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Bishop John Dougherty died last month just days before his ninetieth birthday.  Fifteen years ago he 
ordained me to the diaconate and then, four weeks later, he ordained me to the priesthood, just eight days 
before he submitted to the Holy See the retirement letter that every prelate must hand in upon reaching the 
age of seventy-five.  Before his retirement, he made sure that our fledgling community had everything he 
could give us, that he would prepare us as best he could before the day came that he’d be absent from us. 

I thought of this beloved bishop from Scranton, our mentor and friend, as I read Jesus’ words to St. 
Peter, the ones St. John related, because they would “…show by what death [Peter] was to glorify God.”  
In his Resurrection appearance to the first Pope, Jesus was already preparing Peter for the reality that he 
would not always be here to lead Christ’s flock.  He was going to die, and the faithful would need to be 
prepared for his departure from this world. 

Jesus was telling St. Peter to do what He Himself had already done.  Remember how—before Christ’s 
Passion, Death, and Resurrection—He had washed the feet of the disciples and given them a new 
commandment, that they should love one another.  He had also given  them the sacraments by which the 
grace of God would be communicated after His ascension into heaven.  And Our Lord  had given the 
promise of the Holy Spirit, who would comfort us in this valley of tears and lead us into all truth. 

So the program that Jesus gave to St. Peter was one of providence:  how does a leader in Christ’s 
Church prepare the faithful for his departure?  There are three elements:  “Feed my sheep,” “tend my 
sheep,” and “follow me.”  If each successor to the Apostles does this, the flock will not be left desolate 
when comes the inevitable departure of their shepherd. 

To feed the sheep is to give them what they need both materially and spiritually.  Jesus showed He 
would provide for them through the large quantity of fish Peter hauled in that morning.  So Peter was 
called to trust in the Lord’s material providence.  But to provide spiritually involves following Him in 
whom we must abide, remaining grafted to the Lord without whom we will wither and die.  The leader of 
the Christian community, the Bishop, must be an exemplary follower of Jesus, not just as an example, but 
in order that he receive the graces from God that are needed for the salvation of souls.  To follow Jesus is, 
thus, to tend the sheep, to protect them from the wiles of the evil one, not by one’s own power but by the 
power each bishop receives when he is ordained.  To be a good leader is to submit to the authority of 
Jesus Christ. 

This was the example we had in Bishop Dougherty.  He taught the fulness of the faith without leaving 
out the hard parts, nor did he deviate in any way from the Catechism of the Catholic Church.  His care in 



this regard was not simply dogmatic, for he was tender as he tended us, his sheep.  He told me once that 
he knew well the sincerity of converts to the Faith, because his own mother had been one herself; so even 
as some doubted our devotion, Bishop Dougherty never did.  Indeed, he spent much time convincing 
others to take us seriously, to welcome us as his mother had been welcomed. 

Fortunately, his resignation was not accepted in 2007, the year I was ordained.  Perhaps because he 
was so good to the people of the Diocese of Scranton, Bishop Dougherty served as the Auxiliary Bishop 
here for more than two more years, until August 31, 2009.  This extra time past his retirement age gave 
him two more years to mentor me.  We had long and deep discussions about Holy Matrimony and the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation, how to hear a confession.  As a new priest I had a lot to learn, so he ensured 
I had my first year with no other assignments than to you, the people of St. Thomas More.  Later, he 
would advocate for me as I became the chaplain at Holy Cross High School one year and Mercy Hospital 
the next.  But perhaps the most important thing he told me as I received way more attention than any new 
priest should, was, “Eric, it is the job of the newsmen to sell newspapers.  You are under no obligation to 
do their job for them.  Just because they call to interview you does not mean that you must speak to 
them.”  In a moment I understood I was being used, something my mentor could not countenance, nor 
could it be left unsaid. 

But even after he retired, Bishop Dougherty did not forget us.  Our correspondence was no longer as 
often in person, but in passing and by letter.  Not unexpectedly, Kristina and I received less than a year 
before he died a note from Bishop Dougherty.  He expressed his sympathy and indicated he had offered 
Mass for us upon the death of our son.  A week after Damian died, Bishop Dougherty was not too busy to 
share with us his love. 

This, really, is the task of every prelate in the Church and why we see such emphasis placed upon it 
by Jesus in his last discourse with Peter, who would become his Vicar on Earth.  The question, “Do you 
love me?” was not just about the three-fold denial that had happened on Maundy Thursday.  It was a 
reminder that feeding the sheep, tending the sheep, and following Jesus all must be done in love.  And if 
the people are loved, they will be ready for the time their Pastor must depart.  The veneration we show St. 
Peter even today demonstrates that he finally succeeded on this point, and we can be grateful that we as a 
community were so loved by the bishop who had so much to do with our establishment, our formation, 
and therefore our growth, Bishop John Dougherty.  May his soul and the souls of all the faithful departed, 
through the mercy of God, rest in peace. 


