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The Guardian three weeks ago published one of their vilest attacks on the Catholic Church. Their correspondent Julie Burchill took Cristina Odone and Clare Short to task for their adherence to Catholicism - “a doctrine responsible for some of the worst crimes against women and children throughout the ages.” It is not her way to provide hard evidence for such assertions.


She then opined:   “I'd venture, for a start, that Catholicism has caused more paedophilia than it has cured; in my opinion, the reason why this church is so dead set against abortion is so that its priests can have a ready stream of children to molest. [my emphasis]  And if anyone tells any of the 7,000 southern Irishwomen who have to come to England for private abortions every year that their country's church is a byword for compassion, they're liable to get a mouthful that would shame the Blarney Stone. 

“And how do Catholics explain the fact that so many of their European co-religionists fell in behind Hitler (himself a Catholic), while the far more racially pure - and Protestant - people of Scandinavia behaved so excellently?”“ (The Guardian, Sat. March 30, 2002)

Even Goebbels, whose anti-Catholic propaganda about alleged clerical paedophilia I described last week, hardly plumbed such despicable depths as Ms Burchill’s outburst: that the Church opposes abortion in order to have more children for priests to molest.

Would she say the same about imams and Muslims, or rabbis and Jews? Or does she nurse a particular hatred for the Catholic Church because it honours celibacy and teaches a sexual morality she dislikes?
            

As to the second allegation: I thought Sweden remained neutral while supplying most of Hitler’s iron-ore, Quisling headed Norwegian collaboration, Finland fought with the Axis, and only Denmark carried on an honourable widespread resistance. 

Had Hitler been a devout Catholic he couldn’t have taken up Nazism. His rejection of the Faith helped pave the way for his anti-semitic Aryan-supremacy theories. In the elections of the early 1930’s, the Nazis enjoyed notably less support in Catholic majority areas. It was the more Protestant areas of Germany which accepted the Nazi promises and voted for Hitler, even though Nazism began in largely Catholic Bavaria.

Ms Burchill continued:  “I don't have to respect anyone's religion on principle any more than I have to respect people's politics if I find them bigoted. I will decide what I respect or not on the basis of whether that philosophy respects other people's rights, regardless of their colour or sex. In return, I don't want or need anyone to be bullied into respecting what I believe in.”  

With seven first-person pronouns, this is surely I-nd-I-v-I-dual-I-sm (sic) writ large? Although Ms Burchill evidently regards herself as the supreme judge on these matters, some of us find her less than objective. It is a pity that the draft Bill on inciting religious hatred did not become law. 


To turn to happier matters. This weekend is Good Shepherd Sunday when we focus on vocations to the priesthood and religious life.


It is surprising to hear that there is a boom right now in seminarian numbers. In 1978 there were 63,882 major seminarians worldwide. In 1999, the figure had risen to 110,021, an increase of over 72% during John Paul II’s pontificate. In Africa the increase was 240%, and in Asia 124%. Priest numbers in these two continents are up by 50% over the same period.

The continents with lowest growth are Australasia, North America and Europe, suffering from disillusionment and secularization. Strong increases in Eastern Europe (e.g. Poland up from 277 to 590 ordinations p.a.) are offset by a collapse in the west, giving Europe overall a 16% increase. 

From 1969 to 1997 annual ordinations were down in Belgium from 619 to 124, Ireland from 80 to 27, Australia from 65 to 23, France from 349 to 124, Germany from 360 to 163, N America from 1026 to 474, in Spain from 460 to 223, in Italy from 740 to 494.

Latin America is now the great seedbed of priestly vocations. America has 35,000 seminarians; 20 years ago it had 22,011. However the US and Canada are becoming lands of “full pews and empty altars.” 27% of U.S. parishes have no resident priest.

The Church is becoming top-heavy with bishops. In 1978 there were 3,714 bishops worldwide, by 1999 there were 4,492 - an increase of 20%. They have less priests to look after, because the worldwide total of priests declined by 4% from 421,000 priests in 1978 to 405,000 by the end of 1999. At least this leaves them freer to attend more committee meetings.

Recently the Pope spoke about the crisis in vocations:

“We all know how necessary vocations are for the life, witness and pastoral action of our ecclesial communities. And we also know that the decrease in the number of vocations in a diocese or in a nation is often the result of the weakening of faith and of spiritual fervour. Therefore, we must not be easily satisfied with the explanation that the scarcity of vocations is compensated for by growth in the apostolic commitment of lay people, nor even less that it is desired by Providence to foster this growth. On the contrary, the more numerous are the lay people who intend to live their own baptismal vocation generously, the more necessary are the presence and pastoral work of the ordained ministers.”

Belgium’s Cardinal Daneels made the same point. In Belgium the priest shortage is severe. “We’ve got lay people who are working with us. We see that without priests who are permanently there, it’s difficult for lay people to play a full role—they need to work and have families. We’ve reached a very low level. It’s the same level as in Holland, France, Switzerland, and even Germany.”

So much for those who suggest that the falling number of priests is due to the Holy Spirit desiring to make the Church less clerical and encourage the laity. The Pope himself contradicts them.

From Archbishop Elden Curtiss of Omaha, Nebraska, we hear:

“I personally think the vocation "crisis" in this country is more artificial and contrived than many people realize.  . . it is precipitated and continued by people who want to change the Church's agenda, by people who do not support orthodox candidates loyal to the magisterial teaching of the Pope and bishops, and by people who actually discourage viable candidates from seeking priesthood and vowed  religious life as the Church defines the ministries. 

I am personally aware of certain vocation directors, vocation teams and evaluation boards who turn away candidates who do not support the possibility of ordaining women or who defend the Church's teaching about artificial birth control, or who exhibit a strong piety toward certain devotions, such as the Rosary.”

Meanwhile, fewer ordinations means older priests, tired priests, sick priests, struggling to maintain two or three parishes each. 

The average age of priests in Liverpool Archdiocese is 67. At 48 I am the youngest priest in this deanery. Having struggled through Holy Week with bronchitis, I can only regard a two- or three-parish future with dread. 

It is patently clear to me that less priests means less innovative liturgies, less music, poorer sermons. It means less apostolic initiatives, less evangelisation, less ecumenical contacts. It means parish activities stripped to the bare minimum to keep going. Parish programmes fold up one by one, because Father has not the energy to recruit, motivate and sustain the active laity. 

We need priests. New priests. Young priests. More priests. Otherwise we wither and die.

We need to ask to what extent has the Catholic Church in Britain swallowed the contraceptive pill, turned sterile and extinguished her own future?  How far has she ecumenically compromised her teaching, refused to transmit challenging, life-giving Catholic doctrine, and poisoned her own fertility?

There is no purpose to discussion papers about “new ways of being Church”, when Jesus Christ and Vatican II have already told us how to be Church. Why waste time debating new ways of training priests, when Rome is insisting that seminary formation be the norm. Why waste time re-inventing the wheel while the ship is sinking?

The Pope said:  “It is difficult for a vocation to the priesthood to be born without a relationship with a priest figure, without personal contact with him, without his friendship, his patient and caring attention, and his spiritual guidance.”  Nolan and the paedophile scandals, however, have made it dangerous for a priest to cultivate any friendship with young men. 


“If children and young people see priests overwhelmed with too many things to do, quickly irritated and complaining, neglectful of prayer and the tasks proper to their ministry, how can they be fascinated by the way of the priesthood? If, on the other hand, they experience in us the joy of being ministers of Christ, generosity in the service to the Church, promptness in taking charge of the human and spiritual growth of the persons entrusted to us, they will be impelled to wonder whether this might not be, for them too, the "good portion" (Lk 10,42), the most beautiful choice for their young lives.” (JPII)


