
Of the roughly 260 active bishops in America 

right now, at least 

165 will retire by the year 2007. 

The coming bishop crunch 
By Edward Peters 

@ In 2006, less than 11 years from now, 

the United States will need to replace 5 

archbishops and 10 diocesan bishops. 

The archdioceses of Baltimore MD, Bos- 

ton MA, Kansas City KS, Louisville, KY, 

and Mobile AL, shepherding nearly 

3,000,000 Catholics, will become vacant 

that year when their archbishops reach 

the canonical retirement age of 75 (1983 

CIC 401). 
That same year, the bishops of Chey- 

enne WY, Colorado Springs CO, Crook- 

ston, MN, Dallas TX, Galveston-Houston 

TX, Joliet IL, Marquette MI, San Jose 

CA, Shreveport LA, and Wichita KS will 

also reach retirement, leaving another 

2,250,000 Catholics to await word on the 

new head of their dioceses. Add to these 

all of the Catholics living in the 22 suffra- 

gan sees which fall under the five archdio- 

ceses,! and it’s easy to see how some 

7,000,000 Latin-rite Catholics in 19 states 

from coast to coast will have good reason 

to pray for extra blessings in 2006. 

Not that 2006 is going to be a unique 

year in the life of the Church in the United 

States. In the preceding year, 2005, two 

archdioceses (Detroit MI and Newark 
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NJ) and 13 dioceses will come open. In 

the following year, 2007, three archdio- 

ceses (Denver CO, Omaha NE, and Seat- 

tle WA) and 12 dioceses will come vacant. 

While few of the next twenty years look 

light in terms in episcopal turn-over, I 

think the years 2005-2007 could qualify 

as genuine episcopal “Crunch Years.”? 

The question I want to consider now 

is simple: during just the three years from 

2005 to 2007, where will we find 45 men 

“outstanding for their solid faith, good 

morals, piety, zeal for souls, wisdom, 

prudence and other virtues and talents, 

possessing advanced degrees or true ex- 

pertise in scripture, theology, canon law 

.-.” (1983 CIC 378) to fill those episcopal 

slots? If only for mathematical reasons, 

we can’t count on the present pool of 

bishops to cover the bases. 

Of the roughly 260 active bishops in 

America right now, at least 165 will retire 

by 2007. And, in so far as the Holy See 

tries to avoid putting in a short-termer as 

a diocesan, let alone, archdiocesan, bishop, 

one can prudently discount up to 53 more 

who are scheduled to retire within three 

to five years of 2007. That leaves, then, 
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scarcely 45 present day bishops (25 of 

whom already head archdioceses or dio- 

ceses) to fill the 45 places which will open 

between 2005-2007. However, to count 

on even that, one would have to assume 

that none of the 45 potentially available 

current bishops are taken for the 108 

archdioceses and dioceses which will come 

open between now and 2005, and that no 

openings now scheduled for the Crunch 

Years of 2005-2007 are accelerated by 

death, resignation, or transfer. This is be- 

ginning to sound serious. 

Before going any further, though, let’s 

recall that mathematical projections are 

notoriously dangerous things: In 1910, 

for example, panic briefly gripped New 

York City when a transportation study 

predicted that by 1960, if then-present 

trends continued, the Big Apple would 

be buried under 3 feet of horse manure. 

Ecclesiastical conditions change too, of 

course, and, in the end this is all in the 

Holy Spirit’s hands anyway. Still, there 

seems at least some reason to be con- 

cerned. From the above, I suggest that the 

great majority of the sees opening from 

2005-2007 will be filled by men who are 

not even bishops yet, that is, mostly by 

men who are presently diocesan priests. 

A few observations on these American 

“episcopabili,” therefore, seem in order. 

Although the canonical minimum age 

for bishops is 35 (1983 CIC 378, n.1), 

very few men are named bishops these 

days who are not already 45, often older.’ 

Therefore, the episcopal classes of 2005- 

2007, right now, consist mostly of priests 

in their early to mid 30s, perhaps a little 

older. As such, they would have virtually 

no personal memories of Vatican II. They 

perceived none of the drama surrounding 

Humanae Vitae or, for that matter, the 

Call to Action a few years later. Most a* 

them can’t tell you where they were when 
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Kennedy was shot. Moreover, given the 

gradually advancing age of seminarians, 

most of the Crunch Years’ bishops have, 

as of now, even been ordained for only 

five or six years, only a few as many as 

10. 

If they are east coast priests, especially 

in the larger cities, they are probably still 

best known as “that nice new associate, 

oh, you know, Fr. What’s-his-name.” 

They will be in a parish for only a couple 

of years before being transferred across 

town to another to see what another part 

of the Church is like, or at least to see 

what another pastor is like. If they are 

midwestern or western priests, especially 

in less populated regions, they might al- 

ready be pastor of two parishes separated 

by many miles, wondering whether spe- 

cial permission would be needed to say 

more than three Masses on Sundays. In 

brief, a significant portion of our na- 

tional ecclesiastical leaders-to-be in just 

11 short years are, today, nearly anony- 

mous shuffled associates or over-stretched 

circuit riders seriously courting burn-out. 

Educationally, most Crunch Years’ 

bishops will have studied theology in the 

mid to late 1980s. While indications are 

that seminary life settled down somewhat 

by that time, at least as compared to the 

1970s, there will still be very serious gaps 

in their academic formation, gaps which, 

if unaddressed, will negatively affect their 

performance in office. How many priests 

now in their mid-30s can give a cogent 

homily on natural law, divorce, and con- 

traception? How many American bish- 

ops in 2006 will be able to read Latin? 

Since Vatican II, the Holy See has 

filled some of the gaps in diocesan leader- 

ship by tapping religious orders. Cur- 

antly, some 35 active American bishops 

are members of religious orders.* But the 

vocation crisis is damaging religious life 
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as well as diocesan. Of the dwindling 

number of men entering religious life in 

the first place, fewer still will be exposed 

to “religious parishes” as many orders 

continue to pull out of parish work in 

favor of their own, usually educational, 

apostolates. In brief, the religious reser- 

voir is shrinking, making the need to 

work with the traditional source of bish- 

ops, diocesan presbyterates, even more 

acute. 

If to this point I have suggested some 

potential problems, and if readers more 

knowledgeable than I about these things 

can’t simply say, “Look, Peters, you left 

out such-and-such which will remedy this 

whole thing,” then I’d like to turn to some 

preliminary thoughts on addressing the 

situation. 

First, if there really are too many epis- 

copal openings for too few qualified can- 

didates, then reduce the number of open- 

ings. Just as parishes have a life span, so 

do dioceses. Surely there are some contig- 

uous dioceses which, on their own, are 

barely surviving but which, if merged . 

with each other, would be on much more 

stable footing.° Each time that is done, 

the need to find two good bishops is re- 

duced to the need to find just one. 

At the same time, the number of auxil- 

iary bishops should be reduced. The place 

of the auxiliary bishop has always pre- 

sented certain ecclesiological anomalies 

and recent conciliar and canonical re- 

forms® have further reduced the tradi- 

tionally perceived need for auxiliaries, 

and hence the considerable talents used 

in replacing them as well. 
For that matter, the Holy See could 

consider some foreign priests for Ameri- 

can episcopal sees.’ Obviously this would 

require some specialized preparations, 

but the history of the Church in America 

should suffice to demonstrate no insur- 

mountable obstacles here. 
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The first "teach-yourself" program to 
help you communicate with Hispanic 
parishioners. 

Pastoral Spanish 
With this unique audio-cassette/book 
course, priests and laypersons can learn the 
essentials of Spanish and the specialized 
vocabulary and expressions needed in 
celebrating the Mass, conducting conver- 
sations on specific pastoral subjects,and 
developing homilies on topics of relevance 
to Hispanic Americans. 

Developed by Rev. Romuald Zantia 
of the Church of Saint Patrick, Newburgh, 
New York, and Professor Karen Eberle- 
McCarthy of Mount St. Mary's College, 
also in Newburgh, this course is voiced by 
native Spanish speakers. No previous 
knowledge of Spanish is required. 12 
cassettes (12 hr.) and two books of 148 and 
112 pages, $199. (CT residents add sales 
tax). Full three-week money-back 
guarantee. Call toll-free 1-800-243-1234, 
fax (203) 453-9774, or write to place your 
order or to obtain a free copy of our new 
60-page Whole World Language Catalog 
offering courses in 91 languages. Our 
23rd year. 
  

i deep 
"Congratulations and know of my ; 

appreciation of your efforts. jMuchas gracias 

or sus obras magnificas!” — 

° John Cardinal O'Connor, Archbishop of New York 

aUDIC-FaORUM 
THE LANGUAGE SOURCE 

          Room £807, 96 Broad Street, Guilford, CT 06437 
      

Next, current archbishops and bishops 

might cushion the approaching leader- 

ship crunch by recognizing the fact that 

the Church in the United States is in a 

spiritual rebuilding, reorganizing mode 

such as it has never experienced before. 

Specifically, it is the cross of today’s bishop 

that, as crisis after crisis assaults him and 

his people, he will have fewer and fewer 

good priests with which to respond. Bish- 

ops should nevertheless look out among 

their diminished presbyterates and iden- 

tify those few outstanding young priests 
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with genuine episcopal service potential. 

Then, without fanfare, they should, as it 

were, be mentally written out of the fu- 

ture of their own diocesan presbyterate, 

despite the undeniable cost, and prepared 

for episcopal eligibility.® 

This means, among other things, mak- 

ing sure that these priests get licentiates, 

preferably doctorates, in one, preferably 

two, sacred disciplines from high quality 

institutions. Advanced academic work in 

asecular discipline (history, law, hard sci- 

ences, etc.) should also be encouraged for 

the sake of the whole college of bishops 

which will have an even greater need for 

such personal expertise in its ranks during 

the next céntury than it does already. 

Pastorally, associate shuffling should 

be reduced. Most young priests simply 

aren’t in one place long enough to see how 

parish life — which is usually family life — 

really goes. Can they not be left in one 

parish for at least six to eight years? 

That’s long enough to see a marriage 

they officiated at with serious misgivings 

collapse 6 years and two kids later. That’s 

long enough to see a drug-addicted or 

pregnant teenager and yet remember that 

same human wreck as a happy kid at First 

Communion. That’s long enough to see 

complete turnovers in various parish 

councils, maybe even parish staffs. 

For those priests already in diocesan 

or administrative work, they should be 

allowed to remain there long enough to 

see that problems dealt with correctly the 

first time bear fruit for many years, but 

how the sloppy treatment of thorny issues 

will only return to haunt them and their 

successors for even longer periods. 

If this educational regime and work 

experience schedule sounds demanding, 

so be it. It’s nothing compared to the de- 

mands these young priests will face later 

as archdiocesan and diocesan bishops. 

And, if it happens that a priest given over 
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for this thorough preparation is not called to 

episcopal service after all, he could hardly 

fail to apply his sharpened talents for the 

good of his own diocese. 

Finally, if one read only the canonical 

provisions on the laity’s role in the pro- 

posal of priests for the episcopate, one 

might conclude that laity have little voice 

in the bishop selection process.? While 

this is not the place to comment on some 

of the more problematic proposals for in- 

creasing the lay voice in episcopal selec- 

tions, I would simply note that Canon 

212 §3 provides all the basis one needs to 

“express an opinion on a matter which 

affects the good of the Church.” A short, 

HOMILETIC & PASTORAL REVIEW



factual, reasonable letter to the pro- 

nuncio about a particular priest might be 

all it takes to prompt an appropriate in- 

quiry. 

The remark earlier that this whole situ- 

ation is, in the end, in the Holy Spirit’s 

hands is true, of course. Christ always 

provides for the needs of his Church. 

Still, we are invited to cooperate in that 

divine provision by perceiving future 

needs, planning to meet them, and pray- 

ing for happy results. If this paper ad- 

vances any of those goals, I shall be satis- 

fied. a 

' The archdiocese of Baltimore oversees the dio- 

ceses of Arlington VA, Richmond VA, Wheeling- 

Charleston WV, and Wilmington DE; Boston over- 

sees Burlington VT, Fall River MA, Manchester 
NH, Portland ME, Springfield MA, and Worcester 

MA; Kansas City oversees Dodge City KS, Salina 

KS, and Wichita KS; Louisville oversees Covington 

KY, Knoxville TN, Lexington KY, Memphis TN, 

Nashville TN, and Owensboro KY; and Mobile 

oversees Birmingham AL, Biloxi MS, and Jackson 

MS. The narrow canonical descriptions of the pow- 

ers of archbishops which are contained in 1983 CIC 

435-438 do not do justice to the significant influ- 

ence that metropolitans actually exert over their 

provinces. 

? During these same three years, 12 auxiliary 

bishops will also reach retirement, but as that raises 

a different aspect of the issue, it is discussed below. 

The Vatican’s need for additional American bishops 

in Roman posts should also not be forgotten. 

3 The episcopal class of 1983 was, for awhile, 

dubbed the “Baby Bishops” with Apuron (Agana), 

Brom (Duluth), Keating (Arlington), Levada (aux. 

Los Angeles), Maida (Green Bay), and Sheehan 

(Lubbock) cited by some as examples of the Holy 

See’s new commitment to youth. The average age 

of these men in 1983 was 46. Of the 20 priests who 

were first appointed to the episcopate in 1983, the 

youngest was Gregory (aux. Chicago, 36) and the 

oldest was Popp (aux. San Antonio, 66). The aver- 

age age of priests first appointed bishops in 1983 

was 50. , 
4 The archdioceses of Dubuque IA, Indianapo- 

lis IN, Louisville KY, and Milwaukee WI are cur- 

rently headed by religious, as are the dioceses of 

Brownsville TX, Des Moines IA, Duluth MN, Fair- 

banks AK, Fall River MA, Gallup NM, Las Cruces 

NM, Memphis TN, Orlando FL, Portland ME, 

Rapid City SD, St. Cloud MN, San Angelo TX, 

and Yakima WA. 

5 Final decisions here are entirely Rome’s (1983 

CIC 373) although that would not preclude regional 
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studies of such situations (see, e.g., 1983 CIC 431 
and 447). 

6 An example here is the facilitation of presby- 

teral administration of confirmation (1983 CIC 

882-884). I would also point out the generally ex- 

panded role which qualified clergy and laity can 

serve in diocesan administration, thereby freeing 

bishops to concentrate more on ministerial, rather 

than administerial, roles. Note, though, that 

Christus Dominus Nos. 25-26 as well as 1983 CIC 

403 can be fairly read as encouraging greater use 

of auxiliary bishops. Nevertheless, and without 

contradicting the suggestion I just made on reduc- 

ing the number of dioceses, I think more consider- 

ation should be given to dividing some of the Ameri- 

can mega-sees now using numerous auxiliary 

bishops into several smaller dioceses. How is the 

concept and charism of diocesan bishop served by 

his being surrounded by four, six, or eight auxiliary 
bishops? 

7 At the installation of a religious bishop to a 

diocesan see, a presiding metropolitan complained 

about the Holy See filling his province with religious 

bishops. One wonders how the archbishop would 

react to the Holy See filling his province with Poles, 

Nigerians, and Kenyans. 

8 The final selection of any candidate, however 

qualified, always remains with the Holy See (1983 

CIC 378 §2 and 1382). 
9 See 1983 CIC 377 according to which canon, 

if strictly read, the pro-nuncio may solicit the opin- 

ions of laity on episcopal nominations only if the 

priests under consideration were proposed in a pro- 

vincial ternus, and even then only if the laity to be 

consulted are “outstanding for their wisdom.” 
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