
Pastor’s page- “The greatest among you is the one who serves the rest.” 

     When Ken Untener was named the Bishop of the diocese of Saginaw, Michigan in 1980, he began 
his installation mass in this way: “My name is Ken, I will be your waiter.” Untener was aware of the 
gospel’s call for ‘servant leadership’ by those ordained. “The greatest among you is the one who 
serves the rest” - were the words of Jesus to his disciples when they were fighting among themselves 
about who was the greatest. The disciples got it wrong at first, but they learned from the Master. 

      Pope Francis, who evidences servant leadership, and treasures the pope’s ancient title “servant of 
the servants of God”, has made clear that he intends to advance the documents of the Second Vatican 
Council on the nature of the church and the role of the hierarchy. At the heart of those documents is 
an understanding of the church as the “people of God”. In other words the church is made up of clergy 
and laity, but it is the entire body of Christ that is the mystery of the Catholic Church. One member of 
the church is not holier or better than another simply by virtue of office or responsibility; ordained or 
lay. 

      Pope Francis has emphasized the Vatican Council teaching that all the baptized make up the 
church. He has gone after clerics who make themselves more important than the members of the 
body of Christ. Three years ago he used the startling image of the church as an inverted, or ‘upside 
down pyramid’ with Pope and bishops and clergy at the bottom of the pyramid in service of the entire 
church. He was immediately attacked by right wing Catholics who wanted to return the church to an 
understanding of the ordained that existed before the Second Vatican Council. 

      Clericalism has been an historical temptation for the ordained because the cleric is acting in the 
person of Christ. Because of this, doing holy things, namely celebrating the sacraments of our church - 
he may be tempted to think of himself as superior to other Christians. Similarly, laypeople may get 
drawn into the fantasy, and have the temptation to elevate and “idolize” the clergyman. They may fail 
to recognize that we are all the same through the great sacrament of baptism. “There is neither male 
nor female, slave or free, Jew or Greek, all are one in Christ Jesus.” Called from within the church by 
the grace of God, the ordained are celebrating in the name of Christ and the church when celebrating 
the Eucharist, and the other sacraments. Lay and ordained have different roles and responsibilities in 
building up the body of Christ. But “All are one in Christ Jesus.” We are equal before God. 

      With power goes responsibility, and the development of a spirituality by all of us of humble, self -
emptying and sacrificial service. There is only one true Priest; Jesus Christ. The followers of Jesus, the 
disciples, were culturally trained, as we are in the 21st century, to seek honor and status. The message 
of Jesus is consistently a countercultural one: “The greatest among you is the one who serves the 
rest.” The mother of James and John wanted her sons to be seated at the right and left of Jesus. It is 
likely that she believed as did the rest of the disciples, that Jesus would become the new king of Israel 
and ruler of the world. Jesus corrected her and her sons: “Can you drink the cup that I shall drink?”  

      We celebrate a crucified Messiah; a worldly failure. Ambition is not part of his agenda. He had no 
career except to reveal the love of his Father for human beings, to the point of shedding his blood on 
the cross. The true meaning of greatness is found in his broken and wounded body. After I was 
ordained in 1973, the parish priest of my home parish of Saint Dominic, Father Fred Harrer, who knew 
me since I was a boy, knelt before me for my first blessing. Before he did, he looked me in the eyes 
and said, “Don’t let it go to your head.” I never forgot his words. 



      The clerical abuse scandal reveals a sinful church in which some bishops were more concerned 
with the church’s reputation and protecting clergy, than with the vulnerable children entrusted to 
their care as shepherds. Bishops who failed to respond, or moved clerical abusers to other 
assignments to continue their abuse, must be removed from their ministry immediately. Until this is 
done, are bishops will not regain their credibility as servant leaders. 

As I mentioned in a previous pastor’s page, I think that every bishop in the United States must publish 
the names of all accused priests with charges that were substantiated, before this year concludes. 
Their present whereabouts must also be reported. This will help restore the bishops’ credibility 
through their openness and transparency. Victims will find healing through this public exposure of 
their attackers. If more legal action results, so be it. 

      A time of great purgation is now upon us. The role of the ordained as servants of the community, 
and not above the community, is being brought to the fore. Clericalism, careerism, ambition and 
honor and status, are grave dangers for the ordained in the church. Pope Francis has been relentless 
in attacking them. He has been proclaiming a countercultural church; the new church of the Second 
Vatican Council. He has been proclaiming a church led by the Holy Spirit and purified by the raging fire 
of God’s love.  

      Part of that re-creation process is the development of new structures - conferences and synods 
that include lay and ordained, women and married people- the entire people of God, in the decision-
making process previously made only by bishops. Without this openness and necessary changes in 
governance, I’m afraid that the church will repeat its grave errors. 

Peace, Father Bruce 


