From the Pastor: April 25, 2010


These are hard times to be a Christian, and especially, a Catholic.  News reports are once again filled with stories of sexual, physical, and emotional abuse of minors by priests and religious.  It is certainly cold comfort to know that what once was dismissed as an “American problem” has now been shown to extend to Ireland, Germany, Holland, and beyond.  Not surprisingly, these deeply troubling stories provoke powerful emotional responses.  Not all of them are helpful, particularly the defensive ones.  The pain and anguish caused by the original misdeeds is only compounded, for example, when highly placed ecclesiastical officials reiterate the false link between child abuse and homosexuality.  

Predictably, then, over recent weeks, I have listened as relatives, friends, parishioners, and even fellow priests have given voice to their pain, their frustration and anger, and their confusion and doubt.  I have wrestled in prayer with these same feelings myself.  Where do I find hope?  And why and how do I persevere in my vocation and ministry?


First and foremost, I find hope in the risen Christ – in the one who comes to us in the Eucharist, the one who says to his disciples, “Be not afraid.”  Having passed through pain and death into life that never ends, Jesus Christ returns to his weak, sinful followers in a spirit of reconciliation.  He wishes his betrayers peace, and sends them out in their brokenness to minister to their equally broken brothers and sisters.  In this, he continues a pattern which carries through the whole of the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures – a pattern whereby God calls flawed human beings and co-labors with them in and through their humanity.  It may seem a slow and painful way to bring about the reign of God; but God seems unwilling to carry out his will in any other more expedient way.

I also find hope in the goodness of most of the people of God who make up the Church, sinful and pilgrim as it is.  Scandals notwithstanding, people still presented themselves in great numbers to be baptized and received into the Church at the Easter Vigil this year.  People continue lovingly and joyfully to present their children for baptism, promising to raise them in the faith of the Church.  Children continue to encounter Christ’s healing love in First Penance and First Communion – often with more simple wisdom and faith than many of their elders.  

I am edified by couples who are more concerned about solemnizing their marriage vows in the presence of God and the Church than they are about the reception, the gifts and the honeymoon.  I am also amazed at how often I continue to hear, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned; it has been fifteen years since my last confession, but I felt the need to come home.”  And I am deeply moved when I witness the consolation which the gravely ill and their families find in the sacraments of the sick.  When people do die, I am touched as I watch their families find strength and support in the funeral rites of the Church.

I guess what it comes down to, then, is that I see every day how the sacraments of the Church continue to be powerful channels of grace in the lives of the Catholic faithful; and I see as well how many simple, good people persevere in faith despite the shortcomings of the Church, and of some of its clergy and leaders.  The everyday “ordinary” saints around me who hold fast to their faith continue to inspire me to hold fast to mine.  I try to follow their example, and that of Jesus himself, by praying for those who scandalize and disappoint and betray.  “Father, forgive them; they don’t know what they are doing.”


I guess I also feel safer in a sinful Church, even when it becomes a stumbling block, mainly because I know how weak and sinful I am myself.  I pray for the Church’s holiness, of course; but I pray even more for its honesty.  I wish, more and more, that the Church might follow the example of St. Peter in the fifth chapter of Luke’s Gospel – kneeling at the feet of Jesus, and crying out with humility: “Leave me, Lord!  I am sinful!”  Now as then, humble and honest confession and repentance can clear the way to being able to fish successfully for hearts and souls.  And of course, as individuals and as institutions, we must also make amends to the best of our ability; like Zaccheus (Luke 19), we will inspire greater trust if we give away half of our possessions to the poor, and if we repay fourfold whatever harm we have unjustly caused to others.

Leave the Church?  Not while God continues to call us in and through it, and to bless and grace us through its sacramental life!  Besides, where should we go?  Will we find elsewhere any human community that is perfect, free of problems, shortcomings and flaws?  And if we are  fortunate enough ourselves to have some measure of goodness and virtue within us, should we take these with us and abandon the Church?  No!  I stay because the Church gave me life and she continues to do so.  I stay because holier people than I stay and continue to love and forgive the Church with all her many faults.  I stay because the Church has survived attacks from without and corruption from within for over twenty centuries.  I stay in the hope that I can be part of the solution as well as being part of the problem.  As long as Jesus does not abandon the Church, I hope that I will have faith and courage enough to hang in there with him.
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