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The mass media is again shining light into the dark shadows of the Church.  The recent 
spate of publicity regarding sexual misconduct by priests in the United States has 
revealed a staggering tragedy.  Violated by ministers of grace and inflicted with deep 
psychological and emotional wounds, the victims of this tragedy may also suffer the 
spiritual despair of being alienated from the healing reality of God’s love and mercy 
available from the Church and its sacraments.  For these victims, the whole Church, 
especially priests, must cry out on their behalf in prayer as well as provide what little else 
our resources can offer.   We must also beg for their forgiveness without any expectation 
that it will be offered to us in return. 
  
We must find ways to offer healing to the disordered thoughts and behavior of the 
perpetrators of this tragedy.  We are obligated to protect these men from causing further 
harm to others and to themselves.  Regardless of the distance we may want to place 
between them and ourselves, we cannot find healing for them or for ourselves unless we 
know that they belong to us. 
  
The insidious power of this tragedy is also found in the inevitable erosion of trust in all 
who have dared to believe that priests are mediators of God’s love, compassion, and care.  
Even for those who express the belief that the actions of a few should not implicate the 
many, doubt enters the process of choosing how they will trust themselves and their 
children to the care of priests.  For priests to expect this level of response from the 
faithful of the Church is asking a great deal.  In light of the tragedy we face, it is more 
reasonable for those of us who are priests to expect to hear themselves called or thought 
of as perverts, pedophiles, and predators. 
  
Even so, priests are not victims of this tragedy.  It would be abhorrent to elicit sympathy 
or understanding for our plight as though we share the pain of those truly wronged and 
damaged.  Yet, we have been rendered vulnerable by the exposure of our hidden corners.  
We should feel shaken and scared by the implications of these revelations.  The unsettled 
specter of our own shame arising from our personal sins, weaknesses, secrets, and flaws 
has been stirred into vigilant wakefulness.  Understandably fearful and angry at being 
joined against our will with the truly guilty, we are nonetheless helpless to prevent a 
collective condemnation.  We may even experience doubts of our own about the ability 
of our Church to mediate through us the healing and love of God.  But victims of this 
tragedy we are not. 
  
Victims are those who have been robbed of something that rightly belongs to them.   We 
are not victims because this tragedy has the potential to help us find in those dark corners 
something that actually belongs to us.  This does not simply mean that we are challenged 
to put our moral houses in order.  Yes, we are being called to greater personal 
responsibility and virtue in our lives.  We are being invited to be more frank and honest 



in the acknowledgment of our sinfulness.  Clearly, we would do well to take advantage of 
this opportunity to ask forgiveness from those we have harmed.  All of that would be 
good for us and a rich source of renewal for the Church.  But we also have the chance to 
discover in the dark corners what it means to be priests when we find ourselves treated as 
social deviants, as strange and alien creatures who both repel and fascinate others because 
of how we are different.  We may enjoy being fascinating.  We find meaning in our 
unique lifestyle when we sense that it mediates a sense of transcendence into the 
mundane world.  But we now know that our set-apartness also evokes revulsion and fear 
in others. 
  
Carl Jung considered priesthood to be a universal archetype of human experience that is 
necessary in every time, place, society, and culture.  The essential purpose of the priest 
archetype is to mediate between the mundane and the transcendent, the practical and the 
mysterious, the controllable and the uncontrollable.  In order to carry out this mediating 
function, a priest must have a foot in both places and be part of both realms without ever 
being completely at home in either.  Our communities need us to be set-apart and are 
deprived when we cease to be different from them as well as when we cease to be one of 
them.  Whether or not we are theologically or ontologically changed and different as a 
result of being priests, we are inevitably sociologically and psychologically set apart from 
the rest of our communities.  Even if the current symbol of our set apartness, mandatory 
celibacy, ceased to be required of us, there would be something else that would set us 
apart to activate the mediating role needed and demanded of us by our communities.  As 
much as we would like to remain with the publican at the back of the temple pleading for 
mercy for ourselves, as priests we must go to front, Pharisee-like, and address God 
directly on behalf of our communities.  Our service, our gift to our communities can 
really only be offered from a place apart. 
  
Granted, so much good has come from efforts in the past four decades to correct the idea 
that the set-apartness of the priesthood renders us better than others, holier, closer to God, 
wiser, more powerful, and with freer access to the truth than everyone else.  Our attention 
has been rightly called to the reality that our office does not entitle us to more respect, 
dignity, or reward in this life or the next than anyone else.  While some of us may be 
grieving the loss of that pedestal, many of us have celebrated the freedom to be one of the 
many joined in the common dance of humanity. We bristle and express discomfort with 
theological notions suggesting that ordination renders us “ontologically changed” and 
imprints an “indelible mark on our souls.”  We rejoice in the opportunities we have to cry 
out with St. Augustine to our communities “with you, I am a Christian.”  Yet even though 
we know ourselves to be no better, no wiser, no holier, and no more entitled that anyone 
else, when we cease to be set-apart, we cease to be priests. 
  
We now find ourselves set-apart from the rest of humanity in a completely unpleasant 
and uncomfortable way.  Instead of respect, we are viewed with suspicion.  Instead of 
being held up as models of virtue, we are thought to be criminals.  Instead of being 
revered and venerated because of the sacrifice of celibacy, it is assumed that we are not 
only unchaste but also dangerously prurient.  How can we possibly mediate between God 
and God’s people from such a state? 



I would love to end this reflection quoting from the Letter to the Hebrews,  “In the days 
when he was in the flesh, he offered prayers and supplications with loud cries and tears to 
the one who was able to save him from death, and was heard because of his reverence”  
(Hebrews 5: 7), and suggest that priesthood in this state more accurately resembles the 
priesthood of Jesus. However, I am afraid that such a suggestion might sound like an 
attempt to glorify our discomfort while real victims writhe in pain.  After all, when 
priests become heroes, we cease to be priests.  When priests become victims, we cease to 
be priests.  When we expect ourselves only to represent God and God’s goodness and 
love to the world, we are activating only a part of priesthood.   
  
Priests are more fully priests when we also know that we mediate the reality of God’s 
people to God.  To do that well requires that we accept and then offer to God what we 
experience when the light is shining into the dark corners.   It requires that we know what 
it is like to stand before God as a dangerous outcast and a frightening deviant.  To be a 
priest is to be set apart whether we like it or not. 


