
Pastor’s page: The Catholic Church - no stranger to Crisis 

When I studied the history of the Catholic Church in the seminary, I discovered that we are, and have 
been a church in crisis on a regular basis. Yes, the Church is the Body of Christ, and we are temples of 
the Holy Spirit. Christ is the cornerstone of the structure that is the church; the dwelling place for God 
in the Holy Spirit. Jesus Christ is the head of the church his body. 

 But we who are members of his body, unlike him, are fully human and sinful. Only Christ, and by 
extension his mother Mary, are perfect and sinless. The terrible strife of the Chalcedonian 
controversies, the 11th century division between Eastern and Western Christianity, the Crusades, 
immoral popes like the Borgia popes, the abuses that led to the Reformation, burnings at the stake, 
anti-Semitism, rejection of religious freedom, sexism, and more failures fill the pages of church 
history. 

 As the ancient church declared we are unblemished and blemished. Our history is a history of great 
saints and terrible sinners. Our foundational story, celebrated in the context of the great crisis of the 
Passover event for the Jewish people, was a last meal eaten in tension. Jesus of Nazareth knew what 
was awaiting him. He knew that his betrayer, Judas, was present. He knew that Peter would deny him 
and that all the apostles would flee for their lives. Sin and darkness would have their way for the 
moment in the crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ. But ultimately goodness and love and life would 
triumph over sin and darkness by the power of God in the resurrection of Jesus. We have that belief in 
the risen Christ, and the power of the Holy Spirit at work among us, that has sustained the church 
throughout its 2000 year history. 

In 2003, when the Suffolk County Grand Jury report was made public, we discovered in the church on 
Long Island, the weakness and sinfulness of the church. 23 priests were listed in the grand jury report. 
If the accusations were substantiated, the priests were removed from ministry. Since 2003, other 
priests have also been removed from ministry. The names of these men, their crimes and present 
whereabouts, was not made public by the church. Openness and full disclosure did not come forth 
from church leaders. This wound caused by child abusing priests, and a failure to be transparent and 
act decisively in removing them immediately, has been ripped open once more by the recent Grand 
Jury Report in the state of Pennsylvania. 

Since the revelation of clergy child abuse became known, church leaders have responded by zero-
tolerance for any priest predators. They have been removed from ministry and many from the 
priesthood itself. It is my opinion that a full accounting with names of all predator priests with 
substantiated charges, and their present location, should be published by the diocese. This needs to 
be done as soon as possible. Some strong actions have been taken. Dioceses like our own around the 
country, have put in place background checks, training for all in ministry and compensation programs 
for victims. Zero-tolerance has been in place since 2002. Only two priests named in the Pennsylvania 
grand jury report had abused a child in the last 15 years. But two children abused is two too many! 

Our diocese along with neighboring dioceses has established a Reconciliation Program for victims. This 
Reconciliation offers counseling, financial support, and closure for those who have been victimized by 
predator priests. Many have taken advantage of this healing opportunity. If you know someone who 
has been abused, or if you yourself are one of them, please come forward and receive healing from 



the church. The victims were not given top priority as our Holy Father stated in his recent letter to the 
People of God. 

It is important for devout Catholics to recognize that priests are burdened with the same humanity 
that we all share. We are all neurotic human beings. Some priests, like many in the general 
population, have mental illnesses that lead them to addiction (drug, substances, sex) and destructive 
behavior toward themselves and others. It was only in the late 60s of the last century that in-depth 
psychological testing was used in evaluating men who presented themselves as candidates for 
theology. Before that time no mental health exams were administered to those seeking ordination. I 
was administered a battery of psychiatric tests (MMPI and Rorschach and more) in 1969 and I was 
interviewed by a psychiatrist who interpreted the results of the test with me and other applicants. 
Only after the testing revealed that I was a good candidate for ordination, was I admitted to the 
seminary. The testing is not infallible. Sometimes, in the case of candidates who were borderline in 
the results, they were admitted because of other positive qualities. In other words, psychological 
testing was not the only criterion for acceptance into the seminary. Academic abilities, evaluation by 
the faculty, and the appearance of being happy, healthy and holy were included in the process. 
Seminarians who are in studies, are evaluated regularly and encouraged to continue toward the 
priesthood or asked to resign the seminary. Still, some men played the game in my time, and 
managed to be ordained. Some of my classmates have been removed from the priesthood for the 
sexual abuse of children. 

Ordination is not magic. The old axiom is still true, “Grace builds on nature.” When grave pathologies 
are discovered in preparation or after ordination, it is critically important that the priest with 
pathology receive assistance from mental health professionals, and in the case when pathology 
cannot be treated, dismissal from the priesthood and laicization. Bishops who do not practice zero-
tolerance for predator priests, need to be accountable to the church for their failure. Covering up and 
reassigning of priests’ victimization of children cannot be tolerated ever. Hopefully, policies and 
procedures are in place that will prevent this from happening. As you know, anyone discovering that a 
child has been sexually abused is to report the case to the police immediately. 

These days my heart breaks for the church, as I know yours does. I think that it would be helpful for us 
to have a diocesan meeting, or a group of meetings around the diocese, or a Synod - to bring healing 
and new life to our battered and deeply wounded church. Maybe you can think and pray about 
writing a letter to our Bishop, John Barres, requesting such a healing event.  

Peace, Father Bruce 


