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THE allegations of misconduct among 
seminarians attending St Patrick’s Col-
lege in Maynooth are not a surprise to 
anyone who has kept a close eye on life 
there over the past two decades. Not for 
the first time, there are allegations of a 
drinking and gay subculture in the col-
lege, now augmented by claims that 
newer technology, in the form of gay 
dating app Grindr, is used by some of the 
seminarians.

It seems sad that if indeed some, or 
many, of the seminarians are gay, they 
feel they have to sublimate their identity 
in the priesthood, rather than being able 
to express it openly like many of their 
secular peers. But, no matter whether 
you agree with it or not, celibacy is a cen-
tral tenet of what it means to be a priest, 
and it is understandable that those who 
genuinely believe it, and wish to dedicate 
themselves only to their ministries, 
would find it difficult to co-exist in such 
an environment. Speaking to Keelin 
Shanley on RTÉ Radio 1 yesterday, the 
head of St Patrick’s, Monsignor Hugh 
Connolly, downplayed the allegations 
and denied there was an active gay cul-
ture in the college, and also said whistle-
blowers had nothing to fear if there was 
something they wished to report.

The evidence, sadly, appears to suggest 
the opposite, and former students have 
come forward to say that some who made 
allegations were dismissed, while others, 
seeing the fate that awaited if they spoke 
out, simply left.

Everything about this situation is sad. 
For some, the sadness comes from being 
forced to become what they are not. For 
others, it comes from wanting to embrace 
the totality of priestly life, but finding 
themselves in an environment that is not 
conducive to that outcome.

We have a vocational crisis in Ireland, 
with nowhere near enough priests com-
ing through the system to replace those 
who should already have retired. Mon-
signor Connolly and his board of man-
agement really need to get a tighter rein 
on this situation. There is no need for 
witch-hunts, but anyone contemplating 
the religious life must be informed of the 
basic standards required of candidates, 
and make the correct choice between 
celibacy and active sexuality.

Shocking death toll
THE death yesterday of a man in a road 
crash in Donegal brings to six the number 
killed on the county’s roads in nine days 
in three incidents, a number that seems 
hugely disproportionate to the popula-
tion. Naturally, we send our condolences 
to his family and we fervently hope that 
there will be no more fatalities. 

That said, it is undeniable that Co. 
Donegal has a long history of tragic acci-
dents, often involving young people in 
cars carrying more passengers than there 
are seat belts. Certainly, the frequency of 
accidents suggests a serious study must 
be carried out and if that means roads 
need to be improved, or more simply, 
that a major public safety campaign 
needs to be launched, it must be con-
ducted without delay. The people of Co. 
Donegal have the same rights to travel in 
safety as those in every county.

Cheer on our heroes
SaDly, all the early headlines about the 
Olympics have been about boxer Michael 
O’Reilly testing positive for a banned 
substance and now planning to launch 
an appeal. It is easy to forget that he is 
just one of more than 70 Irish men and 
women who will push themselves to the 
limits to bring medals home on behalf of 
their country. The next two weeks will 
bring great success or crushing disap-
pointment but, one way or the other, 
they deserve our support. It’s time to get 
behind Team Ireland and cheer every 
one of them to victory.

This is a sorry affair 
for everyone involved
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days. Those leading it displayed 
an unhealthy curiosity about any 
sexual activity the participants 
may have previously engaged in, 
to the point that we were each 
pressurised into making pseudo-
confessions to the group.’

The problem of alcoholism was, 
he said, another major feature: 
‘Several times every week, groups 
of seminarians would return from 
the bar causing havoc by bang-
ing on doors and, at times, gain-
ing entry to other seminarians’ 
rooms with the use of a master 
key. Once again, when incidents 
of this nature were reported to 
the directors of formation, the 
conversation would inevitably 

focus on the reaction of the com-
plainant, and nothing would be 
done to instil discipline or 
encourage self-control among 
the offending seminarians. It was 
not unknown for a candidate for 
the priesthood to become a full-
blown alcoholic and to receive 
treatment for the condition.’

Thanks to what this particular 
seminarian called ‘flawed forma-
tion’, ‘many became addicted to 
alcohol. Some left, disenchanted 
with their time in Maynooth. 
Some simply abandoned the 
Church, while others decided to 
compromise their faith in the 
hope of being able to salvage 
something after ordination. as I 

continued to write and publish 
similar testimonies, more semi-
narians came forward – each with 
equally sensational claims. The 
National Seminary issued a 
statement denying all accusa-
tions levelled against it. 

In 2011, I published a book 
entitled Why Be a Catholic? in 
which I outlined the whole sorry 
saga. I also suggested ways in 
which the Irish priesthood ought 
to be reformed. I know that 
american cardinal Timothy 
Dolan, who led the apostolic 
Visitation to Maynooth in 2011, 
read my articles and that he had 
been given similar testimony 
during his visit to the seminary. 

Why, then, has it taken so long 
for a leading Irish bishop to 
speak out against the ‘strange 
goings-on’ in Maynooth? Why, in 
other words, didn’t those leading 
the apostolic Visitation order 
root and branch reform of the 
seminary? They did, in fact, but 
the Irish Bishops’ Conference 
closed ranks and refused to 

I
N 2010, I was invited 
by this newspaper to 
write a piece on how 
the Irish Catholic 
Church could rebuild 
following the clerical 

sex abuse crisis. I had, 
since 2006, been lecturing 
in the Philosophy Depart-
ment at NUI Maynooth 
(NUIM). among my stu-
dents were seminarians 
from St Patrick’s College 
– the National Seminary – 
which shares a campus 
with NUIM.

Knowing that I was a column-
ist for this newspaper, a group of 
seminarians approached me with 
what turned out to be explosive 
allegations. They reported that 
the seminary was a ‘hotbed of 
promiscuity’ in which all manner 
of permissive behaviour was 
either overlooked or actively 
encouraged. They also said 
that those who opposed this  
culture were ostracised and, in 
some cases, removed from the 
seminary.

at first, I was highly dubious of 
their claims. However, as I spoke 
to more seminarians I found 
there was a consistent narrative 
which was both shocking and 
deeply saddening. as a commit-
ted Catholic, I was dismayed 
that the future priests of this 
country were being trained in 
such an appalling environment. 

It was against this background 
that I wrote my first column on 
the future of Irish Catholicism. 
My contention was that the 
Church could never recover until 
it was cleansed from within. Pri-
marily, that meant training 
priests in accordance with the 
highest spiritual and moral vir-
tues. as one seminarian put it to 
me: ‘If the car is faulty, you must 
go back to the factory and deal 
with the root of the problem.’ 
and so I suggested that there 
must be systematic reform of the 
seminaries – reform so radical 
that the Irish priesthood would 
return to the path of the right-
eousness. No longer could decent 
young men, who had given up 
their lives for something sacred, 
be denied a vocation simply 
because they opposed what they 
perceived as something profane. 

F
 
 
OllOWING the publi-
cation of that article, 
correspondence swept 
across my desk. Dozens 
of men who had spoken 

out against the permissive cul-
ture in the seminary, and who 
were subsequently shown the 
door, wrote of how their lives had 
been ruined. Many had simply 
given up their vocation, while 
others had joined religious 
orders.

Old and young wrote to say 
that the National Seminary was 
a place of profound moral decay, 
and that it was no place for those 
in pursuit of holiness. Priests 
came forward with their own sad 
stories. They reported knowing 
what was going on in Maynooth, 
but rather than make a fuss and 
be expelled, they kept their 
heads down in order to get 
ordained. 

I simply could not believe that 
a place which trained people to 
stand ‘in the person of Christ’, 
could tolerate such apparent 
moral laxity. and yet, the story 
was always the same: an 
unhealthy obsession with sex 
permeated all aspects of semi-
nary life. Those more interested 
in the life of sanctity were made 
to feel odd, were forbidden to 
pray and live as you might expect 
a priest should.

Here is an excerpt from one let-
ter which was typical of those I 
received:

‘I entered Maynooth Seminary 
with an open mind, conscious 
that the path to the priesthood 
would be fraught with great chal-
lenges. The “Spiritual” or “Intro-
ductory Month” began without 
incident. The talks and group 
discussions were riddled with 
pop-psychology, but nothing 
scandalous occurred until we 
were launched into a “sexuality 
workshop” which lasted several 

Church  m ust 
now shut down  
this ‘hotb ed of 
promiscui ty’
As a philosophy lecturer in 
Maynooth, for years Mark Dooley 
reported on the poisonous culture 
of alcohol and sex that was 
pervasive at the seminary. After 
Diarmuid Martin’s intervention 

this week, it is 
the beginning 
of the end for 
the institution
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The winds of
change stir in 
our seminaries
W

HEN I first 
wrote about 
the Irish semi-
nary system in 
this newspaper 
two weeks ago, 

I could not have anticipated 
the overwhelming response 
that my article received. 

When I wrote about the subject a 
second time last Monday, my mailbox 
was saturated with notes of support 
and solidarity. Never before in my 
journalistic career have I had such an 
enthusiastic or favourable reaction .

Not only have I been contacted by 
countless seminarians and clergy but 
also by some leading figures in Irish 
public and political life. And the content 
of their correspondence is always the 
same: it is about time someone shone a 
spotlight on the seminary system for the 
sake of the Church and its people. 

I am also reliably informed that my 
articles have been read by senior 
members of the Roman Curia. That, 
of course, is encouraging and will, 
hopefully, result in radical reform of 
priestly formation in this country. 
Meanwhile, the disturbing stories of 
many former and existing seminari-
ans continue to pour in, all of them 
highlighting the fear, intimidation 
and dysfunctional training to which 
they have been subject. 

As one correspondent poignantly 
put it: ‘It gives me great joy that, 
finally, someone is exposing what is 
happening here in the seminary 
because, if we have any complaint to 
make or feel any injustice, we have 
nowhere to turn at all.’ Then, chill-
ingly, he concludes: ‘I wish to remain 
anonymous because we feel such fear 
here in the seminary.’

How sad is it that, in a place where 
you would expect to find Christ, you 
find only fear? But that is the awful 
reality, as the events of the past week 
go to prove. 

In response to my articles, a letter 
was posted on a public notice board in 
Maynooth. It was addressed to me 
and claimed that my articles were 
‘misinformed and insulting to the vast 
majority of the seminary community’. 
Seminarians were ‘invited’ to sign the 
letter, which was purportedly written 
on the sole initiative of a student. 

When only a couple of signatures 
were appended, a student proceeded 
to knock on each seminarian’s door, 
once more ‘inviting’ him to sign the let-
ter. By the following morning, only a 
fraction of the student body had signed 
the document. The vast majority, in 
other words, had declined to do so. 

The students were then addressed 
by the president of the seminary. 
According to seminarians present, he 
accused those who had communi-
cated with me of lacking ‘elementary 
Christianity’. He went on to say that 
they should examine their conscience 
and that such communication was a 
sign of their not being suited to the 
priesthood.

In other words, those brave men, 
whose sole wish is to see the semi-

nary system reflect the true spirit of 
Christ, are now being asked to con-
sider their vocation. Simply because 
they broke ranks and sought some-
one to highlight their situation, the 
seminary authorities consider them 
unfit for priestly ministry. That, in my 
view, is a scandalous display of dicta-
torial clericalism which must be 
driven from the Church. 

Still, shocking as it may sound, none 
of this is new. According to some very 
fine priests who wrote in support of 
my findings, the seminary system was 
just as bad in the Seventies and Eight-
ies. Those men only survived because 
they longed to stand, as all priests 
should, in persona Christi, or in the 
person of Christ. This meant looking 
beyond the seminaries in order to 
emulate those priests who embodied 
the old theological virtues that once 
animated the priestly state.

As I say, Catholics don’t want their 
priests to blend in but to stand out. 
That is why Pope John Paul II, despite 
his counter-cultural pronouncements, 
was so revered by the young. Like the 
saintly Pope Benedict, he was in the 
world yet not entirely of it. 

It seems perfectly obvious to me 
that if priests were trained along those 
lines, there would be no crisis of faith, 
no crisis of vocations and no crisis of 
clerical abuse. For how could those 
who truly stand in persona Christi 
betray their sacred vows? But when 
that model of priesthood is under-
mined, as it is in our seminaries, saint-
liness can very easily be sacrificed. 

IN 1995, Archbishop Elden Cur-
tis of Omaha rounded on the 
flawed American seminary 
system, when he wrote: ‘I am 
personally aware of vocation 

directors… who turn away candidates 
who exhibit a strong piety toward 
certain devotions, such as the rosary. 
When there is a determined effort to 
discourage orthodox candidates from 
priesthood and religious life, the 
vocation shortage that results is not 
caused by a lack of vocations but by 
deliberate attitudes and policies that 
deter certain viable candidates’.

Archbishop Curtis may well have 
been discussing the situation in Ire-
land today. But now the seminary 
system in the U.S. is thriving, not 
least because it became apparent 
that in order to swell vocations, semi-
naries must secure, as George Weigel 
put it, ‘faculty members who are 
unimpeachably orthodox, who under-
stand the distinctive nature of theo-
logical education in a seminary and 
who themselves lead lives of holiness 
as priests, religious or lay Catholics’.

This is a lesson that Church author-
ities need to learn if genuine reform is 
to become a reality. In the meantime, 
please spare a prayer for those splen-
did seminarians who have summoned 
up the courage to speak out. 

Theirs is a rich vocation rooted in 
Christ, one that must be allowed 
flourish despite the pitiless plotting 
of the Pharisees.

Campaigns and columnists that 
give you a voice, every day

We know who’s really important
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I
AM not in the habit of 
writing this column in 
anger, for nothing sty-
mies moral clarity more 
than senseless fury. But 
there are times when an-

ger is morally justified, such 
as when we encounter injus-
tice or corruption. Even Christ, 
whose message of love is the 
cornerstone of Christianity, 
could not restrain his rage 
when he discovered the des-
ecration of the temple in 
Jerusalem.

We in Ireland are currently witness-
ing a similar, if not much worse form 
of desecration. As I wrote in this 
newspaper last Wednesday, Irish 
seminaries are hotbeds of serious 
moral decay which is devastating the 
Church in this country. 

Their culture is one that rejects pi-
ety and holiness in favour of religious 
laxity and moral confusion. This is 
resulting in priests who, as I wrote, 
barely believe in the doctrine they are 
ordained to promote.

Once again, in other words, the 
temple has been hijacked by those 
Christ banished from its courts. This 
time, however, they are not in the 
business of changing money and sell-
ing doves, but of prostituting their 
priestly principles to an ideology 
which runs contrary to their faith. 

That is the source not only of my 
anger, but of the deep frustration felt 
by scores of seminarians who must 
live with this problem while prepar-
ing for the priesthood.

I know that, not only because I have 
had the pleasure of lecturing some of 
them over the past number of years 
at NUI Maynooth. In recent days, I 
have also been inundated with letters 
of support from many more who 
found my article to be a source of 
comfort and consolation.

These are courageous young men 
who, like me, believe that the semi-
nary system is the fundamental cause 
of the crisis in the Church.

As one seminarian put it, ‘if Ford 
has a problem with cars, there is only 
one place they go to root out the 
fault: the factory’. 

The Pope knows this, which is why 
he said en route to Fatima this week 
that the greatest threat to Catholi-
cism ‘is born of sin within the Church’. 
That sin begins to fester at the mo-
ment of formation, and has the po-
tential to destroy some priests and 
the unfortunate parishes in which 
they are placed.

Let me spell it out as clearly as I 
can: very few who enter the seminary 
system in this country stay the 
course. According to one individual, 
of the fourteen who started in forma-
tion last year, only eight remain. 

Why? Not, as you might imagine, 
because they revealed themselves to 
be lacking in sanctity. 

In many cases, it was because they 

Sin within the 
Church is born 
in seminaries

were deemed too devout! Another 
seminarian passionately laments that 
he is not allowed to kneel during 
Mass. In the course of his studies, 
certain ‘priestly’ professors have in-
formed him that there is ‘no such 
thing as transubstantiation [the con-
version of the bread and wine into the 
Body and Blood of Christ], and that 
he should not look to Rome as ‘they 
don’t know anything’.

Worse still is the fact that those who 
wish to uphold the old devotions, 
such as the Rosary, are frowned 
upon. 

All are taught that the Eucharist 
should not be taken literally, but is a 
mere ‘memorial’ of an historical event. 
This means that the Holy Mass should 
be interpreted, not as the moment 
when Christ crosses the barrier be-
tween time and eternity, but as a sim-
ple ‘gathering’ of the ‘community’.

Those who object are either side-
lined or shown the door. Those, in 
other words, who consider the priest 
an alter Christus, or another Christ, 
are driven from its potential ranks, or 
made to suffer for the sin of simply 
longing to make manifest their Lord. 
Meanwhile, others whose lifestyle is a 
travesty of the priestly life are made 
to feel at home.

As many seminarians have con-
firmed, excessive drinking and dubi-
ous sexual practices in the seminaries 
are simply overlooked.

HOW on earth can the 
Catholic Church in Ire-
land recover when the 
very people charged with 
training our future priests 

are doing such damage? It seems per-
fectly obvious to me that the only way 
you are going to counter this catas-
trophe is by forming priests in the 
image of Christ. But that, to their 
great shame, is precisely what Irish 
seminaries are refusing to do, seeing 
it as a retrograde step.

That is why the ‘apostolic visita-
tions’ promised by Pope Benedict in 
his recent pastoral letter to the Irish 
people cannot happen too soon. 

And they must begin right at the 
heart of the rot, in those places which 
punish the pure and reward the reck-
less. They must start by listening to 
those brave former students of mine, 
who have had to live in fear for simply 
wanting to imitate Christ.

In the meantime, the Irish bishops 
must stop turning a blind eye to what 
is going on in their seminaries.

They must follow Diarmuid Martin, 
and show moral courage in eliminat-
ing ‘the narrow culture of clericalism’ 
which has poisoned the prospects of 
so many potentially great Irish 
priests. And they must do so fast, be-
fore their decades of unforgivable in-
action results in the complete extinc-
tion of Irish Catholicism.

Mark Dooley’s book, ‘Why Be a 
Catholic?’ will be published by Con-
tinuum early next year.

Campaigns and columnists that 
give you a voice, every day

We know who’s 
really important
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MORE than anything else, the crackdown 
on head shops is a golden example of peo-
ple power. If it were not for the ordinary 
men and women who took to the streets in 
such numbers over recent months, in cities 
and towns around the country, to protest 
at this 21st century scourge, it is quite pos-
sible that the Government might never 
have acted.

What is deeply dispiriting, however, is 
that, even when it did decide to act, many 
weeks had to pass while our sovereign 
Government waited for EU approval – time 
during which, as was revealed yesterday, 
half of those admitted to one treatment 
centre were at risk of taking their own 
lives. Surely some way could have been 
found to move more promptly? 

Now that the Government has finally 
acted, it is imperative that the necessary 
follow-through takes place. The Garda 
must make sure the new laws are enforced. 
If any head shops remain open, they should 
be regularly checked out by gardaí. If nec-
essary, there must be prosecutions; and 
those convicted should receive the maxi-
mum penalties.

And, of course, the legislation needed to 
ban copycat psychoactive drugs should be 
rushed through the Oireachtas as quickly 
as humanly possible. The crackdown, how-
ever, is only the beginning.

It raises the inevitable spectre that teenag-
ers and young adults, deprived of easy access 
to so-called ‘legal highs’, may return to 
underground sources in search of thrills. 
Anybody who believes that shutting head 
shops will stop youngsters using recreational 
drugs is fooling nobody but themselves.

Meanwhile, many of those who found 
access to mind-altering drugs so easy in 
recent months will need specialist care and 
counselling to wean them off. Proper 
resources are needed for this.

One battle in the war against drugs may 
be drawing to an end. But the war itself 
still rages on.

Protect our children
IN two major reports within the past year, 
the Catholic Church has – quite rightly –
been excoriated for its past failures in the 
area of child protection. But the uncom-
fortable reality is that, time after time, our 
State agencies have also failed those chil-
dren placed in their care – and, what’s 
more, continue to fail them. 

There is something depressingly familiar 
in the list of failings in our child protection 
services that have been identified by the 
Children’s Ombusdman: a lack of inter-
agency co-operation, no proper internal 
audits, inadequate external investigations, 
an inconsistency in the approach of the 
different State agencies involved.

Surely it is inconceivable that we should 
have learned nothing from the mistakes of 
the past? Until such time as proper protec-
tion systems are put in place, children will 
continue to be abused. It is bad enough 
that we have the sins of the past on our 
collective conscience – let alone allow the 
horror to continue.

Batt must get it right
AT least Batt O’Keeffe is finally meeting 
Kraft bosses in a bid to save Cadbury’s 
jobs here, which is more than his predeces-
sor, Mary Coughlan, bothered to do. We 
can only hope that he is not too late, that 
he uses the opportunity to press home the 
importance of these jobs to the Irish econ-
omy – and, above all, that he does so in 
language that is somewhat more diplo-
matic than that reportedly used by Miss 
Coughlan when she flew to Texas on her 
abortive mission to save Dell jobs.

Gipsies telling tales
WHAT is wrong with a vigilant bookseller 
attempting to identify potential shoplift-
ers? What business is it of anybody else? If 
the Roma gipsies Joan Lucey suspects of 
stealing from her shop want to sue her for 
defamation, then let them sue. But to 
accuse Miss Lucey of racism is absurd. 
Whatever villains there are in her shop, she 
certainly is not one of them. 

People power closed 
the head shops down

by Name 
Surname

W
HEN I was 
asked to write 
my forthcom-
ing book, Why 
Be a Catholic?, 
I knew imme-

diately what I wanted to say. 
I had for some years taught 
philosophy at NUI Maynooth, 
and had seen first-hand the 
splendid calibre of Ireland’s 
future priests. Still, I was 
worried about the style and 
substance of their formation 
in a seminary whose ethos has 
barely altered in decades.

I was concerned because many of 
the products of that process are now 
working in parishes across the coun-
try. And, as Archbishop Diarmuid 
Martin pointed out in his address to 
the Knights of Columbanus on Mon-
day night, many Irish parishes are 
anything but ‘real centres of ongoing 
faith formation’. They are, to say the 
most, parochial clubs where the 
splendour of true faith has long since 
ceased to shine.

Dr Martin is not, like me, a 
traditionalist when it comes to 
liturgical matters. But he shares my 
conviction that something rotten has 
poisoned the Church in this country, 
and that it must be rooted out if real 
renewal is to be a reality. That is why 
I consider his speech on Monday to 
be the best of his tenure as 
Archbishop of Dublin.

Blame
I say that, not only because Dr Mar-

tin reminded us that ‘the Gospel 
presents children in a special light 
and reserves some of its most severe 
language for those who disregard or 
scandalise children in any way’. I say 
it also because, for the very first time, 
a senior member of the Irish hierar-
chy has laid some of the blame for 
what happened to children under the 
care of the Church, on a ‘culture of 
seminary institutions which pro-
duced both those who abused and 
those who mismanaged the abuse’. 

What is more, he believes this 
demands that ‘we take a radical new 
look at the formation of future 
priests’.

Now, while it is true that only a very 
small percentage of priests were re-
sponsible for the horror visited 
upon countless innocent chil-
dren, it is also true that the Irish 
Church has not, more generally, 
been blessed with great pastors. 

I have visited innumerable 
parishes in recent months, and 
the story is invariably the same: 
priests have little theological or 
intel lectual  clarity.  Their 
sermons are slight and shallow. 
They speed through the Mass at 
lightening pace, display little 
r e v e r e n c e  d u r i n g  t h e 
C o n s e c r a t i o n ,  a n d  g i v e 
Communion as though handing 
out fliers at a concert. 

And all that because, as Dr 
Martin expresses it, they have 
forgotten that ‘the Church is 
fundamentally a worshipping 
community founded in and 
nourished by the Eucharist’. Or 
is it that this message was never 
sufficiently inculcated during 
their training? Let me tell you 
why I ask this question. 

The most promising clerical 
students I have taught are not 
promising because of their 
training but because they have 
modelled themselves on truly 
great priests. Indeed, I can 
disclose that these young men 
consider the prevailing culture 
of the seminary to be less than 
satisfactory. 

For example, the most devout 
students are often sidelined. In 
some cases, they are invited to 
consider whether they really 
have a vocation. In other in-
stances, they are simply asked 
to leave.

If you find that strange in an 
age when priests are at a 
premium, you are right. What it 
suggests is that a cosy clerical 
carte l  st i l l  controls  the 

seminaries. And if a courageous 
young seminarian should dare 
challenge that culture, he will 
soon find that his future as a 
priest is in doubt. 

Why is that? Why is it that my 
best clerical students over the 
years are those who have been 
made to feel most uncomforta-
ble in the seminary? And why is 
it that they must look beyond 
the seminary to find the inspira-
tion they are searching for?

Once again, the answer is to 
be found in Dr Martin’s wise ob-
servation that the Church is 
‘founded in and nourished by 
the Eucharist’. A priest is not 
meant to be a social worker in a 
collar. Neither is he supposed to 
a committee chairman, a coun-
sellor or a manager. He is above 
all else an ‘alter Christus’, or an-
other Christ.

The priest is, in other words, 
the means by which Christ 
reveals himself to man in time. 
Through his hands, the Bread of 
Life is consecrated, and another 
more heavenly world opens up 
to the faithful. He is the portal 
through which the Divine light 
shines on both the righteous 
and the sinner.

That, at any rate, is how many 
of my young clerical students 
perceive the true role of the 
priest. And yet, it seems that 
such a definition of the priest-
hood is not only rejected by 
what Dr Martin labels ‘the nar-
row culture of clericalism’, but 
worse, they consider it an em-
barrassment. 

In order to ‘fit in’, such clerics 
no longer want to stand out, 
and so they simply deny who 
and what they are. As one very 

fine priest put it to me recently, 
‘many of them simply don’t be-
lieve in what they are doing any 
more’.

In such circumstances, is it 
any wonder that parishes are no 
longer vibrant centres of evan-
gelisation? 

Is it any wonder that people, 
young and old, are drifting from 
the Church in order to find spir-
itual satisfaction elsewhere? 
And is it any wonder that, as the 
Archbishop decries, there are 
‘very few pastoral initiatives to 
reach out to young people’?

Radical
Let me make it clear: I do not 

say that the only path to renew-
al of the Irish Catholic Church is 
by taking ‘a radical new look at 
the formation of future priests’. 

But it is, as the Archbishop 
suggests, one of the most im-
portant routes. 

And that is so because it is 
only when the priest recognises 
his role as that of ‘alter Chris-
tus’, that the Church will redis-
cover its true vocation as a 
‘place where we encounter the 
love of God revealed in Jesus 
Christ’.

Put very simply: parishioners 
do not want counsellors in col-
lars. They want men who will, in 
deep sanctity, put them in touch 
with their saviour each Sunday. 
They want to witness the Word 
made flesh, and they want it 
consecrated in beauty. 

This means that they want 
their churches to be places 
where the pulse of eternal life 
never ceases to beat, and where 
the priest devoutly fulfils his 

role as that point of intersection 
between this world and the 
next. And believe me, in those 
parishes where there are such 
priests there is no crisis of 
faith. 

All of this begs the obvious 
question: Would the catastrophic 
crisis currently affecting the 
Irish Church have happened if, 
over the past few decades, Irish 
seminarians had been correctly 
trained? It seems to me, as it 
does to the Archbishop and 
those courageous clerical 
students who are the true future 
of Irish Catholicism, that you 
could not be moulded as an 
‘alter Christus’ and abuse 
anyone, least of all a child. 

That is why both Dr Martin 
and Pope Benedict are correct 
in pointing a stern finger of 
blame in the direction of Irish 
seminaries. 

It is also why, as demanded by 
the Archbishop, ‘the narrow cul-
ture of clericalism has to be 
eliminated’ in order to revive 
the Church’s ‘prophetic role in 
society’. But if this is to be genu-
inely effective, it must also in-
volve listening and learning 
from those disenchanted young 
seminarians who must daily live 
with the rot, and yet who still 
believe passionately in the 
priesthood.

In so doing, the Irish Church 
will have a real future – one led 
by those for whom the call to 
follow Christ is not a source of 
shame but the very essence of 
their lives here on earth. 

÷Mark Dooley’s book, Why Be a 
Catholic? will be published by 
Continuum early next year.
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budge on the issue. The fact that the 
Apostolic Report, which followed the 
visitation, is highly redacted presum-
ably tells its own story.

The result was that no-one was 
held to account. Apart from some 
superficial changes, such as separate 
entrances to the college for seminar-
ians and NUIM students, things 
remained as they were. 

T
 
 
hIs was in stark contrast 
to the Irish College in 
Rome which, following a 
similar visitation, saw 
major structural and per-

sonnel changes.
hence, it was no surprise to me to 

learn that a former seminarian at 
Maynooth, who alleges he was sexu-
ally harassed by a member of staff, 
has now taken his complaint to the 
gardaí. Neither am I surprised by the 
allegations that some seminarians 
have accounts on the gay dating app 
Grindr. The only surprise is that 
Archbishop Diarmuid Martin has 

broken ranks with his fellow bishops 
by labelling the atmosphere at May-
nooth ‘poisonous’, and by saying 
that, henceforth, he intends sending 
his seminarians to the Irish College 
in Rome.

In my view, it is an act of supreme 
moral courage for such a senior Irish 
bishop to finally say ‘enough is 
enough’.

For far too long, and despite regu-
lar accusations of moral and spiritual 
malpractice, Maynooth has been 
allowed to operate with impunity. 
That someone as senior as the Arch-
bishop of Dublin, in whose diocese 
the seminary is, seems no longer will-
ing to support it, surely suggests it is 
the beginning of the end.

The Irish Catholic Church is a rem-
nant of its former self. It is crippled 
with self-inflicted wounds and a leg-
acy of shame. And yet, despite every-
thing, people still support it. Up and 
down the country, young and old 
continue to look to the Church for 
comfort, consolation, healing and 
help. 

What affected me most when I first 

started writing about Maynooth was 
the heartbreaking letters I received 
from ordinary parishioners devas-
tated by what they were reading. 
They had spent their lives going to 
Mass and supporting their priests. 
They had suffered through the hor-
rors of the child sex abuse crisis, and 
yet they continued going to church 
because, ultimately, it does not 
belong to clerics but to Christ. 

however, it is an awful thing for a 
person of faith to have to confront 
the fact that their priests might not 
be what they seem. When a priest 
stands before the altar, he does so as 
an alter Christus or ‘another Christ’. 
For a Catholic, that is the supreme 
spiritual calling and one that is wor-
thy of the utmost trust.

Parishioners must be able to trust 
that their priests are trained to the 
highest standards. They must be 
able to trust that the person to whom 
they confess their sins is not leading 
a double life. ‘Thou shalt not bear 
false witness’ is, after all, a sacred 
commandment.

I know from personal experience 

what it is like to have that trust shat-
tered. One morning, I opened this 
newspaper to read that a priest had 
been accused of molesting two young 
girls. As I pondered his picture, I 
remembered that I had confessed my 
sins to him.  

Responding to Archbishop Martin’s 
decision, the Association of Catholic 
Priests asserted that the campaign 
against Maynooth was being driven 
by ‘conservative commentators’. Is it 
‘conservative’ to desire that priests 
strive for holiness, that they be men 
of moral integrity who sacrifice  
everything for their flock? Is it  
‘conservative’ to hope that seminar-
ies be places of sanctity rather than 
promiscuity?

No-one is more aware than I of the 
pressures placed on priests in this 
age of dwindling vocations.

In many cases, elderly priests strug-
gle on well past the age of retirement, 
serving the needs of their parishion-
ers. They all deserve our support, 
affection and care.

however, it is equally the case that 
unless a priest is properly formed, he 

will never be capable of serving his 
people in the manner they deserve. 
The priesthood requires sacrifice, 
service and tireless commitment. 
That is why, from the moment a man 
enters the seminary, he needs to shed 
his old life so that he can conform to 
the requirements of the Church and 
parish life.

There is nothing Christ-like in a 
sexual and drinking culture which, as 
so many seminarians told me, pre-
vails at Maynooth. This is not 
because that culture is wrong in 
itself, but simply because it is not the 
type of environment in which our 
future priests ought to be immersed. 
That is especially so when they are 
obligated by the Church to live a life 
of self-control and self-denial.

N
 
 
O-ONe wants a return to 
the age of clericalism – an 
age when priests were 
given pride of place out of 
undue deference.

The priesthood should never be 
used as a path to privilege.

It is, to quote Cardinal Dolan, ‘a 
call, not a career; a redefinition of 
self, not just a ministry; a way of life, 
not a job; a state of being, not a func-
tion; a permanent, lifelong commit-
ment, not a temporary style of serv-
ice; an identity, not a role’. And, he 
continues, ‘to those who wonder if 
holiness, humility and identity are a 
Pollyannaish ignoring of deep psy-
chological turmoil in the priesthood, 
I say…holiness means wholeness, 
and wholeness means integrity, and a 
man of integrity hardly abuses our 
youth or overlooks the crimes of 
those who do.’

As one elderly priest put it to me 
shortly after my first revelations in 
this paper: ‘If only one eighth of what 
you say is true, Maynooth should be 
shut down.’ That priest has lived a 
saintly life and simply could not 
understand how those running the 
seminary could allow such an atmos-
phere to fester. Neither could he 
understand how the bishops could 
allow it continue.

That many of our bishops now seem 
intent on supporting Maynooth 
rather than Archbishop Diarmuid 
Martin, suggests that they are, once 
again, refusing to face reality. And 
that reality is that the Irish Church 
will never recover so long as the sem-
inary situation is not decisively dealt 
with once and for all. 

That is why, despite its long and 
venerable history, Maynooth needs 
to be closed down for good. While we 
don’t expect our priests to be perfect 
saints, the least we can hope is that 
they will aspire to saintliness. 

One brave bishop believes that 
Maynooth no longer encourages  
that aspiration. Why his fellow prel-
ates should assert otherwise is a 
mystery that the Irish Church can ill 
afford to indulge.


