Real Reasons Behind the US Catholic Priest Shortage

A number of US Catholic archdioceses and dioceses have announced the closure or
consolidation of many of their parishes owing to a shortage of priests whose median age is 70.
The shortage is reflected in the fact that five of the 34 archdioceses (including New York and
Detroit) will ordain no new priests in 2022, and 11 of the 34 will only ordain one or two priests.

When the Archdiocese of Detroit vocations director, Father Craig Giera, was asked why there
are so few men being ordained, he responded, “I don't know, statistically, why this [shortage] is
happening...” Giera never returned a call when he was asked to comment about allegations
from an abuse victim that his predecessor, Father Jim Bilot, “used to screen seminary
applicants to see if they would be suitable for sex with some other Detroit clergy” (Voris).

Although Father Giera had a hard time explaining the causes behind the growing priest
shortage, he and other vocations directors may wish to consider the following reasons:

Lower fertility rates

The first cause for the priest shortage is the decline in the Catholic fertility rate. While
fertility rates have decreased in the United States and Europe, they are much higher in
developing nations. In light of this development, it is no wonder that African countries
like Nigeria with high fertility rates are exporting seminarians and priests to Europe,
the United States and other countries with much lower birth rates.

With U.S. women giving birth to 1.779 (2020) children in a lifetime, parents are far less
inclined today to encourage a son to become a priest and perhaps lose the possibility of
ever becoming grandparents. However, in countries like the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, where women average 5.96 births in a lifetime, one could expect parents to be
more supportive of a son or daughter who expresses interest in becoming a priest or a
nun.

In European countries like Poland, with a fertility rate of currently 1.458 (2022), its
current population of approximately 38 million is expected to decline to approximately
32 million by 2050. In contrast, with a birth rate of 5.2, Nigeria’s population of over 206.1
million (2020) is expected to grow to over 411 million by 2050. If one were investing in
vocations and had insider information on fertility rates, one would be inclined to invest
more in countries like Nigeria than in areas like Europe and the United States.

Economic development

A second cause for the priest shortage involves economics. Vocation rates are
generally inversely proportional to economic development that also has a natural affect
upon reducing population growth. Economic development allows for a broader variety of
vocational choices. Numerous job opportunities in developed nations afford Catholic
young men job options denied to those in developing countries. Developing countries
with fewer vocational opportunities make the priesthood attractive when one considers
the limited alternatives.

As Catholics become more financially prosperous, vocational opportunities and choices
that were previously beyond the reach of working-class Catholic families are now more
available. Hence, it follows that the number of seminarians are decreasing in countries
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like Poland that are experiencing economic growth. The number of young men entering
Polish seminaries over the past ten years has fallen by 40 percent (Mazurczak).

For many years the percentage of Catholics in the military was disproportionately high,
particularly in the U.S. Marine Corps. However, the percentage of Catholics in the U.S.
military has declined in recent years as Catholics in society are enjoying more
economic, social and professional success. As Catholic families in the United
States become more affluent and other vocational opportunities become available,
interest both in the military and in the priesthood may continue to decline.

Decline in participation at Mass

A third cause for the decrease in seminarians and priests is the decline in Mass
attendance that has occurred over the past three decades. In the immediate aftermath
of the Second World War, nearly 75 percent of U.S. Catholics attended Mass each
week. By the mid-1950s, attendance dropped to its 1939 pre-war level of approximately
65 percent. In the period surrounding Vatican Il (1962-65), attendance began to decline
not only in the United States, but to greater or lesser degrees in other countries.

The percentage of Catholics attending Mass today is considerably lower than it was in
the late ‘50s and ‘60s when the number of ordinations to the priesthood was higher than
at any other period in the history of the United States. While a Gallup Survey estimated
U.S. Catholic Sunday Mass attendance at 48 percent in 1970, a CARA “Catholic
Populations for 2022” ” report revealed that only 24 percent of U.S. Catholics said they
attended Mass once a week or more. The report further showed that while 112,832,144
people said they were Catholic at one point in their life, only 73,224,000 now self-
identify as Catholic. That 39,608,144 decrease represents a 35.1% loss making almost
40 million former Catholics the second largest religious group in the United States —
almost three times larger than the largest U.S. Protestant denomination — the Southern
Baptist Convention whose membership in 2021 was recorded at 13,680,493 (Banks).

In light of the number of Catholic families who have suffered the pain of divorce over the
past decades, a number of young people are growing up in homes where they do not
worship with their fathers and mothers in church on Sunday mornings. The less young
people attend Mass and have contact with priests, the lower the probability is they will
think about the possibility of becoming priests and celebrating the Eucharist themselves.

Lack of parental support

A fourth cause to consider is the lack of support on the part of parents. In the United
States, 83 percent of seminarians received encouragement from their families in 1966
to pursue a vocation to the priesthood. When U.S. Catholic parents were surveyed
almost 40 years later in 2000 to determine if they would encourage their children to
become a priest or nun, 25 percent said they would support such a decision; 48 percent
responded they would not offer encouragement; 19 percent were strongly opposed; and
only 8 percent were strongly supportive (Tompkins).

In November of 2000, Brooklyn Bishop Thomas Daily wrote a pastoral letter promoting
vocations (Rodimer) that prompted New York Times reporter, Laurie Goldstein, to write
a feature story entitled, “No _Longer Eager to Say, ‘My Son, the Priest’.” Goodstein’s
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article began, “In generations past, when Roman Catholic families were large and
devout, behind almost every Catholic priest was a Catholic mother who had encouraged
one of her children to commit his life to a career in the service of God.” The article
referenced surveys and provided quotes from interviews undertaken by Goldstein
showing that many devout Catholic parents no longer encourage their children to
consider vocations to the priesthood or religious life (Goldstein).

Parents of a son who informs them that he is a homosexual are far more inclined to
support his interest in becoming a priest than parents of a heterosexually oriented son.

Lack of priest encouragement

A fifth cause for the priest shortage, one that is often not mentioned, is the lack of
encouragement from priests themselves. Twenty-five years ago, a newly ordained priest
in many dioceses served for a number of years as an associate pastor. Later he served
alone at smaller parishes only to return to pastor a larger church aided generally by one
or more associates. If he stayed on until he reached the mandatory retirement age of
75, it was because he could count on his associates to carry the bulk of the
workload. Today, most priests do not have parochial vicars to help them when they are
older. More frequently today they find themselves “home alone” pastoring large
congregations or even multiple parishes (Gomulka, Home Alone). It is no wonder then
that more and more priests are seeking to retire in their 60s rather than dropping dead
before they reach mandatory retirement ages of 70 or 75. Given the problems of stress,
loneliness and physical exhaustion that priests face today, it is not surprising that some
priests are hesitant to encourage young men to enter the priesthood.

While some older heterosexually oriented priests may be less inclined to foster
vocations to the priesthood if they lament never having married and had children,
closeted homosexual priests often enjoy the company of other homosexual priests and
are more inclined to encourage other gay men to become priests especially if they find
themselves physically and/or emotionally attracted to them.

Earlier sexual awareness

A sixth factor to consider that is contributing to a decrease in priestly vocations is the
lower age at which people begin to engage in sexual activity. The vast majority of
priests, who were ordained during the ‘50s, ‘60s and early ‘70s, when the ordination
classes were much larger than they are today, entered seminaries without sexual
experience. A number of them entered high school seminaries, while many began their
seminary formation in college. The Church recognized that recruiting for the celibate
priesthood was an easier task if the young men did not fully realize what they were
forgoing not only sexually, but also in terms of companionship and the joys of
fatherhood.

The proportion of young people who are sexually experienced has increased steadily
since the 1960s. The median age of first premarital sex in 1963 was 20 compared to
15.6 in 2018. Not surprisingly, as more young Catholic men have become sexually
active at an earlier age, the number of them who are willing to live without the sexual
intimacy involved in married life has decreased. With the advent of the Internet, despite
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parental controls, young people are learning more about sex at an earlier age even if
they are not engaging in it.

The combination of earlier sexual awareness coupled with a more positive interpretation
of God'’s gift of sexuality in marriage is only one of many factors that have resulted in a
decrease in the number of young men willing to commit themselves to a celibate
priesthood. Unlike St. Augustine who had a negative view of sexuality owing to his
promiscuous behavior prior or his conversion (James), young people today view sexual
intimacy as normal and wholesome while the benefits of celibacy are rarely if ever
extolled in American culture.

Increase in homosexual seminarians, priests, and bishops

One of the most controversial causes for the priest shortage is the growing percentage
of homosexuals in seminaries, the presbyterate, and the episcopacy. A 2012
psychological study of “actively ministering or retired priests” in the U.S. revealed that
only 26.9% of the priests identified themselves as heterosexuals; 67.3% self-identified
as gay/homosexual; and 5.8% reported that they were bisexual (Kappler). This study,
viewed in relation to previous studies, shows how the percentage of gay clergy has
risen considerably over the past decades.

Such estimates are supported by statements that surface from time to time in defense
of the ordination of homosexual candidates. In a letter to the editor of The Catholic
Messenger of the Davenport Diocese, a Redemptorist Brother wrote, “At the end of one
recent year everyone approved for vows was gay” (The Wrong Issue). Whatever the
number, the percentage of gay seminarians, priests, and bishops is much higher than
Church leaders would like to admit.

Even though Pope Francis declared that individuals with “deep seated tendencies” or
who practice "homosexual acts” should not be ordained, studies show that more than
half the bishops and priests in the United States have a homosexual orientation which
has impacted the recruitment and retention of heterosexual seminarians and priests
who do not want to be identified as belonging to a predominantly homosexual group
(Harris).

Bishops, particularly those with a homosexual orientation, need to examine the impact
their recruitment of homosexual candidates has had on the recruitment and retention of
heterosexual seminarians and priests. How many heterosexual seminarians were either
coerced into leaving the seminary or abandoned their interest in the priesthood because
of the presence of significant numbers of gays in seminaries and among the local
clergy? While most of the thousands of priests who have left the priesthood did so to
marry, will more choose this path if the percentage of heterosexually oriented clergy
continues to decrease?

Sexual Abuse Crisis

The sexual abuse crisis, particularly in the United States, Ireland, and Germany, has not
only had a negative impact on Sunday Mass attendance, but it has also seriously
damaged the image of priests. When a young man or woman appears in public wearing
a Marine Corps dress blue uniform, he or she often does so with a great sense of
personal pride. Unfortunately, the abuse perpetrated by more than 10 percent of priests
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and covered up by many bishops has robbed priests today of any pride they might have
in wearing their roman collars in public and being identified as Catholic priests.

Orthodox Churches and Catholic Eastern Rite Eparchies that allow their priests to marry
have not been plagued with sex abuse lawsuits, over 80 percent of which have involved
the homosexual predation of young men and post-pubescent boys. Interestingly,
because Eastern Rite Catholic bishops in the United States until recently were forced to
require celibacy of their clergy in keeping with the papal decrees Ea Semper (1907) and
Cum Data Fuerit (1929), they have had to deal with the same incidence of sex abuse as
their Roman Catholic counterparts unlike Eastern Rite Eparchies in countries that did
not prohibit Eastern Rite priests from marrying (leraci).

The strict protocols put into place in Dallas by the U.S. Bishops in 2002 provide
protection for children from predator priests, but they also have had unintentional
consequences for healthy priests and children. Prior to the sex abuse crisis, a young,
healthy priest whose college classmates were marrying and having children could take
kids from his parish out to a local eatery or on camping trips without lay supervision.
The priest found fulfillment in loving and mentoring the kids as if they were his own
children, while the young people sometimes shared concerns that they might have been
hesitant to share with their own parents. There were also kids on those outings from
broken homes who may not have had a dad to talk with about girls, sex, alcohol, drugs,
or any number of issues. Today, with a lay parishioner always present in the mix, kids
can’t speak confidentially with a priest like they could in the past. Hence, both priests
and young people are deprived of interacting experiences which might help them both
to meet their basic human need to love and be loved. If a young priest cannot
experience love in a healthy interactive manner with young people in his parish, might
he be moved to leave the priesthood and marry to have children of his own?

Ecclesiastically mandated celibacy
One of the most discussed causes for the priest shortage is the obligation of celibacy, a

sacrifice not mandated by Christ or deemed absolutely necessary by most laity and
clergy (The New Pope’s).

The late Dean Hoge of the Life Cycle Institute of The Catholic University of America
conducted an extensive study in which he concluded there would be a fourfold increase
in seminary applications if celibacy were no longer required (Experts). While celibacy is
only one of a number of causes for the current decline in seminarians and priests, it has
always been the major reason that there are more than four times as many Protestant
ministers as there are Catholic priests caring for equal numbers of faithful.

The increase in applicants for the priesthood projected by Hoge could be greater or less
depending upon the family income that married priests would be offered. Just as the
number of military recruits declines when the economy is strong, so too have the
numbers of married Protestant clergy declined when other more lucrative careers
became available to compete with pastoring a church in which the pay is often modest
and the hours are long.

Celibacy is a major reason that priests give for leaving the priesthood. Most Catholics
personally know some very dedicated and inspiring priests who have left active ministry
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to marry. Given the fact that priestly celibacy is a church discipline that Jesus himself
did not require, some people would like to see married priests offered the opportunity to
return to active ministry. Approximately 72.4 percent of Catholics say the church should
allow priests to get married (St. Leo University), while 59 percent believe women should
be permitted to be ordained priests (Expectations).

Just as Church leaders hid the large numbers of gay priests who were dying of AIDS
(Thomas), so too do they intentionally fail to inform the laity that at any one time no
more than 45% to 50% of priests practice celibacy. When Cardinal Jose Sanchez, then
Prefect of the Congregation for the Clergy responsible for overseeing matters regarding
priests and deacons, was asked about the high celibacy failure rate, he said, “I have no
reason to doubt the accuracy of those figures” (Dreher).

Some Church observes find that celibacy is a joke when they hear about the amount of
gay sex that is being reported in seminaries, dioceses, and orders (Vortex). Instead of
disciplining homosexual priests who are reported for harassing, drugging, and raping
both heterosexually and homosexually oriented seminarians and young priests, their
crimes are often covered up while the victims are often dismissed or suspended as
happened in the case of Father Ryszard Biernat of the Buffalo Diocese (Tokasz), Karl
Discher of the Baltimore Archdiocese (Discher), and countless others.

When a gay priest today violates celibacy by harassing or abusing a seminarian or
young priest; or by engaging in consensual sex with his bishop, superior, fellow priest,
seminarian, or lay person (Skojec); if his behavior is not successfully covered up and he
is exposed and removed from ministry, he will often be reinstated because most of his
fellow priests — and often his bishop or religious superior — are also sexually active
despite professing to lead celibate lives (Petiprin).

When the church ran out of nuns to staff its parochial schools in the United States, it
had the choice of closing the schools or hiring qualified lay teachers. Likewise, the
church must decide to either close more and more of its parishes or staff them with
qualified alternatives to celibate men — most of whom do not even practice celibacy
today. As priestless parishes multiply and lay-led worship services replace the
celebration of Mass, such a response to the priest shortage is compromising the
Church’s Eucharistic character. In light of the current “graying and gaying” of the
priesthood owing in part to heterosexually oriented priests being required to forgo
having a wife and children while gay priests engage in orgies (Mahoney) and are even
being buried together (Gomulka, Homosexual Mafia), one should expect a continued
decline in Catholic clergy, particularly heterosexually oriented bishops, priests, and
seminarians.

Gene Thomas Gomulka is a sexual abuse victims’ advocate, investigative reporter and screenwriter. A
former Navy (0O6) Captain/Chaplain, seminary instructor and diocesan respect life director, Gomulka
was ordained a priest for the Altoona-Johnstown diocese and later made a Prelate of Honor (Monsignor)
by Pope St. John Paul II.
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