Pastor’s Pen: A New and Unwelcome Reality

There is a children’s game called “Telephone.” In it, a child whispers in their neighbor’s
ear and then the line or story is passed from child to child via a whisper until it gets around the
circle and the first child tells what they actually said and what they just heard. Rarely are they
the same thing.

This pastor’s pen is to stop a telephone game from happening.

| want us to clearly understand what is taking place, why it is taking place, what measures are
being done to address it.

| want to be clear as to what needs to be done to change the trajectory.

What is happening? For 6 weeks, | will have to cover my own assignment and the parishes of
Marceline, Brookfield, Indian Grove, and Hurricane Branch. This will happen in January and
February. This means that for those six weeks, the Mass schedule for the weekend for the six
churches that have Sunday Masses will be upended. Per Canon Law, | am only allowed to say
two Masses on a weekday and only three on a Sunday. This is the maximum. Canon Law sees
only one Mass per day as a norm. My coverage area will be all of Shelby, Macon, Linn, and
northern Chariton counties. | will be the only priest on call for this area. For at least three of
those weeks, | will be the only priest on call for those counties and Adair (Kirksville) as well.

This means that | am also responsible for every funeral and last rites in this same area. There
will be multiple Catholic Schools to tend to as well. | will not be paid any extra for any of this
responsibility.

Why is it happening? We have 7 priests active in the northern deanery. This area covers an
area from US 36 to the lowa border, from the Mississippi River to the western edge of Linn,
Sullivan, and Putnam counties. Of the seven priests, four are missionary priests from Africa and
Central America. The other two diocesan priests are stationed in Hannibal and Kahoka. Usually
in January and February, the missionary priests from Africa take their six week visit home. This
is for a variety of reasons: safety concerns, weather, immigration issues. The pastors of
Marceline/Brookfield, Kirksville, and Edina/Ewing/Canton will be gone for those six weeks. The
pastor of Milan, a priest from Costa Rica, will be the only other priest for the western two thirds
of the deanery. He speaks some English.

Normally we would have sufficient spare priests to handle this. Right now, we do not. Two of our
diocesan priests are out on long term leaves of absence due to medical issues. This leaves us
shorthanded as their parish assignments pull the extra priests into those parishes. My having to
cover Brookfield and Marceline has nothing to do with me being a dean; it has to do with me
being the nearest neighbor.



The core reason this is happening is for decades, despite having great vocation directors, the
call to the priesthood has fallen on deaf ears. As the priest of this diocese age and retire/die, the
numbers continue to fall. In 1999, the diocese had 114 diocesan priests and 8 priests from
religious orders. Now, the diocese has 64 priests (only 42 are not retired and retirement age is
75), no religious order priests, and 23 missionary priests (without whom we would be in dire
straits). These 67 priests not only cover the 91 parishes and their missions and chapels, but
have multiple jobs in addition. A few, because they are not assigned to a parish, serve as fill-in
priests to cover parishes when a pastor goes on vacation or becomes ill. Bottom line: we have
not, over the last several decades, provided from our own the number of priests we need. The
chickens have come home to roost. Fr. Fields, the pastor of Kahoka, St Patrick, and Memphis
will also be covering three other parishes at this time as well.

What is being done? This last week, | have met with the parish councils of Macon, Shelbina,
Brookfield, and Marceline to come up with a Mass schedule one priest can cover. This is
difficult not just because of the limit of Masses that can be said, but by the amount of driving
required, and the fact the churches in Marceline, Macon, and Shelbina are too small to have
everyone in one Mass. This will be a juggling act. It will be further complicated if the
parishioners in each parish want what they want even if it is to the disadvantage of the other
parishes and the wearing out of the priests. | am going to bear the brunt of this schedule. | am
the only one who will have to travel all those miles and say all those Masses and be responsible
for all that territory during the midst of the winter.

In early December, | will be doing a joint meeting with all four parish councils to develop a fair
and equitable schedule for those six weeks. Not for me. But for the parishes. No one is going
to like it. But we have no choices. | will have to take the schedule for approval by the bishop.
Hopefully, these six weeks will be all that is to this. | can’t promise it won’t in the future. Our
inaction and excuses will only make this long term and worse.

What’s Next? There is no short term solution. There is a systemic problem that needs to be
fixed. We need more good and holy priests. Quite frankly, we shouldn’t have to raid other
dioceses to get the help we need. We have it here. The diocese is starting a new vocation plan
(not exclusive to priesthood) and gratefully the response from my parishes to helping out in this
has been great. It will take prayer, It will take encouragement, It will take moving away from the
infernal parish as a business model and restoring the parish to being a family. | know of no
young man that dreams of running a big box store, | know many who want to lead families. For
the next decade what is happening now will be more and more common. What we choose to be
in the long term is fully up to us and our response.



