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In his book, The Holy Longing, Father Ron Rolheiser, OMI points out that praying in the 
biblical sense means to dwell in the tension created by life’s difficulties, uncertainties and 
mysteries without making any effort to ease the discomfort of that tension1.  In this way, 
he says, we can experience the grace of the spirit at work in the mystery of our existence.  
Any effort we make to get out of the tension will deprive us of the revelatory power of 
the experience even if we successfully ease or resolve our uncomfortable circumstance.   
 
The dreadful tension experienced by the Church and the priesthood over the past several 
months has stubbornly resisted resolution.  It hurts to be a Catholic priest right now and 
there seems to be no end in sight to the tension we experience.  I, for one, am tired of it.  I 
realize that three months ago I wrote here that we have an opportunity to discover in this 
moment something deeper about our vocation as priests.  But it has been a long and 
difficult three months and I must confess to looking hard for a way out of the tension.  I’d 
like to share some of the futile efforts that I and others have made to get out of this 
tension as well as what I have discovered by way of grace and call by being forced to sit 
unwillingly in this tension.  Be forewarned that the grace that I believe I have 
experienced has been neither alluring nor comforting. 
 
My first efforts to ease the tension involved shooting the messenger.  Certainly, the 
ferocity of the media attention was a plot to undermine the powerful institution of the 
Church.  Of course, the story would die a crushing death when its distortions were 
exposed and its lack of foundation made apparent.  There have been innumerable 
distortions, half-truths, and other forms of irresponsible journalism involved in the 
unrelenting telling of this story.  More balanced and responsible accounts have exposed 
and corrected most, if not all, of these distortions.  Nevertheless, the story only got 
stronger as a solid foundation of abhorrent facts remained after the distortions were 
corrected.   
 
A more desperate effort on my part was to wish that another story would come along and 
capture the imagination of the media and the public.  Wasn’t September 10 the last day 
we heard anything about Gary Condit?  Plenty has happened in the world since January 
that has been very dangerous and very newsworthy.  No matter how frightening the 
prospects of a full-blown, out of control conflagration in Middle East appeared to be, 
there was always time in the newscast and space in the newspaper for more details and 
updates about The Scandal.  Maybe if the Red Sox would finally win the World Series… 
 
With the tension not only still there but growing, I found myself looking for a way to 
separate myself from this mess.  How could I say that it just didn’t involve me?  I tried to 
find a safe and comfortable place in statements like, “It’s not all priests, just a few who 
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are sick who have done this,” or “There remain thousands of good, holy, faithful priests 
who deserve thanks and praise for doing a difficult job well.”   The problem was that 
when I followed the signs saying “good, holy, and faithful priests over here,” the tension 
was unbearable as I became aware of all the ways that I have been less than good, holy, 
and faithful.  Clichés such as, “There but for the grace of God go I,” evoked more fear 
than comfort as I wondered why I seemed to deserve more grace than these men who 
looked to be so much like me.    
 
Reluctantly I began to accept that adding the words “zero tolerance” to the creedal 
formulas of the Church might be the only way to relieve the tension.  However, this effort 
to restore the priesthood to trustworthiness in the eyes of the public by purging its source 
of shame left me worried for two reasons.  While some truly dangerous people might be 
kept from doing more harm by this policy, it also meant that priests who had done the 
difficult work of integrating their moral failure into a healthier and humbler sense of self 
would also be removed from ministry.  In the name of safety, the Church would be 
deprived of the ministry of some of the least dangerous and most trustworthy of us.  In 
doing so, we might lose from our ranks men who are the most capable of understanding 
and treating sinners with compassion and mercy.  Back into the tension as I recalled the 
words of St. Paul to the Corinthians, “The body is one and has many members, but many 
though they are remain one body.”  Didn’t I myself write that, “regardless of the distance 
we may want to place between them and us, we cannot find healing for them or ourselves 
unless we know that they belong to us?”  
 
A decision to amputate a part of the body is serious business medically and spiritually.  
There are consequences to cutting off a leg or a toe or an arm no matter how much pain 
the infected limb is causing the rest of the body.  I could not feel relieved about such 
amputations even if their purpose would be to relieve the awful tension.  It’s my arm, it’s 
my toe, it’s my foot that is being cut off and thrown away.  As good as it might feel to be 
free of the pain being caused; it can’t be good for me or us. 
 
The purging of the priesthood implied by zero tolerance bothered me for another reason.  
Would we really be able to say to people, “We have cleaned our house and it is now safe 
for you to trust us?”  I wondered aloud what it would be like for a Bishop to say to the 
people of his diocese, “You should not trust any of us priests because all of us could hurt 
you.”  One priest to whom I said this remarked, “That would probably be the most honest 
thing a bishop could say but it would destroy the credibility of the priesthood.”  Noticing 
the contradiction that honesty could destroy credibility may be the kind of revelation that 
happens when you stay in the tension.  What would it be like to be a priest without the 
credibility that has always come with the role?  What would it be like to try to carry out 
ministry without power?   
 
Without a doubt the power and credibility of the Church as a moral teacher and 
proclaimer of justice has been compromised by this scandal, especially in the area of 
sexual justice.  How can we priests cry out against the evil inherent in the sexual 
exploitation of children through incest, prostitution and pornography, when we are seen 
as their exploiters?  How can we speak out in the name of God’s justice for an end to the 



use of sex as a violent, oppressive force that subjugates and degrades women, 
dehumanizes men, and terrorizes children when we are seen as heartless oppressors 
without conscience when it comes to our own use of sexual power?  No longer can we 
speak to the world about sex from the high ground of moral purity.  Our only hope of 
integrity as moral teachers and prophets is to speak from a stance of contrite penitents.  
We can no longer resort to condemnation when we ourselves so desperately need to ask 
for compassion and forgiveness.  We should expect to be ridiculed and disempowered 
regardless of how justly we live celibacy.  We should understand that the faithful 
contributors who carry out their Christian vocation to do justice by generously 
contributing to Catholic Charities might be reluctant to entrust us with the resources to do 
this work.  Could it be that these lowered expectations and larger obstacles relieve us 
from the tension of our call to proclaim the justice of God’s reign without ceasing?  After 
all, how can we carry out that task without the power and resources to do so?   
  
Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits 
to drive them out and to cure every kind of illness.  He further instructed them, ‘Take 
nothing with you…’ 
 
Oh.  Could it be that the reign of God’s justice involves the willingness to be authorized 
for a task without relying on our power to carry it out?  Does Father Rolheiser know that 
the longer you sit in the tension the greater the tension becomes?  Go Red Sox… 
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