
The Levitical priests were many… but the Archdiocese of Dubuque priests are not! We’ve 

more retired priests than active, and we’ve too few seminarians studying to be priests. 

 

We need priests to practice our faith fully: to preach the Gospel; to forgive our sins; to feed 

us with the Eucharist; to anoint us when we’re sick and dying; and to gather us in a parish.  

 

And so, we, not just me, but we need to pray for more vocations, to invite young men to 

think about it, and while priests are not above criticism, to speak positively of priesthood. 

 

All that being said, having fewer priests doesn’t signal the end of the practice of our holy 

Catholic Faith; it’s a mistake to think that without priests the Church will die out. 

 

Think of Japan: in the 1600’s priests were driven out, and Catholics were persecuted, but 

still practiced their Catholic faith, without priestly ministry. When priests returned… 

 

After a 200-year absence, they found practicing Catholics, to whom it had been passed 

down to trust a priest who doesn’t have a wife, but does have a statue of Mary. 

 

Having fewer priests even has an upside, for example: it clarifies the role of the priest in the 

Church, and calls for parishioners to step up to the tasks that don’t require ordination. 

 

But having fewer priests has a downside too: some priests have to pastor as many as six 

parishes; very few priests have only one parish, and even fewer have an assistant priest. 

 

The number of priests has gone down, as well as the general population, and the number of 

Catholics, but not the number of parishes, a number that reflects the past, not the present. 

 

Moreover, in some of those parishes, people aren’t supporting the parish with time, talent, 

and treasure, focusing mostly just on having Mass at a convenient place and time. 

 

So, in the Pope’s synod, we’ll talk, listen, and decide about the questions to ask, the criteria 

to use, and how to measure parish vitality, to agree on which parishes will close or merge. 

 

Things like: Does anything happen in the parish from one Sunday to the next, such as daily 

prayer or worship, or outreach to the poor? Which number is greater: funerals or baptisms? 

 

To be honest, even if we had many priests, we’d still need the non-ordained to step up for 

ministry, as well as ask what makes for a vital parish, and how many of them do we need. 


