FROM THE PASTOR: March 21, 2010


A recent issue of “Commonweal” (2/26/10) included an article by a Father “Nonomen.”  In case your Latin is a bit rusty, that is a jokey pseudonym meaning Father “No-name.”  It is a sad testimonial about the contemporary state of our Church that a suburban pastor of more than twenty years’ duration should feel constrained to conceal his identity because of his subject matter, but apparently, that’s where we are.  And what subversive topic was he addressing?  “A Holy Order: Where Would the Church Be Without Women?”


He started off by noting that former President Jimmy Carter had finally resigned from his (Southern Baptist) church, of which he had been a member for 60 years, because of its continued subjugation of women.  Fr. “Nonomen” went on to describe his own “capable, smart women” friends whose “patience with the Catholic Church ran out a long time ago,” and who left to become “exemplary Congregationalists or Episcopalians.”  

The point of his article, however, was not the ordination of women, or even their general treatment within the Church.  Rather, he was writing to “point out something that is obvious to all Catholics at the parish level – namely, that a holy order has come to women from somewhere higher than Rome.”  I think another way to put that is that God continues to find women indispensable in enabling the Church to function, and so, God continues to use them in many and powerful ways.

Like Fr. “Nonomen,” I have learned a great deal from my excellent women teachers, and I can even say that my priesthood has been significantly shaped and influenced by them.  Some of my finest theology professors, including the director of my doctoral dissertation, have been women – all of them deeply loyal lovers of the Church who continue to serve it with great care.  Any number of women friends, over the years, have listened to my doubts and shed light upon my fears.  They have mentored and coached me in being present to, reverently receiving, and responding to the needs of others.


Fr. “Nonomen” recalls how the secretary at the first parish where he served as a newly ordained priest taught him by excellent example about authentic pastoral care.  I might say the same of various women administrative professionals and ministerial colleagues in my own life; but I might also thank them as well for their generous and skilled “ministry to the minister.”  That I have grown in self-knowledge and self-actualization as much as I have is due in no small measure to the wonderful women friends and colleagues who have walked with me along the way.

Mary Jane has modeled courage in embracing actual poverty and in facing the diminishments of age.  Deb has spent many hours in conversation with me, exploring how God calls and leads us, and discussing the similarities and differences of ordained and unordained ministry.  Valerie gave me “permission” to proceed with my own ordination, explaining that the best of hope of feminist women who have managed to remain in the Church is men priests who have had their consciousness raised.  Dolores and Anne (and countless others) have provided a sympathetic ear and a moderating perspective when the burdens and frustrations of office threatened to put me over the edge.  Amy and Marianne continue to show me how much a married female parent has to teach a celibate male cleric – and vice versa.


I won’t embarrass our outstanding, indispensable women here at Old St. Joseph’s by naming them; nor will I run the very real risk of omitting some.  You all know who you are; and I sincerely hope that you know how much you mean to me, and to all of us in the parish.  Fr. “Nonomen” ended his article this way: “From what I’ve seen, women are the wind in the sails of most Catholic parishes.  A friend of mine often jokes that if all the women who volunteer in parishes were to stop what they were doing at the same time, the entire church would grind to a halt in two weeks.  She laughs when she says this.  I never laugh.  The prospect scares the hell out of me.”  Ditto.
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