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0, you didn’t mis-read the
headline: this is what some
- of our leaders are saying. De-

contrary.
in priest numbers: down almost 50 per
cent in the last 20 years. Despite the
huge slump in ordinations: down by .
period. Despite the rising percentage
of retired priests: now well over a quarter
of diocesan priests, compared with haif
that proportion two decades ago. Des-

those still active: in one diocese, more
than half the active priests are over 60 -
a pattern likely to be typical. Despite
predictions of even steeper falls in priest
numbers over the next 20 years: one
diocese envisages that by 2030 it will
have fewer than half the active priests
it has now - also probably true of most

other dioceses. Despite the fact that an
increasing number of priests now have
to serve more than one church - or to
put it another way, fewer and fewer
parishes have their ‘owr! priest exclu-

sively for them. Despite the fact that
nowadays almost all diocesan priests:
must live on their own, a situation

which, unlike hermits, they did not
choose, and one which can hardly be
described as ideal. Despite a Catholic
population which is actually rising:
granted Sunday mass attendance has

fallen, but not as rapidly as priest num-

bers —and surely the 'lapsed’ also need
priests? Despite the fact that many

priests now serving in our parishes we already have too few priests —

were not born or trained here, but have
been poached from other countries
- So what is the evidence that there

of priest to people' ~and s being used Britain has even more force virtu
to justify opposition to any change in everywhere else in the Catholic wo

the law of mandatory celibacy, which'

s

spite all the evidence to theT B ST T o
Despite the steep reduction ke Kerrigan questions why Britain’s bishops appear
fo be unwilling to consider ordaining suitable married men
| | S S e RSt o s st es s s CHUTCHES COMING forward with imagi-
more than 60 per cent over thesame -~ .. S el S B native proposals to 11 ' 7
-might enable the ordination of suitable snough priests to serve the churches
‘married men as one way to increase
‘vocations to the priesthood. But even
- ifthese statistics don't lie, they do simply
pite the rapidly rising age-profile of
by ‘shortage’? Relative to the situation
- when Iwas a boy, when the two sizeable

priests between them, I note that now
~each has only one -and that two other
- parishes in that city are now served by

~other northern town, all seven former stantial role than before — and this will

-with just three priests to go round the
surviving mass centres. And in other

~ Although we in the ‘developed world”

parts of Africa or South America, veint |
this mean that we in Britain are well are suitable and - were the Church to

parishes in the way we have been u
-~ to.Unless, of course, you argue that in would be volunteers ~ as permanent
“So what is the ev » , is the past we in Britain once had too deacons are = so the Church would
no shortage? Well, Vatican statistics many priests! oh' incur no significant extra costs. Tt
show that, in terms of ratios of lay British figure demonstrates is that most would, of course, be other practical iss-
Catholics per priest, Britain has one of of the Catholic world is even wo ' it ‘
the lowest. This has been translated as than us! And that the argument
a claim that Britain has ‘a high number change which we advocate

:The plain fact is: we do not have ‘many other

...................................................................................................................................................

similar shortage (in Germany and even

K'N G : P l N T = - Poland, for example, ordinations have
= N . ~ - halved in a decade). o

-' - © - So why is the Church in Britain re-

fusing even to seriously consider this
option? Pope Francis could not have

made plainer his desire to see local

" native proposals to meet their particular
needs - he said this precisely about priest
and parishes we have, And the ‘solution’ shortage in Brazil. Why won't our bish-
we are being offered is to amalgamate ops take up his invitation and at least
them into ‘mega-parishes’ and to close establish a commission to consider the
churches. But many of our traditional matter ~ as the Brazilian bishops have
parishes have always been too big to be done, and as an Irish bishop has urged
real communities —if by community we his fellow bishops to do? Why do they
mean an assembly where most people persist in hoping against hope that celi-
know each other. Creating even bigger bate vocations will somehow revive,
units will just make matters worse. True, when it is clear that they will not?
because we shall have fewer priests the  The evident and worsening shortage
laity will have to accept a more sub- of vocations to the celibate priesthood
is a powerful reason why our Church
must change. It is not the only, or even
provide the central element of our faith the most important reason why married
: life: the Eucharist. And in these mega- people should be able to be priests:
dioceses (for example, Lancaster or St parishes, many people will have further their experience would enrich our cler-
Andrews and Edinburgh) where signif- to travel to attend Mass - a Mass cele- gy's manifestly limited understanding
icant closures and amalgamations of brated by a priest whom they probably of sex, marriage and family life. Indeed,
parishes have been announced, it is hardly know and who hardly knows marriage is, as our Church has long ac-
made very clear that the increasing them. This cannot be the way forward! knowledged {encyclical Casti Connubii,
shortage of priests is the key reason for 1930), an inalienable human right for
e T om a recent. all. But shortage is the most urgent arg-
that there are plenty of mar- ument for change, and ordaining mar-
| ried laymen, faithful and ac- ried men could make a substantial first
does tive in their service of the Church, who contribution to remedying that shortage.
After all, Canon Law (Canon 233) places
-on bishops especially the responsibility
‘of providing enough priests for their
‘people. But it extends this duty to the
‘entire Christian community, so why
are our bishops not finding out what
‘we, thelaity, think?
~How can Church leaders in our coun-
try deny the clear evidence of shortage ~
and of the need to explore new ways to
confront it? Are they in denial? Or just
so frightened by any change that they
cannot even think seriously about it?

beg the question: what do you mean

parishes I attended had at least seven

religious, not diocesan priests. In an-

parishes have been merged into one, be a good thing. But lay people cannot

such reorganisation. -

» e know, from a recent survey,

may be better provided for than many

provided for? No: as all the changes permit it — might volunteer to be or-
listed in the first paragraph clearly show; dained priest. They would not, of course,
ve already have - and be full-time priests ~ but they would at
soon will have far too few - to staff our least be able to provide the staple food

sed of our faith, the Sunday Eucharist. They

No, all that this ‘high® incur no significant extra costs. There
rse off ues to consider = but the Catholic
for the Church in Britain already has experience
here in in this field, with the many convert

ally married ex-Anglican priests. It could

1ld. be a leader, showing the way to the
national hierarchies facing

W Mike Kerrigan chairs the -
Movement for Married Clergy





Letters
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VI iz
elibacy on all clergy in 1124 who
isked: “Who does not know that
Sl
itied withoutitching of the flesh

and foul concuplscence, whence
tho conceived seeds are befouled

and cormupted?”
Whilst everyone adrires vol-
untary celibacy as a tota sell
surelya call

Young men now thinking of the
priesthood, unilke Inocent 11l
are well aware of the bencfls of
a stable marmage, as indeed are
the many priests who sadly have

1o leave the priesthood because
thy laterrealisethe depth o their
emotional needforaspouse. With
moden knowledge Innocent Il
might have spoken very differ-
enty,

Lasty asa postscript i ansuver
1o MrMichal Pearcesloter (Tho
Catholic Times, 16h November)
my thinking (forwha t s wordh)
entitely accords with that of Mgr
Basil Loftus’ artcle o the same

dato. “Ubi carttas et amor; Deus
iblest

Myt tut” was notsuggesting
a couple might not be living as
brother and sister when they say
they are, but how can we know
they have made that decision and
therefore not be“scandalised s
We see them approaching the al-
tar? 1 for one object to such a de-
mand ever being made a3 a con-
dition for recelving the Bucharist,

s Mg Lofus quotes Cirdinal
Kaspar, “not admission but the.
denial of the sacraments i cre-
atingscandal’.

1 feel that ought (0 apply too,
o priests who wanl 10 recive.
the sacrament of matrimony, or
holy orders 0 suiable devout
‘married menwho want 1o be or-
dained.

Elizabeth Price,
Linton, Nr Maidstone, Kent




[image: image3.emf]
[image: image4.emf]
[image: image5.emf]
[image: image6.png]Gift of priestly
celibacy is only

granted to some

S the writer of the article
(‘Britain is not short of
priests’, Talking Point,
The Catholic Times, 4th
November 2016), to which several
letters in this column have since
responded, I was about to put
fingers to keyboard myself. That
was before I read Rev Robert Nor-
wood’s letter (16th December),
which says all I wanted to say
and more.

Still, may I take issue with one
small detail: it is Jesus himself who
tells us, about the gift of celibacy,
that “it is not everyone who can
accept what I have said, but only
those to whom it is granted” (Mt
19:11). In the context, this saying
of Jesus can certainly not be taken
to imply that all those who have
a vocation to priestly ministry in
the Church must be celibate -
indeed one might argue that only
those who know themselves to
have received this special grace
should undertake life-long, celi-
bate continence.

Similarly, I agree with Martin
Elsworth (16th December), but just

one quibble: many of those in fav-

our of the relaxation of the law of
celibacy are, in fact, “old ladies,
male and female” — the Vatican II
people who, until Pope Francis,
despaired of ever seeing the full
fruits of that Council. Perhaps it is
younger Catholics, lay and clerical,
who show, in many cases, the ‘rig-
idity’ of which Francis complains.

One final point: Rev Norwood
points out, rightly, how the many
former Anglican priests are bring-
ing the Eucharist to parishes which
might otherwise be deprived. One
could say the same of the even
more numerous foreign-born
priests serving in the UK. Plus
the many priests who, though off-

icially — and deservedly - retired,

continue to do substantial parish

work. Without these three con-

tributions, the present shortage
would be far, far worse.

Mike Kerrigan,

Whitley Bay, Tyne and Wear

T the end of his superb letter

(16th December) answering
Mrs Catherine Venture’s plea for
clerical celibacy, Rev Robert Nor-
wood questions my assumption
that celibacy is “a calling for the
few”. My answer to him is twofold
— nature and scripture. Perhaps
one of the most moving modern
revelations of the glory of God’s
creation are TV wild life pro-
grammes, particularly of birds.
After spectacular courtship rituals

some mate for life, others part

and re-join each other in the same
place each year. Others, like the
cuckoo, seem utterly immoral!

What of humankind? It is from
Gen. 2:18-24 that we learn of
God’s intention for man: “It is not
good for man to be alone.” These
words are echoed by Christ him-
self in Mt.19:4-6 with the corollary
that the consequence of being
one flesh: “They are no longer
two but one flesh.”

Just as some birds are de81gned
to mate for life, so are the majority
of humans. But then comes the
pertinent bit: “Some are born eu-
nuchs, some are made so by man,
and some become so for the king-
dom of God.” Since Innocent III,
I would add: “Some are com-
manded to be so to enter and re-
main in the priesthood.”

In past centuries boys were cas-
trated to preserve their voices to
sing in the Sistine Chapel choir.
Today this would be regarded as
criminal assault. I have heard

some compare mandatory celiba-
cy to emotional assault. This is
why I say that “becoming a eu-
nuch for the kingdom” is a calling
for the few. Those who choose it
freely out of a deep love for God
are very special people.
However, I believe that those
who are commanded to live as
eunuchs when they are still in
possession of full masculinity are
having to live a life for which
God, in nature as stated in Genesis,
reiterated by Christ, were never
physically and emotionally design-
ed. Hence the tragedy of thousands
of excellent priests who are driven
from office on marriage for which,
after ordination, they realise they
have an additional vocation; and
the denial of priesthood to mar-
ried men who have as clear a pot-
ential pastoral capacity as convert
Anglican clergy.
Elizabeth Price,
Linton, Near Maidstone, Kent

HATEVER his views on the

advisability of allowing all
our clergy to be married, there is
no need for Martin Elsworth to
insult those who have chosen to
serve us at great personal cost to
themselves.

Mr Elsworth supports amarried
clergy mainly, it would seem, based
on the dearth of vocations, but
Christian denominations that allow
married clergy suffer from a similar
dearth, therefore a better solution
would be to promote vocations.

We in the laity can do our part
in encouraging those vocations —
not by abusing our clergy, but by
showing our appreciation and sup-
port for those much under-valued
priests with whom we are blessed.

Ann Farmer,
Woodford Green, Essex




