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To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty,

Credo for Catholic Times June 5th 2005, Fr Francis Marsden  

Tenth Sunday in Ordinary Time (A)


“As Jesus was walking on, He saw a man named Matthew sitting by the customs house, and He said to him, Follow me.” And he got up and followed Him.


Change is in the air as regards matters of priestly vocation. Westminster is going in for beermats and posters on the Tube. It seems unlikely that beermats will change the course of anyone’s life. I wonder if some priests do not feel devalued by having their vocation advertised on beermats? 

Unfortunately the previous time beermats hit the headlines was: “Labour targets gay vote with beermats.” (Guardian, 2nd April 2005) 

 
Our Vocations Director in Liverpool has a supply of prayer cards for vocations, which seems a more spiritual approach. Still, one mustn’t rule out the Holy Spirit working even through the bottom of a beer glass. Beermats may encourage people to talk about the possibility. 

Personally I think we might do better to encourage Sunday Mass attendance first – on beermats! “Eternal life -  You want the Resurrection? Celebrate it then. Every Sunday. Holy Mass.”
So even Westminster, with its many religious orders and priests from other parts of the country, is speaking of reorganisation. As the number of priests falls, the dismaying prospect here in the north is not just of clustering parishes in pairs, but talk of tripling and even quadrupling them. 


The religious orders, when they are short of personnel, can just hand parishes back to the local bishop and pull out. That is not an option for the diocesan clergy, who then have to take on a religious parish (or two) probably with only one priest where previously there was a community of three or four.


Worldwide the number of priests is increasing, though not keeping pace with the number of Catholics. Here are the seminarian statistics for the top ten nations, comparing the total number of major seminarians in 2001 compared with 1978: 


2001

1978


India  

11303

4674

Brazil

9610

3916

Poland 
6767

5327

Philippines
6755

3757

Mexico
6700

2698

Italy

5516

6205

USA

5080

8639

Colombia
4590

1522

Nigeria

4388

 945

The picture is clear: splendid increases in students for the priesthood in Latin America and Asia. Even more astonishing progress in Africa, where the number of priests has tripled during this period. Slight decline in Italy, and severe decline in the USA.

The decline is very much a feature of the rich nations: western Europe, North America and Australasia. In July 2003,  Pope John Paul II in "Ecclesia in Europa" commented that a "silent apostasy" is spreading through Europe, as "men who are sated live as if God did not exist." 

In Europe the change in the number of priests between 1976 and 1995 was as follows: Austria –20%; Belgium –32%; Britain –16%; Czechoslovakia –4%; France –30%; Germany –13%; Ireland –0.3%; Italy –8.14%; Netherlands –26%; Poland +39%; Portugal –12%; Spain –13%; Switzerland –19%.

The picture is one of modest falls of about 10% in the Mediterranean Latin countries; steeper falls in the liberal Germanic nations: Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Britain; and disastrous collapse in the ultra-secular ultra-liberal France-Belgium-Holland. 

These statistics however are not up to date, and moreover mask a severe aging of the clergy in the western countries. The Church is becoming ever more and more a gerontocracy. Young priests are now a rarity. One looks around in vain for dark hair among the concelebrants, and wonders what impression it is giving to the young. 

When I have concelebrated Mass in Ukraine, I find that at 51 years of age I am usually one of the older clergy present. Concelebrating Mass here, I am often one of the youngest. 

Have any dioceses discovered the secret of how to reverse the trend of declining vocations?

In the USA, we find Arlington (Virginia), Denver under Archbishop Chaput, Peoria (Illinois) under Bishop Myers, and Lincoln (Nebraska) under Bishop Bruskewitz, where vocations are flourishing. 

The vocation director for Arlington said that their problem is that they don't have enough parish posts for all the priests that they are ordaining. What do Arlington, Lincoln and Peoria have in common? 

It is quite simple. They have inspiring Episcopal leadership, which is faithful to the Holy Father and the teachings of the Church. To some extent they have picked up vocations from elsewhere – refugees from dioceses where dissent was rife. 

Michael Rose’s book “Goodbye, Good men” contained many accounts of American ex-seminarians who felt that they had been discriminated against because they were faithful to the Magisterium, while seminary staff were pro-feminist, pro-gay and dissenters from Catholic moral teaching. Wanting to pray the Rosary, adore the Blessed Sacrament exposed, disagreeing with the ordination of women – these were all viewed as negative indicators.

Britain lacks the extremes which have occurred in the USA. Nevertheless, I have absolutely no doubt – I have heard them with my own ears – that there are elements within the Church – highly placed, very damaging, very dangerous elements – who are promoting the vocations shortage in order to further their own agenda – the abolition of the celibacy requirement, and the ordination of women. 

Such people seem hardly want any vocations to the present system. They resist any suggestion of sponsoring students from overseas to bring them here to work as priests. They would rather see parishes go priestless and fold-up, in order to promote their agenda of a largely lay-led Church with married and female clergy. 

Heterodox dioceses cry for women priestesses and married priests because they have fulfilled their own prophecies that there are no vocations. 

For similar reasons many religious orders are dying – at least those which reject the authority of the Pope, jettison their habits, live lives like sorority sisters and go the way of all flesh. 

The response to this problem used to be pretty straightforward: work harder with young people to cultivate vocations, involve more lay people in pastoral ministry, take good care of the priests we already have and above all, pray to the Lord of the Harvest. 

At the root of the vocations problem is the way Catholics in Britain live their faith.  Mass-going has fallen from 2,114,000 in 1966, to 958,000 in 2003. In other words, we have lost 55% of our customers. Any company on the Stock Exchange which under-performed in this way would have had the Board kicked off by the shareholders.

Even more alarming is the collapse in Catholic marriages, and consequently in Catholic family life. Church marriages are down from 45,592 in 1964, to 11,013 in 2003. That is a 75% decline. And only a minority of those 11,013 marriages will be between two Catholics where both are practising.

So very few youngsters are the product of strong Catholic homes in which the priesthood is looked upon as a favourable option.

Simply closing churches and amalgamating parishes appears to me a policy of despair. What it does is to discourage and demoralise the remaining clergy and laity even more. We may still have a good ratio of elderly priests to practising Catholics, but have we given up on evangelising the 90% of Britons who seldom attend any church? Are we just going to minister to declining, greying congregations, until the day comes when we blow out the sanctuary light and sell off the church premises?

There seems to be a deep reluctance to face up to the factors which have brought about this decline. Secular control of the media, too much liturgical change, the disaster of modernist catechetics, the collapse of apologetics, a confused message and widespread dissent from Catholic teaching. 

Pope John Paul II rejected what has become in some quarters an optimistic interpretation of the vocations crisis. (Lenten meeting with the Clergy of Rome 14.2.02). Falling numbers of priests showed “a waning intensity of faith and spiritual fervour.” The shortage would not be made up by “a growth in the apostolic commitment of lay people”.  

He insisted that the contrary was true: “The greater the number of lay people who wish to live out their baptismal commitments generously, the more necessary it becomes to have the presence and specific work of ordained ministers.” 

Nor did he envisage priestless parishes as a future norm: “It is therefore of fundamental importance for the parish to have a priest as its pastor and the title of pastor is specifically reserved to the priest.” “Where a priest is lacking one must ask the Lord with faith and insistence, to raise up numerous and holy labourers for his harvest.” 

"Today the prayerful expectation of new vocations should become an ever more continual and widespread habit within the entire Christian community and in every one of its parts" (Pastores dabo Vobis n. 38).
