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Church closures  03 December 2015   Bishop John Arnold, bishop of Salford, which takes in most of Greater Manchester, has proposed that due to a shortage of priests, 75 of the 150 churches of the diocese will have to be closed. The proposal is a pathetic cry of helplessness when all around there are the means to move forward, not just in increasing the numbers of priests, but in bringing about a total revitalisation of the Church. 

When a diocese covering a Catholic heartland is proposing to close half of its churches, the time has surely come for us all to stand up and demand change. We must open up the priesthood to married clergy; the New Testament declares that it is open to women too. We cannot maintain a situation where the Eucharist is being increasingly denied to the laity, where the image of the Church is one massive put-off to women, and where deacons are told that they will not be allowed to remarry after the death of their wives.

Our hierarchy should go to Rome and demand for married men and for women what the Scriptures say they can have, demand that the Eucharist is available to all, and demand that sexist attitudes are not going to exist in the Church any longer. 
What a change there would be, a fresh and Christ-like image for a church full of the breath and drive of the Holy Spirit.

Michael Knowles
Congleton, Cheshire 

Church closures 20 January 2016 
In most of Africa there is no talk of closing parishes. In fact, new parishes are being opened, and seminaries are full. How different the situation is in Europe and North America. It is high time that the bishops there propose to Pope Francis that the priesthood should at least be open to married men (viri probati), otherwise Christian communities will be closed down and broken up, as Fr Frank Graham fears (Letters, 12 December). Priests are ordained to serve Eucharistic communities. If there are not enough celibate priests to do this, then other ways must be found. 

BERNARD C. PHELAN MHM KAMPALA, UGANDA 
Bishops say ‘No’ to married priests 

07 January 2016
I?cannot overemphasise my distress on discovering that the bishops have decided not to accept Pope Francis’ offer to consider ordaining married men, should it seem to be pastorally helpful (“Bishops reject married priesthood and General Absolution”, News from Britain and Ireland, 2 January). 

For a long time I have been looking at my contemporaries, priests like myself in our later seventies and older, admiring their determination to soldier on in their parishes, fearing that, should they retire, they would place intolerable burdens on younger priests. There is great anxiety that because of the priest shortage, some areas will be deprived of the celebration of Mass. Priests hurry from one church to another and we fail to make human contact with our parishioners. It is the death knell for the Church for which we have given our entire lives and is a betrayal of God.

I thought I would be here forever until I found myself in hospital for Christmas with pneumonia. We older priests can last out and ensure that the fire burns within our communities, provided that we can see a parish in the future. But where there is no future, hope diminishes, and anxiety and worry replace faith. 

I ask our bishops, with all my heart, to take our future ministry and our parishes in a positive direction. It is vital that they appreciate how life-giving it is for priests of my generation to see men of faith ready to walk in our shoes. And if this includes our bishops opening their hearts to Pope Francis’ vision, I pray that they have the faith and trust to do so.

(FR) Peter Morgan
Liverpool L8

We congratulate Seamus Cunningham, the Bishop of Hexham and Newcastle, for raising the issue of a married priesthood with the Bishops’ Conference, as he was asked by his diocesan Council of Priests, and thank him for his openness in reporting back. Since Cardinal Vincent Nichols has said that he does not see married priesthood as “a pressing issue” it is not really surprising that Bishop Cunningham’s efforts were to no avail. 

We repeat our call for a Commission to examine the whole issue of a married priesthood, which would also give the laity the opportunity to offer their opinion. Otherwise, within a short time, after the closure of many more parishes, the words of W.H. Auden will echo in our ears: “Time will say nothing but ‘I told you so’.”

Mike Kerrigan, Chris McDonnell
Chair and Secretary, The Movement for Married Clergy
4 January 2016 
Married priests

The bishops defend their decision not to consider the ordination of married men by saying they want to maintain “the traditional practice of the Church” (“Bishops reject married priesthood and General Absolution”, News from Britain and Ireland, 2 January). 

But obligatory celibacy has only been so for the past 1,000 years or so and has never been the practice in the East – the bishops are “pick-and-mixing” their tradition. And while priestly celibacy is indeed a “sacrifice” of sorts, so too is priestly marriage and family life, since both demand self-giving, unselfishness and lifelong commitment. Indeed, if anything, married priesthood involves a double sacrifice, as many priests’ wives play an almost equal part in the running of parishes. 

I say this from first-hand experience, as the son of a Catholic priest who converted from the Church of England 16 years ago. I have seen both my parents pour every ounce of energy helping parishioners with all sorts of problems and at all times of day. 

How do the bishops justify/explain the existence of priests like my dad? And how are priests like my dad meant to feel after the bishops’ decision?

(Dr) Dominic Wells
Orpington

Our bishops decided that to ordain the married to the priesthood was not “a pressing issue”. But many are worried about the declining numbers of indigenous celibate priests in active ministry. In addition, the average age and workloads of those remaining priests are both climbing rapidly. 

As well as closing or merging parishes with associated diocesan property sales, our bishops are operating a more dubious strategy for dealing with the ever-decreasing numbers of indigenous priests in active ministry. It involves denuding African and other overseas dioceses and their Religious of their equally scarce resources of priests and nuns – in much the same manner as our NHS attempts to plug the gaps in its indigenous workforce of doctors and nurses. Is robbing African Peter to provide Western Paul with nurses and doctors, and priests and nuns, morally just? 

Surely the laity should be consulted on the preference for foreign imports over married priests? 

(Deacon) Michael D. Phelan
Northampton Diocese
21 January 2016

Married priests
How are priests like Dr Dominic Wells’ father to feel after the bishops’ decision not to consider the ordination of married men (Letters, 16 January)? Undoubtedly hurt, but my sympathies are tempered by the thought of what women who felt they had a call to the priesthood used to experience in the Anglican Church.

As an Anglican, I found it increasingly difficult to approach a married priest on any private matter. When I was young, he could be a father figure; but as I grew older he became just another woman’s husband, especially if his wife was a prominent member of the congregation and perhaps a friend. I envied the easy and intimate bond that many Catholics appeared to enjoy with celibate priests. If the rules are to change to allow a role for married men, surely there should also be a greater role for the many dedicated women in religious life?

Kathleen Taylor
London W14

The shrinking priesthood 

28 January 2016 
The predicted collapse in the numbers of priests in the Archdiocese of Dublin (“Dublin priesthood ‘to decline by two-thirds in 15 years’”, News from Britain and Ireland, 23 January) is the story of most dioceses in England and Wales too. 

Research findings for religious belief and practice among young people make equally grim reading. Some of the suggested proposals for dealing with the situation feel like we have been looking at out-of-date maps. I wonder if at this critical time what we need are places of study and scholarship, reflection and spirituality, where we can rediscover what Henri de Lubac described as the hallmark of the Catholic experience, “a balance of religion, morality and mysticism”. Otherwise, after all the rearranging of diocesan structures we may end up with only a few small refugee camps of faith, while the rest of society gets on without us. 

If we have the patience to wait in prayer and to engage intelligently with our culture, we might not after all be witnesses to the last rites of the Church. 

(Fr) John Michael Hanvey
Blackburn, Lancashire

I am an elderly widow who has had the privilege of being able to attend Sunday and weekday Masses during a long life. I am deeply saddened at the distress of Fr Peter Morgan, evident in his appeal to the bishops to open their hearts to Pope Francis’ vision and reconsider their decision to reject the ordination of married men (Letters, 9 January). 

Can we, the people of God, do anything to help, besides offering our heartfelt prayers for a change of heart among the bishops? Perhaps a commission to examine the whole issue of a married priesthood, which would also give the laity the opportunity to offer their opinion, might be the way forward.

Máirín McDonnell
Cork, Ireland

The Bishops are fully aware of the results of the disastrous decline in the number of priests: the closure of churches and the amalgamation of parishes, creating a severe reduction in the availability of the Eucharist. While they have decided to take no action, they are not subject to any limitation on their own participation in the sacrament. Whatever might be happening elsewhere, it remains their “daily bread”. It is as if parents were to witness the starvation of their children and do nothing about it while they eat their fill themselves. 

Michael Knowles
Congleton, Cheshire

