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Scandals and Leaving the Church

eople have always had reasons for leaving the Church.

Sometimes it was an individual decision and sometimes

they left in groups. Today people say they are leaving the
Church because of the scandals, the hypocrisy, or a lack of faith
in the Church or its leadership. None of this is new.

The first group of people left the Church because they did not
like Jesus’ saying that they had to eat His body and drink His
blood in order to have etemal life. And St John reports this in 6:66
(interesting verse number): “As a result of this, many [of] His dis-
ciples returned to their former way of life and no longer accom-
panied Him.” They were scandalized by the teaching of Jesus and
left. Jesus did not change His teaching and say, “Oh, you really
did not understand. I meant this in a symbolic way.” He let them
go. He did not chase after them. Jesus understood sin.

A Jewish theological notion that can still be heard from some
Catholic voices is that illness is because of sin. The people asked
Jesus concerning the man born blind “was it his sin or that of his
parents?” Our Lord responded that it was neither. In Luke’s
Gospel (4) Our Lord cured a man of demonic possession in the
synagogue in Capernaum. This clearly illustrated that sin existed
in Judaism. Just as when Jesus cured the centurion’s servant, it

‘would have been understood by the populous that sin existed in
the Roman society. Sin is everywhere. Sin is even in the Church
as is illustrated by the cure of a member of Jesus’ inner circle:
Peter’s mother-in-law. So no matter whether you are outside the
Church or in the inner circle, cure can only be found in Jesus.

It is for that reason that so many bishops (personally, I read
letters of 15 bishops) have pointed out that Peter sinks when he
is not focused on Christ when walking of the water. We are being
told that we must focus on Christ in this time of adversity. The
skeptics are replying that the Church is sinking because it was
not focused on Jesus.

‘Well, the Church is not sinking. We are told that the “gates of
Hell shall not prevail against it.” But not for the want of trying.
Legend has it that at one time Napoleon told a Cardinal: “Your
Eminence, are you not aware that I have the power to destroy
the Catholic Church.” To which the reply was: “Your Majesty,
we the Catholic clergy, have done our best to destroy the Church
for the last 1,800 years. We have not succeeded, and neither will
you.” Scandals involving clergy have existed in the Church from
the time of the scandal of Judas.

From the days of Judas, people have rejected Jesus, the
Church, and its teachings, and have gone back to their former
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way of life, the way of sin. People do not
‘get holier by leaving Jesus.

“The Church has dealt with people leav-
ing before and this is not the end of the ex-
odus. There will be a scandal anew in the
future, be assured.

As soon as Jesus died, rose and as-
cended, there were disagreements. There
were problems and debates over whether
Christians should follow Jewish laws con-
cerning the kosher diet and circumcision.
You can be sure that there were Jewish
loyalists, who gave up Christianity be-
cause it was not Jewish enough. St Paul
tells the Ephesians “savage wolves will
come trying to devour the flock”. He also
‘mentions that people were in sinful rela-
tionships and the congregation did noth-
ing about it. (Cf his letters to the
Corinthians.) He does not point to the
bishops or priests, he points to the whole
Church, We as Church are responsible for
the moral conduct of our members. In the
fist centuries of the Church, there was a
public confession of sins. The community
knew it was made up of sinners and it was
responsible to assist the person in not sin-
ning again. There are eligious communi-
ties such as the Missionary Sisters of the
Mother of God, who have chapter of
faults in which members confss to the
whole community. Since we now practice
private confessions, we do not know the
sins our neighbors commit and therefore
cannot help them avoid sins. We would be
obligated—es the sign in the airport
says—If you see something; say some-
thing.”

An Attorey General in one state has
suggested that the diocese make transpar-
ent all transgressions that any priest who
has been accused whether credible or not.
This is a good suggestion as long as all
judges, attomeys, doctors, teachers, pro-
Fessors, etc. do the same. This way we the
‘people will be able to judge for ourselves
this professional. It would be good then if
a judge hearing 2 case i the priest scandal
had ever been accused of adultery then
could not stand in judgment of a priest
who had broken his vows for the judge

had done the same.

In the carlist days of the Church peo-
ple left it for theological reasons, or what
we call today “heresies”. People probably
just thought they were expressing differ-
entopinions on theological matters. As the
Church fathers noted, people would argue
theology in the coffee houses. People on
both sides included bishop, priests and
monastics. Itis a fact that the followers of
Arius (who thought Jesus was a super
creature) and Bishop Nestorius (who said
Jesus gave up His humanity or that it was
swallowed up by His divinity) left the
Church. Priests, bishops and their follow-
ers left. They didn’t just say “okay, the
Church had a council and decided we are
wrong so we are dropping our position.”
They left the Church and founded their
own Churches. (Archacologists just found
a “Nestorian” monastery in Kuwait built
by followers of Nestorius after the Coun-
cil called them herctics.)

While we think of Councils for their
theological works, they also covered prac-
tical matters. The First Council of Nicea,
(the one known for its creed and setting
the date of Pascha), prohibited the pres-
ence in the house of a priest or deacon, a
younger woman, who might bring him
under suspicion. They prohibited priests
from charging inferest on loans. These ac-
tions were meant to prevent future scandal
and were made because some priests had
women living in their homes to whom
they were not married and priests became
rich by gouging their people.

“The Third Ecumenical Council forbade
abishop from lifting an excommunication
or condemnation of a priest for an im-
‘proper act. This prevented a scandalous
‘priest from going to another diocese.

‘The Fourth Ecumenical Council for-
‘badea bishop from ordaining a person for
‘money. Italso accused some priests of not
celebrating the Divine Liturgy because
money was available clsewhere. It pun-
ished any man who took a woman by
force under the pretense of marriage, and
their accomplices. All these things hap-
‘pened, so laws were created to deal with
the future.

Sin—since Peter’s mother-in-law—has
been in the Church. Many people ke to
quote St John Chrysostom: “The road to
hell is paved with the souls (skulls) of
pricsts.” but he did NOT say this. John
Wesley, a Protestant Reformer  well-
versed in the Fathers, i the source of this
quote. This does not mean that Chrysos-
tom did not find fault with the clergy of
his day for he did write in Homily 3 on
Acts of the Apostles:

“I do not think there are many among
bishops that will be saved, but many more.
that perish: and the reason is, that it is an
affai that requires a great mind. Many are
the exigencies, which throw a man out of
his natural temper; and he had need of a
thousand eyes on all sides. Do you not see
what a number of qualifications the
bishop must have? To be apt to teach, be
patient, hold fast to the faithful word in
doctrine, see 1 Timothy 3:2-9; Titus 1
on

Bishops end up in hell because of the
Toss of souls entrusted to their care.

In the situation we have today,
Chrysostom’s following thought would
make the bishop of today uncomfortable:

“Do not ell me, tha the presbyter i at
Fault, o the deacon. The guit of al these
comes perforce upon the head of those
who ordained them.” Chrysostom goes on
totell the succeeding bishop that they are
responsible for the fault of a priest or dea-
con if he knowingly gives him a position.

‘When I was in Ukraine a group of peo-
ple were complaining to an Orthodox
bishop about their pricst, They told him
that the priest was unworthy. He did not
live a virtuous life and they were not even
sure he believed in Jesus. The bishop
asked if when “he gave them communion
was it Jesus?” They said, “Yes.” No mat-
ter how unworthy or sinful a priest is the
sacraments are il available from him.

Astory from the life of St. Francis of
Assisi llustrates how the awareness of a
priest’s hands can help bring about a
deeper purification in the heart. Some
‘people came to ask for Francis’ help with
their parish pricst. They had discovered

continued on next page




image3.png
from previous page

that their priest was involved in a scan-
dalous relationship with a woman. The
saint was brought to the town and the
pricst was brought out in front of every-
one. They thought that the saint would up-
braid the fallen priest. St. Francis instead
fell to his knees, took the priest’s hands
into his own stigmatized hands, kissed
them and said, “All I know and all  want
to know is that these hands give me
Jesus.” It was said that the priest was con-
verted.

‘While acknowledging that priests are
sinners, we arc reminded that they are still
priests and are a source of grace through
the sacraments no matter how unworthy
they may be. At the same time priests are
sinners and they can be converted through
the action of Christin the Church. Sin will
always be in the Church. Throughout his-
tory, unworthy priests have offered sacra-
‘ments and forgiven the sins of the faithful.
“This is not o be construed as any form of
approval for their actions. But rather to re-
‘mind each of us that we must remember
that we too are sinners in the Church. As
our Lord told the crowd condemning a
sinner, “Let the one without sin throw the
first stone.” We as sinners can forgive si
To paraphrase St Augustine, love the sin-
ner and hate the sin.

How do we show love for the sinner?
All sinners are treated with respect for we
Tove them. We are like parents confronted
with our children when they arc bad. We
Tove them, we teach them not o sin and if
they are repentant we forgive them. As
parents we love our children but we also
‘make them aware that their actions have
consequences. As sinners we need for-
giveness as well and need to remember
the consequences of all our actions.

‘What is needed to stop scandal in the
Church? The answer lies in Scripture:
Kings and 2 Chronicles. The people of s-
racl no longer resembled the followers of
Moses. They had adapted to the local cul-
ture and practice. They forgot who they
were: the children of God. This would
scem to describe many Catholics in this
country. The leaders and the practices of
the temple were corrupt as well. Josizh
became king and wanted to rebuild the
temple and restore Judaism. As they were
building, they discovered the Book of the
Law. He had the book read to the people
and they discovered how sinful they had
become. They resolved to return to the
way of God.

‘The Church, in sermons, exhortations
of bishops and in its literature must teach
the law of Chrst, the Beatitudes, as well

as the Ten Commandments. Too many
faithful people are leaming their morality
from social media. There is sex without
consequences and outside of marriage
seeen as the norm. If our laity has fallen
into sin, we can expect with the same so-
cietal influences are clergy MAY as well.
Pastors and congregants work together in
bringing each other nto the Kingdom, just
s married couples are responsible for the
salvation of the other.

Looking at the present situation they
need o be reminded that anyone who
looks lustfully is a sinner. Sex belongs
in marriage. As a community we look
out for one another. By our words and
examples, we help others keep on the
‘Way. “The Way” was the first name for
Christians. We must take responsibility
for our neighbors. We cannot throw a
stone unless we are without sin. The
whole Church, not just the priests, needs
o be reformed and get back to the teach-
ings of Jesus and the Fathers or Scripture
and Tradition. We need to renounce sin
in ourlives, in our familics, in our com-
‘munities and of course in our Church.
‘We have all et the wolf in but the wolf
will not win. We do not leave the
Church: we purify it from within.

Fr Jonathan Morse








