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Clericalism in the era of the vocations crisis 
 

Simon Dodd * 
 
Mark Shea doesn't like clericalism.1  Neither does Fr. Dwight 

Longenecker.2  With respect, they are working to crack the Enigma code: the 
enterprise may have merit, but it’s a problem whose urgency belongs to a 
bygone era.  I can cheerfully grant that clericalism—“the bad idea that only 
the ordained and religious are fully Catholic and that laypeople are more or 
less second-class,” in Shea’s serviceable definition3—is bad.  From its 
reformation-era peak,4 however, the pendulum has already swung away from 
it,5 and presently stands somewhat too far in the opposite direction.  I 
suggest that today, a greater problem is not an overvaluing of holy orders, 
but rather its undervaluation, leading to the laity taking a variety of roles 
encroaching on the traditional and proper roles of the ordained ministry.6 

 
 
I see telltale signs of this trend in both everyday detail, and in broader 

context. 
 

Take something that we do routinely.  “[T]he ordinary ministers of Holy 
Communion are the Bishop, the Priest and the Deacon, to whom it belongs 
therefore to administer Holy Communion to the lay members of Christ’s 
faithful during the celebration of Mass.  In this way their ministerial office in 
the Church is fully and accurately brought to light, and the sign value of the 
Sacrament is made complete.”7  Extraordinary Ministers are allowed, but are 
just that: extraordinary. 8  Now, the parish I attend is not small, but is by no 
means enormous; Rick Warren’s lobby probably seats more.  It is therefore 
puzzling that we routinely use six EMHCs, but (more to the point) it is 
utterly incomprehensible to me that the lines to receive from them routinely 
appear longer than that to receive from Father.  One can scarcely avoid 
suspecting that Redemptionis Sacramentum’s warning against use of EMHCs 

                                                 
*   Contributing editor, http://www.stubbornfacts.us. 
1   http://bit.ly/duTU2A. 
2   http://bit.ly/doXTMS. 
3   Accord, e.g., RANSON ET AL, CLERGY, MINISTERS AND PRIESTS 98-99 (1977) (“Clericalism may be defined as 

the domination of the Church and its thinking by its professional hierarchy to the exclusion or detriment of the 
work and problems of the laity” (quoting BARRY TILL, THE CHURCHES' SEARCH FOR UNITY 393-4 (1972))). 

4   See RICHARD MCBRIEN, CATHOLICISM 748 (3d ed. 1993). 
5   Cf. DENNIS DOYLE, THE CHURCH EMERGING FROM VATICAN II 115 (2006); DAVID GIBSON, THE COMING 

CATHOLIC CHURCH 51 (2004); Fr. Raymond de Souza, Changing the Priesthood’s Culture in THE NATIONAL POST, 
Apr. 1, 2010 (available online at http://bit.ly/bnrAHB): 

In the aftermath the 1960s, there was a concerted attempt to set aside the worst aspects of clericalism —
the clubby, privileged model of the priesthood. That was the idea, but by the end of the 1970s, many 
priests had set aside the priesthood altogether. The 1970s were period of steep decline in priestly 
vocations, identity, theology and discipline. We now know that this was also the time of the greatest 
incidence of sexual abuse of minors. 

6   The Holy See responded to some particularly notable examples in Ecclesiae de Mysterio (Interdicasterial 
Instruction, per John Paul II, 1997) (hereinafter “EM”). 

7   Redemptionis Sacramentum, no. 154 (C.D.W. 2004) (footnote omitted) (hereinafter “RS”).   
8   Compare General Instruction of the Roman Missal, no. 100 with, e.g., id., no. 162; EM, supra note 6, arts. 1.3 and 8.2; 

RS, supra note 7, nos. 151 and 155-58; Bicentennial Letter to the Bishops of America (Paul VI, 1976). 
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occasioning the “disfigur[ement of] the very ministry of Priests”9 has been 
transgressed: people have become habituated to receiving from someone 
other than a priest.  Which, I suspect, is precisely why the “habitual use” of 
EMHCs is forbidden.10   And if “receive and run”—happily it doesn’t 
happen much, but does happen—seems to evince inadequate respect for the 
blessed sacrament, it is downright rude to the priest, who, for his sins, must 
on occasion feel like a vending machine. 

 
We see it in other forms of sacramental disengagement, too: Staying 

home from Mass, failing to attend confession, and so forth.  In 2008, 
Georgetown University’s Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate 
polled self-identified adult Catholics.11  Nearly half never attend confession, 
and three quarters attend less than once a year.12  Only 20% attend Mass 
every week.13  Presumably—hopefully at least—they are substituting private 
prayer for those functions.  Either way, though, they are undervaluing the 
sacraments and the priests as their ministers.   

 
And in broader terms, we have reached a point where disrespect (and 

even disdain) for, and disobedience to the bishops has reached epidemic 
levels.  Criticism is sometimes justified,14 but consider the so-called 
“magisterium of nuns,”15 the ludicrous (and factually defective) criticism of 
Bps. Olmstead and Tobin, and the thinly-disguised contempt of certain 
putatively Catholic publications for Pope Benedict.  Suddenly, and 
surprisingly, George Weigel’s prediction of “congregationalist ultra-
montanism”16 looks like optimism.  What would St. Paul say?17   

 
One cannot help but feel that we are practically marinating in a culture of 

dissent and indifferentiation18 that is incompatible with proper respect for the 
ordained ministry and the functions peculiar to it.19 

 
 
Perhaps I have merely been fortunate enough to encounter the best of 

priests, but I have never seen high-handed clerical behavior.  I do see subtle 
signs of a devaluation, and effort to substitute for the special role, of the 

                                                 
9   RS, no. 152; cf. Fabvienen Taylor, Religious communities offer visions, ideas for future, in MISSISSIPPI CATHOLIC, July 

8, 2010 (available online at http://bit.ly/9kY5HA) (reporting that the idea of “Extraordinary Celebrants of the 
Eucharist” has been floated as a response to the vocations crisis, relying explicitly on the proliferation of EMHCs). 

10   See EM, art. 8.2. 
11   Available online at http://cara.georgetown.edu/sacramentsreport.pdf. 
12   Id., at 57. 
13   Id., at 20. If it is true that “Catholics are a Eucharistic people” for whom “the Eucharist is the core, 

continuation, and culmination of daily existence,” ROBERT KAISER, A CHURCH IN SEARCH OF ITSELF 65 (2007); 
accord Lumen Gentium, no. 11 (2d Vat. Council, 1964); Dominicae Cenae, no. 4 (John Paul II, 1980), one must in charity 
resist the obvious conclusion about a significant fraction of “self-identified Catholics.” 

14   See, e.g., GIBSON, supra note 5, at 32. 
15   See, e.g., http://wdtprs.com/blog/2010/03/a-magisterium-of-nuns/ 
16   See Weigel, The Coming Crisis in Episcopal Demographics (7/24/2007) (http://bit.ly/9Pfo9Y). 
17   See, e.g., Heb 13:17; 1 Cor 1:10. 
18   Indifferentiation, that is, between the respective commissions of the clergy and laity. Cf. CATECHISM OF THE 

CATHOLIC CHURCH ¶ 1547 (2003); CATECHISM OF THE COUNCIL OF TRENT 220-21, 224 (J. Donovan, trns. 1829); 
see generally EM, supra note 6. 

19   See generally Presbyterorum Ordinis (2d Vat. Council, 1965); CATECHISM OF TRENT, supra, at 212. 
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ordained ministry.20 (I am not talking primarily about my own parish here.)  
One explanation for these developments might see the former as a 
subconscious coping mechanism for the vocations crisis’ necessitation of the 
latter: “if a priest isn’t available to do this, and we still need to do this, perhaps 
we don’t need a priest to do this.”  Perhaps in some cases it is a way for 
women and married men who would like to be priests to make lemonade.21  
And frankly, perhaps in a few cases, it represents a more insidious thought 
process: “if we can’t level things out by making women more special (i.e. by 
ordination), then we will level things out by making priests less special (i.e. 
indistinct from the laity).”22  

 
Whatever the cause, however, the effect strikes me as no less dangerous 

than clericalism. If anything, it is perhaps more so. Undermining the role of 
the ordained ministry has implications for theology and ecclesiology, and will 
ultimately strike at the faithful’s perception of the Church, the Mass, the 
priest, and ultimately the real presence vel non of the one priest, Jesus Christ, 
made present though and by the sacramental action of Priests and Bishops.23  

 
And on a more immediate level, as Russell Shaw noted in 2008, “[t]here 

are real risks involved in criticizing clericalism.  One is the danger of giving 
aid and comfort to dissenters who want a revolution in the Church that will 
allow them to choose their own bishops and pastors and make other 
important decisions, up to and including decisions about doctrine.”24  
Entertaining complaints of clericalism, particularly when the subject, 
properly-understood, is no such thing, and a fortiori when the complaints are 
thinly-disguised weapons in the service of crude congregationalism, has risks 
for both vocations and the Church itself.  As Fritz Lobinger and Paul 
Zulehner pointed out a few years ago, pointing fingers at priests is ultimately 
self-destructive: if “[m]ore and more of the tasks which have traditionally 
been performed by priests are now carried out by deacons or lay people in 
full-time church employment,” this signals “that the faithful can manage 
without either sacraments or priests.  If the sacramental dimension 
diminishes in importance, the Church itself, as the fundamental sacrament, 

                                                 
20   Cf. Christifideles Laici, no 23 (John Paul II, 1988) (noting “the tendency towards a ‘clericalization’ of the lay 

faithful and the risk of creating, in reality, an ecclesial structure of parallel service to that founded on the Sacrament 
of Orders”).  

21   Cf., e.g., Elizabeth Groppe, Women and the Persona of Christ in FRONTIERS IN CATHOLIC FEMINIST THEOLOGY 

161 (Abraham & Procario-Foley, eds. 2009); Taylor, supra note 9, (noting, without elaboration, that we can see the 
shortage of priests as “an exciting time” offering “an opportunity for growth”). 

22   Cf. Mary DeTurris, Why Women Can't be Priests (http://bit.ly/bYOxqj) (noting that “[m]any who support a 
female priesthood claim that there is no connection between today's bishops and priests and Jesus' choice of the 
Twelve Apostles” (cf. EM, text accompanying nn. 29-33)); NATALIE WATSON, INTRODUCING FEMINIST 

ECCLESIOLOGY 66, 68 (2002); ANGELA BONAVOGLIA, GOOD CATHOLIC GIRLS (2000). 
23   Cf. CCC, supra note 18, ¶¶ 1548-49; DEAN HOGE, THE FUTURE OF CATHOLIC LEADERSHIP 101-02 (1987). 
24   Shaw, On Clericalism (5/6/2008) (http://bit.ly/bgcQYH) (paragraph break deleted); see, e.g., JIM GILBERT, 

BREACH OF FAITH, BREACH OF TRUST 95-96 (2010) (insisting that the sexual abuse crisis means that “parishioners 
must have more say in the choosing of their parish priest,” and that the Church must rethink its hierarchy and 
positions on ordaining women and married men; in other words, “the priesthood is defective, and we need to 
change it”); Eugene Kennedy, If the church ordained women, there would be no sex abuse crisis in THE NATIONAL CATHOLIC 

REPORTER, May 21, 2010 (available online at http://bit.ly/aLglfD) (insisting that clericalism is enabled by a lack of 
female priests, and suggesting as a remedy the same policy prescription he proffers, macro-like, in all situations, cf. 
KENNEDY, THE UNHEALED WOUND (2001); Kennedy, Ordain women, change the abortion debate in THE NATIONAL 

CATHOLIC REPORTER, May 28, 1999); JOSEPH O’CALLAGHAN, ELECTING OUR BISHOPS (2007). 
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will be devalued in the eyes of the faithful.”25  If the response to the 
vocations crisis is to suggest that priests aren’t vital after all, how does that 
encourage men with vocations to the priesthood to make the sacrifices 
entailed in accepting their calling?26 

 
One other thing to consider: Have we defined the problem adequately?  

Shea flirts with an acknowledgement that the problem isn’t clericalism per se, 
but a failure of leaders, ordained and lay, to follow Christ’s model of servant 
leadership.27  Indeed, the kind of problems that Shea identifies in paragraphs 
nine through eleven not only do not arise because of clericalism, but, in fact, 
can only flower in its absence.  Fallen humanity being what it is, power is apt 
to be seductive and abused whether exercised by priests or laity; pride, 
perquisitism, territorialism, “I know best”-ism, and “this is my corner of the 
sandpit”-ism are not the exclusive preserve of the ordained. Or even of 
Catholics, for that matter.  We might observe that if clericalism was the real 
culprit, protestant ecclesial communities which have nothing but lay 
leadership must be free from these problems.  Are they? 

 
 
As we should not put clergy on a pedestal, nor should we sandbag them. 

The faithful have a common dignity but divergent callings.28  As Redemptionis 
Sacramentum remarks, while an involved laity is good and important, “care 
[must] be taken … lest the delineation of this function be assimilated too 
closely to the form of pastoral ministry that belongs to clerics.”29  Shaw is 
right in warning that while clericalism is a caricature rather than an 
affirmation of the sacred realities of the ordained ministry, the response to 
the caricature should not eclipse that which was caricatured: “those … who 
speak of the evils of clericalism need to be careful not to undermine the 
dignity and sanctity of the ordained priesthood and obscure its radical, 
ontological difference from the baptismal priesthood of the faithful.”30   

 
 

                                                 
25   http://www.thetablet.co.uk/article/3670. 
26   Cf. Fr. James McLucas, The Emasculation of the Priesthood in THE LATIN MASS MAGAZINE, Spring 1998 

(available online at http://bit.ly/l2Q4r). 
27   See, e.g. Lk 22:25-26; Ap. Con. Pastor Bonus, no. 2 (John Paul II, 1988): 

The power and authority of the bishops bears the mark of diaconia or stewardship, fitting the example of 
Jesus Christ himself who "came not to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many" 
(Mk 10:45). Therefore the power that is found in the Church is to be understood as the power of being 
a servant and is to be exercised in that way; before anything else it is the authority of a shepherd. 

28   Cf. Lumen Gentium, supra note 13, no. 32; Christifideles Laici, supra note 20, no 20; MCBRIEN, supra note 4, at 
851; GIBSON, supra note 5, at 46 (quoting Bp. John England’s description of his diocese in a past era of priest 
shortages: “the laity are empowered to cooperate but not to dominate”; the full text can be found in 8 RECORDS OF 

THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PHILADELPHIA 319 (1897)); LADISLAS ORSY, THE CHURCH: 
LEARNING AND TEACHING 14 (1987) (“All have received the Word, but some among them were given the 
sacramental mandate to speak it with authority and, should dissensions arise in the commuity, to determine its true 
meaning with unfailing fidelity”). 

29   RS, no. 149; accord EM (although “the lay faithful … are called to assist” in “the sacred ministry of the clergy,” 
and “the collaboration of the non-ordained faithful in the pastoral ministry of the clergy has developed in a very 
positive fashion” in many dioceses, “it is necessary that all who are in any way involved in this collaboration exercise 
particular care to safeguard the nature and mission of sacred ministry and the vocation and secular character of the 
lay faithful. It must be remembered that ‘collaboration with’ does not, in fact, mean ‘substitution for.’”); cf. 
Apostolicam Actuositatem, no 2 (2d Vat. Council, 1965); but see Zenit, Pope calls on Laity to Recognize Pastoral Responsibility 
(5/29/2009) (http://bit.ly/UKTio). 

30   Shaw, supra note 24. 


