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New Priests for the New 
Evangelization  

 by 
Rev. Msgr. Stephen J. Rossetti PhD DMin 

“Then Peter, filled with the holy Spirit, answered 
them, ‘Leaders of the people and elders…all of 
you and all the people of Israel should know that 
it was in the name of Jesus Christ…in his name 
this man stands before you healed…There is no 
salvation through anyone else, nor is there any 
other name under heaven given to the human race 
by which we are to be saved.’ Observing the 
boldness of Peter and John, ordinary men, they 
were amazed.”  Acts 4:8, 10, 12-13 

What should priestly screening 
and formation look like today? 

1.  What is the context in which 
ministry is done today? 

2.  What kinds of candidates 
are presenting themselves 
today? 

1.  What is the context in which 
ministry is done today? 
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Cardinal Wuerl:  
A Tsunami of Secularism 

 

Stereotype of Catholicism/Religion Today 
 

Organized religion (e.g. Catholicism) is 
portrayed as an anachronistic organization that 
teaches man-made dogmas that constrict 
human freedom, bind the intellect, are contrary 
to the liberating truth of science, and stunt 
human growth.  People thus need to throw off 
the yoke of dogmatic hierarchy and religion.   

Widening Moat Between 
Secular Society and the 

Church 

The “New Normal” 

Radio talk-show host Laura Ingraham and Bill O'Reilly Thursday 
Feb 28, 2013 on The O'Reilly Factor regarding constant recycling 
claims of sex abuse in the Church from 50 years ago:  
 
O'Reilly: It is "all abortion-driven." He added: 
"The American media in general worships at the altar of 
'reproductive rights,', and the primary driver against abortion is 
the Catholic Church, and that's what this is all about." 
 
Ingraham agreed: 
"Yes, the scandals were horrific and horrible, and the Catholic 
Church paid dearly and victims were victimized. It was horrific 
thing. At the same time, I think if all of that had never happened, 
the same people who are criticizing the Catholic Church today 
would [still] be criticizing the Catholic Church.” 
http://www.themediareport.com/2013/03/06/finally-major-media-outlet-sees/ 
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Any Benefits To 
Secularization? 

 

Danger:  
Bunker Mentality 

What does ministry in an 
increasingly secular age 

demand of us? 

Priestly Life Today Requires: 

1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 
Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our 
Times 

 

Two Priest Wellness Studies 
*Large Sample Size: 2004 N= 1,242; 2009 N=2,482 
 

*In 2004, 16 dioceses around the U.S. 
  In 2009, 23 dioceses around the U.S. 
*2004, 9 surveys handed out at convocations 

   7 dioceses mailed them out. 
  2009, surveys mailed out to all the priests. 
 

*Survey anonymous and confidential. 

*Dioceses spread out over entire USA.  

*Good mean response rate: 64.9% and 57% 
*2004: 1,054 diocesan, 188 religious  
  2009: 2,145 diocesan, 337 religious priests 
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Results of 2009 Study of           
    Priestly Happiness 

 
Correlation “Happiness as a Priest” and 

“Priest’s Relationship to God” was a very 
strong r=.53 (p<.001). 

A priest who is happy and 
healthy is necessarily a man of  

strong faith.   
 

Priestly Happiness N=2,482 

 
             strongly agree   agree     disagree  strongly disagree 

 
  2004 survey 

“Overall, I am happy as a priest” 
               2009 survey 
 

 
 
 

39.2 50.8 4.5 0.3 

42.5 49.9 2.1 0.5 

(Percentages do not add up to 100; middle category “unsure” or “neutral” 
is not listed.) 

  2006 General Social Survey of 
27,000 Americans by NORC found that 
clergy in general had the highest level 
of job satisfaction (87% very satisfied) 
of any job holders and the highest level 
of overall happiness of any group in the 
U.S.  This is particularly remarkable 
when more than 50% of Americans 
report being unhappy with their jobs. 

Pearson’s r correlations with survey variable: 
“Relationship to God” (p<.001) 

VARIABLE  Pearson’s r 
Depression (BSI 18)       -.29 
Happiness as Priest        .53 
Burnout (Maslach EE Scale)       -.21 

 
“In the days ahead, you will 
either be a mystic (one who has 
experienced God for real) or 
nothing at all.”     Karl Rahner 
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Faith and one’s relationship to God 
needs to be front and center in 
today’s priestly life.  The health and 
happiness, not to mention the basic 
survival, of our priests today 
depends upon it.     

We just ran a poll by a foundation in Britain in which we took those 
people who ticked a Christian box in the census — and by the way, 
that figure has come down dramatically… we asked them “Why did 
you tick the Christian box?” And the most popular answer to that 
question was “Oh, well, I like to think of myself as a good person.” 
But we all like to think of ourselves as good people. Atheists do, Jews 
do, Muslims do. So when you meet somebody who claims to be 
Christian, ask her, ask him “What do you really believe?” And I’ll 
think you’ll find that in many cases, they give you an answer which is 
no more convincing than that “I like to be a good person.”…So when 
I meet somebody who claims to be religious, my first impulse is: “I 
don’t believe you. I don’t believe you until you tell me do you really 
believe — for example, if they say they are Catholic — do you really 
believe that when a priest blesses a wafer it turns into the body of 
Christ? Are you seriously telling me you believe that? Are you 
seriously saying that wine turns into blood? Mock them! Ridicule 
them! In public!  

  Richard Dawkins, March 24, 2012 Reason Rally, Wash DC 

Priests must be able to think about 
and articulate their faith in a way 
that responds to the challenges of 
today. 
 

Priestly Life Today Requires: 

1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 
Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our 
Times 

2.  The gift to see and promote the working of 
the Spirit wherever it is, especially in the 
“secular” world. 

 

“All truth, no matter where it is 
found, has the Holy Spirit for its 
author.” 

St. Thomas Aquinas 
St. Ambrose 

Pope Francis noted in Lumen fidei (35) 
regarding non-believers: 
“To the extent that they are sincerely open to 
love and set out with whatever light they can 
find, they are already, even without knowing it, 
on the path leading to faith.... Anyone who sets 
off on the path of doing good to others is 
already drawing near to God, is already 
sustained by his help, for it is characteristic of 
the divine light to brighten our eyes whenever 
we walk towards the fullness of love.” 
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Priestly Life Today Requires: 

The gift to see and promote the working of the 
Spirit wherever it is, especially in the “secular” 
world…. 
 
To accept the Criticisms of Religion from 
secular society when they are just… 
 

An Active Dialogue with Society:  
 which begins with listening. 

Priestly Life Today Requires: 

1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 
Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our 
Times 

2.  The gift to see and promote the working of 
the Spirit wherever it is, especially in the 
“secular” world. 

3.  A Masculine Spirituality 
 

Pope Francis  
 

“We need to ‘go out’, … to the 
‘outskirts’…where there is suffering, 
bloodshed, blindness that longs for sights, 
and prisoners in thrall to many evil 
masters…being shepherds living with ‘the 
odor of the sheep’… 

  Chrism Mass, March 28, 2013 

Can/should diocesan 
priests adopt a kind of 
missionary spirituality? 

“Why Men Hate Going to 
Church” 

by David Murrow 
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Bem Sex Role Inventory 
by Sandra Bem PhD 

Bem Sex Role Inventory 
20 stereotypical feminine traits 

 e.g. compassionate, warm, sensitive, 
                and tender 
20 stereotypical masculine traits 

 e.g. independent, assertive, forceful, 
        and defends own beliefs  

Rossetti Study of 115 Priests 

Nine of  the top ten traits chosen by priests as 
desirable were feminine traits.  Only the 10th 
was one of Sandra Bem’s masculine traits: 
“Have Leadership Abilities.” 

The New Evangelization requires 
such attractive feminine qualities as 
compassion and caring, but it also 
demands an assertive, masculine 
spirituality that has been under-
emphasized in some formation 
programs and in our churches.  

Bem Sex Role Inventory 
Stereotypical masculine traits that relate to 
the New Evangelization: 
“defends own beliefs” ; “competitive” 
“willing to take risks” ; “assertive” 
“leadership ability” ; “acts as a leader” 
“willing to take a stand” 

Men of Faith,  
Men of Compassion 

To be truly Catholic, we priests must become 
strong men who are also compassionate and 
forgiving.  We must boldly proclaim the faith 
yet do so in a gentle way- “A bruised reed he 
will not break, a smoldering wick he will not 
quench.” (Mt 12:20) 
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Priestly Life Today Requires: 

1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 
Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our 
Times 

2.  The gift to see and promote the working of 
the Spirit wherever it is, especially in the 
“secular” world. 

3.  A Masculine Spirituality 
4.  A Strong Personal Support Network 
 

Of special importance is the 
capacity to relate to others.  This is 
truly fundamental for a person who 

is called to be responsible for a 
community and to be a ‘man of 

communion.’    
                     Pope John Paul II, Pastores Dabo 

Vobis 

Priests who left the active 
ministry often felt lonely, 
isolated and disconnected. 

Results of 2009 Rossetti Study of           
    Priestly Happiness 

 
Correlation “Loneliness” and “Internet 
Problems” was a solid r=.21 (p<.001). 

McPherson, Smith-Lovin, Brashears 
2006 American Sociological Review 
 
1985 Modal Number of Confidants = 3 
                       mean = 2.94 
 
2004 Modal Number of Confidants = 0 
                        mean = 2.08 

       Younger priests reported higher 
rates of growing up in a dysfunctional 
family, having divorced parents, and 
experiencing childhood mental health 
problems.  For example, 20.5% of new 
ordained priests (0-10 years) reported 
growing up in a dysfunctional family 
versus 6.9% of priests ordained over 50 
years.  This is almost a 300% increase! 
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Year Ordained and Divorced Parents 
 

Years Ordained               Divorced Parents    
0-10                     35/356         9.8% 
11-20                      30/330        9.1%  
21-30                      25/372        6.7%  
31-40                       20/565        3.5%  
41-50                   7/510            1.4%  

Over 50                          2/334            1.4% 
 

Total     120/2481    4.8% 

Percentage of Priests Who Indicated 
They Grew Up With Sexual Problems 
 
Priests ordained 0-10 years = 20.5% 
Priests ordained 31-40 years = 37.7% 

How can we take young men out of an 
increasingly secular, dysfunctional, sexually 
addicted society and form them into chaste, 
healthy, celibate Catholic priests?  How can 
we form young men to be on fire with the 
Good News and willing to go out into the 
marketplace and spread a message which is 
often not wanted, sometimes ridiculed, and 
often rejected?  We are asking them to be 
everything our society is not.  

“For human beings this is 
impossible, but for God all things 

are possible” (Mt 19:26).   
 

Celibacy may be waning as a “hot 
button” issue among priests… 

•  81.4% of priests ordained 1-9 years (2004) 
agree or strongly agree with mandatory 
celibacy whereas for priests ordained 30-39 
years, this number drops sharply to 37.9%.  
This is a large shift… 
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Priestly Generations and  
View of Celibacy 

Priestly Generations and  
Positive Future for Priesthood (2004) 

Priestly Generations and 
Encourage Men to Become Priests 

Priestly Generations and  
Proud to be a Priest (2004) 

The Evangelical Priests 

Ordained starting in 1980s, John Allen (and others)  
call this cohort- “Evangelical Catholics”  

1)  “clear embrace of traditional Catholic thought, 
speech, and practice,”  

2)  “eagerness to proclaim one’s Catholic identity to 
the world.”  

3)  “faith as seen as a matter of personal choice rather 
than cultural inheritance.” 

 

Priestly Life Today Requires: 

1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 
Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our 
Times 

2.  The gift to see and promote the working of 
the Spirit wherever it is, especially in the 
“secular” world. 

3.  A Masculine Spirituality 
4.  A Strong Personal Support Network 
5.  Strengthening Our Gospel Vision 
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Beware of a creeping secular 
mindset in self.  

A Gospel vision is: 
  

 *Bold 
  

“I have come to set the earth on 
fire, and how I wish it were already 
blazing.”  Lk 12:49 

A Gospel vision is: 
  

 *Bold 
 *Urgent 
  

“I tell you, brothers, the time is running out.  
From now on, let those having wives act as 
not having them, and those weeping as not 
weeping, those rejoicing as not rejoicing, 
those buying as not owning, and those using 
the world as not using it fully.  For the world 
in its present form is passing away.  
                                1 Cor 7:29-31 

A Gospel vision is: 
  

 *Bold 
 *Urgent 
 *Calls for a decisive, total 
   choice between 
   two stark alternatives 
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The Only Choice: 
 

Heaven- communion, self-giving 
love, peace, joy, rejoices in 
other’s goodness  
 

Hell-  narcissism, rage, 
isolation, hates and tries to 
destroy all things of God 

“Whoever is not with me is against 
me, and whoever does not gather 
with me scatters” Lk 11:23 

“There is no salvation through anyone 
else, nor is there any other name under 
heaven given to the human race by 
which we are to be saved.”  Acts 4:12 

To strengthen one’s Gospel 
vision, we read and meditate on 

the Scriptures daily. 

Priestly Life Today Requires: 
1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 

Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our 
Times 

2.  The gift to see and promote the working of 
the Spirit wherever it is, especially in the 
“secular” world. 

3.  A Masculine Spirituality 
4.  A Strong Personal Support Network 
5.  Strengthening Our Gospel Vision 
6.  A New Ecumenism 
 

Priestly Life Today Requires: 
1.  A Personally-Integrated Faith that Responds 

Directly to the Secular Challenges of Our Times 
2.  The gift to see and promote the working of the 

Spirit wherever it is, especially in the “secular” 
world. 

3.  A Masculine Spirituality 
4.  A Strong Personal Support Network 
5.  Strengthening Our Gospel Vision 
6.  A New Ecumenism 
7.  We must become holy men  
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The Crisis in the Church in this 
secular era might be viewed as a 
call to today’s priests to live their 

vocations with a positive integrity.   

   A Positive Integrity Living one’s priesthood with 
integrity enhances self-

esteem, strengthens one’s 
sense of vocation, and 

promotes psycho-spiritual 
wellness of the individual. 

Like all other Christians they have 
received in the sacrament of Baptism the 
symbol and gift of such a calling and 
such grace that even in human weakness 
they can and must seek for 
perfection….Priests are bound, however, 
to acquire that perfection in special 
fashion.  
             Vatican II, Presbyterorum Ordinis 12 

“And while all those present at the Mass offer 
themselves through Christ in the Eucharistic 
sacrifice, the priest himself has a preeminent 
place in this self-offering, he who is uniquely 
configured to Christ the Head… 
  Each of us, who are priests, should ask 
ourselves, ‘What kind of gift am I, being placed 
on that paten each day with Christ?’  ‘Am I 
striving for faithfulness and integrity?’  It is no 
accident and it is a good thing that you and I 
begin each Mass asking for God’s mercy.  
    Born of the Eucharist, Rossetti 

As a result of the 
“tsunami” of secularism, 

we are being purified, 
sanctified, holier. 

The “Francis Factor”  
 

Poverty, Compassion, 
Option for the Poor 
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New Priests for the New 
Evangelization 

The priesthood of tomorrow will be smaller, more faithful to 
celibate chastity, more ardently Catholic and, I think, holier.  
They will be purified in the crucible of society secularism and 
they will emerge stronger and more sanctified.  We already see 
signs of this today. I join with our priests today in having a great 
hope for the Church of tomorrow.  We can take a little credit for 
many of these developments.  The major credit goes to the Holy 
Spirit who is already forming priests to be the right instruments 
for God’s new initiative, which we humans call the New 
Evangelization.  As Psalm 118 tells us, “By the Lord has this 
been done; it is wonderful in our eyes” (v. 23). 

 

I have told you this so that you 
might have peace in me. In the 
world you will have trouble, 
but take courage, I have 
conquered the world. (Jn 16:33) 
 
 


