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Looking at Acts of the Apostles, the Easter Gospels and epistles, there is no scene where a voice from 
the clouds says, “Just leave well enough alone.” We know in our hearts that many situations could be 
better. There are laws and institutions that are marked by injustice. We are daily witnesses to human 
selfishness muscling aside social wellbeing. 
 
During the past year, I have heard from people here and across our country. I have been asked to 
promote certain devotions, saints, causes, political parties or persons, and legislation. I am asked to 
publicly oppose some of the same. 
 
The federal government and courts support access to, and maybe funding for, abortion on demand. 
There is a tangle that is decades old. Is there anyone who does not know that the direct, deliberate taking 
of an innocent human life runs counter to the Catholic ethos? Direct abortion is not wrong because we 
are Catholics, it is wrong because it is an unjust attack on a human life.  
 
In a collision of values and disvalues, we are perplexed by Catholic politicians who vote for another’s 
right to choose abortion and are sometimes reported to receive Holy Communion. As we move from 
general principles into individual lives, we cannot know what is going on with them moment to moment. 
The pastor in me cannot know what distant person might have been to confession this week, or who has 
sought the counsel of their pastor or bishop. 
 
Just as the Church rightly expects me to present our teaching and to caution people against doing bad 
things, it also expects me to be the voice of God’s mercy. Holding both of these positions in tension at 
the same time comes at a personal cost. The cross chained around my neck daily reminds me that Jesus 
knew it better than anyone. As recent popes have written, it can be easy to lose sight of being a minister 
of forgiveness. So as you and I, or I and my brother bishops, walk into the coming weeks and months, 
let’s not imagine that we can erase this tension.  
 
Getting to my central point in this column: As Catholics, it will not make much difference what we think 
about specific doctrines, canons, sacramental laws or pastoral renewals if we do not know what kind of 
Church we are called to be. If we are not navigating by our divine call and destiny, secondary priorities 
(important as they might seem) become our dashboard. We cannot allow personal and ecclesial 
responses to Christ in God to become secondary. 
 
This is not our first go-around with the question about ‘what kind of Church should we be?’ In recent 
generations, Avery Dulles S.J. surfaced its many faces in his book Models of the Church, expanded in 
1987. He showed that often we unconsciously decide what the Church is, what it should be about. He 
illuminated five models at first:  the Church as Institution, Mystical Communion, Sacrament, Herald and 
Servant. Dulles, named a cardinal by Pope St. John Paul II in 2001, added the model “The Church: 
Community of Disciples,” taking the strongest attributes of the initial five. 
 
I do not use that book in order to promote a “correct” model. I employ it to help Catholic people to 
understand that each of us has a bias toward one or two of the models. And if we cannot even see other 



people’s model preferences, we are doomed to talking past each other. The clergy and pastorate leaders 
have to be adept at listening for the preferences. No single emphasis meets everyone’s needs in every 
place and at any given moment. Because we trust in the ongoing influence (authority?) of the Holy 
Spirit, models will evolve to serve present circumstances. 
 
Fast forward to 2020 and Msgr. James Shea’s book, From Christendom to Apostolic Mission: Pastoral 
Strategies for an Apostolic Age (University of Mary Press). Our priests and deacons received it last 
Christmastime. Rather than models, he contrasts two tendencies. He calls one Christendom, the other 
Apostolic. At fewer than a hundred pages, he describes our current context. It is an intellectual but not 
academic approach. 
 
We can be encouraged by Msgr. Shea’s clear, spiritual and practical evaluation of our context. Clarity 
facilitates hope and enthusiasm. If you ask me if you should buy and read this book, I will ask you if you 
would welcome some hope and enthusiasm. There is your answer! 


