
Pastor's page: The Graying of the Catholic Priesthood, a recent study 

“The harvest is rich, but laborers are few.” (Matt. 9:37)  

      Since 1965, 52 years ago, when the bishops of the second Vatican Council concluded 
their three years of collaboration, the Holy Spirit has been working powerfully in the life of 
the church around the world. There has been a rich explosion of lay involvement in the life 
of dioceses globally. Ministries have flourished in every dimension of parish life: in service 
to the poor and needy, in consolation to the grieving and the dying, in teaching the faith to 
young people, in serving at the altar in multiple lay ministries, and much more. In addition, 
many thousands of married laymen have been accepted into the diaconate formation 
program and been ordained.  

      Along with the proliferation of lay ministries, ordinations to the ordained priesthood 
have been declining steadily. In 1973, I was ordained with 12 other men. All of us were 
born and raised in the United States. This past June, (and past years show similar or fewer 
numbers), five men were ordained to the priesthood for the diocese of Rockville Centre, 
including Christopher Sullivan who had served here as a transitional deacon for a number 
of months early this year. 

      A few years ago, in 2012, a team of researchers from CARA (Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate) wrote a book entitled, Same Call, Different Men: the Evolution 
of the Priesthood since Vatican II. This study is an exploration of the history and direction 
of the Catholic priesthood in the United States over the past 40 years. It tells us a great deal 
about the state of the church in the US following the Vatican Council.  

      2400 diocesan priests and 800 religious priests were used as a sample group in 2009. 
30% completed the survey. The book describes the challenges in priestly life and ministry, 
collaborating with laypeople and parishes, the multicultural reality of priestly ministry in 
most parts of the country today, and the sources of priestly satisfaction and fulfillment. 
Two chapters are dedicated to the sexual abuse crisis and its effect on priests in our 
country. The last chapter looks to the future. 

      When I was ordained in 1973 there were about 58,000 total priests in the United States. 
The average age was 35, and less than 10% were over the age of 65. Today there are 
approximately 41,000 priests (a drop of 17,000 priests since 1973), with an average age of 
63, (an increase of 28 years over 1973) and more than 40% are over the age of 65! I will be 
70 in November 2017. I am closing in on retirement, and there are few to replace me or my 
classmates. 

      When I was ordained, only 3% of priests were retired and 97% were in active ministry. 
In 2009, (eight years ago, and things are worse now), 78% of priests were in active 
ministry, 7% were semi retired and 15% fully retired. 



      The number of seminarians began to decline in the 1970s and 1980s, but has stabilized 
over the last 25 years. Meanwhile, the Catholic population in the United States has 
increased to nearly 80 million! 25 million of that number are Hispanic Catholics. 
Ordinations have not kept up with growth in the Catholic population. There are about 
3500 seminarians enrolled in theology each year. However, ordinations are only about a 
third of the number needed to compensate for retiring priests, dying priests, or priests 
leaving active ministry due to physical or mental disability.  

      In many dioceses, priests are taking on the responsibility of more than one parish. Two 
close priest friends in the Brooklyn diocese are pastoring multiple parishes due to fewer 
priests available. Bishops in this country are actively searching for priests from outside the 
United States to assist. Meanwhile, bishops around the world are resisting this because they 
do not have enough priests to keep up with the growing Catholic population in their own 
countries. There were 650 million Catholics in the world when I was ordained, and there 
are 1.2 billion today. Catholic numbers have nearly doubled! The discipline of celibacy has 
been in place since the early Middle Ages for the Western or Latin church. Marriage has 
always been an option for priests in the Byzantine, or Eastern rite Catholic church (over 
200 million Catholics). The requirement of a celibate priesthood can be changed by the 
Holy Father with a stroke of his pen. It is not a doctrine but a discipline. 

      Today, more than 25% of seminarians in the United States are foreign-born, and 30% 
of newly ordained priests are from other countries. My educated guess is that of the 300 or 
so priests in our diocese still in active ministry, one third are from a foreign country. Many 
of them are struggling with language and cultural challenges to adjust to US society. 

      The CARA study makes clear that in spite of the decline in numbers in the priesthood, 
and repercussions from the sex abuse scandal, priests are still satisfied and fulfilled in their 
ministry as priests. The happiness that priests have, and that I share, comes from the joy in 
administering the sacraments and presiding at the liturgy. 94% join me in saying that this 
is of great importance as a source of their satisfaction. Closely following this high 
percentage is the fulfillment that comes from preaching the Word of God with 83% 
agreeing with my feeling that this as of great importance in their personal fulfillment. 
Being part of a community of Christians who are collaborating with them in sharing the 
good news of the gospel, and being a part of their lives, closely follows this percentage at 
73% and 71% respectively.  

      Celebrating mass and the sacraments, preaching, and sharing the work of the gospel 
with you are my greatest joys as a priest. Your involvement with me as a lay or ordained 
minister, continues the saving work of Christ until He returns! 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 


