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ThoughTs from fr. richard 
Pensamientos De PaDre ricarDo 

THE GREAT DISPUTE IN 
SAN FRANCISCO AND  
THE WAY OF HUMILITY

How it will all end or even how far it 
will get is not certain or clear. The “It” 
is the recent, unheard of dissent by a 
large number of wealthy and influential 
Catholics, in a paid ad in the San Francisco 
Chronicle, asking Pope Francis to remove 
Archbishop Salvatore Cordileone. I know 
many of those people. Pushback has also 
begun with those who staunchly support 
the archbishop, trying to raise money to 
support their efforts. Will it all become 
much uglier? Time will tell. Some of our 
own Knights of Columbus want to get 
involved, contributing to the pro-Cordil-
eone side. I told them that whatever they 
want to do personally is their decision, 
but the Knights of Columbus as a Parish 
group will not be supporting either side.

How has all this come to be? It is now an 
accumulation of many decisions and state-
ments made by the archbishop and other 
priests, whom he has invited into the arch-
diocese from other places, who support his 
particular philosophy of Catholic Church 
life, who have said and done things that are 
pastorally weird, not necessary or help-
ful, and not in the mainstream of Catholic 
life and pastoral practice today. Really, to 
reject girls and young women from being 
altar servers, choosing only boys because 
that will foster vocations to the priest-
hood— that is a fanciful presumption.

It has come to a head, it seems, over the 
tweaking of language in parts of a new 
employment contract for Catholic school 
teachers in the archdiocese, which empha-
size that such teachers should support and 
not contradict Catholic ideals, and should 
try to exemplify such Catholic ideals in 
their lives, if they are going to be teach-
ers in a Catholic school. It is all part of a 
plan of the bishops of California to try 
to clarify and promote Catholic Identity 
in Catholic schools. And using language 
such as “gravely evil” is not helpful or wel-
coming or conducive to “bringing people 
along.”

Some dioceses seem to have done better 
at this than others. Our own Bishop of 
Oakland ran into some difficulties when 
he tried to do that. In the end, he was gra-
cious and wise enough to sit down with 
Catholic school teachers and work some-
thing out to everyone’s satisfaction. I think 
that is what was missing in San Francisco. 
While the bishop may have the juridi-
cal authority to teach and to lead in the 
Church, to do so arbitrarily and without 
collaboration or consultation is suicidal, 
creating more hard feelings and hardening 
of positions. While we understand only 
what we read in the newspaper, the arch-
bishop was going to consult theologians 
on the matter. Such consultation is not 
wide enough and must include those who 
are being affected.

Another factor also is the reality that the 
archbishop has brought into the diocese 
outside clergy who have no connection 
with the diocese to do what, and has given 
them positions of responsibility and au-
thority. I would think that this is demor-
alizing to the local clergy of the archdio-
cese. Two of these “outside clergy” are 
creating the raucous situation at the Star 
of the Sea Parish. This is not a contest be-
tween Catholic Republicans and Catholic 
Democrats. Some of that ideology is cer-
tainly part of the situation. The growing 
difficulty will not be solved by who shouts 
the loudest or who prints the largest ad. 
Humility on all sides would help. 

Where is the Vatican in all this? Not 
known at the moment. The Pope does 
not know anything about the problem 
unless informed by the Papal Nuncio in 
Washington. Rome does not like such 
transparent disputes. When there is silence, 
it can seem that someone believes that “It” 
will just go away or that someone is trying 
to cover it up. If I were the Papal Nuncio, 
I would be out here sitting down with 
both sides. Silence will not resolve this. 
There is still this fairy-tale-like approach 
to the office of a bishop. Not everyone is 
up to the job or has the gifts to do it, and 
it takes a very special person with super-
natural qualities and instincts to lead in a 
collaborative, insightful, and pastoral way. 
And not everyone is best suited for every 
place. Because one has been educated in 

Rome or has served in a Vatican office 
does not necessarily mean that he can be a 
bishop anywhere.

There is a group of wealthy conservative 
Catholics who have wanted to insure “that 
their type of man” becomes an archbishop 
here or there. It is said that that was what 
happened in San Francisco. Of course, no 
one wants to talk about these things as if 
there are political shenanigans in the mak-
ing of a bishop. Pope Francis has called 
for a new kind of bishop and has asked his 
Papal Ambassadors around the world to 
find such people. The present process is 
still too clerical, and it won’t get any better 
until lay people are involved in the pro-
cess, I believe.

The “bishops know best” principle will no 
longer work. It takes all of the stakehold-
ers to get involved in the life of a diocese. 
The bishop accompanies the people and 
does not issue orders. The Church builds 
itself as it functions as an agent, bringing 
everyone together to find the path to the 
future together.

We can certainly pray for an end to the 
dispute, for a process of conversions and 
reconciliation, for what will be the best 
outcome for the archbishop and for the 
people. If it remains “a War,” there will be 
no outcome. Only through the mercy of 
God, through humble listening, through 
a desire to start over again, to confess the 
mistakes that have been made will there be 
any hope.


