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Making It
0

by Joseph Nocera
On June 14, 1971, Bernard M. Kelly left
the priesthood after 27 years in the service
of the Catholic Church. The late 1960s and
early 1970s were troubling times for the
American Church, and nothing showed
that better than the enormous number of
priests and nuns who were quitting in favor
of the secular life. By 1971, the idea of a
priest leaving the priesthood was no longer
much of a shock, having happened so often
that it had become one of those dog-bitesman stories.
But Kelly was different. Kelly wasn’tjust
another priest calling it quits; he was a
bishop calling it quits-and
that was
another story. The idea of a bishop resigning was still a shock; if you were a
Catholic then, it was hard to imagine a
bishop being wracked with the inner
doubts and conflicts, the faith crises, the
desire to get out from under the yoke of
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celibacy, the resentment and bitterness
toward the Catholic hierarchy, all the
things that were causing so many priests to
resign. Bishops, after all, were the church
hierarchy. With the possible exception of
the apostolic delegate (the pope’s personal
representative in America), they were the
most powerful men in the American
Church, and the fact that this select group
of men-numbering about 350-had made
it to the top of the Church’s hierarchy was
no accident. Whatever else one can say
about America’s bishops, they are not men
prone to quitting; there have been bishops
in America since the mid-1800s, and only
two have ever resigned.
So Bernard Kelly’s resignation was big
news in American Catholic circles, and
nowhere was it bigger news than in Providence, Rhode Island, a heavily Catholic
city where he was auxiliary bishop at the
time of his resignation. The Providence
Journal made it a front page story for
several days (quoting Kelly to the effect
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that he was leaving because of “an abiding
sense of frustration”).
The crux of Kelly’s problem was that he
had changed; he had abandoned one set of
values and replaced them with another,
and the hierarchy of the church had not
changed with him-nor was it about to.
Sometime after he was made a bishop,
Kelly, like a number of his fellow priests,
had become “radicalized.” First, there had
been the Second Vatican Council, the fiveyear conference ending in 1964 that did
more than any other single thing in the last
200 years to shake up the Church. The
documents that came out of Vatican I1
were so broadly worded that interpreting
them still provides the main battleground
for Catholicism some 16 years later, but
one thrust of the Council’s basic message
seemed clear enough: the Church-and its
spokesmen, the priests and nuns-would
have to get more involved in the problems
of the real world, problems of poverty and
hunger and social injustice. In political
terms, this was undeniably a liberal message, and priests who were inclined to
liberalism anyway (mostly, but not exclusively, younger priests) clasped it enthusiastically and looked for a chance to put it
into practice.
They didn’t have long to wait. Vatican I1
ended just as the civil rights movement was
gaining momentum, and then there was the
anti-war movement, and these priests
plunged into the thick of things. A few
couched their activities in terms like “gospel values” and “following the true message of Jesus Christ.” But mostly they cited
Vatican I1 as their inspiration. And auxiliary bishop Bernard Kelly, who had been
the soul of priestly propriety for the first 20
years of his career in the Church, was right
there with them.
In general (and this is a very broad
generalization indeed), American bishops
disapproved of such overt activism. Only
one bishop, for example-John Wright of
Pittsburgh-openly supported the priests
in his diocese who wanted to join the
famous Selma civil rights march. Most of
the other bishops wanted their priests to
act more “responsibly,” to stay in their
parishes, and to leave it to the bishops to
decide how Vatican I1 ought to be
interpreted. The bishop of Providence was
not happy with his subordinate. Whatever
else he felt about Vatican 11, he certainly
didn’t see it giving his priests license to
march in demonstrations.

He had ways of communicating this to
Kelly. An auxiliary bishop is something
like a vice president; the title sounds more
impressive than the job turns out to be.
Auxiliary bishops aren’t all that necessary
to the running of a diocese, and whatever
real power they have is subject to the whim
of the bishop. So it wasn’t much of a
surprise when Kelly found himself with no
real work to do in the diocese other than
the steady stream of ceremonial functions
that can fill a bishop’s time-like presiding
over the confirmations that every parish
holds in the spring. The bishop also froze
Kelly out personally, refusing to speak to
him or deal with him unless absolutely
necessary, and doing things like not taking
meals when Kelly was eating. At the semiannual bishops’ meetings, Kelly became
anathema, someone the other bishops
would say hello to in the hallway while they
hurried on to more important business.
It is hard to imagine that there was any
real chagrin among the other bishops when
Kelly finally quit. He was, officially, a
member of their exclusive club, but he had
become a source ofdiscomfort. He was too
wrapped up in his social activism, too free
with his criticisms of the Church. He was
not one of them anymore. His career
within the formal church was at a dead
end; it was a make-work existence at best,
something Kelly must have guessed would
happen when he first started joining peace
marches. And without a word being spoken, something else was clear too: here was
someone who might once have been on the
Catholic Church’s fast track, but was now
off it for good. In that sense, Kelly was out
long before he quit.

God and the Fast Track
Words like “fast track” and “career” are
not normally associated with the Catholic
Church. It is not considered properwithin the Church or without-to talk
about such material concepts in connection with a life devoted to God. One of the
things drummed into seminarians right
from the start is that ego-sublimation and
selflessness are admirable qualities-indeed, necessary qualities in order to become a good priest. There is therefore a
great tendency among priests, particularly
when talking to outsiders, to play down the
“career” aspect of their lives, to talk in
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those people who have decided that getting
terms of doing the Lord’s work instead of
ahead is something they wouldn’t mind
their own. At one seminary, I was interafter all. The process by which they go
viewing one of the school‘s deans, a man
about this must be subtle and not a little
who had studied in Rome and had taught
hypocritical; the hot young priests are
in a number of colleges, and I asked,
forever denying their ambition even as they
“You’ve done pretty well in the Church,
haven’t you?” He replied: “1 don’t think of
are figuring out their next step up the
it like that at all. I’ve been blessed with
ladder. To be too out front about one’s
good fortune, but I would be happy in career goals-well, that is a sure-fire way
whatever capacity I could serve the Lord.”
to get offthe fast track. (This is true even at
On another occasion, I was talking to a
the highest echelons of the Church; duiing
parish priest in Washington and I asked
last year’s papal elections, for example, a
him what steps a man would take if he
number of Italian cardinals fared poorly in
wanted to be bishop. “I would hate to see , the balloting because the others thought
an article that focuses on that,” he said. they had campaigned, however subtly, for
“None of the priests 1 know thinks about
the job.)
things like that.”
As a result, the priesthood tends to
I think both priests were being honest, attract two kinds of men: a minority who
but I also think their answers were a bit have personal goals and ambitions but
disingenuous. Careers do exist in the who know enough to keep quiet about
Catholic Church-as they must in a bu- them even in their most private converreaucracy staffed, in effect, by lifetime sations, and the vast majority who genofficials. Somebody must run the Church, uinely don’t have personal ambitions. (As
after all-and those who do enjoy substan- an example of the latter, an interesting
tial power, power to affect the future of the trend in seminaries these days is that older
Church and the larger society as well. men, men in their thirties, forties and
Looking at what sorts of people end up in fifties, are dropping out of the secular life
those posts,and how they get there, can tell to join the priesthood. One seminary
us a lot about what may be wrong with the director I talked to went on at length about
Catholic Church as an institution today.
all the “highly successful businessmen”
The seminary dean and the parish priest who had entered in the past year. These
are right in this respect: the Catholic men complained that something was
Church is not a place full of pushy, missing from their lives in the business
promotion-minded men who spend their world; they wanted out of the rat race. So it
days scheming to get to the top. Theoreti- seems unlikely that they will join the
cally, at least, the Church frowns on Church’s own version of the rat race once
ambition; indeed, there is hardly any point they are ordained.)
where the Church differs more from other
The reasons men-young or old-beorganizations than in its seeming rejection
come priests are varied and complex, of
of obviously ambitious men. In any organ- course. The most obvious reason is the
ization, of course, it is not seen as especial- desire to get closer to God through the
ly good form to be too single-mindedly priesthood. Another strong motivation is
ambitious-to be focused solely on how surely idealism, the feeling that as a priest,
quickly you can get ahead-but on the a man really can do good for others and
other hand, a man who is seen as having no help make the world a better place. For
ambition at all is usually suspected of someone so inclined, it is nice to be able to
lacking the fire in his belly necessary to do do it for a living. Still, there have always
good work. One of the hard and fast beliefs been other attractions, more worldly atof the Church is that driving ambition puts tractions. One of these is the idea of
the wrong kind of fire in the bellies of its counseling-the same desire that draws
priests, that it is a detriment to doing the people to become psychologists. Counsel“Lord’s work,” and that it will lead to a ing can be benign and helpful, of course,
pride in personal accomplishments that the but it can also be accompanied by the
desire to manipulate. Merely advising
Church believes is simply wrong.
But that’s the catch. The Church insists important people, or being around people
it wants only men who don’t care about you admire (a pro football team, the
getting ahead, and it will make it easy for Kennedys) confers a kind of power in its
truly unambitious men to have their wish own right, and priests have been as suscome true. So the hierarchy is open to ceptible as anyone to that.
10
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There also used to be some tangible
reasons for joining the priesthood. For
most of this century, but especially up to
the end of the 1940s, the American Church
was largely an immigrant church. It was
perhaps the central element of many immigrant communities, particularly in big
cities. The Church provided a home for
people who had not yet been accepted by
the rest of America. It brought them
together, not just for church services, but
for fairs and bake sales and Friday night
bingo. The Church built schools and
hospitals-and
political organizations
capable of electing mayors and congressmen.
The priesthood offered a way up from
the bottom of the ethnic ghetto-if not a
way out entirely, it did make the priest an
important figure in those ghettos. (This
was especially true of the Irish, who have
traditionally dominated the American
Church. Even today, when fewer than 17
per cent of the laity in the American
Church are Irish, they still account for 35
per cent of its priests and over half of its
bishops.) To become a priest meant knowing that the most basic kind of security
would always be available-a warm bed at
night, enough food on the table. It meant a
good education, at no cost. Most of all, it
meant respect. Within these tightly-knit
communities, everybody knew the priest
and recognized his social status-not only
the poor widow who couldn’t speak English, but the neighborhood businessmen
and politicians, too.
That world is dying, of course, so the
motivation to join the priesthood to escape
the ghetto has died out also. Most priests in
America today don’t lack for much materially (though they take vows of poverty and
their pay is exceedingly low, they don’t
need much money because the Church
pays for virtually all their needs). But they
also don’t live demonstrably better than
the middle class world from whence they
came. Still, there is another kind of security the priesthood offers-the same kind of
security that attracts men and women to
the civil service. A priest doesn’t ever have
to worry about being fired. Once he is in,
he is in for good; and Mother’Church will
take care of him. Whether he performs well
or not will never become a major issue; if
what usually accompanies lack of ambition is desire for security, the priesthood
offers it in its purest form.
THE WASHINGTON MONTHLY/January 1980

Up the Long Ladder
It is those other men, the ones who d o
want to d o well in the hierarchy, who see
the Church in terms of a career ladder.
The ladder starts at the level of the
parish priest, the most traditional and
visible role of priests in this country. In the
American Church, a parish will have
anywhere from two to ten priests, serving
an area usually the size of a large neighborhood. One of these priests will be the
pastor-he’s the boss, he runs the parish,
and he does it pretty much as he pleases;
Church law puts restrictions on the extent
to which a bishop can interfere with how a
pastor runs his domain:
Most seminarians aspire to be parish
priests and nothing else. After they have
been in the priesthood awhile, and see
firsthand how much better it is to be a
pastor than a parish priest (that is to say, to
be able to give a few orders instead of
taking them all the time), they might hope
someday to be named pastors themselves.
But those who do aspire to careers in the
ladder-climbing sense will not want to stop
at the level of pastor. Above the pastors are
the Church’s various bureaucracies, and
they are where the hot young priests want
to be. In the American Church, the premier
bureaucracy-and the font of most power
and prestige-is at the level of the diocese,
of which there are 170. The bishop is the
head of the diocese, and it is essentially his
territory. (There is no hard anqfast rule as
to how large a diocese is. The diocese of
Philadelphia, for example, encompasses
much of eastern Pennsylvania, includes
308 parishes and over a million Catholics;
the diocese of Washington, on the other
hand, includes only the city itself and a part
of suburban Maryland. It has 128 parishes
and fewer than 400,000 Catholics under its
jurisdiction.) Under the bishop are the
auxiliary bishops and the diocesan bureaucracy, which works in a building called
the chancery. It depends on the size of the
diocese, of course, but an average chancery
will employ a few hundred priests working
in its various departments. (A typical
chancery will have a dozen or so bureaus
with titles like the Vicar for Ecumenical
Affairs, the Vicar for Planning and Development, and the Vicar for Worship and the
Laity.)
Another appealing career step for an upand-comer is a job in the American

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

11

C

Church’s national bureaucracy, called the
United States Catholic Conference. A job
at the USCC has considerable prestige
value, more prestige than an important position in a diocese-but not as much real
work. The USCC is headquartered in
Washington (the better to lobby Congress,
one of its main functions), and like most
other Washington bureaucracies, it is
featherbedded. It has one genuinely important project, called the Campaign for
Human Development, designed to funnel
contributions from American Catholics to
the places in the world where the money is
needed most. Aside from that, the USCC is
full of the usual committees, subcommittees, and conferences, the latest of which,
by way of example, is the Ad-Hoc Committee for Follow-Up to the Papal Visit.
Finally, there is Rome itself, the oldest
and most entrenched bureaucracy in the
world. Heads of Vatican departments are
much like Cabinet secretaries; they take
their orders from the pope, but also have a
good deal of authority in running their
divisions as they see fit. Other than the
pope himself, these men are the highest
ranking officials in the Church. They are
invariably cardinals, an honorary title (in
that it attaches to no specific job), but an
extremely important one nevertheless. A
cardinal is allowed to join the College of
Cardinals, that select group of men (there
are 128 of them) who can vote in a papal
election. High ranking Rome officials have
12

usually been bishops prior to their appointment to Rome; either that or members of the Vatican diplomatic corps,
which is made up almost entirely of
Italians and used to be (until the rules were
turned topsy-turvy in 1978) the best route
to the papacy.
Most Americans who do well in the
Church never make it as far as the Rome
hierarchy; at the moment, there are no
Americans heading any Vatican bureaucracies. So for an American, getting ahead
in the Church means getting ahead in the
American Church-the
highest he can
reasonably expect to go is to be made
bishop of a large and important diocese
like Philadelphia, Boston, or New York.
And, indeed, most American bishops are
content if they rise that high; there’s a sense
among them that since they are American,
they would just as soon stay here as move
to Rome, where the bureaucracy has a
reputation for being as stubborn and
baffling and difficult to command as any in
the world. At home, running a diocese, you
have a kind of tangible power that can be
more satisfying than a position, even near
the top, in Rome.
Besides, a diocese is a large organization, and running it is a big job. A bishop
today faces, in microcosm, all the problems confronting Catholicism-problems
like how to handle the birth control and
abortion issues, what to do about the
declining number of priests, how to keep
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Catholic schools open, and the more
general problem of how to fulfill the
spiritual needs of the Catholics in the
diocese. A good bishop has to be a good
administrator. He has to be a politician
and a financier as well as a spiritual
director. Just as the pope sets the tone for
the image of the Church in the world, so
the bishop sets the tone for that image in
his diocese. A good bishop can do a lot to
inspire and invigorate a religious community, to help give it a sense of life and
energy and commitment. He can be an
important role model in a city, and a
powerful voice. His position vests him with
a certain moral authority, if he chooses to
use it-and if he has the credibility.
Unfortunately, there haven’t been very
many particularly good bishops in America. Oh, there have been important bishops
over the years; there have been great
politicians and builders and power-brokers, the archetype being Francis Cardinal
Spellman, who ran the New York diocese
with an iron fist for 28 years, until 1967.
But there haven’t been many great spiritual
leaders-men who lent the Church great
moral authority when they spoke out on
public affairs, or who served as an inspiration to the local priests and laity. Indeed,
Andrew Greeley, the priest/sociologist,
calls the current crop of American bishops
a “collection of mediocrities,” a statement
with which most Catholics who follow
Church politics would probably agree.
THE WASHINGTON MONTHLY/January 1980

Today, American bishops, with some exceptions, tend to be quiet and unobtrusive-preoccupied more with keeping the
lid on problems in the diocese rather than
with exploring new roles for the Church in
the community and the world at large.
That these are the men who run the Church
is no fluke. They have, intentionally or
unintentionally, done the right things,
punched their tickets in the right place, in a
system of promotion shaped, in large part,
by the official tendency to deny that it
exists.

Patron Saints
I was in college when Bernard Kelly quit,
and although most of my interest in the
Catholic Church had long since faded, I
took more than passing note of the event.
My family had known Kelly before he had
been named a bishop. When I was confirmed in the fifth grade, he did the honors.
That was a proud moment in my life-I
was going to a parochial grade school, was
an altar boy, and was generally a pretty
devout Catholic. I was especially proud
when my parents took me to the rectory
after the ceremony for a chat with Kelly
(something none of my classmates got to
do, 1 was quick to notice).
I was very young when Kelly was
promoted to auxiliary bishop, maybe nine
or ten, but I do remember a sense of
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wonder among people who knew him.
How had it happened? Why had he been
chosen? Of all the priests in the state of
Rhode Island, how was it that he had been
singled out? The Holy Spirit got some of
the credit, I’m sure, but no one was going
to give God all the credit. There was a
feeling that somewhere, at some point
along the line, Kelly must have impressed
somebody, and somebody pretty important, either in Rome or the Providence
chancery.
These assumptions reflected the most
important rule for making it in the Church:
you need to know the right people. To be
sure, that’s a prerequisite for success in
almost any organization. The young executive who plays golf with the company
president is more likely to be promoted
than the one who doesn’t. But several
idiosyncracies of the Church combine to
make the patron-priest relationship the
crucial factor.
First, movement in the Church hierarchy is invariably decided in absolute
secrecy. Although the pope nominally
makes the decision on naming a bishop, it’s
clear that he cannot have personal knowledge of every priest in America. But it is
often never known, at any given moment,
exactly who in the Church hierarchy has
the pope’s ear, or what they are telling him.
This is one reason the Catholic gossip mills
are always going full steam. No one in
Rome will leak to the press that priest X
was chosen over priest Y because Bishop Z
pushed his candidacy. Even a new appointee himself may not be sure to whom
in the Church hierarchy he owes his good
fortune. All he knows is that someone up
there was looking out for him.
Second, once a priest has been ordained,
these unseen recommendations are made
without the aid of any of the formal talentsearching mechanisms which pervade the
secular world. There are no files kept on
promising priests, no annual evaluations
or merit review boards. Word of mouth is
the prevailing system; so it is important
what people say about you during dinner
conversations and informal chats.
The result is that to even have a chance
at climbing the ladder, a priest needs to
find a powerful patron-or, preferably, a
multiplicity of possible patrons-who will
remember he exists, look out for his
welfare and groom him for a position of
power. A priest who otherwise observes
the rules and keeps a low profile in a large
14

diocese will likely sink from sight, never to
be heard from again, unless he holds onto a
rope leading to someone in the hierarchy in
America or Rome.
In Kelly’s case there had been plenty of
chances to pick up patrons. He was wellknown in Rhode Island even before he
entered the seminary because he had been a
track star in high school (a Catholic high
school, of course), and his team, which he
captained, had won a national championship. He was obviously smart, eager, and
personable-and
he was Irish, which
didn’t hurt. Before he was ordained, Kelly
was sent to Rome to study. He got a
doctorate in Canon Law, a specialty that
has no practical use in a parish but is
important if you want to work in a
chancery. Like all priests, he spent some
time in parish work, but it wasn’t too long
before he was teaching in the local Catholic
high schools and the seminary. He then
served a tour in the Vatican bureaucracy,
and upon his return was named spiritual
director of the diocesan seminary, a job
that put him in continual contact with
chancery officials, and presumably with
the bishop himself. His early career, in
other words, had been the very model of
upward mobility, though he might not
have said so even to himself.

The Incense Syndrome
The Church’s patronage system starts
right from go-at the seminary. Seminaries have changed a great deal in the past 15
years-the atmosphere is more relaxed,
and seminarians have more personal freedom-but their primary purpose hasn’t
changed at all. They teach men to be
priests, but even more importantly they
weed out the men who the Church decides
shouldn’t be priests. Although the number
of seminarians has dropped by nearly 60
per cent in the past decade-from 33,000 to
fewer than 14,000-seminaries have not
become less selective.
Because there is no one set of standards
in the American Church governing the
qualities that make a good priest, each
diocese has a great deal of leeway in
deciding who will make it and who won’t.
The process can get prettyarbitrary, so it is
best t o stay on the good side of your
vocation director, the chancery official
who has the final say on whether or not you
should be ordained, and your seminary
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spiritual director. But otherwise, the main
criterion (if you can call it that) is that the
seminarian be “normal.” Since, in our
society, there is something a little unusual
about any man willingly giving up sex,
seminaries tend to be a mite suspicious of
anyone who enters. All prospects take a
battery of psychological tests before being
admitted. And once they are in, they are all
under constant scrutiny-from their teachers, and even from the other students. In
some dioceses, students evaluate each other-in writing-at the end of the year.
(Seminariam tend to complain the most
about this aspect of seminary life. Because
they live with their fellow students and
their teachers, they feel that they can never
really relax completely. They must always
be on guard, lest they do something
someone else considers “unpriestly.”)
What is especially important, in this
drive for normalcy, is to avoid showing any
kind of excess. Whether it be too big an
ego, or a terrible shyness, or even an excess
of time spent in prayer, anything that
separates one from the norm is not going to
help one’s chances of becoming a priest.
Men who say they have had sudden
striking religious experiences are always
suspect. (That is why the charismatic
movement, which is the revivalist wing of
Catholicism, does not have any credibility
in the formal culture of the Church. The
idea of having the other-worldly revelations from God that charismatics say they
experience is something foreign to most
priests, and indeed, seminarians who make
too much of such experiences are likely to
be asked to leave.) Seminaries like students
who have found Christ gradually, not
suddenly. Seminary directors are also on
the lookout for candidates who are attracted to the priesthood because of its
trappings-the ‘‘incense and candles syndrome.” Those people don’t last long
either.
Other than keeping down the excesses,
what exactly defines a “normal” seminarian is hard to pin down. But there’s not
much doubt that seminarians have
changed over the years. Two decades ago,
seminaries were full of brawny Irishmenlocal athletic heroes like Bernard Kellywho came out of that ethnic immigrant
Church culture. Today’s seminarians tend
to be more introspective, less likely to want
to throw around a football or basketball,
more serious about their work or their life.
Indeed, more than one seminarian told me
THE WASHINGTON MONTHLY/January 1980

that you start with a great advantage in the
seminary today if you happened to have
played football or some other sport in high
school. In the eyes of the instructors, here
will be the one guy in the class who seems
really normal, the reason being, of course,
that he is the one guy who reminds
his teachers of themselves when they were
seminarians.
Something else happens in the seminary,
too, and only the most naive fail to pick it
up. There will be one, maybe two, members of the class who seem to hit it off with
the head of the seminary or the spiritual
director. They’ll usually be bright, some of
the better students in the class. They also
won’t be particularly tormented about
whether women should be ordained priests
or whether ffumanae Vitae, Pope Paul
VI’S famous 1968 birth control encyclical,
was right or wrong. Even before the
members of a seminary class are ordained,
it becomes clear that these are the seminarians with the best shot at the fast track.
Because of their friendship with their
seminary director-because
they have
found that first key patron-they will be
the ones who get the assignment to study in
Rome before they are ordained. Without
that, future good assignments are nearly
impossible.

Be a Lawyer
In the priesthood an assignment to
Rome to study at the North American
College there is usually thought of as the
equivalent of going to Harvard. Actually,
it’s far more important. Studying at the
North American College carries the same
prestige as the combination of West Point
and the National War College would carry
for someone trying to make general.
Besides supplying a vital line on the
curriculum vita, the North American College provides a chance to look for patrons
among the Rome bureaucracy. Classes are
small enough (about 40 students are admitted each year) to permit close contact
with a few teachers, who are in turn able to
make introductions to people in power.
A degree from the North American
College in something like Canon Law
(which effectively makes you a Church
lawyer) provides the best platform for an
ambitious priest. It doesn’t seem to matter
very much where you rank in class, unless
you are conspicuously close to the bottom.
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One priest who occupied that spot remembers that at the tenth reunion of his class he
was the only one who had not been named
monsignor (another of the Church’s purely
honorary titles, a step above priest, but
important as a sign that a priest has been
singled out for recognition by his superiors). By the time his 25th reunion came
around, he was still on the slow track while
all of his classmates had been named
bishops, or at least auxiliary bishops.
The next step after ordination for almost
every priest is a stay in a parish, or
preferably two parishes in successionserving as a parish priest in the first, and as
pastor in the second. The Church sees
parish work as so fundamental that every
priest should spend some time at it,; exceptions are rare. Even the most upwardly
mobile priest recognizes the importance of
parish work-it is the one time in his career
when he will be mingling with the laity, the
one time he will be doing those things that
we think of priests as doing: saying Mass in
the small hours of the morning, hearing
confessions, administering the sacrament,
visiting the sick, guiding the religious
education of Catholic children.
As a parish priest it is important that
your pastor like you. You will probably
live in the same house, under his watchful
eyes. As in the seminary, you will be
assessed on the basis of how you live your
life and whether you are compatible with
his ideas more than by any objective
evaluation of the job you do. It is important to follow the pastor’s rules, no
matter how trivial; to accommodate his
eccentricities; and, most of all, to agree
with him wholeheartedly on all questions
of relevance to the Church, whether theological or political. Nothing can sidetrack a
promising career faster than to acquire a
reputation as a “doubting Thomas”-no
matter how ironic the label.
When you become a pastor, the same
rules apply. You have to be able to show
your bishop the skills he admires-probably the same skills he showed when he was
on the way up: skills as an administrator,
skills in extracting significant contributions from wealthy parishioners, and skills
in building-if not entire new buildings, at
least you must be able to keep the church
and rectory in good repair. Most of all, you
must demonstrate a capacity for keeping
the lid on any potential problems. A big
public fracas involving you and your
congregation is another sure way to stop
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your career in its tracks.
Before the late 1960s, the parish was
merely a way station for a priest on the fast
track-just as an aspiring executive in
Detroit might put in some time supervising
an assembly line before moving on and up
as quickly as appearances would allow.
This was especially true in the days when
Cardinal Spellman and other men of his ilk
were in charge. He and three or four other
bishops would meet to decide upon a new
appointment whenever there was a vacancy in the ranks. Then they would tell the
apostolic delegate whom to choose. During this period, the thing to do was to get
out of the parish as soon as possible and
move into the chancery of one of those
powerful bishops. There are bishops and
auxiliary bishops across the country,
members of that ambitious minority of
priests, who maneuvered 20 years ago to
serve in Spellman’s chancery, because it
was no big secret that if he noticed you and
liked you, you were on your way.
That was before 1972, however, when
Jean Jadot, a veteran Vatican diplomat,
became apostolic delegate, and when the
hierarchy in Rome began to place increasing emphasis on “pastoral” experience (culminating in the selection of John
Paul I and John Paul 11, two “pastoral”
popes). Previous apostolic delegates had
begun the process of wrestling control over
appointments from the American bishops,
the first sign coming toward the end of
Spellman’s reign, when in 1961 John Krol
was appointed bishop of Philadelphia and
Spellman found out about it when he read
his New York Times that day. Jadot, by all
accounts, has completed the task begun by
his predecessors, and there is no doubt now
that he is the man in charge. (Much to the
chagrin, it is said, of Krol, who had
envisioned himself becoming the next
great power broker in the Spellman mold.)
In particular, Jadot is credited with enforcing the preference for parish experience in his choice of bishops. And American bishops, however grudgingly, have
learned to accommodate his passion for
pastors. For one thing, they are keeping
their proteges in parishes for longer terms,
and keeping their time in the chancery to a
minimum. But, since Jadot must rely on
bishops for advice, their patronage is still
vital. So while pastoral experience has
become increasingly important, some time
spent in the chancery is still a must if one
wants to cultivate the bishop-preferably
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in a job like personal secretary, where you
are likely to be noticed long before you get
tainted by too much desk work.
The chancery, however, is not the only
way to meet a patron. A stay at the United
States Catholic Conference can be useful,
since it brings you into contact with
bishops all the time. Bishops serve on most
of the USCC committees so you can get the
attention of a bishop by being the staff
member of one of his committees.
Finally, you can spend a tour of duty in
the Rome bureaucracyat the middle levels.
At this point in a priest’s career, Rome is a
lot like the Pentagon for a rising major, a
place where he can make a name for
himself in an arena where there are a lot of
higher ranking officials watching his performance.
If everything works out, and you’ve
cultivated your superiors at every step of
the way, whether by acting as a “yes-man”
or showing a genius for handling tougher
political problems, one of your patrons
will find the right friendly ear, and you will
receive one day your appointment as either
an auxiliary bishop in a large diocese, or a
bishop in a small one. Of the two possibilities, the latter is preferable-since as an
auxiliary bishop, you must still stay on
good terms with your superior if you want
to avoid the fate of Bernard Kelly. As a full
bishop you are free to run your diocese and
attract the attention of anyone of influence
in the Church hierarchy. As a result,
bishops of large dioceses are usually priests
who impressed Rome as bishops of small
dioceses.
That, for example, is what happened to
William Cardinal Baum, the current archbishop of Washington, and a man whose
career has been one smooth step up the
Church ladder after another. Baum had
received a doctorate in Rome and then
worked for a short time in a parish. During
Vatican 11, his Roman connections were
good enough that he was made an advisor
to the Council, and was one of the people
behind the scenes who helped to write the
documents that came out of it. (During the
years of Vatican 11, there simply was not a
better job for a young, ambitious priest in
all of Catholicism. The contacts made then
were important, and the friendships lasting, since the participants felt they had
been through an extraordinary experience
together. As one of them would move up
the ladder, he would try to move his friends
up too.) During the late 1960s, when
THE WASHINGTON MONTHLY/January 1980

ecumenism was the hottest topic in Catholicism, Baum was right there: he was the
executive director for the U.S. Catholic
Conference’s Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs. In 1970 he was named
auxiliary bishop for the Springfield, Missouri, area, and four years later was promoted to Washington.
Baum is not, in any sense of the word, a
great leader of the Church; what people
know him for is his general love of the good
life. Articles about him always mention his
love of fine wines, his penchant for travel
(his favorite city is supposed to be London), and his refined tastes. When he first
moved to Washington, he had the diocese
buy him a $500,000 house, but after loud
protests from some activist Catholics,
Baum relented-buying a $250,000 house,
and claiming that with the social duties
required of a bishop, especially a bishop in
Washington, he couldn’t possibly live in
anything less expensive. Articles about
Baum also mention his intellectual
breadth, and his fondness for conservative
theological views. (He has been known to
say “Women will never be ordained in the
Roman Catholic Church,” a statement
that no doubt pleased his fellow bishops.)
And inevitably, they mention his ability
to run a diocese the way Rome wants one
run. When he arrived in Washington,
Baum inherited a jurisdiction that was
considered one of the most unmanageable
in America. In the late 1960s there had
been an enormous public struggle between
the bishop and about 30 of his priestsmany of whom were considered “comers”
-over Humanae Virae. The result of that
nasty fight was that most of the dissenting
priests left the priesthood rather than
recant their disagreement with the encyclical, which the bishop was demanding as a
proof of their faith. Their departure left the
chancery in disarray, and left the bishop
without much credibility among Catholics
in Washington, the vast majority of whom
believe-as d o Catholics all over America-that the Church is just plain wrong on
the issue of birth control. What Baum has
done is calm things down, keep a low
profile, keep the Washington diocese out
of the news. Now the rumors are that since
he has done so well in Washington, he will
be heading back to Rome soon, for a new
promotion to head one of the major
bureaucracies. One of the people he befriended during Vatican 11, it turns out,
was a Polish priest named Karol Wojtyla.
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Draining the Reservoir
It’s not easy to judge the system in which
Baum has fared so well. The Church, after
all, is not a government; it does not
measure its success by popularity, but by
how it carries forward the work of God as
it is given to understand that work. Still, I
think it’s possible to draw some conclusions about the effectiveness of the Church
as an institution without bumping up
against bedrock questions of religious
belief. One criterion that suggests itself is
this: How well does the church encourage
those within the organization, at all levels,
to do their best to help the organization
survive and perform its essential functions?
Here the Church clearly starts out with a
natural advantage-the reservoir of idealism that has so often motivated men to join
the priesthood in the first place. Properly
replenished by encouragement from the
hierarchy, that reservoir should supply
even the most humble parish with a quality
that is missing in so much else of society.
To appreciate the possibilities, think what
a school system could become of it could
tap a supply of teachers primarily dedicated to the education of their studentsinstead of worrying about fringe benefits
or how to get out of the classroom into a
supervisory assignment.
Unfortunately, there is nothing in the
Church’s present structure that reinforces
this willingness to serve. In part, this is
because it is difficult to measure when
priests, at the grassroots level, are doing
“their best.” Their job is to comfort the
sick, hear confessions, administer the sacrament, and generally inspire people to a
renewed faith in God. Most of the Church
hierarchy seems to believe that success in
these activities that come under the general
heading of “ministering” is impossible to
measure.
One result of this reluctance to judge
other priests on the basis of their work is
that while a priest is probably overevaluated in the seminary, he is probably
under-evaluated once he is ordained. In the
word-of-mouth system that rewards and
punishes priests, success at “ministering,”
rarely comes into the picture. In deciding
whom to reward with a promotion, or
special recognition, Church officials do
value certain objective skills-the ability to
administrate, to complete a project, to
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raise money and build. But it is almost
inconceivable that a bishop would sit down
with a pastor and ask if the bishop’s young
protege was “good with the flock.” Those
are not the qualities that lead priests to
become proteges in the first place-and
there is no system for searching out those
qualities in the priests who have foregone
the “fast track” for a life of service.
One way to measure the more ineffable
aspects of a priest’s work, of course, would
be to ask “the flock” itself. Does he
comfort the sick or do they find him cold
and harsh? D o his sermons inspire or do
they induce slumber? Priests needn’t be
judged by straw polls or by measuring the
attendance at their mass-but the men
who run the church could inquire as to
whether their troops are performing the
tasks they are supposed to, and reward
those who are.
That isn’t done, and the result is the clear
and growing rift between the priests at the
parish level and the bishops and assistants
who staff the chanceries. Those at the
bottom increasingly view the top positions
in the hierarchy, not only as undesirable,
but irrelevant. The parish priests realize
that despite the recent emphasis on pastoral experience, the main prerequisite for
entrance into the Church’s higher echelons
continues to be friendship with someone
who’s already there. Priests are full of
stories about how various bishops made it
(there is a great, obsessive fascination with
the subject within the Church)-how Cardinal Krol of Philadelphia became the
chauffeur and friend of the apostolic
delegate, how another bishop carried the
bags of his patron for years waiting for a
chance to become bishop himself. The
priests tell these stories among themselves
in the spirit of good, clean fun, but there is
a cynical side to it as well. The storytellers
know that the hierarchy is busily reproducing a new generation of leaders that is a
copy of itself in almost every respect. If
their patrons liked priests to wear frock
and collar in public, they will be the ones
who wore the frock and collar, even if the
vast mass of priests have long since dispensed with this everyday uniform.
Most of all, what breeds the sense of
cynicism in the lower levels of the Church
is the feeling priests get that their work
product-what they do for a living in the
name of Jesus Christ-seems to count for
so little in the hierarchy. Priests, of course,
are supposed to be selfless men, not caring
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whether their superiors appreciate them,
secure in their faith in God, and the
knowledge they are doing His work. But
no man can be that selfless; it is part of
human nature to want approval-not necessarily promotion, but some sort of sign
that one’s work has been noticed and
appreciated. Instead, priests look around
them and see a hierarchy full of yes-men,
moving up the ladder because of whom
they know, and because they connived to
know them. It becomes so. . . galling to see
others getting ahead who clearly have not
been better priests. That is what makes the
parish priests so cynical; and indeed, that is
why so many of them burn out after 10 or
15 years in a parish. It is not just that the
work itself becomes repetitious and humdrum (although that certainly is a factor,
particularly in a suburban Amercan parish); it is much more the feeling that you
have been giving your all for so long and
nobody cares.
If these priests are motivated to service
in the course of their ministries, it is partly
because they feel that if the tree is rotting
they must keep the roots alive. Many
priests have reached the point in their
relations with their bishops where they
simply do what they want, without asking
the bishop, because they believe, quite
simply, that they know what is right and
their bishops don’t. One small example of
this came at the latest meeting of the
American bishops in November. The bishops debated at great length a resolution
which would have authorized priests to
remove from the liturgy any language
considered “sexist.” After the lengthy,
arcane arguments that traditionally accompany interpretations of the canon law
governing the liturgy, the resolution went
down to defeat. What was absent from the
debate was any sense that the bishops were
discussing an issue that the priests at the
parish level had already confronted, and
resolved, by quietly making the language
change on their own without asking for
permission. It was another indication not
only that the bishops were several steps
behind their subordinates, but that they
had no idea what their subordinates were
doing.
In terms of institutional vitality, this
system serves the Church poorly-at the
upper levels as well as the lower. The men
pulled up the ladder by the accumulated
magnetism of their patrons are not necessarily the sort of people you would want to

guide a massive organization in a rapidly
changing social climate. They are selected,
in effect if not intent, for their imitative
qualities. At some point in their careers,
probably pretty early, they had to face the
fact that they could either choose to go
along with their potential patrons, or
forget about getting ahead. They chose
going along, and that has been their
guiding -principle ever since. They will be
responsible men, suited to the job of
keeping the peace that has become the
prime measure of priestly success. But they
are not likely to be great innovators-quite
apart from their views on birth control or
women. They will tend to share the same
skills-building, for example-as their
predecessors, even though the need for
those skills is not nearly as important as it
once was. They will not be the men who are
apt to think of new ways to solve the crisis
of the parochial schools, the problem of
declining communities, of a dwindling
priesthood, even though those may be
problems which they themselves realize are
important.
Those men may be in the priesthood, but
if they are, they are probably trapped in the
lower echelons. “I know at least ten priests
in this diocese who would have made great
bishops,” a parish priest told me. “Not just
holy-really dynamic people. Men who
can inspire their parishioners. Men who
are leaders. But it will never happen-they
don’t want anything to do with the chancery and the chancery doesn’t want anything to do with them.”
The more priests I talked to, the more I
heard variations on this same theme. I
suspect there is a measure of hyperbole in
what these priests say (we all like to think
our friends are dynamic, the other guy’s
friends are a bore) but I also suspect that,
in large measure, they are right. What the
Church leaders seem to want is what they
get: men who have conditioned themselves
to blind obedience, if not obsequiousness;
men in whom the spark of originality and
daring has long since been snuffed out.
That is why the Church will reward a
William Baum and drive the Bernard
Kellys from its midst. Until the Church
learns to harness the idealism of its
priests-to reward the good ones, even at
the risk of stirring up the kinds of controversies within the Church that would
inevitably acompany fresh thinking-it
will continue to fail its members, its
8
community, and itself.
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Besides, Carter won’t allow
disco in the Situation Room
During the height of the
Iranian crisis, Lisa Minnelli
and Andy Warhol were
entertained by the Moroccan embassy. Here are some
excerpts from me Washingion Post’s account of the
PytY:
National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski
was there doing a little disco
dancing with some glamorous partners. . . His wife
Emilie called his night off
from the situation in Iran
‘taking the long view of
t h e crisis’. . . Brzezinski
sported a somewhat flattened hair style, thanks to
the White House barber, he
said. ‘My wife said I
goofed-she usually cuts it.’
“Treasury Secretary G.
William Miller decided
Minnelli was ‘good for the
economy-she’s got lots of
bounce.’ Which she displayed nicely in a glittering
blue Halston gown that
provided plenty of fresh air.
“Brzezinski declined to
r e c o m m e n d his W h i t e
House barber to Andy
Warhol, even though some
people thought Warhol’s
white hair was hanging
crooked. Warhol escorted
t h e widow of f o r m e r
B r a z i 1i a n a m b a s s a d o.r
Elizinha Goncalves, around
whose neck half-dollar-size
rubies and diamonds clung
together in a spectacular
necklace. It came close to
achieving its desired effect.
‘Would you like me to be
discreet or knock Washington dead?’ Goncalves
reportedly asked Warhol
before they started out for
the evening. ‘Knock Washington dead,’ Warhol replied.”
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utrage
For another $5,000 you get high school sports

I

Washington entrepreneurs produce a multitude of specialty
newsletters that, for several hundred dollars a year, provide
“insider” information often hauntingly similar to stories
appearing in the local papers.
Now there’s a bold new champion in the field. It’s called
Access. It supplies 250 pages of news clips-just the clips
themselves-a day, and costs $18,000 a year.

And sales of nasal sprays
are booming
Rexall Drug Co. reports college students bought 20 per cent
more vitamins in 1979 than in the previous year. A spokesman
explained students recognize that “the effects of their lifestyle,
which includes drinking, smoking, dieting, and birth-control
pills, require the intake of vitamin supplements.”

And even though they’re not
nutritional, that doesn’t
mean we can’t call wood
chips Bread Boosters
Union Carbide a n d
D u P o n t are preparing
competitors for STP‘s “Gas
Treatment” fuel additive,
according to Ad Age. Many
people mistakenly believe
fuel additives improve gas
mileage, when in fact what
they do is clean engines. So,
A d Age reports, the
companies will “position”
their products honestly by
touting only their enginecleaning properties.
The products’ names?
“Gas Mis’er” and “Gas
Booster.”
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