October 3, 2022
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops
Most Reverend Archbishop Jose Horacio Gomez Velasco, President
3211 Fourth Street NE
Washington, DC 20017
Apostolic Nunciature, the Holy See
Most Reverend Archbishop Christophe Pierre
3339 Massachusetts Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20008
Most Reverend Archbishop Shelton Joseph Fabre
Archdiocese of Louisville
3940 Poplar Level Road
Louisville, KY 40213-1463

RE: Diocese of Knoxville, Most Reverend Bishop Richard Stika
Your Excellencies,
We are writing pursuant to Canon Law 209 et. seq. on behalf of a significant number of
parishioners in the Diocese of Knoxville, specifically the Chattanooga Deanery, about concerns
surrounding the leadership of the Most Reverend Bishop Richard Stika. The attorney on this
letterhead is one of many concerned parishioners and has agreed to serve as a point of contact with
respect to this petition and plea.
Canon Law 209 obliges the Christian faithful “to maintain communion with the Church [and]
[w]ith great diligence they are to fulfill the duties which they owe to the universal Church and the
particular church to which they belong according to the prescripts of the law.” Further, under
Canon Law 212 §2, “[t]he Christian faithful are free to make known to the pastors of the Church
their needs, especially spiritual ones, and their desires.” It is with this spirit that this letter has been
prepared and sent to you, our pastors.
As a community of the faithful, we have several quite substantial areas of concern that we would
like you to address. Each of these areas of concern have been repeatedly raised to our Diocese, by
many different lay people, from different parishes and schools throughout the Diocese, and
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specifically from the Deanery of Chattanooga. The concerns remain unanswered. A Vatican
investigation was conducted in May of 2021, apparently completed, yet we, the faithful in this
Diocese, were not consulted at large, were not interviewed regarding our collective concerns, and
have been given no information. We are left bewildered in the dark with no shepherd. It is time
to rectify this; we implore you to listen to our pleas and take transparent action.
For ease of reference, we provide certain of the applicable Canon Laws which we feel have been
routinely and blatantly disregarded or which are otherwise applicable to our concerns.
1. Can. 383 §1. In exercising the function of a pastor, a diocesan bishop is to show himself
concerned for all the Christian faithful entrusted to his care, of whatever age, condition, or
nationality they are, whether living in the territory or staying there temporarily; he is also to extend
an apostolic spirit to those who are not able to make sufficient use of ordinary pastoral care because
of the condition of their life and to those who no longer practice their religion.
2. Can. 383 §3. He is to act with humanity and charity toward the brothers and sisters who
are not in full communion with the Catholic Church and is to foster ecumenism as it is understood
by the Church.
3. Can. 384 With special solicitude, a diocesan bishop is to attend to presbyters and listen to
them as assistants and counselors. He is to protect their rights and take care that they correctly
fulfill the obligations proper to their state and that the means and institutions which they need to
foster spiritual and intellectual life are available to them. He also is to take care that provision is
made for their decent support and social assistance, according to the norm of law.
4. Can. 387 Since the diocesan bishop is mindful of his obligation to show an example of
holiness in charity, humility, and simplicity of life, he is to strive to promote in every way the
holiness of the Christian faithful according to the proper vocation of each. Since he is the principal
dispenser of the mysteries of God, he is to endeavor constantly that the Christian faithful entrusted
to his care grow in grace through the celebration of the sacraments and that they understand and
live the paschal mystery.
5. Can. 392 §1. Since he must protect the unity of the universal Church, a bishop is bound to
promote the common discipline of the whole Church and therefore to urge the observance of all
ecclesiastical laws.
6. Can. 392 §2. He is to exercise vigilance so that abuses do not creep into ecclesiastical
discipline, especially regarding the ministry of the word, the celebration of the sacraments and
sacramentals, the worship of God and the veneration of the saints, and the administration of goods.
7. Can. 398. A bishop is to strive to complete the pastoral visitation with due diligence. He
is to take care that he does not burden or impose a hardship on anyone through unnecessary
expenses.
8. Can. 1311 §1. The Church has its own inherent right to constrain with penal sanctions
Christ’s faithful who commit offences.
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9. Can. 1311 §2. The one who is at the head of a Church must safeguard and promote the
good of the community itself and of each of Christ’s faithful, through pastoral charity, example of
life, advice and exhortation and, if necessary, also through the imposition or declaration of
penalties, in accordance with the provisions of the law, which are always to be applied with
canonical equity and having in mind the restoration of justice, the reform of the offender, and the
repair of scandal.
10. Can. 1389 §1. A person who abuses an ecclesiastical power or function is to be punished
according to the gravity of the act or omission, not excluding privation of office, unless a law or
precept has already established the penalty for this abuse.
11. Can. 1389 §2. A person who through culpable negligence illegitimately places or omits an
act of ecclesiastical power, ministry, or function with harm to another is to be punished with a just
penalty.
I.

Abuse Scandals

Given the “recent” history of the Catholic Church in America and abroad, accusations of
inappropriate behavior and abuse among priests and seminarians should be taken quite serious by
church leadership. Such accusations should be quickly, thoroughly, and transparently investigated.
The laity should feel safe and protected by their pastors. The matter should be quickly and publicly
addressed. Part of the “scandal” our beloved Church has suffered is because historically these
matters were brushed under the rug, priests were moved without notice or warning to a new parish
that there had been matters of concern at prior posts. Many, many practicing Catholics have left
the Church because of those despicable practices.
To overcome this terrible history, the Church must be especially transparent when it comes to these
things. We are sure you aware of the “new” scandals (and lawsuits) that plague our Diocese. To
date, the Diocese and its leadership (through Bishop Stika) have been secretive about these
scandals; have conducted clandestine interviews with no comfort provided to the church members.
The Bishop routinely says, during many holy events, that everyone will see that he has acted
appropriately, but he provides nothing to support such statements. In fact, his actions indicate
otherwise. Real news organizations reporting on these matters have painted the Bishop and our
Diocese in a terrible light with nothing to contradict this impression other than the Bishops
conclusory and unsupported statements. With no other facts to consider, the church community
and general public are left with no choice but to assume the truth of what has been reported. And
that truth is despicable (copies of examples of such news reports are attached here for your
convenience as Exhibits A - D).
Even assuming all that has been reported negative about the Bishop’s direct involvement in these
scandals is untrue, his handling of them has fallen grievously short of his duties as a pastoral
shepherd. He has brushed off comments of concern from those that have been victimized, those
that have made observations of inappropriate behavior, and even those with general concerns and
questions. Letters and calls have gone unanswered. His behavior has been that of a bully, victimblaming, rather than that of a pastor “concerned for all the Christian faithful entrusted to his care.”
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His lack of empathy and the arrogance with which he dismisses the situation gives cause for great
concern. The situations should be handled with humility and transparency, not with arrogance and
a flippant attitude – as he did when mentioning them during sacraments in the Chattanooga
Deanery. Regardless of whether the Bishop is covering things up or simply makes terrible choices
about the appropriateness of the time and place to make self-serving announcements, he is clearly
incapable or impaired in his ability to fulfill his duties.
Pope Francis previously issued appropriate guidance in how the Church should be handling these
abuse scandals and we, the laity, have access to these instructions and expect to hold our pastoral
counselors accountable. We would direct your attention to the Apostolic Letter Issued Motu
Proprio by The Supreme Pontiff, given May 7, 2019 (a copy is attached here for your convenience
as Exhibit E).
II.

Disregard for Sacramental Sanctity

It is well known throughout the Chattanooga Deanery that the Bishop will not be on time to events
he is expected to host. On multiple occasions a sacramental mass is scheduled and the entire
congregation – and those involved in the masses to follow – are all kept waiting. This encourages
a feeling that the lay people are not respected by the Bishop, that their child’s sacrament is not
worthy of being on time for. That same feeling of disrespect was experienced by the 2018
confirmation class – despite the strong objections and calls and unanswered letters from families
– all confirmandi were made to travel from the Chattanooga Deanery to “his new cathedral” in
Knoxville where, surprisingly, the mass and homily were felt to be more of a lesson on the
cathedral and why it was important and why the Bishop’s chair and candle were important and
even that the Bishop’s dogs were painted into the fresco’s on the ceiling. None of this felt
appropriate to the sacrament that was being celebrated. Families likewise did not appreciate
having their attendees limited (well before Covid restrictions), and many had to “break the rules”
just to bring the siblings of the confirmandi to the celebration; grandparents and Godparents sadly
were excluded. On at least two other sacramental occasions the Bishop discussed the abuse
scandals during the sacraments, abortion and dismissal of a priest at the high school – in front of
children – which all involved felt was highly inappropriate. One such sacrament can be viewed
here, where the Bishop kept everyone waiting and then made comments about the abuse scandal
at the children’s confirmation mass. Many parents were then in a position where they had to
explain these matters to their children at an age earlier than they felt appropriate.
https://vimeo.com/696991982
III.

Priestly & Laity Intimidation

Unfortunately, we cannot speak to specific instances of intimidation and bullying by the Bishop
without putting the laity and priests in fear of retaliation. On a regular basis, the Bishop has made
clear that he, and he alone, knows what is best for the Diocese (including its schools). Volunteers
are not supported or are otherwise discouraged from their ministry if they are not doing what the
Bishop wants. Longtime school employees are moved to inferior positions or forced to resign if
they dare speak out; meanwhile, publicized inappropriate behavior of a friend of the Bishop was
swept under the rug with no prompt or sufficient response from the Diocese. Just more smoke and
lack of transparency. Those who have dared to speak out about the intimidation and retaliation
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are further humiliated by the Bishop and Diocese and made to suffer further. The tactics used in
the abuse lawsuits are less than ethical in the eyes of the faithful. A few months ago there were
announcements that representatives from the Diocese would be coming to churches to answer
questions about PPP funds – the meeting took place without further notice to the laity. When priests
were asked about the meeting, several responded that they preferred not to discuss because they
were afraid that the comments could be traced back to them. This is NOT an atmosphere that our
priests should be required to operate under. The Bishop has consistently made it clear that he has
favorites and anyone who would dare speak out against him, them, or his policies will face
intimidation and threats of censure by the Church. Again, this goes beyond just our priests and
deacons, this intimidation has been extended by the Bishop to parishioners who have made
accusations of improper conduct by various members of the clergy, with such parishioners even
having been warned against “gossiping” (not an appropriate response to someone who is privately
raising concerns of misconduct). While there are signers to this letter with personal experience of
such bullying and intimidation, we attach a news report as an example of what has also been
witnessed and experienced by others (see Exhibit F).
IV.

Financial Improprieties

With respect to the PPP funds mentioned above, we have grave concerns. The Diocese is not
transparent about our finances, many believe it is because transparency would show that building
the cathedral (the Bishop’s pet project) has had a severe negative affect on the Diocese. It is also
suspicioned that this is the motivation behind the Bishop’s recent egregious decision to tax the
PPP funds provided to the Diocesan schools. These funds could have been obtained by the
individual schools themselves without Diocesan involvement, but the principals were told by the
Bishop that they were not to apply individually. The Diocese did apply, received the funds, and
then held them for approximately one year, using them to its advantage rather than promptly
allowing the schools to have them. The funds were eventually provided to the schools and
immediately put to good use for faculty/staff and capital improvements. MONTHS and MONTHS
later, after the PPP funds were spent, the Bishop declared that he would be taxing these government
provided funds at 25%. It is unconscionable for the Diocese to try and profit from funds provided
by the federal government and which were earmarked to help schools and business survive the
global pandemic. Not to mention that the Diocese already had use of the PPP funds for a year
before distributing them to the intended beneficiaries and advised no one beforehand that there
would be any sort of tax to the Diocese. This was clearly an afterthought and is being forced on
the parishes and schools – through intimidation – and is egregious and unethical at best (possibly
criminal, it feels to the parishes like blackmail or a ransom). The tax is an adulteration of the
purpose of the money and the school/parishes should not be forced to pay this “tax” to the Diocese
(see news article attached as Exhibit G). We understand that there are financial boards in place to
govern Diocesan activities, but there should be more transparency here as well. Annual reports,
publicized on the Diocese website, would be appropriate. As an example of humble servant
leadership, we commend you to the Cardinal in Chicago who is selling his Diocese’s mansion in
order to better live as a servant and to support his diocese’s schools and ministries (see Exhibit H).
V.

Vatican Investigation
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We, the laity, are aware that there has been a Vatican investigation into our Bishop and/or Diocese.
We are also aware that this investigation concluded many, many months ago. We the undersigned
of this letter are active in our Diocese, we serve in parish ministries as lectors, eucharistic ministers,
ushers, choir members etc., we volunteer for religious education and faith formation for both
children and adults, we are current members of the Knights of Columbus, the St. Vincent de Paul
Society, we serve and have served on school and parish advisory boards and financial boards, we
are alumni, parents of current and past students, grandparents of current and past students, past
employees and current employees…. yet none received an invitation to discuss anything with the
Vatican investigator. In fact, we are aware of no laity in the Chattanooga Deanery that was invited
to participate. How can an investigation be thorough if an entire constituency has been avoided or
ignored? Further, we have heard nothing from the investigation, no conclusion, no summary, no
report, no “vote of confidence” or “lack of confidence,” no comment from the investigation giving
credence to or disclaiming what is being said in the papers. We know nothing of the full nature of
or the outcome of this investigation. We the parishioners in this Diocese – the financial supports
of the Diocese, the parishes, the schools, the ministries – we have heard nothing from anyone in
the Diocese or higher up. This is unacceptable.
VI.

Conclusion

We, the parishioners of the Knoxville Diocese, have lost faith in Bishop Stika as our Shepherd.
We do not take this position lightly and understand full well what we are asking through this letter.
However, over the past several years it has become apparent that anything short of early retirement
and removal of the Bishop may lead to further degradation of the Church we hold so dear. Bishop
Stika has repeatedly ignored our pleas for help, clarity, and guidance, and had shown that he cares
more for his “chosen few” friends than he does for the whole of his congregation. We humbly ask
for appointment of a new Bishop who we can believe in, put our faith in, and who can appropriately
guide us in our Catholic lives.
Thank you in advance for your prompt attention to these concerns. May God bless your endeavors
and may your service to Him be steadfast and fruitful.
The below individuals acknowledge and attest that they are members of a parish within the
Diocese of Knoxville and support the statements made herein.
Printed Name

Signature

Printed Name

Signature
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Pope John Paul II slept there. Franklin D. Roosevelt once spent the night. The Queen Anne
style mansion, at the foot of Lincoln Park and just two blocks from Lake Michigan, has been
home to seven Catholic archbishops since 1885.
Now Cardinal Francis E. George wants to sell the place. He says it is too much house for a
humble servant of God. And, the cardinal said, the estimated $15 million price could keep the
deficit-laden archdiocese from closing more schools, or help pay sexual abuse settlements.
"He has been around the world and he's seen real poverty -- sometimes he's taken aback by
the surroundings he lives in," Jim Dwyer, a spokesman for the archdiocese, said of the
cardinal. "He's not an ostentatious man."
Cardinal George, a former missionary, first floated the idea of selling the landmark building
on Saturday, at an ordination ceremony for 11 new priests at the Holy Name Cathedral. As
Mr. Dwyer recalled, the cardinal told the recruits they must live simply, and said, "How can
I call on my priests to display humility in their lives if I'm living in a mansion like that?"
The proposal, which would be subject to approval by lay and clergy leaders, a process that
could take years, comes as Catholic dioceses around the country are facing fund-raising
shortfalls in the wake of the growing sexual abuse scandals.
https://www.nytimes.com/2002/05/22/us/chicago-cardinal-proposes-selling-his-mansion.html
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