50 Years a Priest:
A Reflection in Gratitude
summer 2019

Dear Friends,

Today is the 50th anniversary of my (Ron Hinderlang) ordination to the priesthood. My heart is bursting with joy, gratitude,
wonder...I write to share these reflections with you!
Early Beginnings:
You may know that I am the oldest of seven. When I was seven
and eight, I remember playing saying the Mass all the time with
my next oldest brother—one day I would be the priest and he
would be the server; the next day, we traded roles and he would
be the priest and I would be the server. We had an altar set up
and we rolled a piece of white bread flat with a glass and made
a flat round host for communion. My Mom and Dad went to
Mass every day, we prayed the family rosary every night—it
was fertile ground for fostering my thinking about priesthood.
When I was in fifth grade, I was excited that I could begin serving Mass in our parish church and my heart was in awe of being
so close to these mysteries.
After high school, I entered the seminary of the Marist
Fathers Community—the Society of Mary (who taught me in
high school). The seminary was in Framingham, Massachusetts
and initially I wished I was on every bus passing by on the turnpike heading back home to Detroit. However, I came to see that
I had found my niche and I was where I could be my best self.
On to Rome and Hospital Ministry:
After professing my first vows and teaching high school for a
year, I moved on to theology. When I requested to study theology in Rome at the Jesuit Gregorian University, my superiors
said yes. As the day of my departure got closer, I started getting
cold feet: did I really want to go for four years all by myself to
a country where I did not know anybody and did not know the
language? I shared my hesitation with one of my friends and he
said, “It would be so sad if you gave up a dream because you
did not know how you would make out in a new place. You’ve
been in unfamiliar situations before and made out just fine.
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You’ll be ok.” This fortified my courage and I went on to
Rome. The theology was great; however, the best part for me
was studying side by side with people from all over the world
and seeing that a tear, a kiss, a drop of blood were universal
signs of our common humanity.
After three years in Rome, I came back home to Detroit where
I was ordained on July 12, 1969 in my home parish. The community asked me if I would spend the summer at Massachusetts
General Hospital where the Marists had three priest chaplains
replacing them one after another over the summer so they each
could do their retreat and vacation. I fell in love with hospital
ministry: it was such an important time to be with people as they
were going through life-changing moments. I saw that my
accompanying them really made a difference.
At the end of the summer, I went back to Rome to complete my
final year for my degree. Even though I went to Rome because
I imagined teaching theology or working as a college chaplain,
I came back to the US and asked to go back to the hospital as a
chaplain because I saw it as where the rubber hit the road and I
could make such a difference to these people at an important
moment in their lives. God taught me a lot through these
patients.

I remember, at first, worrying what I would say if they asked me
questions that I could not answer, like “why this is happening to
me now?” I came to see that that was just recycling my energy
in a circle back through myself and that if I could forget about
myself and trust that God would give me what I needed when I
needed it, I could let my energy flow out more naturally to others and connect more effectively with them. As I did this, when
a woman asked me why this cancer was happening to her, I
found myself responding, “I don’t know.” She smiled softly and
looked at me and said, “It is so good to hear you say ‘I don’t
know’—I thought I was the only one who didn’t know.” I was
able to accompany her in her not knowing. Years later, as I
worked with students in their ministry internships (Clinical
Pastoral Education), I taught them to “cultivate helplessness—
not uselessness, but helplessness.” I had come to learn that so
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often when I walked into a room and found, for example,
a young mother of five who had just been told that she had stage
four cancer, my heart would ache—I wanted to make her better
so she could go home and be a mother—and I could not make
her better.
Once I accepted my helplessness to fix things, then I could do
what I could do, accompany her and help her unpack what she
was going through and help her find within herself her own best
coping resources. In fact, this empowering others became my
modus operandi. When students first began their internships,
they would often be terrified of doing their first overnight oncall and would say to me, “You have more faith that I can do this
than I do.”
I would
respond, “You’re right: I
chose you for this program
because from all you have
done in your life I knew
you could do this.” My
believing in them could
see them through until
they, from their own experience of doing it, could
believe in themselves.” I
saw my mission as “whetting peoples appetites for
God, for meaning-making.”
The Decision to Marry
and Co-Ministry:
When Jean and I were falling in love, we wrestled with her not
wanting to take me away from the priesthood and my loving
being a priest and not wanting to stop being a priest. What was
not working for me was living a celibate lifestyle: the stress and
anxiety that I was feeling at being so lonely (I might have told

you the story of living with 25 other priests who, after dinner,
went back to 25 separate bedrooms and watched 25 separate
TVs all evening. I was so lonely that often I went back over to
the hospital to visit patients so as not to be alone.) At any rate,
after eighteen years as a celibate priest, I went to my Provincial
Superior and told him that I would be leaving the Marists and
my role as Pastor to a parish in Cambridge. He was not surprised; we had been consulting over the years and he knew of
my discernment process. He told me not to tell the people, just
to leave. I told him that I could not do that: I had been building
community with them as their pastor for two years and I felt I
need to share my decision with them. He told me that they were
not ready for that. I told him that they were adults and that they
deserved an explanation
as part of my saying
good-bye. I spoke at all
the
Masses
and
explained my decision.
The people said, “We
are happy for you and
sad for us. You were not
the first priest to leave
and you won’t be the
last, but you were the
first one to stand up and
explain to us what was
happening.” I felt good
about my integrity with
the process.
When Jean and I decided to marry, we asked my spiritual director who celebrated the Eucharist for our wedding to use the
reading of Jacob wrestling with God because it captured so well
the discernment process we had gone through. He said wryly,
“nobody has ever asked me to do that reading for a wedding
before.” We asked an Episcopal Woman Priest to preside at the
Marriage Ceremony itself. After meeting us, when she met with
her Bishop, he forbade her to do the wedding, saying it would
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ruin his relationship with the Catholic Archbishop of Boston.
She insisted that she would witness our marriage anyway
because, “they are absolutely meant for each other—this is so
right!” People began saying to us, why don’t you become
Episcopalians—you could both be priests, we responded, “We
don’t feel called to do that—our roots are so Catholic—we feel
called to change the Catholic Church from the inside out.
We joined CORPUS, the group of married priests, who believed
the Catholic Church would eventually welcome them back to
ministry as married priests. Jean and I hoped that would happen someday, however, we did not intend to hold our breath and
wait for that day; we began ministering together. I thought of
myself as a married Catholic priest, even though the Church did
not have that category yet. God began opening doors for us to
do ministry with those who were searching for a spiritual home.
Together, we did weddings, funerals, grief groups.
After Jean’s ordination as a Roman Catholic WomanPriest, we
invited everyone we knew to come and co-create with us the
spirit of Life: A catholic community of Justice and Joy. Thus,
began a whole new chapter in our ministry together. I was just
reflecting the other day when we celebrated The Sacrament of
the Sick with a friend: Jean anointed him with oil as I said the
words of blessing. Two weeks earlier when we celebrated the
wedding of one of our nieces, Jean led her through her vows to
her husband and I led the husband through his vows to his wife.
At Spirit of Life, every Sunday when we celebrate Eucharist,
each of us delivers a short homily. This co-ministry is our way
of ministering and we think it is an important witness to the
Church community.
You may know that I wrote my doctoral dissertation in the realm
of domestic violence. In the course of doing my research, I sat
in on several groups that batterers were mandated to attend as
part of their healing process: they were all co-led by a woman
and a man to show that leadership could be shared. In the light
of that, I’ve come to think of the ‘Old Boys Club of Ministry’ in
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the Catholic Church as a form of spiritual domestic violence to
the family of believers. Jean and I are committed to ministering
together to witness to the church community that leadership can
be shared between women and men for the good of the spiritual
domestic community—that is why we choose to operate as we
do.
And so, on this fiftieth anniversary, I have all kinds of feelings
rumbling around inside of me. I feel so, so blessed: all these
people have touched my life with love and called forth the best
in me as I ministered to them and (knowingly or unknowingly)
they ministered to me.
I feel so grateful: I am prompted to pray: “may every breath I
take be a thank you for all the blessings you have showered on
me.” As many of you know, the children we have are children
from Jean’s first marriage who were young adults when we married. And so I was saying to a group of my students one day,
tons of people called me “Father,” no one ever got to call me
“Daddy,” and now we have these beautiful grandchildren who
call me “Grampa.” One of the students spontaneously said in
reply: “And you are going to have oodles and oodles of countless spiritual grandchildren because all of us are going to go out
into ministry and we will pass on to others the values and ways
of being in the world that you have taught us.” It takes my
breath away—I feel so blessed!!! It is all part of God’s economy of abundance: when we pass on the blessings that we have
we are all enriched.
Secondly, I feel “surprised by joy:” I did not expect to go to
Rome or to be a hospital chaplain or to be married or for Jean to
be a priest (let alone a bishop). God is a faithful companion on
the journey: we do not know what is coming next, only that God
will be with us and that if we hang in there as co-journeyers in
faith with each other, calling forth the best in each other, all will
be well. Or as Catherine of Siena says, “All the way to heaven
is heaven.”
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There are more inspirations from my fifty years to share. For
now, I will leave you with this image from Mary Oliver which
articulates one way of seeing my ministry.
The Messenger
My work is loving the world.
Here the sunflowers, there the hummingbird equal seekers of sweetness.
Here the quickening yeast; there the blue plums.
Here the clam deep in the speckled sand.
Are my boots old? Is my coat torn?
Am I no longer young and still not half-perfect? Let me
keep my mind on what matters,
which is my work,
which is mostly standing still and learning to be astonished.
The phoebe, the delphinium.
The sheep in the pasture, and the pasture.
Which is mostly rejoicing, since all ingredients are here,
Which is gratitude, to be given a mind and a heart
and these body-clothes,
a mouth with which to give shouts of joy
to the moth and the wren, to the sleepy dug-up clam,
telling them all, over and over, how it is
that we live forever.
© Mary Oliver

At The Spirit of Life, we work together in prayer and companionship to loosen the attitudes and brokenness which can hold
us bound. We believe that God’s desire for us is that we be
“Whole” and thus “Holy”… full of life , unfettered by lifedestroying prejudices and free to move openly as the Spirit calls
us.
Our belief in the sacredness of all created beings and loving
relationships compels us to respond with care and compassion
to all who are marginalized in our church and world. We invite
you to come and to pray with us as we “do our own work” in
growing into a deeper awareness of our own gifts and ‘growing
edges’ and together create a community that invites diversity
and honors the uniqueness of each individual and every journey. We are confident that you will feel welcome in the “home”
of The Spirit of Life.
Praying for you the blessings of breathing together,
Ron & Jean

By means of all created things, without exception, the
divine assails us, penetrates us, and molds us.
We imagined it as distant and inaccessible,
when in fact we live steeped in its burning layers”
― teilard de chardin

