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Introduction

In the months before this book went to press, Catholics throughout the United States were scandalized by one revelation after another about sexual abuse among the Catholic clergy. First came word of the notorious crimes of John Geoghan, a defrocked priest of the Archdiocese of Boston who stood accused of more than 130 counts of sexual molestation in a thirty-six-year spree. He has thus far been sentenced to eight years in prison. If Geoghan’s recidivist crimes weren’t awful enough, the following week the archbishop of Boston, Bernard Cardinal Law—under mounting pressure from the Massachusetts attorney general—revealed the names of other priests or former priests of his archdiocese who had been accused of sexual misconduct with minors. Then a Missouri man alleged that Bishop Anthony J. O’Connell had sexually abused him while he was a seminary student. He also filed a federal racketeering suit accusing the Catholic Church in the United States of a pattern of illegal activity—a systematic cover-up of sexual crimes by Catholic priests.

The sexual crimes were horrible enough, but most shocking was this pattern of cover-up—the fact that Church officials knowingly protected repeat sex offenders and routinely reassigned them to posts that gave them access to new victims. Commentator (and Catholic) Patrick J. Buchanan likened the situation to Mafia dons providing safe houses for their henchmen. Such an analogy isn’t off the mark considering that Bishop James Quinn of Cleveland, in response to the racketeering suit, suggested that Church leaders should hide records of abusive priests at the Vatican embassy, which has diplomatic immunity against subpoenas.1 Arthur Austin, who had repeatedly been sexually abused by a priest in Boston, put it in stark terms: “If the Catholic Church in America does not fit the definition of organized crime, then Americans seriously need to examine their concept of justice.”2

Despite the media feeding frenzy, Church officials still hesitated to “come clean.” Although Boston’s Cardinal Law released the names of the offending priests to law enforcement officials, he would not reveal to the media the number of priests involved. Only by examining court documents and speaking with local law firms did the Boston Globe discover that the archdiocese had settled sex abuse claims against at least eighty priests during the previous decade alone. That number would later swell to nigh a hundred.

Law’s attitude seemed characteristic of far too many American bishops, who often seem to believe that they and their priests are answerable to no greater authority than themselves. Indeed, we are finding that what happened in Boston is routine in many dioceses; similar grave problems have been revealed in Philadelphia, Los Angeles, St. Louis, Brooklyn, Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh, to name just a few. The fact is, orthodox Catholics3 are demanding honest and forthright action from the Church’s shepherds.

The big question now is: Why is this happening? The extent of the sex abuse scandals and the accompanying payoffs and cover-ups has mystified many of the faithful, who are simply at a loss to understand how this could have occurred and why it was swept under the rug for so long.

I researched and wrote this book over the past two years, interviewing more than 150 people, as a professional investigative journalist for the Catholic press, without any idea that the Boston debacle and its many ramifications would blow up just as Goodbye, Good Men was going to press. Although I did not set out to write a book about clerical sex abuse, what I discovered provides at least part of the answer to the burning question: How could this have happened?

Goodbye, Good Men presents documented evidence that the root of this problem—the cover-up and the sexual scandals themselves—extends down to the very place where vocations to the priesthood germinate: the seminary. Too often men who support the teachings of the Church, especially the teachings on sexual morality, are dismissed for being “rigid and uncharitable homophobes,” while those seminarians who reject the Church’s teaching or “come out” as gays to their superiors are given preferential treatment and then ordained to the Catholic priesthood. A corrupt, protective network starts in many seminaries where gay seminarians are encouraged to “act out” or “explore their sexuality” in highly inappropriate ways.

No doubt, for the average American, Catholic or not, much of the material presented in this book will come as a surprise—even a shock. Nevertheless, as one recently ordained priest confided in me after reading the prepublication manuscript, the revelations herein have long been known within the inner circles of the Catholic Church—among bishops and priests especially. The problem in vocations offices and in seminaries is a profound spiritual problem, a sickness of untold proportions. This is a book that seeks first to identify that sickness, or at least a portion of it, in hopes that the pathogen can be removed and the body healed. In short, many have hijacked the priesthood in order to change the Catholic Church from within.

The trouble starts in the seminary, and gross sexual immorality and the protective network formed around that immorality is only one of the major issues that needs to be forthrightly addressed by the shepherds of the Catholic Church, as Goodbye, Good Men reveals. The fact is that many qualified candidates for the priesthood have been turned away for political reasons over the past three decades. Systematic, ideological discrimination has been practiced against seminarians who uphold Catholic teaching on sexuality and other issues; dissenters from Catholic teaching—including teaching on homosexuality—have been rewarded.

Goodbye, Good Men exposes this corruption: the deliberate infiltration of Catholic seminaries by what Andrew Greeley has dubbed the “Lavender Mafia,” a clique of homosexual dilettantes, along with an underground of liberal faculty members determined to change the doctrines, disciplines, and mission of the Catholic Church from within. Through the seminaries, liberals have brought a moral meltdown into the Catholic priesthood. If the sex scandals that have rocked the Catholic Church are to end, the individuals responsible for this moral meltdown must be rooted out. Only then will the “dark shadow of suspicion” be removed from “all the other fine priests who perform their ministry with honesty and integrity and often with heroic self-sacrifice.”4

Finally, a note on anonymity: Some of my sources have asked to remain anonymous for obvious reasons—priests, because they fear retribution from their bishops or brother priests; and current seminarians, because they believe their frankness would jeopardize their chances of being recommended for ordination. As you read on, you will come to understand that one critical remark could mean “nonendorsement” (in other words, expulsion from their seminary). Some former seminarians and those who have not yet been accepted into a formation program also chose to remain nameless to maximize their chances of being accepted into a diocese or religious order. When a pseudonym is used the name will appear the first time with an asterisk like this: John P. Jones.* There are many other men I interviewed for background purposes only. They did not even want their comments to be published anonymously, for fear that their identity would be known to their superiors by the mere details of their particular situation.

Michael S. Rose

Cincinnati, Ohio

April 2002


CHAPTER 1

A Man-Made Crisis

Why Archbishop Curtiss Said the Priest Shortage Is “Artificial and Contrived”

It seems to me that the vocations “crisis” is precipitated by people who want to change the Church’s agenda, by people who do not support orthodox candidates loyal to the magisterial teachings of the Pope and bishops, and by people who actually discourage viable candidates from seeking priesthood and vowed religious life as the Church defines these ministries.

—Elden F. Curtiss, Archbishop of Omaha

As early as 1966, just a year after the close of the Second Vatican Council, Jesuit Father Robert E. McNally predicted an impending priest shortage. He believed that an imminent vocations crisis would devastate the Catholic priesthood. In fact, he stated that this shortage would become so acute that “in the course of the next century the Catholic priesthood might almost disappear.”1 This was a startling prediction, coming as it did at the tail end of America’s “golden age of the priesthood,”2 during the same year that seminary enrollment peaked in the United States. Nevertheless, statistics bear out at least the first part of McNally’s prophecy: There are far fewer men studying for the priesthood at the dawn of the twenty-first century than thirty years before. From 1966 to 1999, the total number of seminarians dropped from 39,638 to 4,826.3 And from 1965 to 1998 the number of graduate-level seminarians (those ordinarily within four years of ordination) dropped from 8,325 to 3,158, while priestly ordinations during that same time period dropped from 994 to 509 per year.4

Since the 1970s, when it became obvious that vocation numbers were plummeting, U.S. Catholics have been bombarded with shrill warnings that a severe shortage of priests will soon deprive them of the sacraments. The doomsayers are with us to this day, prophesying, despite evidence to the contrary, that the priest shortage will continue to worsen until, as McNally predicted, the priesthood is nearly extinct.5

How is the “vocations crisis” to be explained? Why, since the Second Vatican Council, has the Catholic Church in the United States seen fewer and fewer young men devoting themselves to the sacrificial life of the priesthood? The decline has been blamed on a multitude of factors, including materialism, practical and philosophical atheism, skepticism, subjectivism, individualism, hedonism, social injustice; parents who don’t want their sons to be priests; and the commonly perceived “unrealistic expectation” of lifelong celibacy. The failure to properly instruct Catholic youth in the faith is another important factor.

There is one instrumental component to the problem, however, which has received little attention until recently. In a 1995 article, Archbishop Elden F. Curtiss implicated vocations directors and others directly responsible for promoting vocations as having a “death wish” for the male, celibate priesthood. The article, first published in the archbishop’s diocesan newspaper, the Catholic Voice, was reprinted in Our Sunday Visitor for national distribution. Curtiss, the archbishop of Omaha, Nebraska, made a startling observation based, he said, on his experience as a former diocesan vocations director and seminary rector:

             It seems to me that the vocation “crisis” is precipitated by people who want to change the Church’s agenda, by people who do not support orthodox candidates loyal to the magisterial teaching of the Pope and bishops, and by people who actually discourage viable candidates from seeking priesthood and vowed religious life as the Church defines these ministries. I am personally aware of certain vocations directors, vocations teams and evaluation boards who turn away candidates who do not support the possibility of ordaining women or who defend the Church’s teaching about artificial birth control, or who exhibit a strong piety toward certain devotions, such as the rosary.6

In other words, the very Church officials with immediate responsibility for promoting and fostering vocations are turning away qualified candidates for the priesthood. Moreover, this problem is not confined to a few such persons, but pervades nearly the entire system for recruiting and training new priests. In short, the priest shortage is caused ultimately not by a lack of vocations, but by attitudes and policies that deliberately and effectively thwart true priestly vocations.

Curtiss quickly made headlines across the country, declaring the resultant priest shortage to be “artificial and contrived.” The same people, he wrote, who have discouraged priestly vocations then turn around and promote ordination of married men and women to replace the traditional vocations they themselves have aborted. They exploit the dearth of vocations that they have helped create, to advance their efforts on behalf of a “reenvisioned priesthood” which consciously rejects the Church’s definition of the office for the Latin rite as a ministry to be exercised exclusively by celibate males.

Turning away candidates who explicitly and proudly accept the Church’s teaching, especially regarding the ordained priesthood, has been likened to “a Marine recruiter turning away prospects because they profess a love of America.”7 The conclusion then is that there is no shortage of vocations; in actuality, there are plenty of young men who exhibit what Curtiss calls “orthodoxy”—loyalty to the teachings of the Church—who are not admitted to holy orders, specifically because of their orthodox beliefs. The result is a “crisis” of ideological discrimination.

Curtiss also points out that in dioceses which support orthodox candidates there is no vocations crisis but an increase in priestly vocations. In a follow-up article published in Social Justice Review, Curtiss explained that when dioceses and religious orders are unambiguous about the priesthood as the Church defines this calling, when there is strong support for vocations, and a minimum of dissent about the male, celibate priesthood, then there are documented increases in the number of candidates who respond to the call. Speaking of his own Omaha archdiocese, he wrote that he is encouraged by the “dynamic thrust for vocations to the priesthood” and “clear indications of increases in the coming years.”8 He explained the reasons for Omaha’s success:

             Our vocation strategy is drawn from successful ones in other dioceses: a strong, orthodox base that promotes loyalty to the Pope and bishop; a vocations director and team who clearly support a male, celibate priesthood and religious communities loyal to magisterial teaching; a presbyterate [i.e., the priests in a given diocese] that takes personal ownership of vocation ministry in the archdiocese; two large Serra clubs in Omaha that constantly program outreach efforts to touch potential candidates; more and more parents who encourage their children to consider a vocation to priesthood and religious life; eucharistic devotion in parishes with an emphasis on prayer for vocations; and vocation committees in most of our parishes that focus on personally inviting and nourishing vocations.9

The archbishop also cited the successful vocations numbers of Lincoln and Arlington,10 two dioceses led, at the time, by bishops who also supported orthodox vocations. Father James Gould, then vocations director for the Arlington diocese11 in northern Virginia, echoed Curtiss when he explained their formula for success: “unswerving allegiance to the Pope and magisterial teaching; perpetual adoration of the Blessed Sacrament in parishes, with an emphasis on praying for vocations; and the strong effort by a significant number of diocesan priests who extend themselves to help young men remain open to the Lord’s will in their lives.”12

Curtiss might equally as well have pointed to any number of other successful, orthodox dioceses across the country. His own Archdiocese of Omaha, considered one of the most conservative in the Midwest, ordained an average of seven men (fifty-six total) per year from 1991 to 1998 for a population of just 215,000 Catholics. Compare that to the much more liberal diocese of Madison, Wisconsin (with a slightly larger Catholic population), which ordained a total of four men during the same eight-year period.

In the orthodox Rockford, Illinois, diocese, Bishop Thomas Doran ordained 8 priests in 1999, the highest number of ordinations there in forty-one years. Arlington ordained 55 men to the priesthood in the years 1991–98 under Bishop John Keating. In 1985 Keating had 90 diocesan priests. A decade later he had 133, nearly a 50 percent increase. And, under orthodox leadership from Bishop John J. Myers, the Diocese of Peoria,13 with a Catholic population of just 232,000, ordained 72 priests in the years 1991–98, an average of 9 each year. In comparison, the Milwaukee archdiocese under the leadership of Archbishop Rembert Weakland, with a Catholic population three times that of Peoria, ordained just 2 priests in 2001, while Detroit, with a Catholic population of 1.5 million (almost seven times that of Peoria), ordained an average of just 7 men each year from 1991 to 1998.

Other archdioceses such as Denver and Atlanta have turned their vocations programs around by actively supporting orthodox vocations and promoting fidelity to Church teaching, while emphasizing the traditional role of the priest as defined by the Catholic Church. Atlanta now has sixty-one seminarians, up from just nine in 1985. Denver boasted sixty-eight seminarians in 1999, up from twenty-six in 1991. In addition to Denver’s archdiocesan seminarians, twenty more were studying for the Neocatechumenal Way and nine for other orders. All will serve the Archdiocese of Denver when ordained.

Orthodoxy begets vocations. This is proved by the successes of the dioceses just mentioned. The converse is also true: Dissent kills vocations. It is merely common sense that says people generally do not want to give themselves to an organization whose leaders constantly bemoan its basic structures. Young men are normally not going to commit themselves to dioceses or religious orders that dissent from Church doctrine. “They do not want to be battered by agendas that are not the Church’s and radical movements that disparage their desire to be priests,” Archbishop Curtiss wrote.14

Those dioceses that have promoted dissent from the magisterial teachings of the Church have seen the sharpest decline in vocations and are now experiencing the predicted dire priest shortage. The Archdiocese of Milwaukee under the leadership of Archbishop Rembert Weakland is reputedly the most liberal and least orthodox archdiocese in the United States. Milwaukee in the 1990s consistently had a small number of seminarians, a third of the number of some dioceses a quarter its size. Weakland, of course, has long sounded the alarm about the dire priest shortage. In 1991 he issued a pastoral letter to Milwaukee Catholics telling his flock that he would ordain married men to the priesthood, subject to Rome’s approval. The Vatican was disturbed by Weakland’s public statement and reprimanded the archbishop for his “out-of-place” comments. A few years later he again expressed his doubts about the male, celibate priesthood: During the summer of 1995 he was a cosigner of a statement addressing the role of the American bishops conference in its relationship with Rome. Weakland, the only archbishop to sign the statement, expressed his disapproval of Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, Pope John Paul II’s 1994 pastoral letter which reiterated that the Catholic Church does not have the ability to ordain women to the priesthood. Weakland and his cosigners stated: “The recent apostolic letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis was issued [by the pope] without any prior discussion and consultation with our conference. In an environment of serious question about a teaching that many Catholic people believe needs further study, the bishops are faced with many pastoral problems in their response to the letter.”

Only three other diocesan bishops—the remainder were auxiliary bishops—signed onto the statement, which was highly critical of the Vatican: Bishops Walter Sullivan of Richmond, Virginia, Raymond Lucker of New Ulm, Minnesota, and Kenneth Untener of Saginaw, Michigan. These three dioceses have likewise experienced a shortfall in priestly ordinations. In 1998, Lucker had only fifty-five active diocesan priests to serve his eighty-one parishes, and only nine men, including both college and graduate theology seminarians, studying for the priesthood.15 Untener, formerly a seminary rector in Detroit, had only seventy-nine active diocesan priests for his 110 parishes with only four seminarians for a Catholic population of 140,000.16 Saginaw averaged fewer than one ordination per year during the 1990s. Sullivan’s numbers in southern Virginia are miserable too, especially in contrast with Richmond’s sister diocese of Arlington to the north. In the early 1990s, San Francisco under Archbishop John Quinn and Chicago under Joseph Cardinal Bernardin had equally abysmal records.

When Curtiss’s initial article was published in Our Sunday Visitor, it set off a flurry of reactions, both positive and negative. The most telling responses came from a number of vocations directors who rejected the Curtiss thesis outright. The National Catholic Reporter (NCR), a weekly lay-run newspaper published in Kansas City, Missouri, was the first to reply. On October 20, 1995, the NCR issued a special report intended to refute Curtiss’s claims. Yet the article did more to confirm the archbishop’s analysis than to refute it. Staff writer Pamela Schaeffer interviewed several vocations directors whose comments effectively substantiated Curtiss’s observations. Father Robert Flagg, vocations director for the Archdiocese of Boston, admitted that he has problems with prospective seminarians who have “preconceived thoughts about the Church” or who are “rigidly locked into positions.”17 Flagg’s statement left many wondering whether the magisterial teachings of the Church would be considered “preconceived thoughts” or if commitment to the male, celibate priesthood would be a sure sign of “rigidity.” Father John Klein, vocations director for the Archdiocese of Chicago, similarly admitted that he believes young men who desire to “hold on to something” are unsuitable for ordination. He compared the priesthood to a rollercoaster ride: “If you keep your hands inside the car you enjoy the ride. But if you try to hold on to something you’re going to get hurt.”18

Other vocations directors interviewed for the NCR piece say they were left feeling “puzzled, pained, and undermined” by the Curtiss report. Challenging his conclusion, they consistently cited “rigidity” as opposed to “orthodoxy” as the cause of rejecting candidates for the priesthood. Boston’s Flagg said he looks for candidates who can “move with the Church.” Chicago’s Klein reiterated that point, saying that the future of the Church is “tremendously exciting but unpredictable.”

Privately, reported Schaeffer, vocations directors complained that the dioceses that are not experiencing a vocations shortage are accepting men with a “rigidly conservative view of the Church,” in some cases candidates rejected by their home dioceses. Flagg bragged that all but one of the priests ordained for Boston that year were from the archdiocese. The other was from Vietnam, he explained.

Arlington’s Father James Gould, responding in Crisis magazine, rejected Flagg’s charge, noting that only six of Arlington’s forty-two seminarians that year were not native to northern Virginia. He also defended the practice of considering candidates who were rejected by their home dioceses: “There are some vocation directors keeping good candidates out. When questioned about the ordination of women or married clergy, if the candidates answer in support of the Church, they are often rejected.”19

Schaeffer admits to which camp she belongs when she concludes her article by quoting University of Wisconsin sociologist Richard Schoenherr, himself an ex-priest, who says, “There are indeed many people who think the exclusively male, celibate priesthood that served the world well in the past is no longer viable.”20 Statements such as Schoenherr’s serve only to underscore Curtiss’s essential point.
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During the Jubilee Year 2000, I devoted much time and energy to interviewing dozens of seminarians, former seminarians, recently ordained priests, seminary faculty, and vocations directors. The 125 seminarian interviewees represent some fifty dioceses and twenty-two major seminaries (some of which are now closed). Each interviewee described himself as more or less representative of the “orthodox seminarian” to whom Archbishop Curtiss had alluded. These are men who are loyal to the teachings of the Church, look to the pope as their spiritual father and leader, pray the rosary, and embrace the male, celibate priesthood. They have no interest in supporting agendas that are not the Church’s. Their testimony, often supported by documentary evidence, is remarkably consistent.

They describe the various obstacles deliberately being placed in the way of authentic priestly vocations, leading to the orthodox seminarian’s early dismissal or voluntary departure, assuming he is admitted to a seminary program in the first place. These most commonly include:

       •   a biased application screening process

       •   unethical psychological counseling

       •   faculty members and spiritual directors who focus on detecting signs of orthodoxy among seminarians

       •   a practical moral life of some students and faculty that is not compatible with the Christian standard

       •   endorsement of homosexual practices and agendas

       •   promotion of ideas and teachings which undermine Catholic belief in the most fundamental doctrines of the Church

       •   open contempt for proper liturgy and traditional devotions

       •   spiritual or psychological manipulation and abuse

It certainly must be acknowledged at the outset that not every candidate who enters a seminary has a genuine vocation to the priesthood. The seminary is a place designed to help a man discern this vocation. Many eventually leave their studies because they have determined that a priestly vocation is not theirs. Others are rightly dismissed from the institutions due to irregularities that would indicate the candidate is not suited for the priesthood: sexual perversions, addictions, mental or emotional problems, incompetence, unwillingness to accept Church teaching, or lack of social or personal skills.

Yet we are not talking here about a procedure designed to winnow out false vocations, but rather a system designed to frustrate genuine vocations because the candidates are perceived by those in control of the vocations apparatus as threats to their agenda. Those in positions of authority at many seminaries are motivated by a desire to “reenvision” the priesthood and to redefine Church ministry according to their own model. That model usually includes women priests, lay-run parishes, secularized worship, and a “soft” approach to Church doctrine—in other words, a desacralized, politically correct Church.

In the face of this “determined effort,” in the words of Archbishop Curtiss, on the part of these entrenched dissenters to discourage orthodox vocations, the U.S. hierarchy has for the most part shown a singular lack of resolution, preferring to tolerate manifest injustices rather than wrest back control of the process of priestly formation from those who have used their power over it to the Church’s detriment.

The disaffected orthodox seminarian is rarely supported in his grievances; he is often labeled as a troublemaker or a reactionary zealot, “rigid” and unfit for the priesthood. Once dismissed from a seminary he is typically blackballed from others, effectively lumped in with those who are potential sex offenders. Thus, once dismissed, he finds it difficult, though not always impossible, to be accepted into another seminary, diocese, or religious order.

The network of seminary rectors, psychologists, and priest-makers is a small and tight one. Communications are rapid and effective in purging the orthodox man from the seminary system. When the orthodox seminarian applies to transfer to another diocese, he is invariably asked if he’s ever been in seminary before. That’s fair enough. If the answer is affirmative, a call is immediately placed to the previous seminary, and a negative evaluation from rector, psychologist, and/or spiritual director is received. This applies not only to the seminarian who was formally expelled, but also to the one who left on his own initiative out of frustration or disgust. The problem here is with the unjust evaluations and dismissals.

Unfortunately, so many of the seminarians who are treated unjustly and are literally abused—emotionally and spiritually—leave with their tails tucked between their legs. They leave as faceless men who have little or no recourse for the injustices they have suffered. Many believe they have authentic callings to serve the Church as priests but feel they have nowhere to turn. Others who once felt called to the priesthood trust the judgments of the biased seminary formation staff who tell them they are not suited for the priesthood. In some cases this is true and becomes obvious to the seminarian. But in all too many cases the young man leaves confused, not really knowing why he isn’t suitable for the priesthood but accepting that conclusion all the same. Others leave scandalized yet embarrassed to tell their friends and family—those who had been praying for them—just why they left a Catholic seminary. Many end up with sullied reputations when others conclude that they must have failed or were rejected for psychological or emotional reasons.
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This book was written to bring to light abuses in U.S. Catholic seminaries over the past three decades so that those outside the seminary subculture might understand what is exacerbating the vocations crisis in this country (as well as in others). It was written with the hope that it will encourage reform of the many seminaries that are in dire need of reform. It was written in hopes that it will rouse the laity to demand greater accountability on the part of the institutions charged with educating and forming priests for future generations.

At the same time, Goodbye, Good Men will point out the unmistakable signs that this deplorable situation is at last beginning to turn around. Young men who are now, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, entering seminaries across the country are much more orthodox in their outlook than seminarians of twenty or thirty years ago. Their numbers are slowly increasing too. More and more dioceses and seminaries are straightening out their programs, realizing that seminarians have a much more intense spiritual focus than in recent decades. There is reason to hope that dioceses and religious orders can and will surmount the vocations crisis without “reenvisioning the priesthood,” and without creating a “new model of Church” in which Catholic priests are reduced to sacramental ministers. But many problems need to be forthrightly addressed, and many changes need to be made.


CHAPTER 2

Stifling the Call

How for Some Men the Road to Ordination Is Cut Short Before It Really Begins

I realized by Saturday night that I could not trust the people I had met to help me discern whether I had a vocation to the priesthood or not. I was very aware that I would not be able to cope with living and studying in such an atmosphere of dissent and disobedience.

—Kevin Rowles, former prospective seminarian

Even before a young man is ready to apply to a seminary there are numerous forces within the Church that work against the possible priestly vocation he may be discerning. The feminization of the liturgy, poor catechesis, unmanly priests, and the many sexual scandals involving Catholic clergy are four common deterrents, among others, for the discerning young man.

Each is a scandal in its own right inasmuch as each places undue impediments in the way of one’s path to fulfilling his God-given vocation. This is not the place to elaborate much on the poor state of the liturgy and catechesis, but suffice it to say that these are very real deterrents for the healthy young man who wants to serve the Church through the ordained priesthood.

More directly relevant to the subject at hand is the scandal of a lack of male role models in the Church. Many of the men who have recently entered seminaries in North America and Europe, and presumably elsewhere, have looked directly to Pope John Paul II for a living role model in the Church. A superb one indeed—some predict one day he will be known as one of the greatest saints the Catholic Church has ever produced—the Holy Father is by virtue of his office someone quite displaced from the daily lives of these men, who one expects would have looked to local priests for guidance and encouragement in pursuing holy orders and for a tangible role model in how to grow in holiness.

Pope St. Pius X said it well when he wrote of the necessity of holy priestly role models: “In order for Jesus Christ to reign in the world, nothing is so necessary as the holiness of the clergy, so that with their example, word, and knowledge they might be a guide for the faithful.”1

It is by example and personal influence that dedicated, pious, intelligent, well-formed priests will attract tomorrow’s candidates to the priesthood. The fact that this is not happening in many places is little disputed even among the most zealous advocates of the status quo.

Such positive role models need to be everywhere in Catholic life—in the parishes, the colleges, the seminaries, and even in chancery2 offices. They must especially be in the vocation offices among the clergy whose job it is, day in and day out, to encourage and foster possible vocations to the priesthood for their diocese or religious order. Vocation directors, past or present, such as Father James Gould of Arlington, Father Marty Heinz of Rockford, or Archbishop John J. Myers (formerly director of vocations and later bishop for the Diocese of Peoria) of Newark offer excellent examples of this; they provided the younger generation with positive role models of hardworking, committed priests who strive for personal holiness and seek to preach the Gospel as the Church teaches. Their sacrifices are obvious, and the results they have generated among seminarians—both in quantity and quality—are abundantly in evidence.

Alas, the Catholic Church in the U.S. and in many other western nations is not by and large blessed with an abundance of such positive priestly role models in the parishes, colleges, seminaries, or vocations offices. Very often the contrary is true. Father Joseph Illo, vocations director for the Diocese of Stockton, California, attests to this fact from an “inside” point of view. “What makes the priesthood difficult today,” he explained, “is not the long hours or changing cultures, which priests of all ages have endured. It’s our low morale, caused by the betrayal or stupidity in our own ranks. It’s seeing priests watch daytime TV. It’s hearing priests justify unnatural vices. It’s living with priests who prefer getting a little drunk before supper rather than praying the breviary together.”3

Such “betrayal and stupidity” is legion, even among the clergy who staff certain vocations offices. John Sillasen of San Bernadino, California, has contemplated studying for the priesthood for the past thirty-five years. Sillasen, who is now in his fifties, relates that he “looked into the priestly vocation several times in several places, never getting the right feeling” about the dioceses he would be serving, based on his interaction with priests who, he said, seemed effeminate if not homosexual and were far from supportive of the Church universal. “I could sense some grave problem even before I became aware of the big problems in the Church today,” he explained.

After hearing a speech delivered by Bishop Gerald R. Barnes, who spoke of the severe and escalating priest shortage in the diocese, he said, “I felt repelled at the prospect of approaching the Diocese of San Bernadino out of interest in a vocation to the priesthood.” One of the problems, related to the lack of proper male role models in the priesthood of that diocese, he explained, is that when Barnes introduced the director of the “vocations team,” it was a nun.

Father Eduard Perrone of the Detroit archdiocese has been very encouraging of priestly vocations in his inner-city Detroit parish, to which many young orthodox men are attracted from outside his parish boundaries. Perrone points out simply that these aspiring priests, young men who are committed to the faith, “want to save souls, be in touch with the Mass; they want to preach and convert especially.” “But when these young men go to Mass at their local parish,” he added, “what they too often get is a nightclub atmosphere that is cushy and comfortable, with a tinkling piano in the background. They might have a good laugh, but these young men don’t witness any discipline in the cultural sense. It’s hard then for the faith to take root. The young man, who in better surroundings might be inspired to pursue his vocation, might think, ‘Well, Father is kind of a nice guy, but that’s not for me. The priesthood is for someone who wants to talk to old ladies. Me, I want to be a doctor or a sportscaster. I don’t want to waste my time.’ ”

For those who are inspired enough at least to investigate a vocation to the priesthood, many are turned off quickly when introduced to the vocations program and seminary. Some dioceses, for instance, have “come and see” discernment weekends for prospective seminarians. Those interested in the priesthood are invited to experience seminary life by living at their local seminary for two or three days. Unfortunately, too many prospective candidates quickly discern that something is terribly wrong with the seminary. A prospective seminarian at Sacred Heart Seminary in Detroit, for example, reported that during a discernment weekend in the mid-1990s, prospective candidates and seminarians sat together to watch a “childish Rated-R movie” about teenage girls priming themselves for sexual liaisons. Expecting to experience a highly spiritual environment conducive to prayer, worship, and study, the young man experienced an environment that was none too inspiring, if not repelling in the spiritual sense.

Others, who are now ordained priests, confirmed this assessment of the movies shown at these discernment weekends, explaining that these weekends were placed in the hands of current seminarians, “who did not always make appropriate integration between faith and choices.”

Father Andrew McNeil,* now a priest in a midwestern archdiocese, visited Cincinnati’s seminary as a prospective seminarian in the late 1980s. He saw enough on a Sunday afternoon tour to eliminate any desire he might have had to apply there. “Two seminarians took me and my father on tour of the dormitory area at the seminary; it was just after noon on a Sunday, and one of the first things I noticed is that horns had been drawn onto a portrait of Archbishop [Daniel] Pilarczyk; and then when a seminarian stumbled out of his room—apparently he had just awakened—to retrieve a bottle of whiskey from a cooler in the hallway, I kind of figured this place wasn’t exactly what I was looking for.”

Others are turned off by the treatment they receive from the seminary faculty or administration. Paul Sinsigalli was twenty-five years old when he was first accepted into St. John’s College Seminary in Boston. He had applied and done all the interviews without telling his family and friends of his intentions. He was secretive, he said, because he feared that too many people in his life would be unsupportive, if not discouraging, of his vocation. Once he was accepted, he announced he was going into the seminary, and the discouragement he feared became a reality. “What, are you nuts?” was the typical response he received. “Literally every person I ran into was unsupportive,” Sinsigalli lamented.

Seeking some encouragement, he called the seminary. He asked Father Bill Spade, the new dean of St. John’s, if he could make an appointment to talk over his vocation. “I went in to see him,” recounted Sinsigalli, “in order to explain things to him and maybe get some reassurance, to keep me on track since I wasn’t getting any encouragement elsewhere.” During this first meeting with the dean of the college, Sinsigalli was shocked. “This guy was not at all nice,” he recalled, “let alone encouraging.”

“Why do I want to be involved with this guy?” Sinsigalli wondered. The net result of the meeting with Spade was that he felt “repulsed by the whole situation.” If the dean of the college couldn’t be understanding of a guy who wanted to be a priest but just needed a bit of encouragement when his vocation was challenged by everyone around him, he reasoned, he wouldn’t give his life over to study for the priesthood—at least not yet. “If he’s going to be a jerk to me when everyone else is telling me I’m crazy, why should I do it?” Sinsigalli remembered thinking.

The same problem is manifest in the British Isles. According to Kevin Rowles, “In England the ‘weeding out’ of orthodox men starts from day one,” he explained. In 1992 Rowles, from Middlesex, was discerning a vocation to the priesthood. He met with the vocations director of a large English archdiocese, who advised him to attend a vocations retreat at the local seminary.

“I walked out of this retreat in disgust at what was going on there and never took the matter of a vocation to the priesthood any further,” he admitted. Rowles recounted that during the retreat, which he described as “profane,” the half dozen participants were asked to listen to, and meditate upon, a recording by American soul band Kool and the Gang. The song, he said, was “clearly about love between a man and a woman,” which he thought an odd subject of reflection for those aspiring to the priesthood and religious life.

They were then subjected to several exercises conducted by a nun from the Sisters of Loretto. The most memorable, recounted Rowles, was a painting session. “We were asked to imagine being a tree and what it felt like. We were then asked to imagine God being a tree. And then Sister asked us to open our eyes and paint a picture of two trees, one of which was meant to be God, another ourselves,” he said.

“I find it strange,” he wrote in a letter to the vocations director after the retreat weekend, “when one thinks of the great spiritual wealth that the Church has at her disposal, that these sources should be used to try and help us to see where God has acted in our lives and where He is leading us.”

One of those helping the retreat participants discern their vocations that weekend was a young woman novice whom he knew only as Linda. A brief conversation with Linda revealed that the novice was very interested in being a priest. “Here I was at a retreat and a young woman who wants to be a priest is supposed to be helping me discern my vocation,” recalled Rowles, who thought the whole situation to be bizarre at best.

On Saturday of the retreat, as Rowles described it, the Mass was offered in the seminary study instead of the chapel. “A low coffee table made out of rough logs and covered in a green Egyptian hieroglyphic fabric” was used as a makeshift altar. Rowles said he was put off by the aberrations in the liturgy, which included the priest’s vesting in an “Indian prayer robe,” the participants’ passing a pottery bowl of consecrated hosts around to each other for Communion distribution, and playing the same Kool and the Gang song immediately after Communion.

Later that evening, the retreat participants were invited to a wine and cheese party, where Rowles was further put off by the drunkenness of the seminarians, who performed a Salve Regina which he said was “very distasteful.”

“The final straw,” however, said Rowles, was Night Prayer. Instead of praying the proper Night Prayer as prescribed by the Church, the seminarians played recordings of John Lennon’s song “Imagine” and George Harrison’s “My Sweet Lord.” The Lord to which Harrison refers in this song is Lord Krishna, and the record clearly has a Hare Krishna/Hare Lama chant. A key line in Lennon’s “Imagine” is: “Imagine . . . no religion. . . .”

At that point Rowles left the retreat, disgusted with the seminary, the vocations director, and the diocese. “I realized by Saturday night that I could not trust the people I had met to help me in discerning whether I had a vocation to the priesthood or not,” said Rowles. “I was also very aware that I would not be able to cope with living and studying in such an atmosphere of dissent and disobedience.”

Savvy young men can learn much in very little time by observing seminary liturgies. Gregory Pearson* attended a discernment weekend at Cincinnati’s seminary at the Athenaeum of Ohio in the mid-1990s. Attending the Mass there at the seminary, he was dismayed to find that liturgical abuses were the order of the day. “There was no kneeling during the Mass,” remembered Pearson, “and the archbishop himself was the main celebrant. I approached him for Communion to find that the bread used for the sacred hosts was leavened; it was like pita bread.” If the archbishop himself was there at the Mass, reasoned Pearson, it must mean that the archdiocese condoned such liturgical abuse. He decided that weekend that it would be difficult to serve an archbishop and an archdiocese that couldn’t abide by even simple and relatively undemanding liturgical laws. “What else are they disobeying?” he wondered.

[image: ]

Another problem is the profound scandal of sexual improprieties by too many priests in recent years. Public betrayals of priestly vows do interminable damage to the image of the priesthood. These incidents are held up as evidence that the Church should reconsider her position on the celibate priesthood. They are also discouraging to young men considering the priesthood, who begin to believe that they too will not be able to uphold the celibacy requirement, or simply know that they do not want to be perceived as homosexual.

Worst of all have to be the unremitting instances of child sex abuse (mostly of teenage boys) among Catholic clergy, including bishops, adding to the problem of priests who present themselves as unmanly and effeminate. It is worth repeating here that obviously not all, nor most, priests are pedophiles, homosexuals, or even effeminate, but far too many have been exposed as sexual predators, as AIDS sufferers, and as perpetrators of horrible crimes to be insignificant to the subject of vocations. It is the purpose of this chapter only to provide evidence, first, that this is a serious problem that is severely damaging the image of the priesthood and, second, that such problems often quash a young man’s drive to pursue his priestly vocation.

At the time I was researching this subject, several cases drew media attention. First was the resignation of Bishop Keith Symons, who stepped down as the leader of the Palm Beach, Florida, diocese after acknowledging he had molested five young men in three parishes. That same month, in June of 1998, “Christoph Cardinal Schönborn, archbishop of Vienna . . . acknowledged that charges of sexual misconduct with seminarians leveled against his predecessor, Hans Hermann Cardinal Gröer, were true.”4 This admission came after several years of obfuscation on Gröer’s part.

The next year another American prelate, Bishop Patrick Ziemann, resigned from the head of the Santa Rosa diocese in California. Ziemann, who served previously as an auxiliary bishop to Roger Cardinal Mahony in Los Angeles, admitted publicly to an ongoing sexual relationship with a priest who sued him and the diocese for $8 million in damages. According to a Catholic News Service report, the suit charged Ziemann “with sexual battery, alleging that he coerced sex from the priest in return for keeping silent about the reasons for the priest’s dismissal from St. Mary of the Angels in Ukiah, Calif.”5 The priest, Father Jorge Hume Salas, had been dismissed from his parish for severe financial improprieties.

It was also revealed that Salas was recruited from Costa Rica to work in the Santa Rosa diocese’s Hispanic community, and many questions were raised about his preparation for the priesthood prior to his ordination in California. His seminary education could not be confirmed, hinting at the possibility that the priest was recruited by Ziemann for reasons other than Salas’s desire to serve the Church.

At the same time, another legal case in northern California was receiving heavy publicity in the media. John Bollard, a Jesuit scholastic from 1988 to 1996,6 filed a “discrimination in the workplace” lawsuit in San Francisco federal court alleging that three of his Jesuit supervisors—Father Andrew Sotelo, Father Anton Harris, and Father Thomas Gleeson—subjected him to “unwanted verbal and physical conduct of a sexual nature,” creating such a “hostile, intimidating, and offensive environment” that he could no longer remain in the order.7

In an August 14, 1997, interview with San Francisco’s KGO-TV, Bollard explained his charges in finer detail. The harassment began in 1990–91 at St. Ignatius High School, when two fellow faculty members, Harris and Sotelo, sent him greeting cards depicting sexually aroused naked men. Bollard showed one of the pornographic Christmas cards to KGO reporter Dan Noyes. One of the priests had written inside: “Thought this might stir up some theological thought. Hope all goes well. Love T.”8 Sotelo, explained Bollard in the interview, not only sent him pornographic pictures but also invited him out to San Francisco gay bars.

After Bollard left St. Ignatius, where he was teaching religion, the sexual harassment followed him to the Jesuit School of Theology at Berkeley, where he continued his seminary studies. Bollard told Noyes that while there, Gleeson, then president of the school, propositioned him: “He said to me that if I wanted to be friends with him, I shouldn’t be surprised if it became sexual and that he himself was most interested in mutual masturbation.”9 Father Gleeson went on to serve as acting secretary of formation for the Jesuits worldwide.

Bollard also explained that when he appealed to Father John Privett, who was then the chief administrator of the Jesuit’s California province, he received a very insincere apology from him suggesting indifference to the sexual misconduct of his fellow Jesuit priests.

After the affair became known publicly through media publicity of the court proceedings, one unnamed Jesuit commented to San Francisco Faith that “there are some Jesuits who are so distressed by this that they could never recommend the order to a young person interested in religious life. . . . Young people interested in papal teaching are no longer attracted to the order.”10 His claim is backed up by statistics. In 1965 eighty novices entered the California Jesuit province. In 1997 only three entered the same province, one of the largest in the United States.

Another student at Berkeley’s Jesuit School of Theology clarified the problem of homosexual acceptance in the order: “The attitude of the Jesuits here is ‘We need to affirm the gay life,’ ”11 noting that Jesuit seminarians could receive credits for “gay spirituality” courses offered by the Graduate Theological Union, of which the Jesuit school is a member.

Although Bollard left the Jesuits in 1996, media coverage of his “discrimination in the workplace” lawsuit resurfaced and intensified in 1999 when on May 9 of that year he appeared on 60 Minutes, interviewed by Morley Safer. The subject of the interview was geared toward whether Bollard had grounds to assert “sexual harassment” charges against the named Jesuits. It is worth noting that the fact that several Jesuits were accused of making unwanted sexual advances against a Jesuit seminarian was taken for granted. (In 2000, after a court upheld the validity of a sexual harassment case against a religious order, the Jesuits decided to settle with Bollard.)

In addition to the Bollard case, the homosexual flavor of the modern Jesuits has received heavy publicity in recent years. Commenting in the American Prowler, George Neumayr writes that the “once-formidable society is now a corrupt club for homosexual dilettantes and anti-papal dissenters.”12 In the New York Review of Books, Garry Wills, who was once a Jesuit scholastic himself, quotes a young Jesuit who complains that “several of my former Jesuit friends would mention the large number of gay Jesuits and the impact that had on community life as being a big reason they left. As a relatively young Jesuit who is heterosexual, I believe I am in the minority, and that raises questions.”13 And Peter McDonough and Eugene C. Bianchi, in their 2002 book about the American Jesuits, Passionate Uncertainty, report on the general consensus among present and former Jesuits that a dominant gay subculture flourishes within the order.

The next big media bomb probing the subject of homosexual priests came just a few months later via the Kansas City Star’s multi-installment article on AIDS among Catholic priests. The Star presented evidence that more than three hundred priests have died of AIDS since the mid-1980s. The Missouri newspaper concluded that the report translated into an annual death rate of about four per ten thousand—four times the rate of the general population. The news report specifically cited the case of Bishop Emerson Moore, auxiliary bishop of New York, who died of AIDS in a Minnesota hospice in 1995.

Although the Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights alleged that notable statisticians had discredited the results of the Star’s survey of three thousand priests, the fact remains that, considering the Catholic Church teaches that homosexual relations are immoral, three hundred priests dying from AIDS is far too many not to warrant attention from the media.

Previous news reports in the Village Voice, New York Post, and National Catholic Reporter had reported on similar evidence of AIDS among Catholic priests. In fact, as early as February 1987, the St. Paul Pioneer Press published an article also claiming that the incidence of AIDS among priests seemed to be almost four times higher than among the general population.
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