
Pastor’s page: Priesthood ordinations and foreign-born priests 
     It’s Father’s Day 2018, and we greatly need new ‘spiritual’ fathers in the 
Catholic church! Can we solve or ameliorate the problem of fewer US 
Catholics feeling called to the priesthood, by importing priests from other 
countries? Not really! Globally, there are about the same number of priests in 
2018 as there were in 1970. But in those 35 years the total Catholic population has 
happily leaped from 654 million to its present 1.23 billion, or 17 percent of the 
world’s inhabitants! The priest to people ratio throughout the world is getting 
worse over the decades. Pulling priests from overseas weakens their local 
churches, while temporarily strengthening ours. 
      Historically, priests have been recruited or come as missionaries to our country 
(Ireland was a big source of exported priests in the past) in order to minister to 
immigrant parishes, and to alleviate the shortage of U.S. priests in parishes. Others 
have arrived to study for advanced degrees or to experience our culture, and offer 
us an insight into the Church as a world presence. Of the 37,500 U.S. priests 
currently in ministry (for 70 million Catholics), both diocesan and religious order 
priests, 20 percent are foreign born. 
      Our diocese of Rockville Centre has about 300 active (not retired) parish 
priests covering 133 parishes with 1.5 million registered Catholics (priests are 
assigned in addition to nursing homes, hospitals, and high schools). Nearly 100 
of those priests active in ministry are foreign-born (one third- 33 percent), and 
not incardinated, a canon (church) law term that means accepted by, and under 
the authority of the local Bishop. These100 priests are called ‘Externs’. Foreign-
born priests like Father Gus from India, and Father José from El Salvador, have to 
make major adjustments in order to assimilate into US society. The obstacles are 
formidable. Language, culture, seminary training, spirituality, relating to women in 
US society, and much more, need to be dealt with successfully. Father Gus has had 
20 years of experience. Fortunately for him, English was a language he learned 
very early in India. He became a member of our diocese (incardinated), and an 
American citizen, many years ago.  Father José never studied English until he 
arrived here four years ago. English remains a challenge as he attends Nassau 
Community College. He is not yet fluent. Even when priests gain fluency in 
English, their accent often remains a serious block to communication during 
Mass, homilies, in Confession, and in counseling. But we could not meet the 
need for priests on L.I without  
       Since the sex abuse scandal, the influx of international priests is carefully 
monitored. Extensive documentation of their fitness for ministry from their 
bishop or superior is required each time they come to our diocese.  This is true 
for me (and all priests) when I travel. I baptized a nephew and a niece last 



Thanksgiving. The Bishop of the diocese in Houston required a testimonial from 
my bishop that I was in good standing. Only the year before that, at my niece’s 
wedding, a letter of suitability had been required as well.  The Church is being very 
careful following the clergy sex abuse scandal. 
      Sometimes a visiting priest on summer vacation, sabbatical, or pursuing 
advanced studies, feels drawn to serve in our country and seeks to remain. His 
bishop must give permission, as must our own. The reasons for staying and seeking 
membership in a diocese (incardination) must be stated and accepted. The process 
of incardination requires two diocesan assignments completed successfully, (with 
positive evaluations by his pastors and lay people), and more than six years of 
priestly service, before incardination is considered. Bishops from other countries 
are very reluctant to release priests because the need is urgent throughout the 
world. 
       Fr. Jose Luis Tenas, an Extern, serving here for the past four years, will be 
seeking incardination in our diocese eventually. His bishop agreed to allow this 
possibility. Why? Because Fr. Jose’s parents and siblings are living here. This is 
generous and kind on the part of his bishop; because there is an even greater 
need for priests in El Salvador than there is in our diocese! 
 Peace, Father Bruce 


