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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the existence of stress in the Roman Catholic
priesthood. A transactional model of stress is adopted as a heuristic for
this investigation. Here, stress is seen as the relationship between
features of the work environment, as appraised by clergy themselves, and
various indicators of diminished well-being e.g. poorer self reported
health, lower self-esteem and increased pessimism about the role and
eftectiveness of the priest in the future. This model also places
considerable emphasis upon the possible role of perceived support in the

overall aetiology — or amelioration — of stress.

Using this transactional model as a guide, seventeen work environment
stressors were 1dentified on the basis of qualitative and quantitative
investigations with a total sample of 189 priests drawn from four
dioceses. The qualitative investigation comprised twelve in-depth
interviews with an opportunistic sample of clergy. The focus of these
interviews was to determine the antecedents and consequences of stress
as percetved by members of the clergy. On the basis of the interview
data a bespoke questionnaire was developed for distribution to a broad
sample of priests. The questionnaire measured both antecedents (work
environment factors) and consequences (impacts on well-being as well as

perceptions of the support available to priests both inside and outside the
Church.

The data to be presented show that it is the contradictions that many
priests have to deal with which are often pivotal in the aetiology of stress
e.g. the implementation of Canon Law in an increasingly secular world.
The multiplicity and diversity of roles that priests now have to fulfil -
whether at Diocesan or parochial level, is also a key factor, as are the
daily parish/diocesan administration duties that priests have to undertake
and the increasingly ‘convenience stores mentality’ (as clergy see it) of
the Church community. Very little support in dealing with these issues

was perceived to be available to them by many priests within the sample.



The implications of these results are discussed both in terms of their
correspondence with findings in general occupational stress research and
in terms of a proposed rudimentary stress management programme that

might be implemented to help manage stress within the Roman Catholic

priesthood.



CHAPTER ONE

Introduction - Does stress exist in the R.C. Priesthood?

The Roman Catholic Church has survived for twenty centuries and fought
some monumental battles in that period - usually with people who believed
something else (Philpot,1998). Paradoxically, we are now living at a time
when there 1s a great deal of interest in God, but much disillusionment with
the institutional churches. In this 21st Century, both the Roman Catholic
Church and priesthood continue to produce contradictory responses from
the media (Philpot, 1998). While the existing public perception of this
very private and often inaccessible institution draws both intrigue and
suspicion, equally others retain a sense of indifference towards it. To be
ignored as irrelevant is therefore a new cultural experience, calling for a
new set of responses. For many believers today there is little doubt that the
Church stands at a precarious point at the turn of this millennium
(Cozzens, 2000).This awareness has resulted in a greater interest in the
role of the Catholic priest serving within this historical institution. Having
accepted a lifetime 'vocation' within a universal 'church' as distinct from a
job' within a large 'organisation', far from being ignored, priests are
subjected to greater media interest and 'headline' speculation suggesting

that both the Church and priesthood is experiencing a crisis:

"Stressed clergy voice their pain” (The Universe 8 June 1997)
"Priesthood in crisis as numbers still decline” (The Catholic Times 2 May 1999)

"Catholic Church will lose half its priests in 10 years"
(The Independent 30 March 2001)

"Pope condemns paedophile priests" (The Independent 24 April 2002)
"Turbulent priests - The Seven Catholic Seminaries serving England and Wales:
300 empty places” (The Guardian 2 July 2002)

The Roman Catholic priesthood therefore, offers a unique occupational
group for psychological research. It brings together two seldom 1ntegrated
research areas: contemporary psychological stress theory and the scientific
study of the Roman Catholic priesthood. However, the priesthood cannot
be separated trom the Church and it 1s in this context, i.e. the Church as a

hierarchical organisational institution that is a suitable starting point for



this thesis. Celebrating 2000 years as a worldwide institutional church
accounting for 17.1% of the world population of 6.4 billion (The Universe
statistics 2004 - released in Feb 2000) it offers an intriguing foundation on

which to investigate stress in the Roman Catholic priesthood.

1:1 The Roman Catholic Church as an organisation and unique institution

The Roman Catholic Church is recognised as the largest institution in the
world (Stourton, 1998). and the only ‘supra-national’ institution. Unlike
the United Nations or the European Union, seeking to unite people through
their governments, the Catholic Church claims to be a family that
transcends race, colour and nation and speaks to individuals without the

mediation of their secular rulers.

Distinction 1s made here between the Roman Catholic Church having a
social organisation, and being nothing more than an organisation (Leather,
1986) as it appears to be on the surface (Cadet, 1963). If however, the
Church 1s an entity, which has an organisation, then the relationship
uniting 'Church’ and 'organisation' becomes more obscure and less inclined
to define on an empirical basis. Arguably, the R.C. Church 1s the largest
organisation worldwide with close to one billion adherents representing
17.1% of the world population as members. Quite simply, it 1s too big and
too powerful to ignore (Sipe, 1995) and anyone touched by western

civilisation has equally been touched by the influence of the Roman

Catholic Church.

Identity of the R.C. Church as a World Wide Institution in the 21* Century
In England, historically, the culture within this organisation took on the

identity of a world wide club (Stourton, 1998). For nearly a century, the
Catholic Church lived handsomely on its magnificent, inherited intellectual
capacity. Loyalty from its members ran parallel within a lived existence of
fear. Huddled together during centuries of persecution, English Catholics
developed a strong sense of their own identity. Closely intertwined
because of the codes of both religion and class compelling them to inter-

marry, working class and immigrant populations practised the survival of



their faith alongside aristocratic and squire-archical families. Persecution
bred tenacity, snobbery was blessed with sanctity and martyrdom, was an
extraordinary powerful phenomenon (Stourton,1998). This continuity of
identity within a community was reinforced with the reassurance that your

Church had the answer to absolutely everything (Stourton, 1998).

The Church of pre Vatican Il was recognised as an organisation which had
long acted as a mechanism for transmitting authority downwards. Until
1962 the Roman Catholic Church institution maintained its origins of a
Latin language and a style rooted in tradition dating back to the 16"
Century Reformation. Pope John XXIII as head of the R.C. Church on
carth, decided to address the dual focus of returning to the source and
origins of Christianity and, re-express it in the changing circumstances of a
modern 1960°s era. Acknowledging the signs of the times, he recognised
that to live, and survive, meant to change. In retrospect, one Catholic
writer described this earthquake as a revolution within the world’s oldest
Institution (Stourton, 1998). It provided the first forum allowing decisions

to flow 1n the other direction.

The content of the Church’s opening ceremony of Vatican II Council
reflected in the documents that emerged three years later, revealed the
concept of not only a ‘Roman’ Church but an acceptance of the culture of
India, of Africa, South America et al. As such the Roman Catholic Church
evolved as a new mechanism universally described as ‘enculturalisation’.
Four decades later the Roman Catholic Church still experiences the
disappointment and drama of an institution undergoing a mid life cnisis.
Change is still awaited (Stourton, 1998). The Church of 21% century
continues to be viewed as an organisational institution (Ryan, 1997) and
one which moves and acts in an institutional mode, whether we speak of
the Church as universal, on a national level, a diocesan pastoral agenda, or
even the parish structure. It continues to struggles with implementing the
aspirations of Vatican II into the 21* Church where the role of the baptised

members worldwide are now invited to share responsibility and ministry.



Perhaps this struggle i1s linked to the way that power, authority and

obedience 1s still exercised within the Church Organisation today.

Power and Authority within the hierarchical institution of the R.C. Church

The Roman Catholic Church today maintains its culture of a clearly
defined hierarchy of offices, each having its own precise sphere of judicial
authority. The way the Catholic Church is governed reflects both its
history as a temporal power and its claim to divine inspiration. The pope,
as head of the R.C. Church on earth, retains a unique place among world
political leaders, heading the world’s most smallest sovereign state, The
Vatican. This allows him to be a bridge builder between the human sphere
and the divine. Both roles encourage exchange and centralization of

authority in the papal person as Europe’s last absolute monarch.

The balance of power within the R.C. Church organisation has shifted back
and forth for centuries. While the trend within the Church is still towards
male domination and authoritarianism, centralization and celibacy was
sporadic existing from the fourth century of Christianity but not marked or
dominated in the earliest Christian churches. Historically too, the office of
cardinal has no biblical foundation but arose from the way the Church
developed as an institution. The role of a Cardinal 1s still to elect a Pope
and run the Church in the interregnum period between popes, as well as
being the Pope’s special advisor. The Prefect of the Sacred Congregation

for the Doctrine of the Faith in Rome is the man in charge of ideas

(Stourton, 1998).

Clearly, the way male power is exercised in the R.C. Church 1s a
mysterious business suiting the body that hands on most of the levers of
power, that it, the Roman Curia (Stourton, 1998) i.e. the imperial “Civil
Service’. For centuries, bureautic organisations have played a major role in
the Roman Catholic Church (Weber,1947) well illustrated by the
administrative role of priesthood in the modern church, which has
expropriated almost all of the old church beneficiaries once subject to

private appropriation. This is illustrated too, by the conception of the



universal Episcopate, thought of as formally constituting a universal legal
competence in religious matters (Leather, 1986). Similarly, the doctrine of
Papal infallibility 1s thought of as involving universal competence but only
one which functions ex cathedra in the sphere of the office, thus
distinguishing the office and the private affairs of the incumbent. The
same phenomena are found in large-scale capitalistic enterprise and the

larger it 1s the greater their role (Leather, 1986).

While the R.C. Church exercised secular powers, its leaders would use
secular means to consolidate their hold over their members. Surprisingly,
even today the R.C, Church is both strong enough and rich enough to use
its secular means of pressure on worldwide issues However in this 21%
Century, as the Roman Catholic Church’s secular influences diminishes,
the way it uses ideas to exercise authority becomes more important. Part of
this is reflected in the role, power and authority of the Bishop and his
relationship with his clergy.

The Role of the Diocesan Bishop and his relationship with his priests

The role of the Diocesan Bishop is an interesting concept in the 21
Century. In terms of conduct a bishop as God’s steward must be
blameless, must not be arrogant or quick tempered. Thus by his readiness
to listen and his trusting familiarity, a bishop can work to promote the
whole pastoral work of the entire diocese. A bishop is required to have a
fair grasp of the Word that is trustworthy in accordance with the teachings
so that he may is able to both preach with sound doctrine and to refute
those who contradict it.(St Paul Letter to Titus 1:79). In keeping with the
pyramid model of the Church organisation, the way the Vatican still
exercises power in its appointments of Bishops still reflects the way

bishops themselves exercise power over their priests (Stourton, 1998).

A Bishop clearly has extraordinary authority over a priest’s life through
obedience to him, whilst fulfilling what many would describe as an

unenviable role (Philpot, 1998). He should continually welcome his priests

within a special love since they assume in part the bishops duties and



cares. They should be regarded as brothers and friends and the bishop
should take their greatest interest in their welfare, both temporal and
spiritual, continually sanctifying their priests. Bishops are asked to
exercise the greatest care in the programme formation of their diocesan
body of priests, be glad to listen to their priests’ views and consult them,
hold conferences with them about matters that concern the needs of

pastoral work and the good of the diocese” (Vatican II Chp 1:63).

Yet those elected Bishop may constantly doubt their ability to fulfil their
role as outlined in the Presidential address of Bishop Pilla, USA to the
National Conference of Catholic Bishops in 1996. Bishops were
challenged to ask themselves about the extent to which they truly
empowered priests in their ministry. Priests in turn were challenged about
the extent to which they truly empower their bishop as leaders. This would
provide a mutual sense of support and understanding within priesthood.
Part of this support and understanding is based on the concept of

obedience.

The Concept of Obedience both within and outside of the Organisation

The Roman Catholic Priesthood 1s composed of a succession of response
throughout life of ‘officium laudis’ or unceasing discovery of all that i1s
true, good and beautiful. The concept of obedience plays an important part
in the life a priest because he must respond obediently to his Bishop and
adhere to Canon Law that is, the translation of theological ideas into
practical reality. Priests themselves should reverence their persons in the
authority of Christ the Supreme pastor and should be attached to their
bishop with sincere charity and obedience, inspired through and by the

spirit of co-operation on that sharing of the Episcopal mystery.

The subject of obedience today therefore, still meets with a real challenge
from both within and outside the Church organisation. Religious obedience
itself has quite an exceptional dignity (Haring, 1997) but in its absolute
form, religious obedience 1s owed to God alone. Yet the meaning of faith

and the authenticity of religious obedience confront a crisis when religious



authorities demand all too much submission to an obscure package of
doctrine (Haring, 1997). Here clearly is a question surrounding historical

potential abuse of power within the Church towards clergy themselves
(Hedin, 1995).

Yet while many priests remain frustrated by the deafness of some bishops
to issues arising from their experience of priesthood (Cozzens, 2000),
others demonstrate a growing sympathy for the relentless challenges and
pressures facing their own bishops. Their deference to the diocesan bishop
remains appropriate while recognising that bishops have been tested by
many of the same ordeals they themselves have undergone (Cozzens,
2000). Subsequently, the bishop-priest relationship seems stronger, more
fraternal. Yet obedience still appears to be structured towards a mainly
institutional and hierarchical dimension of ecclesial ministry (Philpot,
1998). More importantly, this environment is in danger of producing a
sense of careerism which in turn has been termed ‘clericalism’. This 1s an
interesting concept in contradiction to the Gospel values because it 1s
notorious that certain jobs are put in the spotlight when the Papal Nuncio

starts looking around (Philpot, 1998).

Certain clergy however, will continue to aspire to being a Bishop within
the course of their priestly ‘career’ and are disappointed when these
aspirations are not fulfilled. This culture of careerism was described as
Scarlet Fever (Dolan, 2000) a direct reference to the colour of the clerical
dress worn by a Cardinal and a condition which 1s deemed a dangerous
virus in clerical life today. Yet ironically, if a small percentage of priests
would like to presend from the Bishop, another small percentage would
actually like to be a Bishop (Philpot, 1998). This presents another question
which is centred around ambition in the priesthood. The priest at
ordination will promises obedience to his Bishop and is publicly seen to be
a man radically available to the Church (Power, 1998). However, this
obedience is being heavily challenged not just within priesthood but the

congregation themselves whose values and lifestyles are in direct



"disobedience’ to Canon law. These very people make up the congregation

from which future vocations are drawn including to priesthood itself.

Sadly. the modern Catholic while holding views that may put them at odds
with the Church hierarchy - for example Humane Vitae - still retain a deep
atfection for some of the basic principles upon which the Church is
founded: respect for authority, belief in an absolute truth and, a conviction
of the universality of the Christian message. A change in the ruling on
contraception today would undoubtedly bring back millions of Catholics
into full communion with the Church and destroy at a stroke the principal
source of the gap between teaching and practice that has had such a
corrosive impact on the Church’s place in the daily lives of modem
Catholics (Stourton, 1998). It would also restore the Church’s authority in
the arena of sexual ethics and personal morality - something for which the
need and the demand has become even more urgent as the bewildering

choices oftered to us by modern science (Stourton, 1998).

A further challenge to obedience today is the existence of the world wide
web (Comwell, 2001). The Internet makes for dangerous, subverting times
for the Catholic Church which has traditionally addressed the faithful from
a special timeless space at the Roman centre, which, claims the authority
once it has spoken on a disputed issue or principle, to discourage further
debate. Not one to operate on peer group discussion, (Cornwell, 2001), the
Catholic Church now has to compete with participator-voyages surfing the

internet where:

"every commodity, pretension and opinion can be peddled, compared and
contrasted, sampled, reshaped, interactively questioned, contradicted,
book-marked and consigned to oblivion" (Cornwell, 2001)

As this 21st Century begins and turns greater media attention towards the
institution of the Roman Catholic Church, much speculation centres on
changes, particularly as to the current Pope’s successor. As Catholics look
forward to a new papacy, they seem to want a much more democratic pope
who would permit them to elect their own bishops, more power and

authority, decentralization to the bishops, - women priests and more



married priests (Stourton, 1998). Clearly, this 1s a pope who would be
surrounded by lay advisors and in short would result in the kind of
sweeping liberal agenda that i1s the stuff of Cunial nightmares (Stourton,
1998). The next Pope, as head of this world wide institution, will have to

work within a new set of rules because the Roman Catholic Church 1is

wider than the western Church.

A newly elected Pope from outside of Europe would fulfil the promise of
true universality so many felt at the opening of the Second Vatican Council
which could have an electrifying effect by underlying the ‘Catholic’
element in Roman Catholicism. It would also strengthen the unifying
force implied in the idea of a ‘Roman’ Church (Stourton, 1998). From the
fourth century onwards the Church saw itself as the centre of the world and
the world turned around the Church, so the world showed servitude to the
Church. The Council (Vatican II) turned that on its head. At present,
Rome is often seen to be imposing its discipline that carries echoes of the
imperial associations of its past and, encourages rebellion. With a non
European at the heart, Rome might appear as a symbol of a new
relationship in which the Centre is the Servant of the wider Church, not its
master (Stourton, 1998). A new Pope will find the Church under severe
strain as an institution but equally a formidable engine for ideas. For an
organisation that is often regarded as a by word for reaction spending so
much of its energy trying to suppress dissent, the Catholic Church has

shown remarkable intellectual fertility, offering both a risk and an

opportunity given its size and history (Stourton, 1998).

The size of the population within the organisation today

As an employer the Catholic Church employs over one and a half million
personnel, including 900,000 nuns; (Sewell, 2001), over 405,891 priests
(Annuario Pontificio 2006 quoting 2004 figures) and nearly 4,200 bishops
(Sewell, 2001), but caution at this start of this millennium is recommended
(Sewell, 2001) because the new mood is against taking any pleasure in the
fact that this hierarchical institutional church survived the 20" Century

more or less intact. But this statement differs to 1960 when conversions



stood at 12,000 in England and Wales (Sewell, 2001). Catholic marriages
have declined by 60 per cent, Mass attendance halved since 1966 and
Seminaries have closed down as the number of ordinations have halved.

The numbers leaving the priesthood to marry have caused an even greater

dearth of clergy (Sewell, 2001).

On a further negative note, we can argue that if we extrapolate these
trajectories into the future, Catholicism will be more or less extinct in
Britain by about 2030 (Sewell, 2001, quoting from The Tablet 19 June,
1999). This clearly has an affect on both candidates presenting themselves
for the priesthood and the impact on existing priests and potential stress
factors. In the early 1970°s there were 7,600 Roman Catholic priests in
England and Wales. Today, there are now 5,700 (Sewell, (2001) . While
400 deacons have been newly recruited, the average age of a parish priest
(55-59 years covering two thirds of priests) is alarming. Such ambiguity
leads to misrepresentation in the media. Such data gives fuel to a media
with an insatiable desire for information regarding the Roman catholic

Church and priesthood in this 21* century.

Media perception of the Roman Catholic Church - History versus Mystery
At the start of this 21% century the public perception of the very private and

often inaccessible organisation of the Roman Catholic Church 1s still met
with intrigue. 2,000 years later the Roman Catholic Church still creates a
cultural atmosphere of mystery, retaining a genius for the mise en scene,
its special skill was to inspire awe, at the same time as convincing every

soul it encountered, that each had a special place in its affections

(Stourton, 1998) .

The RC Church uses the media in a positive way and the Church is fond of
publishing documents. Media interest, at its height at Vatican II when the
Church experienced its first real encounter with journalism, some 900
journalists arrived in Rome. The Vatican hopes of controlling the press

proved in vain because nothing gets the journalistic juices going like

10



secrecy and the early sessions of the Council were as secret as the Church

could make such an enormous gathering (Stourton, (1998).

While censorship was an automatic (RC) Church reflex, in the end those
who tried to control the flow of information in democracies almost always
lose. By Vatican II, the Church was becoming a democracy (Stourton,
1998) because the 20th century was about the passing of power at Vatican
II' (Raser, Time Magazine 1965). The moves which threatened to change
authority in the Institution of the Roman Catholic Church came
geographically through the changes in language and culture. Changes in
the Liturgy, including language from Latin to English, saw a push for
Liturgy that allowed more participation by the people rather than being
‘performed’ by a priest with the people as spectators. The latter, therefore

encouraged the 1dea of Church as an institution (Stourton, 1998).

In contrast, changes by implication encouraged more participation in
Liturgy. Yet ironically, and more subtely it also allowed changes in the
way the Church itself was actually run. Secular commentators have seized
on the ’priest famine’ as proof that faith is heading for the exit as pressure
increases on a decreased number of priests (Sewell, 2001). An alleged
revolt against institutional religion; the impossible demands of priestly
celibacy. The influence of Vatican II (Sewell, 2001) agues the paralle] in
the National Health Service and questions if we really need such broad
bush theories to account for a shortfall of 900 priests over 30 years - or 63
per annum - when we experience an even more acute shortage of nurses?
We do not after all, imagine that the nation has ceased to believe 1n the
N.H.S. When statistics are available and implications of a shortage of
priests and a fall in faith worshippers 1s observed, journalists and the
media generally are quick to respond. In the latter years of the 20"
Century the Roman Catholic Church - and more specifically the Roman
Catholic priesthood - was the subject of several tabloid, broadsheet and
Catholic press headlines. Yet clearly, the endorsement of married Anglican
priests has caused considerable tension amongst many clergy today. Such

stringent codes increase media curiosity and when contradictory behaviour

11



1s evident and media interest increases, opinions are voiced both within the
Church itself and from the media.

“Catholic Bishops support end to celibacy” (The Sunday Times 13 August 1995)

“Sexuality in the Seminary” (The Tablet 12 May 2001)

"An epic of horror. The lurid litany of child sex abuse that has indicted an entire
Church" (The Sunday Independent Eire 7 April 2002)

“Priests feel the strain of increasing workload”
(The Catholic Times 15 September 2002)

More recently, historic cases of child abuse by Catholic priests, nuns and
religious orders have led to a negative self image and has directly affected
the morale and self image of clergy. Following the Lord Nolan Committee
and publication of The Nolan Report in 2001, The Universe (25 November
2001) stated that Lord Nolan’s Committee discovered that 21 out of 5,600

Catholic priests in England and Wales were convicted of child abuse

between 1995 and 1999 .

Negative media coverage regarding the Catholic Church which focus on
the corrosion of the Church’s institutional authority are said to be the
result of ‘failings of its teachings on sex’ and is speeded up with every
newspaper story about a paedophile priest, or, a bishop with a baby
(Stourton, 1998).While the intention of the Roman Catholic Church as an
institution 1s to use the media in a positive way, and that the Church is fond
of publishing documents and holding seminars on the importance of the
media - there is even something called >World Communications
Sunday’(Sewell, 2001) . The decree of the means of social communication
promulgated by Vatican II in December 1963 contains instructions for all
Catholics working in the secular media as journalists and it will be for

them to regulate economic, political or artistic values in the way that will

not conflict with the common good (Sewell, 2001).
Realistically, this Decree can be read as imposing a series of obligations on

Catholic journalists to approach their work with a sense of moral purpose

but, the institution 1s so broadly drawn it make any form of concerted

12



action impossible (Sewell, 2001).Entering into the 21% Century in the
Catholic Church, the period of 1970 to 1989 following the Second Vatican
Council was a period when priests saw the polarisations that surfaced the
Council widen, as curial ecclesiologies underwent the priesthood’s
common ground (Cozzens,2000). Priests, became accustomed to the lack
of real dialogue. Many tried to make their lives work by reducing
boundaries to their parish; large numbers resigned; some went through the
motions, became cynical and bitter and the rest, held the conviction that
eventually their confusion would be sorted by the liberating breath of the
Holy Spint (Cozzens, 2000). In short, there is little doubt in the minds of
priests today that the Church stands at a precarious point at the turn of the

millennium.

Reflecting on 2,000 years of history in The Roman Catholic Church as a
hierarchical institutional organisation, by the end of the 20" Century,
baptised Catholics accounted for 1 in 8 of the population in England and
Wales (Sewell, 2001). Many find these raw figures startling (Sewell, 2001)
for during the past fifty years or so Catholic have re-engineered themselves
as a stealth minority undetectable by conventional social radar. Yet, the
feeling persists, that in some ill defined way, Catholics are still not quite

like ordinary people” (Sewell, 2001)

1:2 The Life and Role of a Roman Catholic Priest in the 21* Century

The role of the Roman Catholic priest in the Church is clearly detailed in
conciliar and post conciliar documents of 1965 section 63: The Decree on
the Ministry and Life of a priest. It outlines the life of those ordained
whose mission is to promote the service of Jesus Christ the Teacher, Priest
and King. While all members of the church share in the service as one

body, priests share this ministry in a distinct way.

The first task of a priest as co-worker of his Bishop is to preach the Gospel
of God to all. This function was handed over in a subordinate degree so
that priests might be appointed to be co-workers of the Episcopal order for

the proper fulfilment of the apostolic mission entrusted to it by Christ. A
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priest’s ministry is thus exercised in various ways according to the needs
of those he serves. Secondly, priests are ministers of the Sacraments and
the Eucharist. When carrying out these sacred functions through Baptism,
Reconciliation, and Anointing the sick they are united with the intentions
of the charity of Christ especially at the Celebration of the Eucharist, the
very centre of the praying community. Within this community priests are
also called upon to be counsellors, educators and governors. Priests,
consecrated by the anointing of the Holy Spirit are sent by Christ and made

strong 1n the spirit by exercising the ministration of the Spirit and of

Justice.

Pastoral charity demands that priests should always work within the bond
of union with their Bishop and fellow priests. Living within the
community they serve, priests are still set apart from that community
because their very ministry makes a special claim on them not to conform
to this world. In terms of remuneration however, while ‘the labourer
deserves his wages’ (Luke 10:7) and that ‘they who proclaim the Gospel
should get their living by the Gospel’ (1 Corinth 9:14) the faithful are
bound to see the necessary provision made in terms of living and food and

decent support for those serving the Lord.

The Mystery of Priesthood

Priesthood has its own distinct form which having unfolded from the
beginnings of Christian consciousness, continues to be true to its origins
and for many continues to be a mystery. In the Catholic consciousness, the
service of priestly ministry is not compatible with a ‘worldly job’ and 1s
not at the disposal of any sort of ‘theological genetic engineering” which
would seek to shape the function of priesthood in relation to the role of
secular caring professions or prophetic critics of society (Balthasar, 1960).
For a priest or others to try and fully understand the mystery of priesthood
is difficult if not impossible. In fact, the priest enters into a Christian
mystery with an understanding which is never completed. Priesthood 1s

not just something he does but what he is. (Faricy, 1997).
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This role of priest extends beyond ministry as a priest cannot limit himself
to being a priest mediator solely on the sanctuary. His life and ministry
must be so in the fabric of his consecrated being as evident in a man taken
from among men for his life to be one of mediation (Basil 1984).
Priesthood is simply not merely an assigned task, but is a vocation, a call
to be heard again and again (Pope John Paul IT 1981). Priesthood involves
sacrifice and spiritually the priest is grounded in an intimate relation with

Jesus Christ: John 15: v 15-16: You did not choose me, no, I chose you.

Yet there 1s something deeper here that adds to the very mystery of
priesthood. Crucially, the specifics of priesthood itself focus on the
concept of reciprocity between the office and the personal identity of the
priest (Balthasar, 1981). This very process of entering into a form of love
of the Redeemer who sacrificed himself for all, that it becomes the form of
a human life. The priest vowing himself to this way of life puts it on like a
garment and must strive to adopt himself to its dimensions and
requirements. The issue of a priest’s identity 1n this way of life, grips the
roots of his soul and both grounds him in his ecclesial role as presbyter and
inspires him to enter into that mystery of who he is becoming; one called
to this unique and extraordinary path of life (Cozzens, 2000). Disturbing
this mystery disturbs the priest himself.

The Mystery lost and the consequences

40 years after the Second Vatican Council, much confusion remains,
particularly surrounding the role of priests in 21* century Church. While
the vision of the Council of Vatican II became clearer the cultic pre-
conciliar model of priesthood entered into a creative balance with the
servant-leader model.(Cozzens 2000). As a result the clear identity ot
priesthood, the unquestioned status, the exalted privilege - features that
helped priests deal with the sacrifices and crosses inherent to their vocation
- began to blur. Almost two generations later the role and place of the
priesthood in the social order of past life remains contlicted and
ambiguous for a number of reasons. (Cozzens, 2000). This loss has 1n turn

impacted heavily upon the 1dentity of the Catholic priest today.
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Firstly, the demise of the Sacred model of priesthood coupled with the
substitution of the word ’presider’ for ‘priest’ re Eucharistic leadership,
has contributed to a lost of identity for many priests (Rausch,1999). This is
not to suggest that the priest 1s over the Church or prior to it, rather than a
part of it (Rausch, (1999). Secondly, the vulnerability of priests became
acute when the mystery decreased and visible presence increased during
sacramental and liturgical ministry. As late as 1948 priests dealt with
'sacred matters’ in a ‘sacred language’, vested in the mysteries of faith
Pilarczyk (1986). Once anonymous and whispered, his whole persona was
subsumed into the sacred ritual actions. This included facing the altar and

standing with his back to the people during services.

Post Vatican II the priest had to face the congregation literally, leading to
exposure and vulnerability, moving from ‘the mystery of the rite’ to the
‘celebration of the gathered community’ (Rausch, 1999). While not
hiterally robed in garments from earlier centuries, priests are nonetheless
robed psychologically and spiritually in tradition and behaviour,
expectations and regulations from cultures infinitely removed from our
current one. Sixty years later the Church of the 21% century is vastly
different from Pre Vatican II 1960 Sewell, (2001). Stripped of the status
and pnivilege that allowed priests to 1gnore the personal signs of anxiety
and loneliness, priests have been forced to address their human condition
without the defences and rationalizations of previous clerical cultures.
Inadequate support systems within the organisation left many in a state of
uncertainty about the future. These changes in priesthood were a way of

life from ancient times (Livingston, 1992) left a profound effect.

The demands of office on the person within the Priesthood today

Priesthood is an objective ministry in the Church (Power, 1998) It 1s a call
to live the cross both ecclesial and personally. Election to the sacred
priesthood 1s the equivalent to being made a libation for the sacrifice and
service of faith (Power, 1998). The institutional aspects of the R.C. Church
are intended to enhance the order and function of priesthood, promoting

the mission of Christ. This 1s sometimes seen as an ever increasing demand
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on a diminishing number of clergy (Ryan, 1997). A priests’ availability
and compassion for his people, his readiness to share their lives,
ministering to them with empathy and skills are all vital elements of
ministry as Diocesan priests. While the biblical image of shepherds as
prophets caring for his flock, (John 10:10) anyone who dares to respond to
God’s call as a priest-prophet in the 21 century will inevitably meet with
contradiction and opposition (Ryan, 1997) . Such tasks are demanding and
can be overwhelming at times. Priests are expected to both govern their
people and labour in the spirit of humility, imitating Christ who came in
the form of a servant-king ‘not to be served but to serve’ (Phil 2: 7-9). In
turn celibacy and embracing poverty are still part of this readiness to
devote self to this sacred ministry. The absolute demands of this office
states Balthasar, (1981) weigh heavily on the person who is called.
Pastoral love therefore takes on the form of the cross. Sometimes, the

sheer size and complexity of it all seems to stifle the spirit of the priest and

our enthusiasm for spontaneity and creativity in ministry.

Such struggle may lead a priest to reflect on his own faith to the extent of
struggling with a faith crisis. This i1s a lonely struggle because what goes
on the depths of a man’s heart and soul 1s a place no other human being
can truly enter (Doherty, 1992). This personal crisis often emerges in the
life of a pastoral priest at midlife, when perhaps the earlier dreams and
enthusiasm no longer can sustain the fidelity and pastoral zeal that ministry
still asks. He may have discovered the truth about Christian priesthood
that it keeps the wounds of the heart open and this discovery may lead him
to want to resolve the pain of his existence without necessarily knowing
that it is only in a stance of waiting that the purpose of God 1s revealed
(Power, 1998). Many priests who suffer for, with and at the hands of the
Church because of their dedicated sacrifice for their people and their
exemplary representation of the Christian experiences and community
(Sipe, 1995). Ironically, the fraternity of priesthood does not offer the
support 1t purports to give. Many priests simply do not trust one another

and even 1f their personal integrity was not at risk, their corporate integrity

suffers as a consequence (Cozzens, 2000).
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Yet the most judicious commentators in the field of the care of clergy who
face issues of vocational, emotional life development crisis point to a
deeply felt sense of lack or lost of identity and self esteem at the root of
this contemporary phenomenon, (Power, 1998) Many spoke of the
loneliness and desire for intimacy that seemed incompatible with the
culture of celibacy (Cozzens 2000) Questioning what was missing in the
lives of priests who wished to leave active ministry , and, in others, while
not leaving, but who showed clear signs of unhappiness and rancour. It
was the experience of a union, the intimacy of a holy communion with a
few good friends; acknowledgement that by itself, without deep authentic
human friendship, this intimacy with God made experiential though
prayers, sacraments and devotional practices, left their spirits slightly out
of balance. Priesthood of the 21st century has undoubtedly placed an
increasing demand of a declining number of ageing clergy which leads to
questions on whether stress exists 1n the R.C priesthood. A closer
examination of the daily role of the priest in the 21* century needs further
clarification. The reality of the daily role of a Roman Catholic priest within

a hierarchical institution.

The role of the Catholic priest today has evolved into both a complex and
an ambiguous role while remaining quite distinct: To preach the Gospel of
God to all; To minister the Sacraments and the Eucharist. In practice the
role has changed dramatically with the central focus for ministry in the
parochial setting. Firstly, the traditional presbytery, once housing several
priests and a resident housekeeper, giving a semblance of 'home' and
providing advice and support has now been replaced with empty
presbyteries and one priest ministering alone to two or three other
parochial settings. Following the reduction in the number of priests has
led to increased workloads for existing priests who are predominately an

ageing population putting further strain on the health.

Secondly, the Catholic Church has received the impact of Information
Technology as a ‘mixed blessing. While expected to be 'on call' and

simultaneously out visiting people, priests are subject to criticism from
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others who expect him to be 'at home' when they call without
appointments, or are connected to an answering machine when they
telephone. This inter-role conflict has consistently been linked with
psychological strain (Frome, Russell, Cooper, et al, 1992). Thirdly, for
centuries priests have lived in a dual domestic work-home setting — now
part of the 21st culture of virtual office at home. Increasingly however, the
use of presbytery for meetings has created an open-house policy leaving

little opportunity for priests to separate a private life and public work

environment.

Additionally, the life as a curate has been cut short dramatically, now
attains parish priest status in less than 5 years and assuming he remains in
the priesthood. The reality of daily duties includes property maintenance
of church premises, all aspects of business, finance, grant aid and
management of human resources. This specialist work, for which priests
are neither experienced nor trained, is growing. In offering a sense of
independence, this autonomy is coupled with accountability, not only to
his diocesan bishop, but also to the authority and power of a 2000 year old
institution whose centre is in Rome and whose modus operandi may differ
from his own. Priests once had the freedom and welcome from honorary
families in a close knit community. Today, particularly through historic
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