The Northern Cross, January 2016
A personal view by GERRY LOUGHRAN, a Newcastle-born retired foreign correspondent

Give me your ideas for the shortage of priests, says the Pope. But answer comes there none
MOST of the 700,000 Catholics in Bishop Erwin Krautler’s diocese in Brazil might attend Mass a couple of times a year. This has nothing to do with lack of faith; it’s because the diocese has only 27 priests. 
So when Bishop Krautler met Pope Francis in a private audience at the Vatican, what do you think they talked about? Right. The shortage of priests.
Now you might think . . . Brazil? That’s a bit like the galaxy in Star Wars, isn’t it, a country that is far, far away? So it is. But closer to home, in vast areas of rural France, the Church has virtually disappeared as aged pastors died and were never replaced. 
Maynooth, the Irish seminary which once flooded Britain with priests, welcomed just 12 new students last year, its total enrolment being 64 - against 400 or so in the past. 
In Liverpool, lay ministers are being trained to lead funeral services in the absence of clergy, so the dead are being buried without a Mass. 
And here at home the stringencies of clustering foreshadow ever-increasing difficulties of access to the Eucharist. 
The lack of priests is no longer the elephant in the room, it’s a herd of rampaging pachyderms. We can assume the Pope was well aware of this at his meeting with Bishop Krautler in April, 2014, and we can guess that he was hardly surprised when the bishop boldly raised the crucial question: Ordination for married men. 
So how did Francis respond? “He explained that he could not take everything in hand personally from Rome,” said Krautler. “He said that we local bishops, who are best acquainted with the needs of the faithful, should be corajudos, that is courageous, and make concrete suggestions.” 
Next day, to an Austrian newspaper, the bishop reiterated that Francis wanted national bishops’ conferences to “seek and find consensus on reform and we should then bring up our suggestions for reform in Rome.” 
Nothing could be clearer - the Pope was asking bishops not to wait for some Vatican pronouncement but to propose a solution to their own greatest problem. 
For supporters of married priests, the going looked good. Bishop Thomas McMahon, who has 20 former Anglican priests in his Brentwood diocese, many of them married, said: “My experience of married priests has been a very good one. If a priest is a real pastor at the service of the people, then it is rather secondary as to whether he’s married or not.” 
Our own Bishop Seamus Cunningham had shown himself sympathetic to that position and the whispers were that other English prelates felt the same. Alas, not enough, it seems. For when Bishop Seamus, at the request of our diocesan priests, raised the matter at the November 16-19 Bishops’ Conference in Leeds, the answer was ‘no’. 
Bishop Seamus reported back, mainly through the Northern Cross, that in the bishops’ view, celibacy and the priesthood had been linked for 1,000 years as a symbol of dedication to Christ, and to change that would change the nature of how we saw the priesthood. Sacrifice of the priest’s life for his people was at the heart of his priesthood. 
The decision, which was reached by consensus, will deeply disappoint many Catholics – including many priests, I suspect – who might wonder why adherence to a medieval discipline should take precedence over provision of the Eucharist to the faithful. 
Pope Francis himself, when he was Cardinal Bergoglio in Buenos Aires, said of celibacy: “It is a matter of discipline, not faith. It can change.” 
And none other than Pope Emeritus Benedict masterminded the Ordinariate plan, under which married Anglican vicars became priests. 
But 18 months after Pope Francis encouraged our bishops to set out their own solutions to the disappearing clergy, no solution has been proposed. The corajudos for which he called remains out of sight. The only strategies appear to be clustering of parishes and, in some dioceses, the stepped-up ordination of married deacons. But are these real solutions? One Irish priest blogged: “Everyone knows that clustering is just kicking the can down the road.” 
It does not take much imagination to guess how life for the committed churchgoer will change. As fewer and fewer priests become available, lay ministers will hold week-day Communion services. 
This will gradually extend to weekend services. People will be faced with the choice of travelling to a church which has Sunday Mass or staying at home for a Communion service. Many parishes will become paper entities and unused or little-used churches will deteriorate and eventually will be sold off, along with the land they stand on. 
“See that pub,” an old man will say to his grandson one day. “There used to a Catholic church there, but they pulled it down. There was nobody left to run it.” 
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