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What a beautiful and eloquent final piece from Daniel O’Leary; it moved me to tears. But how sad his comments on his celibate priestly life. It makes me wonder why a vocation to the priesthood should have to include for so many men a rejection of love.

Catherine Brady
Loughborough, Leicestershire

Married clergy 
Tim Ryan is perfectly correct when he questions how a married priest with children could live out of the contents of the Sunday collection plate (Letters, 2 February).

I speak from experience. I entered a seminary straight after leaving school at the age of 18. For 30 years I served in a range of postings – curate, parish priest, further studies in a Swiss university, lecturer in seminaries, university chaplain. I lived an artificial life, as a member of a privileged class, supported by the financial contributions of lay people.

When a married clergy is established in the Catholic Church, the financial basis will have to be that of non-stipendiary priests. It has been successfully tried and tested for about 20 years by the Anglicans. The priest supports himself and his family either from a pension or the salary of a normal job.

This system has two clear advantages. The non-stipendiary priest will not have as much time to devote to parish work as a full-time cleric, so he will be forced to make use of the talents of the lay people to keep the parish running. Secondly, he will be protected from the debilitating effects of an artificial life in a privileged class, which shows itself in the irrelevance of so many sermons.

After 32 years of that artificial life, I resigned from the clergy, and started to earn my living by salaried work. Travelling on the London Underground in the rush hour is not a pleasant experience, but I loved it. Standing wedged up, shoulder to shoulder with my fellow workers, I can remember thinking: “This is wonderful, I have rejoined the human race.” 

(Dr) Michael Winter
London N19

14 February 2019

Missionary Church
Are the bishops of England and Wales content to manage the decline of the Church and the drying-up of priestly vocations? Do they have the courage to challenge the faithful (Letters, 2 February)?

Why not call diocesan synods to be followed by a National Pastoral Congress? The aim should be to bring the diocese, the religious orders, Catholic charities and ecclesial movements into a new and dynamic cooperation.

We have somehow to welcome back and meet the spiritual and other needs of non-churchgoing Catholics. We have to reach out to the many who seek truth and meaning in life. These include the many who come to conference and retreat centres, and countless others who give time and energy to food banks, shelters for the homeless, hospices and other acts of mercy. Beyond such groups, we need to reach the millions who put “none” in the religion box of the census.

The existing clergy, even with help from the ageing religious orders, cannot possibly reach these huge numbers of people.  We therefore need lay missionary disciples. 
Who will offer training to such people, who undoubtedly exist, but hesitate to come forward? Who will challenge and encourage such lay disciples, sending them out with approval such as Jesus gave to the 70 disciples?

Now is the time for all in the Church to prevent her becoming, as Ruth Wood wrote in her letter, an “increasingly irrelevant institution”.

Lord Hylton
House of Lords

A married clergy
In response to those advocating a change of the celibacy rules governing the priesthood, Tim Ryan (Letters, 2 February) asks: “How will a married priest with a wife and children live out of the same collection plate?” My 20 years’ experience in parish ministry together with my prior 20 years in retail banking suggest that few two-parent families live out of one income nowadays. In other Christian communities clergy spouses bring their share to the table. Why would it be any different for a married Catholic clergy?  

Our presbyteries were built or acquired to accommodate two or three priests, often with an annexe for a resident housekeeper. Most are ideal for a family or can be adapted to allow a family to enjoy reasonable privacy.

Whilst the average offertory giving of Catholics for parish outgoings is lower than in other churches, the giving for causes beyond the parish is exemplary.  When the need is at home and is evident, parishioners respond very generously. 

Finance may be a practical problem for some parishes, but this worldly consideration must surely be the least valid argument for a celibate priesthood.

(Fr) Martin Queenan
Warminster, Wiltshire

There are already Catholic priests with wives and families. My husband was an Anglican priest for 40 years. The parishes we were in were usually much smaller than the average Catholic parish and they managed to support us and our six children. I didn’t work while the children were small, but the modern wife and mother values her career and usually contributes substantially to the family income.

My husband, like many other married men, is now a priest in the Catholic Church. While we recognise the sacrifices and benefits of the celibate priest over the years, the married priest also has a great deal to offer and so does his family. 

Hilary Andrews
Ham, Surrey

28 February 2019
I too have suffered the penalty imposed on the former Cardinal McCarrick (Jim Neilan’s letter, 16 February). I too am absolutely forbidden to exercise the order into which I was ordained, with the exception of being allowed to absolve those in danger of death when no other minister is available. 

My crime? The recognition that, whilst having a vocation to the priesthood, I had no vocation to be celibate. The penalty, reduction to the lay state (it sounds grander in Latin: reductio ad statum laicorum), is a giveaway indication of the way in which Catholic authority thinks of its non-ordained members – lesser orders in the pyramidic grand edifice of Holy Mother Church.

I remember as a little altar boy being proud of the knowledge that at a Mass celebrated by a bishop one had to kiss the ring before receiving the sacrament upon the tongue. I fear that little has fundamentally changed in the thinking of many hierarchical minds.

Kevin Hartley
Stourbridge, West Midlands
