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Every bishop whom I know finds it difficult to make priest assignments. It is done 

with a good deal of prayer and consultation. People looking in from the outside of 

the process have assumptions that sometimes don’t match the facts. Let me address 

some of these. 

There is a meeting in May where all decisions are made. Actually our Clergy 

Ministry and Life Committee meets year round. Right now there are priests, a 

deacon, and two lay women on this committee. Along with our Vicar for Clergy, 

they are in touch with our priests and various pastorate needs. The bishop 

participates in key conversations, and the final decision lies with him. 

Seniority, talent and connections determine who goes where. Sometimes, but 

not all at the same time. We aim to make a good first assignment for any newly 

ordained priest. In a way, he takes first place in line. I ordained over twenty priests 

early on and people complained I was moving too many priests. I could only say 

that “you prayed for priestly vocations, and now I have to place them somewhere!” 

Retirement, illness, disability and death do not always occur on a schedule. This 

means that sometimes we have to meet immediate needs, and careful planning over 

many months gets thrown in a bucket. 

Bishop moves men without consulting them. This is a frequent assumption by 

outsiders. It’s just not true. I received several such moves myself, one appearing in 

the diocesan paper before I even got a phone call. I have resolved not to have our 

men share in that experience. Sometimes a priest himself will ask for a move, but 

that information is usually not shared.  

People assume that priests are willing to change assignments when asked. We 

are human beings, and there are family and health reasons that may limit where a 

man wants to be assigned. Confession: I was about 49 before I could say to my 

bishop, “I will go where you want me. Just promise to give me ten minutes notice.” 

In the past decade, a number of letter writers have rebuked me for moving 

“their” priest. A diocesan priest is ordained to a presbyterium (body of priests 

with their bishop). He is ordained as an extension of the bishop’s ministry for the 

good of the whole diocese, not simply to a parish. He learns this in seminary. 

Priests in places for longer than 12-18 years reinforces a parish’s thought that they 



have ‘their own priest’ and it also prohibits that wonderful priest from sharing his 

gifts and talents with the people of God in our diocese.  

Among the needs that this bishop must address is developing priests’ talents by 

giving them a succession of assignments that broadens their experience. By 

interacting with the faith and talents of parishioners in whatever assignment, there 

should be a mutual enrichment among them.  

I learned in my successive assignments that the people with whom I celebrated 

Mass could teach me things unique to that parish. And I learned to trust that I could 

bring faith aspects different from any other priest. Each of these dynamics 

constitute a priest’s continuing formation, a lifelong objective. 

Because of need, some priests serve their diocese for a time outside of parish 

ministry as vicars, faculty members, chaplains or tribunal officials. Some men do a 

stint as seminary faculty or in military chaplaincy. Now and then, the Holy Father 

appoints a priest to be a bishop in another diocese. 

Ultimately, we do our best to make good assignments and align a priests gifts and 

talents with the pastorate but sometimes we are not successful. For the good of the 

presbyterium, the collegiality of the priests, and the good of the People of God, we 

sometimes do have to make an adjustment because it is not a good fit.  

Two more assumptions. One is that we can increase numbers of priests by 

welcoming more international priests. Believe me, we are grateful for the men 

we have who have come from Mexico, Africa and India; however, welcoming 

more already-ordained men is difficult. Matching needs meets up with overcoming 

language, cultural, and visa barriers. We pray to attract home-grown seminary and 

permanent deacon candidates from Hispanic backgrounds, a need apparent across 

the country. 

The last assumption is that, unlike during former times, God is not calling 

men to priesthood or diaconate, or calling women to consecrated religious life. 

It is a fact that God is indeed calling people to vocations, but we may not be 

listening as well. I write this on the eve of Vocations Sunday, and I ask people to 

stop praying that OTHER people’s children or grandchildren pursue priesthood or 

religious life. Praying for vocations in our own homes sends a positive message to 

every generation under our roofs.  

Any parish priest will be happy to answer your questions about what it takes to be 

a priest or religious. Or he will be able to direct you to someone who is more 



knowledgeable about specific vocations. Asking puts you under no obligation – 

like this is an advertisement – which it is. 
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