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Introduction
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If you’ve read “A Truthful Man” and “A Divine Truth,” you will already know that current events in the Catholic Church inspired this trilogy. 

The hierarchy-enforced watering down of God’s Truth in Catholic pulpits and the regrettable behaviour of many members of the clergy are eroding the faith of many, causing them to abandon her. 

Readers have brought to my attention that the Catholic Church is not the only one suffering the suppression of the Gospel: this is an ecumenical problem.

As Cardinal Robert Sarah says: "The search for worldly glory, power, honours, earthly pleasures, and money has infiltrated the hearts of priests, bishops, and cardinals."

Pope Benedict XVI died on 31st January, 2023 as I was writing this novel. His death means not only the loss of a holy man and a great theologian, but also the man who, by his humble piety, was restraining the negative forces within the Catholic Church.

Cardinal George Pell, who died on 10th January, 2023, was not afraid to draw attention to the evil going on in the Vatican, calling the Synod on Synodality a ‘toxic nightmare.’  

He describes the synod’s working document as “one of the most incoherent documents ever sent out from Rome,” which strips the Christian salvation message of all substance.  Moreover, the document takes no firm position on the important moral issues of our time. (See https://www.breitbart.com/faith/2023/01/12/cardinal-george-pell-synod-on-synodality-has-become-toxic-nightmare/)

Good shepherds have a duty to call out wrong teaching. As Our Lady warns; “Babel will grow everywhere because of bad pastors, and those who do not remain faithful to the true Magisterium of the Church will walk in spiritual darkness.”

A Church Darkened

The Catholic Church here on earth is called the Church Militant. She is supposed to fight Satan, not become his ally; her mission is to spread the Gospel and bring all souls to Jesus. 

As Christians, we are to be in the world, yet not of the world. We must be Christ’s champions. Therefore, if we deny Him to fit in with modern secularism, we are following Satan to eternal damnation. In Matthew 12:30 Jesus warns us that he who does not work with Him works against Him.

For anyone tempted to believe that the errant behaviour of the bishops in my novels is purely a figment of my imagination, here is an actual example of the repercussions on a good priest by his bishop, reported in the following article:

https://www.churchmilitant.com/news/article/bishop-sidelines-pro-life-pro-family-priest.

It follows the case of Father Joseph Klee, side-lined by Bishop Robert Brennan. The bishop clarifies that the priest didn’t overstep Catholic teaching, but caused division ‘by presenting such teaching so clearly that it causes offense.’  (My italics.)

Your Excellency, have you not read the passage in Luke’s Gospel (12:51) where Christ asks his Apostles if they imagine that He’s come to bring peace to the earth? Do you not recall Jesus’ response? “No, I tell you, but division.” 

Christ often caused offense; the Truth will always divide people into those who accept it and those who don’t. He at least told them what the Truth was, so they could decide. 

Bishop Robert Brennan further complained that, while Father Klee ‘seemingly present(s) Catholic moral teaching,’ his sermons are ‘often offensive and disrespectful to the human dignity of persons.’ 

Meaning that some people in the pews didn’t like what they were hearing, because the Truth made them feel uncomfortable about their own behaviour. Instead of being edified, they shot the messenger by complaining to the bishop, who preferred that his parish lose a good pastor rather than upset anyone (except his priest, of course). Christ upset a lot of people, too. Not everyone can handle the Truth; however, that doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be proclaimed – boldly. Denying it won’t make it go away; God’s Truth is unchanged and unchanging.

The bishop is considering ‘further steps’ against this priest.

In a charitable response to this grossly unchristian treatment, Father Klee has called for prayers for the Church clergy. He asks that they not turn into instigators of Satan’s attacks and his accomplices in the way the Pharisees did.  He asks that the clergy not give into despair and the belief that the teachings of Christ and the Catholic Church ‘are not the answer, but atheistic socialism is.’

Here speaks a true man of God!

The above is happening to hundreds of priests. At the last count there were over two thousand of them alone in the United States.

Where are they to go?

Taking Care of Cancelled Priests

I fear, along with people much smarter than myself, that religious persecution will eventually drive the Catholic Church underground. 

If that happens, we the faithful will need good and holy cancelled priests to sustain us and maintain our fidelity to Christ’s teaching. They will impart the Truth to us in this world of lies.

I therefore support these good shepherds, not only because they are being unjustly treated, but also because I believe they will have a vital role to play – both during the dark years of religious oppression ahead, and when the Catholic Church is allowed to flourish again. I believe that cancelled priests are the future leaders of the purified Catholic Church.

In the meantime, they rely on us to take care of them.

As I wrote in the introduction to, “A Divine Truth,” the Coalition for Canceled Priests was negotiating the purchase of a Franciscan Friary for a safe retreat to priests in need of housing.

That deal fell through. However, they were able to secure another building, which went under contract before the end of 2022. The property is more modest and can house only 5 to 6 priests, so they are looking to purchase more sanctuaries throughout the U.S. and the world.

If “A Blazing Truth” inspires you to help these efforts, please go to https://www.canceledpriests.org/.

Although I am only a lay person, my hope is that God can use my writing to bring awareness to fellow Christians about the pitfalls surrounding us. All of us face religious persecution, not just Catholics. 

We must be steadfast in walking towards the light of Jesus, Who is the Way, the Truth and the Life, and stay away from the lies and spiritual darkness that will engulf us if we don’t.

And now, on to the novel!

God bless,

Hilary Walker

Rubesca4@gmail.com

Visit me at: http://HilaryWalkerBooks.com and claim your free ebook!

If you enjoy “A Blazing Truth” would you please consider posting a review with your favourite ebook retailer? Thank you in advance: reviews will help spread the word about this book – and hopefully, also The Word. 😊

For all the good and holy priests who have been unjustly removed from their priestly duties.

For all the parishes who have lost their good shepherds.
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Chapter One: Mass Aftermath
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Sunday, May 19th 

Bishop Marsden leaned back in his front left pew of the chapel at Poppleford Friary.

Enclosed in a cast up to his knee, his right leg was stretched out in the aisle, the only place where it fit.

The five cancelled priests carefully side-stepped the awkward limb on their approach for Communion. 

The red-faced bishop watched them kneel along the altar rail, admiring the reverence with which they received the Host on their tongues – eyes closed in true appreciation of the Real Presence.

Their devotion intensified the bishop’s double humiliation at having to accept a blessing instead of the Host, from the hands of Father James, the priest he’d ousted from the local parish.

The reason for this was his sudden concern that he wasn’t in a state of grace.

Yes, he’d received Absolution in extremis from Father James when he couldn’t speak after his recent accident. However, he’d survived and was now obligated to properly confess his mortal sins before receiving Holy Communion.

Not only that, but he’d committed grave sins since that Absolution. He’d come to the friary under false pretences; ostensibly to recuperate, yet actually looking for justification to close it down, while taking advantage of the priests’ good nature.

If only he could lay the blame for his spiritual problems at their feet! But, alas, he alone was responsible for this embarrassing state of affairs.

For a moment he envied them. They’d been rendered unable to perform their priestly duties. However, look at the upside! Here they were, in a beautiful building and grounds, away from the cares of the world, with endless time to pray and reflect. Their physical needs were being met as well as their spiritual ones and they carried no onerous responsibilities. 

At this thought, a renewed determination to close Poppleford seized hold of him. It wasn’t fair that they’d exchanged the heavy burden of parish priesthood for this life of ease! And all because they’d disobeyed him.

His broken leg began to throb painfully.  

O.K. God. I’m sorry!

In his heart he knew the Lord wanted him to reinstate the priests he’d cancelled. But he needed more time! 

Lord, this isn’t an easy thing to do. Surely, You know that?

He tried to ignore the worsening pain in his leg as he pondered how reinstatement would bring the priests’ lives of comfort abruptly to an end. Even so, he knew they would be more than recompensed by joy at returning to their vocation of shepherding souls. 

Either way, God had their interests at heart: He was taking care of them.

Does He have my interests at heart? 

Why did You allow me to be elected to archbishop, only to make it clear that the path I’ve followed to achieve this promotion – the path dictated by Your Church in Rome, Lord – is the wrong one? It’s deeply unjust!

Feeling sorry for himself wouldn’t do: action was the answer. 

For a start, he couldn’t continue to avoid receiving Holy Communion. His first act must be to find a good confessor and get back into a state of grace. 

However, his regular confessor was on board with the progressive agenda of the Catholic Church; he would chide him for letting those ‘backwardist’ priests go back to preaching their damaging sermons.

No, Bishop Marsden needed a priest who understood his dilemma; the need to toe the Vatican line as the new archbishop and serve God as a true shepherd of his flock. 

In short, he wanted to appear modern while retaining the old traditions of the Catholic Church.

It would be a very special priest indeed who could help him achieve this difficult balance!

Up at the altar, Father James had finished cleaning the paten and chalice after distributing Communion. Father John, his assisting priest, carried them away and everyone rose for the concluding rite.

Bishop Robert Marsden groped for his crutches and hauled himself to his feet. As he watched the tall priest raise his right hand in blessing, he realised the throbbing in his broken leg had subsided.

Balancing on his good foot, he made the Sign of the Cross. When he murmured “Amen,” a voice echoed in his head: He’s your new confessor!

He almost choked. What! Father James? Lord, You must be joking! No, I can’t go to him, I just can’t. It’s too embarrassing. Please, find me someone else, I beg You!

All of a sudden, the skin started itching inside his cast. It grew unbearable and there was nothing he could do to alleviate it.

Everyone remained standing while Father James and Father John bent to kiss the altar before walking out through a side door leading to the vestry.

Bishop Marsden was in agony as his skin continued to irritate him. He wondered gloomily whether he was doomed to want to scratch his leg until the cast came off in six weeks?

Behind him, he heard the handful of priests leaving the chapel. Morosely, he wondered how he was supposed to sit at the head of table during meals, when they were laughing at him for not receiving Communion? In his mind, he already heard them whispering nasty explanations to each other.

He sat down heavily in the pew to think. His next move needed to be something big. Something to prove he was still in charge and those priests were still his subordinates.

Unfortunately, despite the priest facing ad orientem, this Mass had not been in Latin. It was a shame: that would have been the perfect excuse to close down this place.

The skin on his left leg itched even more strongly and tempted him to swear out loud. 

Accursed leg! 

Father John came out of the vestry and genuflected in front of the tabernacle before walking through the gate in the Communion rails toward the bishop. He smiled as he passed him in the aisle on his way out of the chapel.

Bishop Marsden’s return smile was more of a grimace as he struggled to cope with the infernal irritation inside his cast.

Attired in his black soutane, Father James now exited the vestry. While he was kneeling before the tabernacle, the voice resounded inside the bishop’s head more loudly: He’s your new confessor.

He groaned. No, Lord, no!

Father James was closing the Communion rail gates behind him as he stepped down from the altar. “Are you alright, Your Excellency?”

No, I’m not!

The itching had reached such a pitch, he was ready to scream.

“Is your leg bothering you?” The priest spoke with uncanny perception.

Bishop Marsden nodded, gritting his teeth.

“Anything I can do to help?”

O.K. Lord! I give in. “Actually, James, yes there is. But it has nothing to do with my leg.”

The priest sat down in the pew across the aisle from him. “I’m all ears, Your Excellency.”

That ‘Your Excellency’ ground on the bishop’s nerves; there was nothing excellent about him. He cleared his throat and looked at the tabernacle, unable to meet Father James’ eyes. “I’m in need of a good confessor.”

“I can recommend several good priests.”

“Doubtless,” said the bishop. “However, the Good Lord is telling me you are the one.”

“Are you sure you’re comfortable with this?”

Although Bishop Marsden longed to say he wasn’t, he turned to Father James and tried to smile. “I’ll learn to get comfortable with it.”

“Amen to that, Your Excellency.”

“One more thing, James. Could you drop the ‘Your Excellency’ while I’m here at the friary?”

“I’m afraid not. You are still our superior and it would be disrespectful of you and your position.”

“Well, at least while we’re in session, then.”

“Of course.” Father James bowed his head.

Bishop Marsden’s leg had stopped itching.
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Chapter Two: A Confession
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Sunday, May 19th

The bishop’s request took Father James aback. 

Even acting in persona Christi, he whom the bishop had ousted was surely the last person on earth he would want to open up to? 

Earlier, when Bishop Marsden had folded his arms, as a sign that he wasn’t in a state of grace and could therefore not receive Holy Communion, Father James had seen a glimmer of hope for the man’s soul. 

Had the bishop understood the sheer evilness of the agenda he was pursuing? That he was acting against God by treating the spreading of God’s truth as a criminal activity? Was it finally dawning on him that removing holy priests for preaching the Gospel was depriving congregations of true shepherds?

Did Bishop Marsden grasp that he was not a good shepherd?

Father James was astounded that God should choose him for the bishop’s confessor, and panic rose inside him at the enormity of his new role. He was already overwhelmed by the responsibility of running Poppleford Friary. The refuge for cancelled priests may only house six residents right now, but applications to fill the remaining twenty-four spaces were pouring in daily. Soon the place would be full.

That was more than enough to be coping with, and now God was adding the onus of advising the bishop?

Lord, please understand that I’m not up to the task. All I want is to return to my post as pastor of St. Jude!

The uncharitable thought entered his mind that what was said under the seal of confession might not remain between them. Could Bishop Marsden be laying a trap? Was his penitence an act? Was he looking to glean information to use against the friary?

Dear Lord, please let that not be the case. And please remove these suspicions from me!

Bishop Marsden was asking when Father James might have time to hear his confession? “The sooner the better, James. I need to be able to receive Communion next time.”

The priest smiled wanly. “There’s no time like the present, Your Excellency.”

Bishop Marsden nodded. “Where’s your confessional? Don’t forget, I’m not ‘Your Excellency’ in there.”

Father James’ smile widened. The man did seem to be genuinely humble. He rose. “Follow me, I’ll take you there.”

He took the purple stole out of his soutane pocket and entered his side of the old-fashioned confessional at the back of the chapel. It reminded him strongly of the one at his dear parish of St. Jude. Kissing the long stole with a prayer, he placed it around his neck and closed the door behind him.

There was the clatter of crutches as Bishop Marsden entered the penitent’s side with difficulty and closed the little door. “Do you mind if I remain standing, James? I’m not able to kneel down and you don’t have anything here for me to sit on.” 

His new confessor wanted to ask the bishop to refer to him as Father James, and, alas, there was no room for a chair that was the modern choice for today’s penitents.

He made a swift Sign of the Cross over himself and said instead, “I apologise for the inconvenience. Perhaps when you’ve made your confession, we can retire to a more comfortable location for any spiritual direction you might desire?”

He was surprised at his audacity. Just because he thought the bishop was in dire need of spiritual guidance, didn’t mean that his superior wanted it. 

See, Lord, this is exactly what I mean. I’m not up to this. I’m going to mess up! 

But the Good Lord put it in the bishop’s heart to reply, “That’s an excellent idea, James.” A little cough. “I suppose I ought to call you Father James, really, shouldn’t I?”

With a gentle voice, the priest responded, “That would be more appropriate.” Thank You, Lord, for listening to my prayers. “May the Lord help you to make a good confession.”

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been – er – rather a long time since my last confession.”

Somehow, the bishop managed to stand in that cramped confessional for a good twenty minutes. At one point Father James heard him lean back against the wall to support himself, yet he seemed so involved in what he was saying that he was oblivious to his discomfort, or else saw it as something to be borne.

Father James would have loved to give as his parting penance the duty to reinstate the priests he’d cancelled. However, it was too early in their fragile new relationship, and he wanted the bishop to arrive at that conclusion by himself. It would be more sincere coming from internal conviction rather than external nudging.

Yet there was one act of reparation that could not be avoided.

“You have made a thorough and sincere confession. For your penance, make peace with your sister and brother-in-law by apologising to them for the harm you did them by spreading the lie about Mark being your spy.”

The priest was relieved when the bishop said, “Father, I will do as you stipulate. However, I’d like to add a penance of my own, if I may.”

“What might that be?” This was highly irregular!

“To reinstate all the priests I’ve unjustly cancelled.”

Father James could barely contain his ecstasy. “That is an admirable penance. God and all His angels are rejoicing in heaven over your decision.”

“Thank you, Father. It won’t be easy, but I will find a way.”

“In your own time, bishop. And now I will give you Absolution.”

He ended their session with “Go in peace.”

“Thank you, Father. A great burden has been lifted from me. I need to go back to my room to rest for right now, yet I hope I can come to you for spiritual direction at a later date?”

“Of course. I am at your disposal.”

Father James heard Bishop Marsden hobble out of the chapel, although he fully intended to stay and talk to God, his excitement needed a physical outlet. He had to go outside and keep moving.

Trying not to move with undue haste, and hoping not to meet anyone who might ask the reason for his obvious elation, he fetched Judith, his Border Collie from the bedroom upstairs. 

She bounded ahead of him through the heavy front door, under the keystone bearing the word ‘Veritas’ and into the chilly weather. Large water drops were dripping from the trees after last night’s rainfall, which had made the narrow pathways that he so loved to explore too muddy to roam today. Instead, he followed the larger and drier trail down to the beach in front of the friary and was greeted by sharp gusts blowing off the Channel.

Checking no one was around, he stretched out his arms and gave a happy yell. It was immediately drowned in the coastal wind.

Father James’s joy was complete. Bishop Marsden had seen the error of his ways and was going to reinstate all the priests he’d cancelled. This would make room for pastors ousted by bishops from other dioceses, who were knocking urgently at the doors of Poppleford Friary.

And Father James could finally go back to his quiet life as the pastor of St. Jude. It was all he’d ever wanted.

Thank You, Lord, thank you! This is wonderful! And I can now turn over the administration of Poppleford Friary to someone else.
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Chapter Three: Receipt of Useful News
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Sunday, May 19th

After morning Mass, in the neighbouring diocese of Yeomouth, Bishop Rolf Penster was stewing over Bishop Marsden’s election to Archbishop of the South West of England.

It had been a close race and, despite his attempts to sway the outcome, Robert Marsden had pipped him to the post. It was galling to pretend he was ‘overjoyed’ for his rival and ‘wished him much success in his new appointment’. Writing that letter of congratulation to the man was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do.

Marsden was only sixty-one. It would be fourteen years before the archbishopric came up for grabs again – unless, of course, some unfortunate and fatal accident should befall the man.  That meant fourteen years of grovelling to him and Rome in the hopes of being next in line.

Rolf Penster was in his early fifties and could only suppose Robert got the promotion out of deference for his age. Certainly not because he was more deserving of the honour.

Bishop Penster had ousted many more traditional priests in his diocese than Marsden. And he prided himself on being among the first bishops in the United Kingdom to limit the time allowed for sermons to five minutes (including on Sundays). In addition, he’d sent his pastors a list of words and phrases that were now prohibited from being used in preaching. It included such objectionable terms as sin, wickedness, evil, hell, immorality, repentance, abortion, unnatural and against the laws of nature.  Constantly on the look-out for any clever substitutes his pastors might invent – baby-killing being one of them – he was continually updating that list, for the public was offended by more and more darling words and phrases of the old Catholic Church. 

To show he wasn’t all about banning things, he was poised to encourage the use of that new word, ‘backwardism,’ a brilliant mot coined by none other than the Supreme Pontiff himself. It perfectly described that stubborn adherence to the ancient traditions of the Church, and cleverly targeted those who said the Mass in Latin, drawing large crowds of duped believers and scaring them away from the Novus Ordo Mass, the Mass of the future. Backwardism was the enemy! It was thwarting the progressive efforts of the Catholic Church and must be eradicated!

Although his zeal for the Vatican’s agenda far outstripped that of the older Robert Marsden, Bishop Penster had been overlooked for the archbishopric in favour of his less effective brother bishop.

However, some interesting news had reached his ears yesterday; Bishop Marsden had broken his leg in a car accident. But instead of convalescing in his Ruddminster palace, he was – for some bizarre reason – staying in Poppleford Friary, recently acquired by local members of ousted clergy to house cancelled priests.

Bishop Penster felt a ray of hope. For why would Marsden sojourn among those dissidents if he didn’t sympathise with them? Did he feel remorse over removing them? 

Rolf Penster grinned. Here was a golden opportunity to discredit Bishop Marsden before his instalment as archbishop.  
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Chapter Four: Ruminations in the Broom Cupboard

[image: image]


Sunday, May 19th

Archbishop-elect Robert Marsden hobbled out of the chapel on his crutches, a chastened version of the man who’d entered it full of resolution to shut down this luxury refuge.

His confession was over and he’d received Absolution. Once more on friendly terms with God, he could now go to Communion with a clear conscience. 

And before the happy moment when he joined the cancelled priests in receiving the Host tomorrow, he must endure today’s lunch and dinner in the refectory. The men would be laughing silently at their own bishop for not being in a state of grace. It was not going to be easy. Especially since he could hardly announce that he’d now gone to Confession and was now eligible.

He could only hope they would be as kind to him as Father James. That priest had been a model of charity in the confessional. Again and again, waves of shame washed over the bishop as he recounted his sins of pride and worldly ambition, then heard the priest’s gentle words of encouragement and advice – and these coming from the pastor whose vocation he had ruined!

How could he have let himself be carried away by the Vatican’s vicious agenda? He was helping to destroy the Church by erasing her best shepherds! Father James belonged in the pulpit – of that, the bishop had no doubt.

Such thoughts occupied his mind as he fumbled with the door latch to his broom cupboard-turned-bedroom. After this morning, he saw how fitting this accommodation was for someone who’d erred so seriously in his duties as a Catholic bishop. He almost felt grateful; this abasement provided extra penance.

The tiny space’s original function was obvious, as was the fact that it would return to being a cleaning cupboard once the bishop returned to his palatial city residence.

After enduring these cramped conditions, the sparse meals, and the necessity to limp down the corridor to use the communal facilities instead of his en suite bathroom, he would be well and truly purged. He could even say he’d suffered a form of martyrdom.

Meanwhile, he had a couple of hours to kill before facing those judgemental priests in the refectory at lunch; time to tackle one of the voluntary penances he’d undertaken to perform.

He wished he hadn’t got so carried away in the confessional. But what was done, was done. He’d made a promise before God, and it must be fulfilled.

He cursed the fact that his secretary wasn’t here to take dictation of the necessary letters, He didn’t even have a table to lean on and snapped open the locks of his briefcase to pull out his writing materials. 

He closed the case again and ran his fingers along the dark red leather, handcrafted by Swaine Adeney Brigg, makers of the attaché cases used in the James Bond films. Embarrassed to let people know he’d splurged on the absurdly expensive item for himself, he’d spread the rumour of a grateful parishioner having given it to him.

He felt a twinge of guilt. Until now, he’d been perfectly comfortable with hiding the truth behind this purchase. But his newly cleansed soul was having trouble with it, urging him to confess his actions.  If he did, his penance was likely to be telling everyone the truth. More humiliation.

How quickly a little lie became a huge problem! 

Balancing on one crutch, he placed his gold pen on the bed together with the stationery carrying his bishop’s seal. He sat down with a thud on the thin mattress and thought carefully about what he was going to write to each of the priests he’d removed. 

He mustn’t sound apologetic, as if acknowledging he’d made a mistake. Even if he privately admitted to it, and had confessed as much to Father James, he didn’t want it getting back to the current archbishop – or any of the other hierarchy of England and Wales – that he was withdrawing his accusations that the priests’ preaching was ineffective and divisive. If his change of heart was discovered, gone was his promotion.

No, he must word these reinstatements in such a way as to suggest the errant priests had heeded their bishop by taking time away from office, and were now contrite and ready to return to the fold. 

Thus, Bishop Marsden intended to undo the damage he’d done without fanfare. The reinstated priests would hopefully be more circumspect in their proclamation of the true Gospel, without needing an explicit warning from him. His handling of the affair would be approved by Archbishop Hempworth, and his promotion to archbishop would remain safe. 

But it would not be easy to appear progressive, while at heart being a traditionalist.

He was chewing the end of his ballpoint pen during these ruminations, and saw that he’d made toothmarks in the gold plate. Tempted to swear out loud, he remembered where he was – and that he’d just been to Confession – and let out a groan instead.

Had Colin Masters, his secretary, been here to take dictation, his boss wouldn’t have chewed his pen.

Which reminds me to make sure the bishop who takes over from me is aware that Colin is probably a traitor.

Information had been leaked about Bishop Marsden’s letter to Rome discrediting Father James, written to ensure the priest’s appeal against being removed was never heard. The bishop suspected his secretary.

This brought on another unpleasant thought. Here he was, about to reinstate Father James, while his letter maligning the man was lying on the desk of a Vatican official. How could he retract it? And how could he explain his sudden change of opinion about Father James?

Another aggravation intruded: his broken leg was throbbing again. What had brought that on? He was resting it, for Heaven’s sake!

Lord, is there no end to these vexations?

Trying to push the pain away, he balanced a pillow on his knees, took up the chewed pen again and placed the letter pad on the cushion.

Confident he’d found the right words, he drafted a proforma letter of reinstatement.

Dear Father N.,

It is with great joy that I inform you of your reinstatement as pastor of N. Church.

You have spent sufficient time away from your parochial duties in reparation for the error of your ways, and I am confident you will return to your flock as an exemplary priest of the Catholic Church.

The bishop was pleased with this vague wording. No one could accuse him of giving the priests permission to continue their traditional ways.

Then he winced as he recalled his poisoned pen letter to Rome, making sure the powers that be wouldn’t even read the letter from the Father James’ Canon lawyer, let alone hear his case.

Oh, the difficulties of disentangling himself from this second web of lies!

Somehow, he must satisfy the Vatican that Father James was now behaving and could be allowed back into the fold.

First, he must finish the letter before him.

He put pen to paper again.

You will be the joint pastor of N. Church, as the present incumbent will remain in situ.

I will inform him of your reinstatement, so he can make the necessary arrangements for your shared accommodation in the rectory. 

You are expected back at your parish church in time for Mass next Sunday.

Yours in Christ,

Bishop Robert Marsden.

Happy with his literary efforts, he copied his prose in a letter to each priest he’d deposed, put them in envelopes, and wrote the recipients’ names on them. 

Several were for priests in this very building and he would hand deliver them to the relevant parties at lunch time.

He smiled at their consternation in receiving a letter from the man who held so much power over them. They’d be uncomfortable during their meal, wondering what he’d written to them.

Only when they retired to their cosy rooms upstairs – so much nicer than his, he was certain – would they read the contents and be elated. And, he hoped, feel badly about their uncharitable thoughts towards him.

He would get Colin to give him the addresses of the other priests, so he could write them on the envelopes by hand and give the personal touch to his generous actions. His secretary could then supply the stamps and send the letters out for him. Within a few days all the ousted priests in his diocese would be back at their posts and indebted to their archbishop-to-be.

However, he noticed a flaw in his largesse. It was all very well to tell these clerics that they now had to share their parishes. But was there in fact room for two priests in each? He couldn’t face having to reshuffle the ‘present incumbents.’ 

He wrote letters to the progressive
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