
Reflections
by the!

Most Reverend Thomas J. Murphy

Montana Catholic Register

The Church of Eastern Montana stretches out almost 100,000 square miles. The parish 
communities of Chester, Plentywood, Ekalaka and Livingston are the four extreme corners of 
our diocese which extend even further when we include the missions of Alzada, Gardiner and 
Westby. The urban areas of Billings and Great Falls contain the largest population and almost 
half the number of Catholic families in our Diocese. !
To serve the Church of Eastern Montana, we are blessed with the presence of religious women, 
full-time lay ministers, teachers, deacons, religious brothers and priests. During the last few 
years, there has been an increase in the number of people in each of the above categories with 
one exception – the number of priests available to serve our diocese. !
Though all Christians share in the ministry of the Church and it is their right and responsibility to 
do so, the ministry of the priest differs in degree and essence from that of those who are not 
ordained. The priest alone is empowered to celebrate Mass, to celebrate the forgiveness of sin 
and the anointing of the sick. The primary obligation of the priest is to proclaim the Word of God 
and to gather together the Christian community. !
Two thirds of our priests are members of the diocesan clergy whose primary commitment is to 
the Church of Eastern Montana. One third of our priests belong to religious communities whose 
responsibilities for pastoral service range from California and Oregon to Wisconsin and 
Michigan. In the past, we would receive personnel assistance from Europe and other dioceses 
in the United States because we were considered a “missionary diocese”. But after 75 years of 
existence, we can not claim that status any longer. In reality, we should be having our priests be 
available to new missionary areas in our country and the world. !
At the same time that we have a decrease in the number of priests, we have growing pockets of 
population asking for the presence of a priest. We have priests in many parts of our Diocese 
serving two to five communities stretched out over thousands of square miles and calling for 
weekend driving of up to 300 miles. We have parishes in Great Falls and Billings with parish 
boundaries established two decades ago despite new population centers and new 
developments. Priests are called on to serve these existing structures plus being responsible for 
a host of new activities and ministries. We are stretching our priest personnel to the limits. !
There is a real need for planning to respond to the above. The requisites for such planning 
demands an ecclesial sense that the Church is more than our own parish community; rather, we 
are members of a diocesan faith community also. People in Great Falls and Billings must be 
conscious how the smaller communities also need to be served; the rural communities need to 
be conscious of the added responsibilities of priests in Great Falls and Billings. Planning for the 
future involves a commitment to a process of assessing our needs and becoming aware of our 
mission of a church and how we can best fulfill that mission through the present number of 
priests serving the Church in Eastern Montana in cooperation with the religious women and men 
and laity of our Diocese. 
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What are the answers? I don’t know. However, I do know that as a people of faith we can work 
together to explore the options, to pray and work together for vocations to the priesthood, to 
fulfill our ministry together as baptized Christians in service to one another, and to be ever more 
conscious of our Church as a reality that goes beyond parish boundaries and local communities. !
I have asked for meetings in Billings and Great Falls with representatives of the local parish 
communities to begin a planning process for the future of these communities. Please pray that 
the Holy Spirit may guide us and direct us!
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