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I want to dedicate this book to my wife, Ruhama:

Thank you for your love and great patience on this journey. I also dedicate this book to the many men and women throughout the world who are often forced to hide their love for one another due to norms imposed by societies and institutions, especially to those required to choose between their love for and service to God and the natural blessing of loving another human being and having a family.




 PREFACE

Today, my wife and I attended her doctor’s appointment and discovered that our baby is a girl. In a few short months, I will welcome my daughter into the world. I feel truly blessed.

I imagine every man feels a similar combination of joy, nervousness, and thanksgiving as he awaits the birth of his first child. For me, a former Roman Catholic priest who never imagined this as a real possibility in my own life, it is one spectacular moment on a very complicated journey.

I began writing this book in the midst of great turmoil—after marrying the woman I loved, being chased by the paparazzi for months, and finally making the decision to move on from the Roman Catholic Church I grew up in, to serve God in  peace as a married Episcopal (Anglican) priest. Ironically, I began writing it at a beautiful retreat house owned by the Episcopal Church in Delray Beach, Florida, just a few minutes down the road from the Roman Catholic seminary and graduate school where I studied theology. I see this as yet more evidence that everything on the road of life is connected. Despite the bumps in the road to get to this point, I am grateful.

There is one particular story that illustrates my own situation well; it’s one I told the first time I preached from the pulpit in my new parish, the Church of the Resurrection in Biscayne Park, Florida. It is about a captain who became lost at sea despite having sailed for decades and knowing the sea better than most. Those under his care had great respect for him. Somehow, though, for the first time in his life, he had miscalculated the length of their voyage. Now the freshwater supply for his crew had run out. The men were beginning to dehydrate and the old captain began losing all hope.

Suddenly, in the distance, they saw another ship and immediately began to signal it. As the ship drew closer, the captain and his men made signs that read, “We need water. Please help us!”

The response from the other ship came quickly, but it was completely unexpected: a sign in big letters that read, “Lower your buckets.”

The captain was devastated. They were in the open ocean, obviously surrounded by salt water. He asked again for water to drink. Again, the other ship responded by showing the same sign: “Lower your buckets.”

Although he had lost all hope, the captain was desperate and feared for the lives of his crew, so he finally gave the order to lower the buckets. When the sailors tasted the water, they  were all amazed: It was actually freshwater! It had been there all along. The output and power of the Amazon River were so great that, even that far out to sea, there was still a substantial amount of fresh, drinkable water in the ocean.

This story illustrates how often we forget the importance of learning to expect the unexpected. Or, in the words of the great philosopher Heraclitus, “Unless you expect the unexpected, you will never find truth.”

As a man who was once a celibate priest, I never expected to fall in love, much less to become involved in an intimate relationship that dishonored my promises and offended the Church, but that is exactly what happened. Despite the fact that I was in love with the ministry God had called me to, at a deeply personal level I had been struggling for many years with the feeling that I was missing something at the very core of the human experience: love and intimacy with another human being.

During my twenty-two years as a seminarian and Roman Catholic priest, I served several parishes, most recently at St. Francis de Sales on Miami Beach, right in the midst of the noise and nightlife of what is popularly known as South Beach. For years I was called “Father Oprah” by members of the media, because of my work hosting several Spanish-language talk shows and radio programs broadcast worldwide. In addition to parish work, I served as president and general director of Radio Paz and Radio Peace and wrote a syndicated newspaper advice column called “Padre Alberto: Advice from a Friend,” as well as a book called Real Life, Real Love—7 Paths to a Strong & Lasting Relationship.

I was fortunate to find good friends everywhere I went, from members of my parish to those of other denominations  and religions around the world, as well as with countless celebrities and media personalities. Yet, despite my passion for spreading the love of God throughout the world and the deep satisfaction I found in my work, I often felt an inexplicable void within me.

In my capacity as a talk show host and advice columnist, I heard from many people who felt frustrated because they were having a hard time finding love in their lives. They would often ask, “Father, how do I find someone I can truly love and spend my life with?”

After listening to so many people from a variety of backgrounds and cultures, I knew full well that, even though love is the greatest power in the world, it is also the most misunderstood. Love is not something we can calculate or actively look for, but something that often surprises us. Nobody really plans love. We call it “falling in love” because truly loving someone else requires you to let go and actually fall into the embrace of another.

Eventually, like that captain at sea, I lowered my bucket one day and discovered that the love I always thought was beyond my reach had, in fact, come into my life. Love can truly come when you least expect it, and in the most surprising ways.

This book is the story of my struggle to accept that love in my own life. On one level, it is a story about the Roman Catholic Church, the people who serve it, and the dilemmas they face when they try to reconcile their powerful love of God with their very natural desires to love another human being. This dilemma cannot be reduced to the basic fight between good and evil, because it isn’t just about breaking a promise to the Church or committing a sin. It is more about the very real emotions and complex struggles experienced by those serving the Church as  they try to do what God expects, what the institutional Church expects, and what others expect from them—no matter how unrealistic those expectations may be.

This is an important aspect of the story, because whether you find it sad or offensive, surprising or unsurprising, the fact is that many priests end up leaving their ministry after developing ideological differences with the Church they grew up loving and believing in so strongly. I know, because I was one of them.

In our training for the priesthood, we are led to understand that every decision, attitude, behavior, and word we utter must be connected in some way with this vocation we have received from God. What we don’t realize is that we are bound to go through a series of transformations and personal struggles just like anyone else. We mature and grow, our perspectives evolve, and sometimes the very ideas of what we often hold so sacred change. Nobody is ever frozen in time.

This lesson—that each of us must be open enough to embrace our own experiences and give ourselves permission to learn from our own life journeys—is another important aspect of my story. This message applies to every human being, no matter what your religion or your relationship with God. Change—and our acceptance and learning from it—simply means that we are alive.

Regardless of what the future holds for you, when you are truly motivated by love and what is good—no matter what the world may say or think about you—you never really go wrong, even when you are perceived as making a big mistake. It is only by taking risks that we really begin to grow. All changes, no matter how radical, can lead you to the place you were always meant to be. That is where I am now.

I hope you will read this book as a different kind of love story. It is the story of a man who fell in love with life, ministry, and a woman. It is the story of someone who decided to go against the flow, even when the current was pushing strongly in the opposite direction. Most of all, it is the story of a man who has come to understand that God never gives up on anyone, no matter what.

I will always love the Church community I was born into and served for many years. I have a great deal of gratitude in my heart for the countless people who continue to live and work within it, including those who cannot speak their minds freely because of the positions they hold within the official Church. I am certain many of them would agree with a good number of the controversial opinions I express in this book, but I can only relate my personal experiences, or what I like to call my ideological evolution. I share them with you, opening my heart with the hope of contributing in some small way to the reform that I consider so crucial to one of the world’s oldest and most trusted institutions, the Roman Catholic Church.
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 RESPONDING TO AN UNPOPULAR CALL

As a child growing up in Miami, Florida, my church was only five minutes from my home, and it played an important role in my family’s life, but I never imagined that I would become a priest. My first job after we arrived in Miami, actually, was pulling weeds.

In southern Florida, lawns grow fast—and weeds even faster. My next-door neighbor was my first client. She was a somewhat frugal lady who asked my mother if I could come over and pull what looked to me like an endless field of weeds for just five dollars. Despite the enormity of the task, I took the job, because in those days anything over a dollar was considered a fortune.

It is only once you get down on your hands and knees in the hot sun to pull weeds that you can appreciate the tedious nature of the job and the perseverance it requires. Pulling weeds, like most things in life, requires you to pay close attention to what you’re doing. To eradicate weeds successfully, you have to get them out by the roots. You can’t yank too quickly, or the weeds will grow back. You must learn to soften the earth around the roots and shake the weeds around a bit before you pull.

I filled big plastic garbage bags with weeds. Within a few hours, I’d often have two or three heavy bags. Although I did my best, and took satisfaction from seeing how neat the lawn looked once the weeds were pulled, I always knew that the weeds would grow back. Weed pulling is a bit like our constant struggle between good and evil: There appears to be no final victory, but you continue to struggle anyway, hoping to keep the grass from being overpowered by the weeds.

It wasn’t until much later that I saw how this menial job was the logical first step on my journey to the ministry. But I did begin to understand, even as a young child, that to make good things grow you need dedication, sacrifice, and patience. I also discovered that whatever you do, whether it is a simple act or an extraordinary one, your actions make an impact on the world.

 

 

THE FIRST TIME I EVER felt cold in my life was when the weather changed our first year in Miami. I was one of only five or so Latinos in my class at Olympia Heights Elementary School, and it was the first time in my life I had ever lived in a climate that was less than tropical. I was shocked to see kids actually wearing jackets.

How my family ended up in Miami is a story shared by many, many Cubans. My parents, like so many other Cubans, fled their native land because they didn’t want any part of Fidel Castro’s dictatorship. My older sister was born in Cuba, but my father, a mechanical engineer, had already decided to leave the country by then. He had been detained twice as a prisoner—once simply for having blueprints in his hands, because Castro’s men thought he must be plotting something against the Revolution.

Castro was determined to prevent professionals from leaving the country, so it was impossible to flee Cuba and come to the United States directly. Instead, my parents flew to Madrid and did what so many immigrants and political exiles are forced to do even today when leaving a repressive regime: They got off the plane with little more than the clothes on their backs, determined to work hard and make a new life for themselves. Eventually my parents moved to Puerto Rico because much of my extended family had settled there; and that’s where I was born and called home until I was six years old.

After a few years my father began traveling from San Juan to Miami in search of work and hoping to reunite with the rest of our extended family, which had now settled in South Florida. He worked with a company of engineers that was involved in building the installations for the first U.S. space shuttle, and so eventually it made sense for our family to come to Florida. We settled in a modest neighborhood in southwest Miami made up of mostly Irish and Italian immigrants—this was before the Hispanic boom of the late 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Everyone there had tiny houses until they could afford to move to bigger houses in a different neighborhood or expand the houses they had. My mother still lives in that neighborhood.

I spoke very little English, but I attended public school, took the special classes for those who now had English as their second language, and rapidly became bilingual. In fact, my sisters and I started speaking so fluently in English that our parents had to force us to continue speaking Spanish at home so we wouldn’t lose our first language.

Outside of school, my life revolved around our parish. When it became time for me to make first Communion, a Franciscan nun, who spoke very little Spanish but understood it because she had worked in Puerto Rico, said, “Alberto, let’s see if you know your prayers.”

I was a bit shy because I only knew them in Spanish. The nun was very kind, though, and said with a broad smile, “That’s fine, Alberto. Say them in Spanish, and you can make first Communion.” So that’s what I did. What a relief! I always loved the nuns and could never relate to people who told horror stories about nasty nuns who would hit them with rulers. Of course, I grew up mostly in public schools and in the era of the more modern 1970s nuns. I’ve often thought that attending public school may have been the salvation of my faith, because I had none of those traumatic Roman Catholic school experiences I heard about from so many of my friends.

By the time I was in middle school, I was completely bilingual and at home in our new life. I had moved on from doing yard work. Music was my big love—this was the early 1980s, the disco era, when Madonna and Michael Jackson were the biggest stars—so some friends and I started our own DJ company. We played for quinceañeras—those lavish celebrations marking a Latina girl’s fifteenth birthday—bat mitzvahs, all kinds of parties, and even a good number of weddings.

I wasn’t especially into sports, other than bike riding and  some sporadic games around the neighborhood; and I wasn’t into my looks. In fact, I had braces and pimples—lots of them! Yet I was a very confident, social boy, perhaps because I was so well loved by my parents and two sisters. I was one of the only teenagers who hosted his own radio program on a local public radio station, and my friends and I did very well with our DJ business, which was booked almost every weekend.

We did so well in the music business, in fact, that one day my parents said, “This kid can’t just be all about the music. He needs to learn that there’s more to life.”

My parents started encouraging me to go to a youth group at our church to help me mature and develop good values. At first I resisted, as any young teenager would, but gradually I began to experience an independent spiritual life. Feeling your own spiritual connection with God is big for a kid, because you start taking God seriously for yourself, not just as an imposition by your parents. I began voluntarily doing more mission work, attending youth retreats, and meeting with other young people from different parishes. I guess you could say I became hooked on church.

I think a lot of people have this strange impression that priests are not real people. Remember on Star Trek, when Captain Kirk would say, “Beam ’em down, Scotty”? From some remarks other people make about my vocation, I imagine they must think there is some kind of priest planet where priests come from.

People especially seem to have trouble understanding why a very young person, such as myself, would respond to a radical call from God. Perhaps that’s because our society places so much emphasis on immediate sexual gratification and reveres the power of material things. It’s true that not many young  people are willing to set aside marriage and family, self-fulfillment in the business world, and fantasies about new cars and big houses to pursue the priesthood.

In my case, I think others recognized the priestly vocation in me, even before I did. My mother used to joke that, with my extroverted personality, “Alberto will either become a priest or a politician.” A number of people at our parish would say, “Alberto, have you thought about the priesthood?”

And once, while we were on a weekend spiritual retreat with a group of youth leaders, we were expecting one of our parish priests to give us a talk on something spiritual or theological. After we had been waiting an hour and there was still no priest in sight, people around the room began shouting, “Albert will do it!”

At age fifteen, I was taken aback by their enthusiasm, especially because I wasn’t accustomed to public speaking. Yet I felt that God was sending me a message through these kids, so I stood up and did it.

Comments and experiences like these made me feel like I was being prepared for a life of service and dedication. I began to have this sense that if I didn’t seriously consider the option of joining the priesthood, I wasn’t being very responsible. It was like a switch of some sort was turned on in me; I began to open myself up to God and knew that He was asking me to serve Him in some radical way.

Knowing that you are chosen by God is something unique for each person who feels called. The one thing we all have in common is that nobody really chooses the ministry; it chooses you. When God calls you, it’s very difficult to argue.

But this was also the 1980s, the height of Generation Me, a time in my life of dating girls and playing music. Like most of  my friends, I was having as much fun as I could in high school, but what made it different for me is that I combined all that fun stuff with a great deal of church activity. It was as if two worlds were coming together, and the noise of parties and loud music was trying to overpower God’s voice speaking deep within my heart.

Eventually, I became determined to hear what God was telling me. I began to withdraw from some of my social activities, choosing instead to focus on working at our church, attending spiritual retreats, and spending time with other young people who shared my spiritual searching. My personal relationship with God became more important to me than everything I’d been taught in formal religious instruction or even at home.

By age sixteen, I began seriously thinking about entering the local seminary after high school. I was beginning to realize that it was not only important to live according to what Albert wanted, but according to what God wanted from me. I wanted to give my life to God without counting the costs or worrying about my personal plans for the future.

I first announced my intention to my mother during one of my first times driving. I had just earned my restricted learner’s permit and I was excited to be at the wheel. I tried to remember my dad’s words as I struggled to master the stick shift: “Clutch in, shift and clutch slowly. Play with the gas in between.”

It didn’t help that my mother had no idea how to drive a stick shift herself. She just sat next to me, enduring my stop-start-stall driving and occasionally muttering, “You can’t drive like this,” and, “We’re going to be killed!”

Eventually, as I got the hang of driving, my mother and I  started talking about my grades and what was going on in school. When I announced that I wanted to become a priest, her immediate response was, “Oh, Alberto, hit the brakes!”

I think my mother probably meant this metaphorically as well as literally, but I did as I was told. We talked some more, and when I had convinced her that I was very serious about the seminary, she eventually said that I should pray and ask God if that’s what He truly wanted for me. If the answer was yes, she assured me that I would have her full support. “We just want you to be happy and at peace,” she said.

“But what about Dad?” I asked. As the only son in a Latino family, and with a father who was an engineer, I knew that he might not appreciate my chosen path.

“He will understand,” she promised.

To my amazement, he did. I went into the living room that night, where I found my dad reading a book, as he did most nights—it was almost always something about mathematics, energy calculations, or physics. When I sat down next to him and announced my intentions, my father said exactly what my mother had: “Pray to God and ask if that’s what He wants for you. If it is, then you should follow the call. We only want you to be happy.”

In many traditional Roman Catholic countries, the decision to become a priest often results from pressure by the family. Most consider it an honor, even a status symbol, for one of their sons to become a priest. However, I was blessed to feel only support from my family, and never any pressure. I was equally blessed never to feel any horrible family resistance to the idea, either.

Even later, when my father was diagnosed with terminal cancer at age fifty-two during my sixth year at the seminary,  my family continued to support my decision. My father’s illness and treatments took an enormous toll on our family; as the only son, I felt an enormous sense of responsibility for our home and my family’s stability. I offered to quit the seminary, come home, and find work.

My father, despite his illness, refused to even consider this possibility. “Son, you have to follow your heart,” he told me. “Continue your preparation for what God has called you to do. We will be fine.”

As for my friends, they teased me at first. “Alberto, is this really what you want? To have to be celibate and give up girls?”

I shot back, “Hey, someday you’ll get married, and you’ll only have one wife. You’ll have to give up girls, too!”

This was mostly good-natured teasing, because we were all from Roman Catholic families that respected the culture of the Roman Catholic Church. It wasn’t a foreign idea for one of us to elect to join the priesthood, and my friends generally accepted the idea. For my part, I became more and more convinced that this was my path.

I couldn’t enter the seminary for two more years. During that time, I continued getting to know the Roman Catholic Church at the grassroots level. Throughout high school, I spent countless hours working in and around our local parish. I taught Sunday school and led youth ministry programs, answered telephones in the rectory, prepared the physical plant for special activities at Christmas and Easter, and much more.

I was around many priests at that time—both young and old—many of whom were extraordinary leaders. They were well-spoken, knew how to motivate others to do the work of God, were good administrators, and became my mentors and role models.

Were all of these priests perfect? Of course not. Like any family, our church had its share of dysfunctions. I remember, for instance, a very cool priest who drove a sporty car and was the spiritual director of our youth program. He was energetic and charismatic, and someone I truly looked up to; he was also one of the first to ask, “Albert, have you ever thought of becoming a priest?”

Years later, I discovered that this man had come to the United States in large part to hide his sexual orientation and a promiscuous double life from his family. Sadly, he ended up dying of HIV/AIDS. I was heartbroken to see how this gifted and truly caring man had ended up, and to be one of the only people who attended his very hush-hush funeral.

There was also a bodybuilder priest who used to claim that wearing the Roman clerical collar—and the way people looked at him while he was in it—made him feel nauseous. He always seemed angry at something or someone. I will never forget how one Sunday, in the middle of the sermon, he walked up to the fire alarm and literally tore it out of the wall. Another Saturday at around five a.m., about fifty members of my youth group were gathered in the church parking lot getting ready to go to Disney World. This same priest chose that moment to come stumbling back from a long night out in his jeans and T-shirt, wobbling and weaving his way to the back entrance of the rectory as if no one were watching.

Then there was the rookie, the newly ordained priest who was extremely thin and spent his days fasting, because he believed that was the only way to chase away his sexual desires. As a result, he always looked sickly and weak—yet people called him a saint. Some people in the Church seem to have the strangest notions of saintliness!

After spending ten years in the seminary, our rookie didn’t last more than three years as a priest. He just disappeared one day, saying, “I couldn’t take it.” After all those years, he simply never managed to adjust to priestly life in a healthy way.

Another priest, who occasionally visited our parish and often said Sunday Masses, started an affair with a married woman with five children (and the mother of one of my closest friends), who worked as a church secretary. That was quite a blow for everyone—especially for the young people who had a connection with that family.

This seems like a long litany of dysfunction, especially for just one typical middle-class parish. But I was never judgmental, even as a teenager. I didn’t perceive the actions of these troubled priests as betrayals of me or the Church. Quite the contrary: I would defend them, even when the priest who mentored me admitted eventually to sexually abusing minors. He had never done anything inappropriate with me, and I saw him as a serious, committed, hardworking priest. I understood the good, the bad, and the ugly about the Church early on and accepted that every human being has his or her own struggles.

Today, after years of working and living within the Church, I see things with greater clarity. Now I believe that many of these priests acted the way they did because of their lack of adjustment to the celibate state and the loneliness that many of them experienced because of it. At the time, however, those incidents occurred right in the midst of my falling in love with the priesthood and making the decision to serve God, so I didn’t think of that. Despite everything I saw at my very own parish, there was a certainty in my heart that my life would be different. I had friends from many denominations, and whether they were Protestant, Jewish, Catholic, or from some New Age  church, I always felt that the most important thing was a strong connection with God.

I saw people who were connected to God as mostly happier, more compassionate, and less materialistic; if I could bring the word of God to more people, I reasoned that we would have less war, less hunger, and a better world for all. I truly felt that God was calling me, and that I had to do all in my power to become a good and faithful priest. At times I even thought that if I could do everything right, I could somehow help repair the damage being done by so many others in my own church.

For the last two years before I entered the seminary, I met with my spiritual director once a month. He had entered the seminary when he was just twelve years old, so almost anything to do with sexuality was a big taboo for him—so much so that he sometimes seemed altogether too curious about my personal life and the girls I dated or was attracted to.

When I tried to talk to my spiritual director about my attraction to girls, and my struggle to embrace celibacy as my future path, the only advice he could give me was to say, “Albert, just pray that every girl you ever like finds a good Christian husband, because God is calling you for Himself.”

So that is what I started to do: I simply prayed that the girls I liked all found good husbands, because I wasn’t available. It seemed so simple at the time, even though it was never easy.

When I look back now at the young man I was then, I see a youthful idealist full of drive and energy. I wanted so much to be one of the priests who could contribute to changing the world, a priest who was above corruption and politics as he gave everything to God and the people he served. I was a rebellious teenager in my own way, I suppose, because I was going against everything society was telling me to do. I wasn’t ever going to  make much money, or have multiple women, or drive a convertible BMW. My heart was pure. I had no personal desire or ambition to hold power over other people. All I wanted was to be a parish priest and help other people.

And so, at the age of eighteen and right after graduating from Southwest High School in Miami, I entered St. John Vianney College Seminary determined to become the best priest I could be. I was determined to be a model seminarian, one who took every practice and rule of the institutional Church very seriously. And I did.

That spiritual fire inside me burned so brightly that I couldn’t see that I was about to enter a sort of spiritual boot camp, much less understand how the priesthood would change every aspect of my life.




 CHAPTER TWO
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 FALLING IN LOVE WITH THE PRIESTHOOD

One hot August afternoon of my nineteenth year, I spent a couple of hours packing and carefully checking things off the list they had sent me from St. John Vianney College Seminary. This was the first time I was leaving home to live on my own, and the seminary had given me a specific list of things that students were allowed to bring—as well as a list of what you were not allowed to bring. Headphones were on the approved list, I was happy to see; after six years as a DJ, my most prized possession was my record collection, which I’d managed to compile onto cassettes. I loaded my music, my tiny stereo, my headphones, and my clothes into the backseat of my car, and I was off!

It was amazing that I fit as much as I did into that car, since it was the same 1969 Volkswagen Beetle I’d learned to drive in. I had inherited the car from my father when he finally got a new car after many years of suffering the South Florida heat in a car with no air-conditioning. Now, driving away from home alone with my belongings, I felt a rush of excitement despite the fact that I had left my mother in the kitchen, crying and wiping her tears away with her hands as she mopped the floor.

I think that, like most parents, mine felt that having a child give himself to God meant they were losing that child forever. They knew that, from now on, I would belong to the Church and must go wherever I was sent to serve, while they took second place in my life.

 

 

THE PROCESS OF BECOMING A candidate for the priesthood involves countless interviews, psychological exams, spiritual retreats, and a host of other activities designed to help you make your final decision and to prepare you to be accepted by the Church. Much of this process is tedious, and it has become an even more complicated process through the years, as modern psychology has opened up new avenues for deciding who is “healthy” and who is not.

The suitability of a candidate for ministry today has much more to do with the institutional Church and less to do with a person’s spirituality or God’s divine intervention. I have seen many good people turned away from convents and seminaries because they were not approved by the institution, yet they have gone on to live healthy, spiritual lives.

Despite what I’d already been through to be accepted at the seminary, several weeks before my first day at St. John Vianney,  the rector called me into his office. He was a heavy smoker, so stepping into his office felt a bit like climbing into an ashtray. He had a great smile on his face, though, and quickly put me at ease with his cordial manner and heavy Irish brogue.

We chatted for several minutes, and the only awkward moment was when he asked out of the blue, “Albert, do you like girls or do you like boys?”

“Girls, Father,” I answered. I was shocked by the question.

“Good, Albert, that’s very good,” the rector said, smiling even more broadly than before, and then he went right on to the next topic. That was all he needed to know. Later on, I would come to understand why he would ask that question of every new seminarian he interviewed.

This was the only off-key note in what was otherwise a smooth start to my first year as a seminarian, where I was earning a bachelor’s degree in philosophy in preparation for theology studies. In many ways, it was much like any college, with classes, hours spent in the library, and friendships forged along the way. It was just a bit more restrictive, with a prayer schedule that started at seven a.m. and a curfew that required you to be in your dormitory by eleven p.m.

At the time I attended seminary, men of all ages were enrolled. Men in their thirties and even men who were older than my father sat next to me in class. They had more problems with the curfew and some of the other rules than I did. At eighteen, I was a sponge, enjoying the structure and discipline. Anyway, whenever I needed a break, it was easy to slip home to visit friends and family, since my parish was just down the road. If I happened to miss the eleven o’clock curfew by a few minutes, I simply climbed over the seminary gate to get back in. It was a trick to accomplish, but we always found a way in.

My parents continued to show unconditional support for my seminary studies, but that wasn’t true for some of my classmates, whose families engaged in what I’d describe as official fights with God, the Church, and anything remotely sacred or holy. When one of my friends entered the seminary, for instance, his mother took every crucifix down in her house, as well as the statue of Mary that had always graced her home, because she took his decision so personally. Without his family’s support, my classmate was unable to withstand the rigors of priesthood; he eventually left and married, becoming a gifted theologian and later a religious adviser and diplomat working in the Vatican.

 

 

WHEN I FIRST ENTERED THE seminary, I considered myself a below-average student. I had spent most of my adolescence paying more attention to my weekend job as a DJ, attending youth retreats, and socializing than I ever did to studying. Having to read hundreds of pages of homework every night, especially the classic works of Greek philosophers, was something very new for me, but I quickly rose to the challenge. This was largely due to the inspiration and hard work of the faculty, which was excellent.

One of the first people who really encouraged me to take an interest in my own intellectual development was my first-year philosophy professor. A scholarly man who spoke half a dozen languages, he was generous and deeply spiritual, a man who had been an atheist before experiencing a radical conversion to Christianity. He was also brutally honest and often warned us of the problems he perceived in the contemporary Church, especially among those who were pushing progressive agendas and departing from tradition and conservative values.

“Albert, you’re a smart young man,” he once told me, “but you are an A student who settles for Bs.”

From him, and from other dedicated professors, I quickly learned the importance of academic discipline, the value of spending hours reading and researching, as well as the power of prayer and living a more intense spiritual life. Seminary was something very new, but also something that I found fit my burning desire to serve God and humanity.

The rigorous academic discipline wasn’t the only new thing for me. This was also the very first time I ever had to share a room with other men. I grew up with two sisters, but since I was the only boy at home, I’d never had to share a room. My first roommate at the seminary was a man twice my age. He had lived with a girlfriend for years before having a conversion experience at a spiritual retreat, which caused him to decide the priesthood was his calling. He often spoke to me like a father giving advice to his inexperienced son, and I learned to appreciate his authentic concern for me.

One morning, my roommate saw me shaving at the sink we shared in our common room. I was wearing my boxers and considered it natural to shave dressed that way. He said, “What are you doing?”

I was startled by the alarm in his voice. “Why, what’s the matter?”

“In this room, you can dress like that with no problem, but don’t get used to it,” my roommate warned. “You have to take care of yourself with the environment around here.”

I had no idea what he meant. It was only later in the year that I realized my roommate was referring to the presence of a number of promiscuous gay men in the seminary.

The first time I ever heard any of these young gay seminarians  use slang words and expressions of a homosexual nature, I had to ask around to find out what they meant. I really had no clue! I soon discovered that they had nicknames for everything and everyone, including a bishop who was sexually involved with some of his seminarians. Years later, that bishop would be removed and sent to live quietly in a monastery after Church officials couldn’t hide his behavior anymore. That was all very awkward to me.

I admit to being shocked by some of this new knowledge, yet I worked hard to ignore it and tried not to let it discourage me. When I entered the seminary, I sincerely thought most of the men who were my classmates and colleagues shared the same struggles I was going through. Eventually I came to see that not everyone shared the same interests or made the same sacrifices.

It isn’t difficult for homosexual men in seminaries and religious houses to act out sexually. For one thing, it’s easy to hide your relationship in these all-male environments; for another, they have role models in priests who have been getting away with it for a long time, while the institution at all levels turns a blind eye to it.

I used to hear stories about priests and seminarians and their sexual conduct, both homosexual and heterosexual, but I never really believed them—or maybe I just did not want to believe it was possible. It probably would have been too painful for me, an idealistic eighteen-year-old convinced that the institution was all about God, to admit that the Church could ever engage in or protect such dishonesty. At that stage of my life, I had a very romantic concept of the institutional Church. I believed that it was free from sin and very close to immaculate. I did not think any of “that inappropriate stuff” was actually possible  and dismissed it all as just more horrible rumors circulated by Church haters.

Yet, as time went on, I began to realize that a lot of what I did not believe possible was actually true. A number of people I had come to know and trust were actually very involved in that inappropriate stuff. For example, it took me years to learn that one of the straight seminarians who on several occasions brought the bread and wine to the altar during our Mass with a girl he’d introduced to the entire seminary community as his “visiting cousin” was actually sleeping with her. She was no relative, just his secret girlfriend.

Among all of the outrageous things I heard in my seminary days, I will never forget the day that our rector looked up from a newspaper article and said to a group of us nearby, “I wonder what cardinal this guy f—ed to get there.”

We were standing in front of the community bulletin board right in the main hallway of our seminary building. That board was cluttered with all kinds of information, news, and the usual memos from every department notifying everyone of what was expected. One of the recent postings stood out like a sore thumb: It announced the new position of a former seminarian who had been thrown out a couple of years earlier for sexual misconduct. He had found a way of being accepted to another seminary, in another country, and was now ordained. That young man had become a priest—and a prominent one.

How did this happen? I wondered. Information about seminarians usually follows them from place to place, and the reasons for dismissal from a seminary are usually part of a required report, in case you apply to a new diocese or seminary. In this case, not only did the candidate get ordained, but he was actually tapped for an important job at the highest levels of the Vatican.

The rector seemed upset, but not surprised. He knew, better than the rest of us, how ambitious people within the Church always find a way to get ahead. Was he disappointed? Yes. Shocked? No. He understood the system, and that there are people who know how to work it.

Meanwhile, I was headstrong and convinced that God wanted me to be a priest. I wasn’t willing to let anything turn me off. I was there for a specific purpose, because God had called me and needed me. I was sure that nothing could make me stray from my mission to serve Him.

Seeing all of this happen within the ranks of present and future Church leaders was not all bad for me. I decided that God was using this time of eye-opening new knowledge for good: It was sowing the seeds that would later blossom into my greater understanding of humanity. As I began to witness the brokenness and struggles among my fellow classmates and priests, I found that I could feel compassion for them and for others with similar issues. Overall, the years in the seminary served as a sort of reality check for me as an idealistic young man, causing me to experience both heartbreak and a desire to work harder to be the best possible priest I could be.

Even so, a part of me began to struggle with the message that this behavior might send about our attitude toward sexuality to the everyday people in the pews. If priests didn’t seem to care to live by the rules of our own institution, how could we expect people in the pews to live by them?

 

 

AS A SEMINARIAN, I MADE great friends with all kinds of people from many different backgrounds and cultures. Yet I can honestly say that my focus never wavered: I knew that I was  there to learn to be God’s instrument for others. I felt motivated by God’s love and a desire to spread that love. I wanted to live the Gospel and make it known to all.

Just like those in medical school who must eventually decide on a specialty, seminarians are able to choose between several different means of serving God. There are the diocesan or secular priests, which I had always wanted to be. There are also religious priests who make vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience and go on to become part of a religious order. In either case, many priests become dedicated to serving in specialized ministries; for instance, we might choose to work in education, with young people, in hospital settings, or helping the poor.

As a very young, idealistic seminarian, I wondered if God might be calling me to serve in a more radical way, so I briefly considered joining the Legionaries of Christ, a popular growing congregation of religious priests. I perceived this group as very serious about their mission to serve God; I saw them as almost a Marine Corps sort of group in the Church, so I sent away for information.

The day I received the packet in my seminary mailbox, I gathered with a group of about five or six friends in the seminary to examine the colorful pamphlets and recruiting materials, all of which were expensively done and had a real “wow” effect on us. Part of the attraction was the charismatic founder, Father Marcial Maciel Degollado, a Mexican-born priest and the grandnephew of a Mexican saint.

Despite some rumors that had begun circulating even back then about Father Maciel’s drug abuse, financial scandals, and sexual misconduct, he was much admired. Among the seminarians, Father Maciel was always referred to as “Our Father” (Nuestro Padre) and was perceived as having a special aura. His mission in forming his religious order was to inspire lay members of the  Catholic Church to take an active role in the Church’s mission. What nobody realized back then is that he ran his order like a cult or fanatical sect. Yet the Legion of Christ and the Regnum Christi were responsible for starting many schools and universities, as well as a huge number of charitable institutes that also did a lot of good. They also contributed greatly to promoting vocations to the priesthood in a time when seminaries and religious houses all over the world were closing for lack of enrollment.

“This is great stuff!” exclaimed one of my classmates as we read through the brochures. He and one other man among my group of friends went to visit the order for themselves. One actually joined; to this day he is a priest in that congregation and one of the truly saintliest people I know.

I never did visit or join this priestly Marine Corps. As I matured, I realized more and more that living in a religious order was not for me. I longed to be living and working in an ordinary community, much like the priests in my own neighborhood parish, who had been my mentors and the people I admired most. However, I did respect Father Maciel and his followers from a distance for their sense of mission and loyalty to Christ. Father Maciel had been called to accompany Pope John Paul II on many of his visits to Mexico, and he had been appointed by the pope to the Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops—only one of many positions of power Father Maciel held within the Vatican. I had no way of knowing, of course, how many terrible revelations about this man’s depraved behavior would become public in just a few short years.

 

 

WITH MY MIND INCREASINGLY SET on being the sort of priest who actively works to make a difference in the world, I spent  summers and holiday breaks from my seminary studies working at my home parish in the youth programs, teaching vacation Bible school, or working with migrant workers. I still believed that God had given me my personality and way of being to help spread his message of love, particularly to teenagers and young people who were disillusioned with the Roman Catholic Church. As a young seminarian, I was excited whenever I could inspire people to connect with God through me. I felt that I was doing exactly what I was meant to do.

Of course, every summer I also met attractive girls who made me wonder if I had chosen the right path. I found myself playing the “what if?” game occasionally, asking what my life might be like if I didn’t continue on at the seminary, but chose another profession instead. The truth was, however, that most of the girls I met picked up on the vibe that I was completely committed to becoming a priest. That came through very clearly.

For instance, I never really danced at a party or even at the weddings of my friends. I didn’t want to put myself in situations that might make me feel uncomfortable. A lot of my priest buddies had conversations with women and even danced with them, but I steered clear of these in order to protect myself from temptation.

The deeper I got into my theological studies, the more I began to appreciate the traditions and practices of Roman Catholicism. I wanted to know everything there was to know about the Church. If it came from the Vatican, I read it. I must have devoured hundreds of official Church documents in my eight years in the seminary in my attempts to be current on every development. I was so devout and conservative, in fact, that I was often spoofed at our seminary talent shows as the student who spent the most time reading Church documents and papal encyclicals.

It didn’t make a difference. As a young and obedient man at that stage of my life, I was convinced the institution was always right and the people were in error. I remember one priest in our seminary saying, “Albert, you just want to rub your face on the tits of Mother Church.” Despite the vulgar image, I knew that he was kind of right. I had an obsessive interest in the Roman Catholic Church as an institution and in the many ideals it promoted. Maybe a lot of this also came from growing up in a culture that was convinced it was the only “true church.”

Consequently, I was viewed by many of my professors and some of the priests at the seminary as conservative. Some took issue with me because they were at odds with the direction in which Pope John Paul II was taking the Church in the mid-1980s. They saw that the Church was clearly moving away from the reforms of Vatican II and adopting policies of the past as a way to keep things under control—a movement that a number of conservative theologians called restoration.

For me and many young people of my time, John Paul II’s personal charisma and enthusiasm motivated me to fall in love with the mission of the Church. My desire to spread the Gospel message grew daily. I couldn’t see then that John Paul’s policies weren’t realistic, or even remotely practical, for most people. It bothered me that some of my colleagues felt what appeared to me to be some kind of animosity toward the official Church. Despite these negative attitudes around me, however, I remained convinced that my mission came from God and I had to stick to it.

 

 

JESUS SAID, “GO OUT INTO the world and proclaim the Good News.” He never said, “Go into your rectory and live a quiet, protected life.” I was determined to follow His example. Between  the ages of eighteen and twenty-five, I completed my bachelor of arts degree in philosophy at St. John Vianney College Seminary, then went directly on to earn my master of arts in theology and my master of divinity at St. Vincent de Paul Regional Seminary in Boynton Beach, Florida, in 1994 and 1995, respectively.

As part of my education, I became actively involved in every type of ministry as a way of helping myself reaffirm the call to priesthood. I worked with migrant farmworkers and in prison ministry, comforted the sick, and visited the elderly in nursing homes.

I also worked in Miami Children’s Hospital under the guidance of a Lutheran pastor, who was the chaplain at the hospital and helped us by supervising our seminary’s pastoral summer program. He was a very progressive, open-minded man, and although we disagreed on certain topics, I appreciated his ideas and enjoyed hearing his different perspectives on the world.

One afternoon, I was in the hospital’s emergency room when a woman came in with a dead baby in her arms. The baby was black-and-blue, clearly beyond revival. Because the woman was Latina and a Roman Catholic, and because I was not yet ordained and couldn’t say last rites for the child, I called a priest from a nearby parish who was responsible for visiting Roman Catholics at that hospital.

I was in the room with them when this priest walked in, then looked this grieving mother in the eyes and said, “You have to accept that this is God’s will.”

I couldn’t believe those words! It was as if I’d taken a blow to the stomach. How could this priest be so thoughtless, to say that this was God’s will, rather than offer this poor woman an  embrace or words of comfort? I was upset enough that I spoke to the Lutheran chaplain about it afterward. He, too, was devastated, and agreed with me when I said I felt as if what that priest had said and done amounted to spiritual malpractice.

“And what would you have said, Albert?” he wanted to know.

I thought about this and at first thought the best solution was to say nothing and simply listen to that mother’s pain. Finally, the chaplain insisted I say something and I told him that I would have said to her: “Life is fragile, a gift that God has given us. Your child was a gift. I can offer you love and compassion, and be with you in your grief, but there are no easy answers.”

This stark lesson helped me decide early on that I didn’t want my ministry to be black-and-white. I was already moving away from the belief I felt as a younger seminarian that the Church had all the answers—all of the time. I didn’t believe that God was sitting up in heaven with some sort of remote control, telling priests what to say to people, as if all of the answers to life’s many struggles are in some sort of fix-it manual. I was committed to doing God’s will, but I was also committed to trying to understand the full breadth and richness of our human experience. It wasn’t easy to find answers to some of life’s biggest questions, but I was determined to help people on their individual spiritual journeys do just that.

 

 

AFTER I HAD STUDIED PHILOSOPHY and theology for eight years, it was finally time for my internship as a deacon. When the priest in charge of internships asked me what kind I wanted, I answered, “I want to go somewhere different and challenging.”

In response, he assigned me to Key West, which is as far as you can send anyone in the Archdiocese of Miami and the southernmost point in the United States of America. As a matter of fact, I was closer to Havana than I was to Miami. It was common for me to drive 440 miles from the seminary to the parish and back almost every weekend. I was the first young man to be assigned to that community in many years.

Although I had spent most of my life in South Florida, I had never traveled down the entire length of the Florida Keys. In fact, my first and only time driving in that direction with my family, I was about nine years old and my parents, sisters, and I got stuck halfway to Key West when our car broke down near Marathon.

Now, at twenty-five, I was excited to be driving all the way to Key West alone, on this new adventure. I crossed the forty-two bridges that connect more than one hundred little islands, or keys. In Key West, I saw a steeple and pulled right over. Key West is such a small city that I was certain the Roman Catholic parish must be the only church in town.

When I knocked on the door, a smiling woman in her midfifties opened it. “Is the pastor here?” I asked.

“No,” she said, “but can I help you? I’m his wife.”

I realized that I must not have been at the Roman Catholic church, but I still couldn’t believe it. To be sure, I asked, “Isn’t this St. Mary’s?”

She laughed and responded, “No, this is Grace Lutheran,” and kindly pointed the way to the place of my assignment on the other side of the island.

As I got closer and closer to my new church, I drove through Old Town, where the streets get narrower and old black lanterns on the sidewalks give you the sense that you’ve  stepped back in time. St. Mary Star of the Sea, the Roman Catholic parish in Key West, was equally historic—it is the oldest Catholic church in South Florida, and the second-oldest Roman Catholic church in the entire state. Bordered by the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico, St. Mary’s was also one of the first Roman Catholic churches in Florida to admit both blacks and whites to its congregation.

When I arrived, I admired the beauty of St. Mary Star of the Sea. It was built in a Victorian Gothic style; the beautiful stone blocks that went into its construction were made from coral rock, which I later learned had actually been dug out of the ground beneath the church. The rectory, on the other hand, was a solid-looking concrete building. This was unusual, because there aren’t many concrete buildings in Key West; most are quaint Bahamian wood houses. It was such an impressive, large, and strong rectory that the natives used to call it “the Jesuit Hilton,” referring to the religious order that built it.

I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and rang the door-bell. It was 4:55 in the afternoon and I was due in at five p.m.

The pastor opened the door and said, “Welcome! We were waiting for you to go to dinner. I’ll show you where your room is and we can go.”

The pastor was a stickler for punctuality and I was a relaxed Latino, unaccustomed to having dinner so early in the afternoon. But, as it turned out, this pastor was a great mentor and became a dear friend. He always went out of his way to make my experience so far from the mainland a positive one, and taught me a great deal about parish management, good stewardship, and the inner workings of parish life. While the pastor was indeed sometimes too strict and rigid for my taste, especially to people seeking the sacraments who were not practicing  Roman Catholics, he was mostly pretty welcoming and did everything in his power to inspire people about their faith.

The people in that Key West parish were also great. As a deacon-intern, I taught in the parish school, prepared and preached sermons on Sundays, visited the sick, buried the dead, worked with some of the families at the navy base, and helped with almost every daily activity around the church.

Since we were in Key West—popular for its bars and nightlife—I also managed to start a small “bar ministry.” We would get together with young adults from the parish and teachers from the school at a local pub to have drinks while we talked about life, spirituality, and every topic under the sun. There was one beautiful teacher in the school to whom I felt strongly attracted, but I kept my distance—sometimes making a great effort to avoid her—to make sure that we would only be friends.

That internship was a special year for me and played a large role in my development as a priest. One aspect of my time there that really made an impact on my heart and soul was my work with Cubans arriving on our shores daily. In 1994, thousands of Cubans were throwing themselves into the Florida Straits in homemade rafts that required a real miracle to stay afloat. The year I spent at St. Mary’s, the number of Cubans fleeing toward Florida reached over two thousand people a day—and this wasn’t counting the many people who perished in the process of trying to reach freedom.

For me personally, it was a shattering experience to see entire families putting their lives at great risk to escape the Communist regime of Fidel Castro. Naturally, the whole phenomenon was particularly moving to me since my own parents had left Cuba, although it was under very different circumstances,  in search of the same freedom from that awful system and a better future for their children.

As a young child, every conversation I heard during family visits between my father and his brothers was about how Castro’s regime was going to end sometime soon and we would all go back to Cuba. By now, of course, my father had died without seeing that dream come true, and many of the younger Cuban-Americans I knew didn’t have that same longing for the homeland that our parents had. Still, we considered ourselves political exiles, unable to return until the fall of that totalitarian regime.

My parents were among the first exiles from Cuba, the initial wave of those who left the island forty or more years ago. This latest wave of Cuban immigrants was more socioeconomically diverse and included a higher proportion of people who were less motivated by political differences with the regime than by economic circumstance. They were less welcome by the United States, and unfortunately even by my own Cuban-American community. In 1994, American authorities intercepted 36,791 rafters.

It was a fifteen-minute drive from St. Mary’s to Stock Island, where I often visited the rafters, or balseros, as they were called, in a makeshift trailer set up by volunteer Cuban exiles called La Casa del Balsero (Home of the Rafters). My role was to help offer spiritual support to these families after their traumatic odysseys, while other volunteers provided first aid and hot meals. I drove a tiny four-cylinder Honda Civic that could really seat only four people, but I often did everything possible to fit two families—up to nine people—so that they could visit the church, say a prayer, and greet Our Lady of Charity (La Caridad del Cobre), the patroness of Cuba.

I will never forget their tears or the expressions on their faces as these rafters, many of them young men like myself, reached their much-desired freedom. It was particularly painful when they realized that while they themselves had made it alive, they still had family that was unaccounted for or had stayed behind in a country where day-to-day life seemed more like a prison camp than the paradise it once was. That whole experience only served to reinforce my love for Cuba, and for the millions of political exiles who have abandoned their homeland and are longing for the day when they can return to a Cuba that is free from Communist dictatorship. It also served to renew in me the conviction that spiritual leaders have to be on the side of those who suffer, whether it is politically correct or not. As a Cuban-American, I had already experienced and heard the stories of political prisoners, people executed without any kind of trial and families divided and destroyed by that terrible regime. My work with the rafters brought many of those ideas full circle for me, and these convictions would continue to be part of me and shape my ministry for years to come.

Another new experience for me at St. Mary’s was that of having openly gay couples actively assisting in church activities and attending services. I was not shocked, exactly, but I did have to examine my feelings on what was then—and still is—a very controversial issue in most churches. After a time, I realized that I was glad to welcome them there. These men and women were good, loving human beings, and it troubled me that, in the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, we were supposed to convey to them that their lifestyles were evil and “intrinsically disordered.” I felt strongly that all people should be able to look to their priests to receive forgiveness and guidance, not judgment or a feeling of unworthiness.

I had been in a Church bubble throughout the better part of my seminary years. Slowly, as I started emerging from that bubble, I began to see that there was often a huge gap between people’s realities and the rules of the institutional Church. I wondered if perhaps my mission, as a young, extroverted, open-minded priest, could be to serve as a bridge between a Church that didn’t always want to hear about the pluralism of society and what was really going on in the world.

 

 

AFTER MY EIGHT YEARS IN the seminary and my eventful Key West internship, ordination day finally arrived. Ordination is much more than a graduation. This is the day when you are officially commissioned by God and the Church to take on a spiritual mission and bring the Good News of salvation to the world. It is truly a day that marks your life forever, because this is the moment when you hand over your entire life and promise to spend it serving God.

If that sounds like too much to ask of one human being, perhaps that’s because it is. I do believe that there are special people who are called to abandon the world in their dedication to God, disconnecting them from the cares and worries of secular life. However, most priests in the twenty-first century are not called to that “disconnect.” I was about to be ordained as a secular or diocesan priest—a priest who isn’t supposed to live like a monk, in a cloister removed from the world, but among the people he serves. This is a distinction most Roman Catholics do not understand, because they tend to put all priests in the same category, with little knowledge of what makes us different.

On ordination day, the secular priest makes two promises: the promise of celibacy (on the day of his ordination as a  deacon) and the promise of obedience (which is made at both ordinations, as a deacon and as a priest). Moments before my ordination, our bishop called us into a special conference room with our families. It was a photo opportunity and a light moment before a very solemn and sacred celebration. I will never forget the archbishop’s words to my mother and to the parents of the two other men to be ordained: “We will take very good care of them.” Years later, looking back on that moment, I would often ask myself what “very good care” really meant.

As I mentioned earlier, in my seminary days it was common to hear of Vatican II bishops versus John Paul II bishops. Those in the Vatican II camp were considered progressive and willing to move forward, while those appointed by John Paul II were considered much more conservative—or were at least willing to play that role to please Rome and keep ascending the hierarchical ladder.

The archbishop who ordained me as a deacon in 1994, Edward A. McCarthy, was definitely a Vatican II bishop. He was known for promoting ecumenical dialogue, women in ministry, greater lay involvement, pastoral programs for people of different cultural groups, media, and evangelical work.

Only five days after I made the promise of celibacy, Archbishop McCarthy appeared on television, where he was asked by an interviewer about possible changes in the Roman Catholic Church. Without hesitation, the first thing he said was, “I believe that priests will be allowed to marry in the near future.”

As a twenty-five-year-old man who had just made a lifelong promise of celibacy, I was shocked beyond belief. I simply couldn’t understand how the very bishop who had just participated in ordaining me a deacon and received my promise of  celibacy could publicly admit that the celibate state was not an essential aspect of priesthood.

“What did I just do?” I thought, torn between panic and despair. “Even bishops think this celibacy stuff isn’t all that important!”

Having decided to give my life to serving the Church and all that it stood for, I was deeply upset. After all, here was this bishop who had me kneel in front of him while I made promises of celibacy and obedience—and then out of the mouth of this very same bishop, a man who had been a priest for fifty years, I heard words to the effect that celibacy might not need to be part of a priest’s life and discipline!

All of a sudden, I had to wonder, as some of my reading and studies of Church history suggested, if celibacy was a way of life designed as a convenience for the Church, rather than something the Church really valued. Had I really just made a commitment to an institution that I’d believed in all my life, only to discover that it wasn’t as permanent as I’d thought? Whose position was the right one on the issue of celibacy: my archbishop’s or the Vatican’s?

I was determined to be a good soldier of the Church. Therefore, I chose to believe, with all of my heart, that everything the Vatican said had to be right.
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