipleship.

Because every Christian is baptized “into Christ,” every Christian has a vocational responsibility to make Christ present in the world. Although that vocational responsibility is lived out in many different ways, every Christian vocation begins with baptism and with the baptismal responsibility to conform one’s life to Christ.

Priests who are sexual predators behave in wicked ways because of a defective concept of the priesthood and an inadequate priestly formation. Even more fundamentally, though, clergy sexual abuse is the result of inadequate conversion to Christ. People who are truly living a new life in Christ do not treat others as objects of sexual manipulation. Before he is a Catholic priest, a man is a Christian disciple. If his discipleship is radically deficient, his priesthood will be distorted, too.

Bishops who cannot lead effectively are, in many instances, men who have absorbed a deficient understanding of the episcopate. Even more fundamentally, though, bishops who fail to teach, sanctify, and govern—bishops who fail to make manifest in their own ministry the living presence to the Church of Christ, the Good Shepherd—are men who have been inadequately converted to Christ.

Every Christian is called to be a saint. Indeed, “saints” are what every Christian must become if we are to enjoy eternal life with God. It takes a special kind of person to be able to live with God forever—it takes saints. When the Church recognizes someone publicly as a “saint,” the Church is bearing witness to the truth that, in this world, a man or woman was so completely configured to Christ that this life of “heroic virtue” (in the technical language of saint-recognizing) is now continued in heaven, in joyful communion within the light and love of God.

 Every Christian fails on the road to sanctity. Some of us fail often, and many of us fail grievously. In each case, the failure is one of discipleship. Men and women who have truly encountered the Risen Christ in the transforming experience of conversion—an experience that can take a lifetime—live different kinds of lives: They lead the life of a disciple. No one expects priests and bishops to be perfect. Like every other Christian, priests and bishops must face the “mystery of evil” at work in the world, as Pope John Paul II reminded priests in his Holy Thursday 2002 letter. Confronting that evil, priests and bishops will stumble and fall. That is why every priest and every bishop is expected to have a spiritual director and confessor.

Yet, recognizing that priests and bishops are “earthen vessels” [2 Corinthians 4.7] to whom the sacramental treasures of Christ have been committed is not the end of the matter. It is, in fact, only the beginning. Everyone can and should expect that men have been adequately converted to Christ before they are called by the Church to be priests or bishops. Everyone can and should expect that priests and bishops have made a fundamental, irrevocable, and life-transforming gift of their lives to Christ, in whom they have placed all their hope. And everyone can and should expect that no one will be called to the priesthood or the episcopate who is not willing to bear full public witness to that commitment to Christ, in and out of season, no matter what the difficulties.

By bearing that kind of witness, regardless of the cost, the priest and the bishop lift up and ennoble the vocations of every other member of the Church. That is not “clericalism.” That is the truth that has formed the priesthood and the episcopate since New Testament times. That is the truth that must guide the reforms that are now blindingly necessary because of the two-edged crisis of clergy sexual abuse and episcopal leadership failure.

The crisis is a crisis of discipleship. The answer to the crisis is deeper fidelity.

By everyone.
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