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Dear Fr. Pete: 
 
For some time now I have been meaning to speak with you. It has to 
do with the fact that I am afraid that I can no longer consider myself a 
member of the Catholic Church. This is not a sudden decision, but 
has been in the back of my mind since the (recent) scandals and the 
Church's handling of (these scandals).  
 
I am sure you are a good decent person and I lash out at you because 
there is no one else. However, I can no longer identify myself as a 
Catholic. This is not an easy decision as I have been a practicing 
Catholic for many years. But I want to feel clean and cannot in this 
climate, particularly when the Church hierarchy cares more about its 
reputation than its children. How very, very sad this is. 
 
 
I received this email a week or so ago and, with most of these type of 

correspondences I have received either about myself or about the 

Church, I feel horribly when I read them, knowing how inept I am to 

address these kinds of issues I have to confront every day. 

Just before I arrived at St. Patrick’s Church in 2006, a similar article to 

the email I received appeared in The Chicago Tribune that carried the 
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same sentiments that this letter underlined, an article written by Mr. 

Dennis Byrne. The article focused a comparable take on clergy abuse 

from the last 50 years. In a way, I sincerely can understand the 

frustration and anger held by all of us over any type of abuse and our 

desire for the law to protect our society by dealing appropriately with 

those who egregiously hurt others. And yet, as I feel now as I did then, I 

still feel upset when I reflect upon this article and this email. 

When I first read Mr. Byrne’s article four years ago I became quite 

angry over one particular section of this newspaper piece. In this 

editorial, the author writes: 

 
How many times does an institution get to say it is sorry before its 
words have no meaning? The clergy knows what I’m talking about, 
from administering the sacrament of reconciliation: How many times 
can a penitent ask for forgiveness for a constantly repeated sin before 
his sincerity becomes suspect and absolution is withheld? 
 
 
The subject of my homily today focuses on the theme of 

reconciliation on the cross, something essential for our faith lives if we 

have any chance of attaining salvation in heaven. If I understand Mr. 
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Byrne’s opinion correctly, each one of us in society should possess a 

“limit” to the forgiveness we are willing to offer a penitent person for 

the sins that they have committed. If our forgiveness becomes limitless, 

at least in Mr. Byrne’s purview, society may view us as feeble people 

who constantly get taken in by the perpetual sinner, thereby enabling 

the sinner continually to repeat that sin over and over again. 

But here is the balance that needs to even out this equation: if we 

apply the same criteria for God as Mr. Byrne and the author of this 

week’s email wish to apply to the Church and to our society in general, 

then all of us would be damned to hell due to God applying the same 

limit on us that we have been asked to apply to others in society. 

Take, for instance, our own history of the United States, as a small 

example. If God judged our United States society today in the way that 

Mr. Byrne proposes, then I wonder what justice would be levied against 

us because of the way we treated our fellow man during the times of 

racial segregation, the way we treated women prior to the women’s 

suffrage act, the way we dealt with slaves prior to and during the Civil 



Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 4 
Good Friday – C  April 15, 2022 

War, or even the way our European forefathers slaughtered one Native 

American after another in our quest to inhabit this New World that we 

had found. 

In the life of the family and society, how would God treat the person 

who has perpetual addictions to drugs or alcohol? How about the kids 

who constantly break the Fourth Commandment or the faithful who 

keep saying they miss Mass on Sundays and ask for forgiveness? How 

would God treat the sinner who comes to confession each week 

constantly struggling with impure thoughts or issues concerning 

gossiping and pride? 

In the world of faith, how limited would God’s grace be on a society 

in general that constantly dedicates its life to false gods and idols, who 

do not often dedicate their Sundays to the Lord and who put money, 

fame, power, sports, an extra hour of sleep and even the morning paper 

(among other things) ahead of the divine power that gave us life? How 

many times in the Old Testament, in the New Testament, and for the 
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subsequent 2000 years have great multitudes of people chosen to follow 

the way of the world than the way of God? 

If God limited his forgiveness in the manner in which Mr. Byrne 

proposes, then God would have condemned us to hell a long time ago 

for our long-standing acts of racial segregation, bigotry, harassment 

against women, the condoning of slavery, the slaughtering of innocent 

lives, and the unjust crucifixion of the Father’s only Son. And these 

actions represent only a grain of sand on a beach of sin that humanity 

has committed since the beginning of creation. 

All this said, how would God treat us for the abuse we levy upon 

those who have not committed any sin at all? What happens to us if we 

condemn a pope or a group of bishops who acted erroneously or had no 

knowledge of the evil that surrounded them (which I would hope is the 

case with our present situation)? If we condemn the good priests, the 

good bishops, the good faithful and the good non-Christian person just 

trying to live a life of love, then we are all condemned and we condemn 

ourselves. We did it to Christ on the cross, a story of which we remind 
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ourselves every year on Palm Sunday and Good Friday – I fear that if 

we keep condemning each other, especially those who are innocent, 

then we beg our Lord to condemn us ourselves. 

To these struggles, Mr. Byrne proposes the question, “How many 

times does an institution get to say it is sorry before its words have no 

meaning?” In my reflection of this question, I came to understand God’s 

response to this question from three simple prayers that we often hear at 

Mass, from the Passion reading from Luke’s Gospel which we read last 

Sunday to the Eucharistic Prayer of Reconciliation to the words of the 

Our Father that we pray at every Mass that we attend. Listen to these 

words: 

 
Forgive them, Father, for they do not know what they do. (Luke 23: 34) 
 
Time and time again we broke your covenant but you did not abandon us. 
Instead, through Jesus your Son, you bound yourself even more closely to 
the human family by a bond that could never be broken. Now is the time for 
our people to turn back to you and to be renewed in Christ, your Son, a time 
of grace and reconciliation. 
 
Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. 
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Think about what St. John tells us about the story of Jesus’ crucifixion 

in today’s gospel. Think about the fact that our Lord Jesus, the Savior of 

the world, was unjustly condemned by humanity for claiming to be 

divine, something that humanity, for one brief moment, did not wish to 

accept. Think about the fact that our Lord and Savior was the victim of 

capital punishment from a society who wanted to levy out vengeance 

upon this infinitely innocent God-man. Think about the fact that, 

according to John’s Gospel, all society abandoned Jesus on the cross, 

save his mother and the disciples Jesus loved. 

In John’s gospel, in this gospel that focuses on a type of “realized 

eschatology” that posits how the kingdom of heaven exists within our 

midst, we come to find that through Jesus’ sufferings and sacrifice, that 

love conquers the multitudes of hate that often surround us. We learn 

that God’s forgiveness of the repentant sinner is the one constant in an 

evil world that gives us hope and makes us realize that God has not 

abandoned us. And if we can ever learn this lesson, then the papers that 
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often spew out the type of vile that Mr. Byrne writes, articles that often 

enflame and enrage us, would dedicate themselves to printing stories of 

love and forgiveness that will ultimately save us and reveal this 

presence of God within our midst. 

Among all our hostility and hatred and hypocrisy that has existed on 

earth since the time that Adam and Eve took that bite of a forbidden 

fruit, our Lord has been patient with us. Our Lord has no “limit.” If we 

can realize the extent to which God has been patient and the manner 

that God wishes us to act in order avoid these pitfalls, then what we do 

this holiest week of the year will make more sense to us and will give us 

even more of a reason to attend the services that God offers us for our 

benefit. 

And so, in my own inept way, I tried to address the concerns of my 

lost friend who wrote this recent email. I responded to her by quoting a 

letter written by an Italian spiritual writer from 150 year ago named 

Carlo Carretto, who struggled with similar questions about his Church 

and responded to those struggles with the following letter:  
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How much I must criticize you, my Church, and yet how much I love 
you! You have made me suffer more than anyone and yet I owe more 
to you than to anyone. I should like to see you destroyed and yet I 
need your presence. You have given me much scandal and yet you 
alone have made me understand holiness. Never in this world have I 
seen anything more compromised, more false, and yet I have never 
touched anything more pure, more generous or more beautiful. 
 
Countless times I have felt like slamming the door of my soul in your 
face-and yet, every night, I have prayed that I might die in your sure 
arms! No, I cannot be free of you, for I am one with you, even if not 
completely you. 
 
Then too-where would I go? To build another Church? But I could 
not build one without the same defects, for they are my defects. And 
again, if I were to build another Church, it would be my Church, not 
Christ’s Church. No, I am old enough. I know better! 
 
 
Ultimately, we realize that the Church doesn’t rest on the human 

being called the pope, the bishop or the priest. The Church rests on the 

presence of Jesus Christ within the pope, bishop, priest, religious and 

lay person of faith. And when we can see the presence of this Christ 

through the power of the Holy Spirit within these individuals, we 

realize that all of us are sinners and all of us are saints. We realize that 
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all of us need redemption and that instead of tearing the faithful down, 

we should dedicate ourselves by building them up through prayer and 

Christian Service. 

Let us not forget why Jesus died on the cross. Let us remember that 

our God constantly forgives the repentant sinner, even for those who 

nailed him to a cross. Let us share that message of hope and love with 

the people that we meet. This is our prayer. 
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