
 
Pastor’s Page – Priesthood Ordinations 
     45 years ago, on May 26, 1973, I was ordained a priest at St. Agnes Cathedral, 
Rockville Centre with twelve other young men, twenty-five or twenty-six years 
old, and all born in this country. For that time our ordination class was typical in 
size and history. Only one new priest had completed seminary studies outside 
Immaculate Conception, Lloyd Harbor. The rest of us in fact were also graduates 
of the newly opened Cathedral College in Douglaston, Queens. We were all native 
to Long Island.  
     The Vatican Council had ended only eight years before and its enormous 
impact, a seismic shift in our church’s self-understanding, had been felt in all 
aspects of our faith life as Catholics. The 1960’s, my high school and college 
years, also experienced significant changes in the understanding of sexuality, racial 
equality, women’s rights and equality, and war and peace. 
     Within ten years of ordination three of my classmates had left the priesthood to 
marry. Eight of us remain in active ministry in 2018, aged seventy and older. 
     While we were completing our training, priests were exiting the priesthood in 
an unprecedented drain of talent and energy. There were 58,632 diocesan and 
religious order priests in 1965 and 15,000 fewer priests in 2004. A total of 37,000 
priests are active and retired in 2015. Meanwhile the U.S. Catholic population 
grew from 45.6 million in 1965 to 72 million in 2017; an increase of 27 million 
people! 
     The priest to people ratio has jumped with fewer priests and many more 
Catholics. In our diocese we have 337 priests in active ministry serving 1.5 million 
L.I Catholics in two counties. 205 of those priests are incardinated; a Canon law 
term that means under the jurisdiction of a local Bishop. 107 priests are active in 
priesthood but are on loan from another diocese for a few years. In the United 
States, ordinations to the priesthood have remained low in comparison with 
previous decades with a national total of 590 in 2017 compared with 771 ordained 
in 1975.  In our diocese, we have approximately 1 priest for every 5000 Catholics. 
     Ordination classes currently averaging three or four men will not keep pace 
with retirements, and priests becoming inactive due to illness. Additionally, scores 
of priests in our diocese, and many thousands more around the country, were 
laicized due to the clergy sex abuse scandal.      
      Worldwide, there were 419,728 priests in 1970. In 2012, there were a total of 
414,313 priests - a decrease of five thousand. However, the Catholic population 
since 1970 has nearly doubled from 654 million in 1970 to 1.22 billion Catholics in 
2012! Since the 1970s, we have been in a crisis mode regarding ordinations to the 
priesthood, and the Catholic population. Sociological studies (Schoenherr, Hoge, 



D’Antonio, et al) have indicated that only systemic change can make the 
difference. “One can conclude that Catholics and the Church face a crisis insofar 
as the shortage of priests - and the attendant decline in the availability of the Mass 
and the consecration of the Eucharist - presents a systemic institutional 
impediment to maintaining the loyalty of Catholics to the church. The Eucharist is 
at the core of Catholicism and central to the church’s theological, institutional, 
and communal identity. Without it, it is hard to imagine Catholicism.” (American 
Catholics in Transition, Wm.V. D’ Antonio)   
      Apart from institutional change in the requirements for priesthood, what can 
we do as a Church? 1 – Continue to pray; 2 – continue to personally and 
collectively invite young people to consider priesthood; 3 - ??? 
         
        
Peace, Father Bruce 


