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Week Three: Prophetic Truth 
  

Disrupting the Status Quo 
  

Richard Rohr describes how speaking truth 
to power is an essential part of the prophet’s 
mission: 
 
One of the gifts of the prophets is that they 
evoke a crisis where one did not appear to 
exist before their truth-telling. In the 1960s, 
Martin Luther King Jr. was blamed for 
creating violence—but those who had eyes 
to see and were ready to hear recognized, 
“My God, the violence was already there!” 
Structural violence was inherent in the 
system, but it was denied and disguised. No 
one was willing to talk about it. Martin 
Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, and others said, 
“We’re going to talk about it.” 

Prophets always talk about the untalkable 
and open a huge new area of “talkability.” 
For those who are willing to go there, it 
helps us see what we didn’t know how to 
see until they helped us to see it. That’s how 
we begin to recognize a prophet—there is 
this widening of seeing, this deepening of a 
truth that was always there. 

Prophets generate a crisis, so it’s almost 
understandable why they’re usually called 
troublemakers and so often killed. They 
generate the crisis because while everybody 

else is saying the emperor is beautifully 
clothed, they are willing to say, “No, he’s 
naked.” We’re not supposed to say that the 
emperor has no clothes! 

It’s the nature of culture to have its agreed-
upon lies. Culture holds itself together by 
projecting its shadow side elsewhere. That’s 
called the “scapegoat mechanism.” René 
Girard, Gil Bailie, and others have pointed 
out that the scapegoat mechanism is the 
subtext of the entire biblical revelation. It’s 
the tendency to export our evil elsewhere 
and to hate it there, and therefore to remain 
in splendid delusion. If there isn’t a 
willingness to be critical of our country, our 
institution, and ourselves, we certainly can’t 
be prophets. [1] 

When the prophet is missing from the story, 
the shadow side of things is always out of 
control, as in much of the world today, 
where we do not honor wisdom or truth. 

It seems the prophet’s job is first to 
deconstruct current illusions, which is the 
status quo, and then reconstruct on a new 
and honest foundation. That is why the 
prophet is never popular with the 
comfortable or with those in power. Only a 
holy few have any patience with the 
deconstruction of egos and institutions. 

The prophets are “radical” teachers in the 
truest sense of the word. The 
Latin radix means root, and the prophets go 
to the root causes and root vices and “root” 
them out! Their educational method is to 
expose and accuse with no holds barred. 
Ministers and religion in general tend to 
concentrate on effects and symptoms, 
usually a mopping up exercise after the fact. 
As someone once put it, we throw life 
preservers to people drowning in the swollen 
stream, which is all well and good—but 
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prophets work far upstream to find out why 
the stream is swollen in the first place. [2] 
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Week Three: Prophetic Truth 
  

Big Picture Thinkers 
  

In a 2006 CAC conference, Richard Rohr 
identified the prophet as one who places 
issues in the context of the “big picture”: 
 
What is a prophet? Let me try this as a 
definition: one who names the situation 
truthfully and in its largest context. When 
we can name the situation truthfully and in 
its largest context, it cannot get pulled into 
interest groups and political expediency. I 
was preaching in Atlanta, and I went for the 
first time to the Martin Luther King Jr. 
exhibit. It’s so obvious that he was a biblical 
prophet. I stood there and heard the 
addresses right in his very church, Ebenezer 
Baptist Church, where they play his 
preaching constantly. I realized how he was 
always putting racism and segregation in the 
big context of the kingdom of God. And 
then he kept going and came out against the 
Vietnam War. He is said to have lost at least 
one-third of his own followers because he 
placed the issue in too big a frame. 

We don’t want the big frame. No one wants 
the big picture. I’m convinced that Jesus’ 
metaphor and image for what we would 
simply call the big picture is the reign of 
God, or the kingdom of God. That’s Jesus’ 
way of describing a phrase we used to say in 
Latin [sub specie aeternitatis] which means, 

“In light of eternity.” To consider things in 
light of eternity is a great clarifier. Maybe it 
comes to us on our death bed, when we 
think to ourselves, “Is this going to mean 
anything? Does this really matter? Is this 
little thing we’re upset about now and taking 
offense at going to mean anything in light of 
eternity?” The prophet or prophetess speaks 
truthfully and in the largest context. [1] 

In Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Beyond 
Vietnam” speech, he spoke from the “big 
frame” to call for a revolution of values 
based on love: 

This call for a worldwide fellowship that 
lifts neighborly concern beyond one’s tribe, 
race, class, and nation is in reality a call for 
an all-embracing and unconditional love for 
all [humankind].… When I speak of love I 
am not speaking of some sentimental and 
weak response. I’m not speaking of that 
force which is just emotional bosh. I am 
speaking of that force which all of the great 
religions have seen as the supreme unifying 
principle of life. Love is somehow the key 
that unlocks the door which leads to ultimate 
reality. This Hindu-Muslim-Christian-
Jewish-Buddhist belief about ultimate reality 
is beautifully summed up in the first epistle 
of Saint John: “Let us love one another, for 
love is of God. And everyone that loveth is 
born of God and knoweth God. He that 
loveth not knoweth not God, for God is 
love.… If we love one another, God 
dwelleth in us and [God’s] love is perfected 
in us” [1 John 4:7–8, 12]. Let us hope that 
this spirit will become the order of the day. 
[2] 

 

 

 

https://email.cac.org/t/d-l-ztktdtl-tlkrdikyp-r/


Tuesday, 17 January 2023 
  

Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation 
From the Center for Action and Contemplation 

  

 

  

Week Three: Prophetic Truth 
  

Unpleasant Truths 
  

For theologian Megan McKenna, the 
biblical prophets carried a painful burden 
on behalf of truth and justice: 
 
The prophets ached over injustice and were 
torn to shreds by it. They had no life but 
God’s honor—which was the only hope of 
the poor. They were reminders in the flesh 
of that honor—painful, angry truth-tellers 
who knew what was wrong. They made 
people nervous, sick to their stomachs, 
vicious, and self-righteous. Or worse, after 
all the reactions, the prophets were 
ignored—the people didn’t change, didn’t 
convert. And then the prophets’ words came 
to pass: the warnings, the threats, and the 
punishments that were the natural 
consequences of people’s behavior came 
about.… 

The prophets’ vocation is to cry out—to 
God, to the air, to any open heart; they cry 
out on behalf of God and on behalf of the 
poor because no one is listening except God. 
They cry out for those no one heeds, except 
maybe in passing in lip service.… 

The prophets often see us as nearsighted, 
meaning we can only see what is 
immediately under our noses, connected to 
our own lives. We have lost sight of the 
vision of hope, of the future that God 
intends, while we have been concentrating 
with total self-absorption on our own 
immediate desires. We are like drivers lost 

in a fog of our own obsessions, unable to see 
the road clearly. And so we need the 
prophets, the far-seeing ones, the dreamers 
in broad daylight, the long-distance high 
beams that show us glimpses of where we 
are going and what the outcome of our 
choices and lifestyles will be. One way to 
define a prophet is a person who sees so 
clearly what is happening in the present 
moment that he or she can tell us what is 
going to happen if we don’t change 
immediately and radically. 

McKenna tells of the transformational 
wisdom behind the prophet’s dramatic 
messages and methods: 

The prophet uses every resource at his or her 
disposal. Weeping, raging, crying out, 
criticism, blessings and curses, storytelling, 
singing, dramas acted out, possessions and 
even cities destroyed, food eaten or left to 
rot, ingenious set-ups and insults—all serve 
only one purpose: the conversion of heart 
and the doing of restitution to rebalance and 
heal the world again. However prophets may 
prophesy, their integrity is shown by the 
way in which they give up their very lives as 
testimony and witness as they side with the 
forgotten and the lost ones and loudly 
proclaim that God, who is aware of their 
pain and feels their suffering as [God’s] 
own, will not allow that pain and suffering 
to continue. God is not indifferent to or far 
from anyone’s life, but rather draws near to 
those who know pain because of the sin and 
indifference of others. The prophet loudly 
insists that God is not impartial and that God 
will not allow anyone who professes belief 
in the Holy to harm another. 

 

 

 

https://email.cac.org/t/d-l-ztktdud-tlkrdikyp-r/


Wednesday, 18 January 2023 
  

Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation 
From the Center for Action and Contemplation 

  

 

  

Week Three: Prophetic Truth 
  

Anger Does Its Work 
  

Prophets are often known for their anger 
against injustice. CAC teacher Brian 
McLaren makes a connection between anger 
and love:   
 
I think about things I love … birds, trees, 
wetlands, forested mountains, coral reefs, 
my grandchildren … and I see the 
bulldozers and smokestacks and tanks on the 
horizon.   

And so, because I love, I am angry. Really 
angry.   

And if you’re not angry, I think you should 
check your pulse, because if your heart beats 
in love for something, someone, anything … 
you’ll be angry when it’s harmed or 
threatened.   

To paraphrase René Descartes (1596–1650): 
I love; therefore, I’m angry. […] 

Anger makes most sense to me through an 
analogy of pain. What pain is to my body, 
anger is to my soul, psyche, or inner self. 
When I put my hand on a hot stove, physical 
pain reflexes make me react quickly, to 
address with all due urgency whatever is 
damaging my fragile tissues. Physical pain 
must be strong enough to prompt me to 
action, immediate action, or I will be 
harmed, even killed.   

Similarly, when I or someone I love is in the 
company of insult, injustice, injury, 
degradation, or threat, anger awakens. It 
tells me to change my posture or position; it 
demands I address the threat. 

McClaren shares scriptural passages that 
urge us not to react in anger, and describes 
how contemplative practice can direct our 
anger into loving action:   

Don’t be overcome with evil. Overcome evil 
with good. (See Romans 12:21).   

When someone strikes you on the right 
cheek, turn the other cheek. (See Luke 
6:29).   

Do not return evil for evil to anyone. (See 
Romans 12:17).   

Bless those who persecute you. Bless, and 
do not curse. (See Romans 12:14).   

In each case, we’re given alternatives to our 
natural reactions, alternatives that break us 
out of fight/flight/freeze, mirroring, and 
judging. In the split second when we take 
that long, deep breath, we might breathe out 
a prayer: “Guide me, Spirit of God!” We 
might pause to hear if the Spirit inspires us 
with some non-reactive, non-reflexive 
response. […] 

Anger does its work. It prompts us to action, 
for better or worse. With time and practice, 
we can let the reflexive reactions of 
fight/flight/freeze, mirroring, and judging 
pass by like unwanted items on a conveyor 
belt. Also, with practice, we can make space 
for creative actions to be prompted by our 
anger … actions that are in tune with the 
Spirit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control (see 
Galatians 5:22) … actions that overcome 
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evil with good and bring healing instead of 
hate.   

So, yes, you bet I’m angry. It’s a source of 
my creativity. It’s a vaccination against 
apathy and complacency. It’s a gift that can 
be abused—or wisely used. Yes, it’s a 
temptation, but it’s also a resource and an 
opportunity, as unavoidable and necessary 
as pain. It’s part of the gift of being human 
and being alive. 
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Week Three: Prophetic Truth 
  

Love Speaks the Truth 
  

Truth-telling can be a very difficult journey 
on the way to freedom. 
—Jacqui Lewis, Fierce Love 
 
CAC friend Rev. Dr. Jacqui Lewis writes 
about the ways both prophetic and personal 
truth-telling challenge us and the systems to 
which we belong: 
 
In my faith tradition we call that speaking 
the truth—in love. As a clergyperson, I have 
many truth-telling strategies. Sometimes I’m 
gentle, needing to take good care of the one 
who is listening. Sometimes I’ve got my 
fists in the air while marching for the truth, 
for justice and liberation. Always my 
intention is to free up the energy that’s 
caught in the story, to liberate myself and 
the other with whom I’m in relationship to 
find a way forward. Can we win this action? 
Will the politician change policy or give in 
to demands? Will the congregant or 

colleague hear my point of view, and can I 
hear theirs? Can I change the story in the 
public square in a compelling way and open 
eyes, hearts, and minds to new worldviews? 
Will [my husband] John and I become 
stronger because of this difficult talk? 
Telling the truth is an act of love, an act of 
resistance, an act of courage. Its end is 
liberation, freedom, and, if possible, 
reconciliation. But there can be no 
reconciliation without truth.… 

The historian Howard Zinn wrote, “The 
most revolutionary act one can engage in is 
[…] to tell the truth.” [1] Indeed! I think the 
revolutionary part of truth is that it can free 
us and those around us to live with greater 
certainty about what is real, even when it 
hurts, because we are no longer shackled to 
the energy lying requires of us. Lying 
demands the continuation of the lie and the 
amplification of the lie to keep the truth 
hidden.… Telling the truth creates ripples of 
authenticity that change the world.… 

I believe truth is revolutionary; it’s part of 
the work of fierce love. Truth makes a 
personal, spiritual, ethical, and moral 
demand upon us. It wants to be said, known, 
told. It hurts and it’s inconvenient, but it’s 
essential to our well-being. It cleanses our 
spiritual palate and restores our souls. Truth 
is a drink of water to a parched traveler. It 
lubricates relationships. It liberates us from 
bondage. It builds trust and connections. It’s 
the beginning of authentic living and joy. 
Truth eludes us at times, and we have to 
pursue it. Truth invites us to be honest about 
who we are, about our flawed-but-beautiful, 
broken-but-healing selves. Truth leads to 
reconciliation and peace; without truth, there 
is no peace. In the light of truth, we are able 
to honor our journey and love ourselves. 
Truth-telling is a spiritual discipline that 
requires practice. We must not lie to others 
and, as Fyodor Dostoevsky suggested, we 
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mustn’t lie to ourselves. Being honest with 
ourselves about ourselves is to love 
ourselves unconditionally, to love ourselves 
fiercely. 
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Week Three: Prophetic Truth 
  

Truth from the Heart of God 
  

Father Richard describes how the prophet’s 
truth, message, and authority come from an 
experience of the heart of God: 
 
What the prophets were doing was creating 
an alternative consciousness. Now, that isn’t 
easily created. Most of us are formed, and 
our thinking is formed, by the dominant 
consciousness. We are shaped by the way 
everybody thinks, by the way the culture 
thinks. What the prophet dares to do is step 
into the middle of the dominant 
consciousness and create an alternative, a 
new set of possibilities. There’s a different 
way of looking at this. And of course, what 
the prophets presume is that the way they 
are sharing with us is the way that God 
looks at it. 

We have to accept the premise that the 
prophet truly believes they are speaking for 
God. That’s an extraordinary thing. The 
prophet believes that they speak for God, 
and they dare to say it again and again, as a 
very bold statement: “Thus says the Lord.” 
They say, “The Lord says this to Zion,” and 
“The Lord says this to Jerusalem,” and 
whatever else it might be. The prophet is 
speaking to the culture, and yet is not afraid 

to stand against it, to present the people with 
an alternative, God’s alternative. 

All this is based on the prophet’s belief that 
they have somehow entered into the 
experience of God. They have entered into 
the heart of God. So when the prophet sees 
non-compassion, when they see a hard heart 
in the hearts of the people, the prophet says: 
“I know for certain that you do not know 
God, because the heart of God is 
compassion. If you do not live with 
compassion, then you have not entered into 
the heart of God, because I’ve been there, 
and I know the heart of God is compassion. 
You are hard-hearted, therefore, and your 
word is not the word of the Lord, because I 
know God.” How bold and how beautiful, 
that the prophet can speak with that kind of 
authority and that kind of assurance. 

The prophet claims that they have had an 
experience of the heart of God, and therefore 
they judge human reality on that basis. And 
that’s what makes the prophets such 
absolutists. They are not afraid to generalize. 
They are not afraid to make sweeping 
allegations. From our limited and finite 
perspective, we say to ourselves, “Well, 
come on, Amos. You’re overstating your 
case. It’s not that bad.” We always want to 
say that to the prophets, don’t we? When 
we’re reading, we think, “Come on, cool it a 
little bit.” We don’t have the boldness, the 
assurance, and the inner authority that the 
prophet seems to have. They dare to believe 
and even know, that they are speaking for 
God. I guess if we had that kind of 
assurance, we’d speak with boldness, too. 
We’d say, “This is it.” That’s why it’s hard 
to listen to the prophets. 
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Hierarchy's 
sacramental 
betrayal in abuse 
scandal obstructs 
synodality 
 

 
A crucifix is seen in Notre-Dame Basilica in 
Nice, France, Oct. 4, 2021. The next day, a 
report on clergy sexual abuse in the Catholic 
Church in France was released, showing there 
had been 3,000 abusers since the 1950s. 
(CNS/Reuters/Eric Gaillard) 
 

 
BY TOM ROBERTS 
17 January 17, 2023 
It was in late spring, 1985, when I received a 
call from NCR's then-editor Tom Fox. I 
think he said he hoped I was sitting down. 

Fox and I often exchanged calls when we 
thought that one of our publications had 
something of interest for the other. At the 
time, I was news editor of what was then 
called Religious News Service, 
headquartered on a floor in the former Jesuit 

residence at 56th Street and Sixth Avenue in 
New York. 

I was sitting at my desk when he told me 
that NCR's next edition would contain an 
extensive and rather explosive report 
detailing the abuse of children by Catholic 
priests and the failure of hierarchy to do 
anything about it. 

That conversation was a jarring introduction 
to corruption and evil that continue to 
reverberate to this day. That first national 
story to be published about the scandal was 
extensive, detailed, and the accompanying 
editors' commentary saw far into the future. 

Members of the hierarchy appear not to 
realize the depth to which the effects of the 
scandal have seeped into every level of the 

institution. If they did, they would be acting 
far differently. 

What I eventually came to understand about 
the scandal affected not only my career (I 
landed at NCR in 1994) and how I would 
spend my time in the world of religion 
reporting. It would also ultimately place in 
question much of what I knew and 
understood about the church. 

What transpired regarding the scandal in the 
more than 35 years since that phone 
conversation continues to be the dominant 
lens through which I view developments in 
the church, including the synodal process 
underway. I agree with theologian Massimo 
Faggioli and Jesuit Fr. Hans Zollner, 
who wrote recently in this space: "It must be 
understood that the chances of the synodal 
process that will soon begin its continental 
phase are closely tied to what the Catholic 
Church is doing and not doing on the abuse 
crisis. It's about the abuse crisis even when 
it's not explicitly about the abuse crisis." 
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Members of the hierarchy (there are 
exceptions, but they are few) appear not to 
realize the depth to which the effects of the 
scandal have seeped into every level of the 
institution. If they did, they would be acting 
far differently. They resemble addicts, 
clinging to old perks and privileges of a 
secretive culture, as well as to former 
notions of superiority and a magically 
acquired otherness. 

 
A New Orleans police officer stops, from left, 
Mary Staggs, Barbara Blaine and Sandy Graves 
from entering the National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops meeting in New Orleans on 
June 17, 1993. The women were members of the 
Survivors' Network for Those Sexually Abused 
by Priests, or SNAP. (AP/Paul Sancya) 
 
They seem incapable of understanding the 
destruction they've wrought and the 
profound breach of trust that has estranged 
them from the people of God. The 
hierarchical culture seems unable, as a 
collective body, to see outside of itself. 

Effects of abuse 

After retiring from more than 35 years of 
religion journalism, the bulk of it at NCR 
and dealing with Catholic Church issues, I 
began to sort and cull old files. In one of 
those sessions my wife, Sally, happened by 
and picked up one of the files. It contained 
the details of a priest pedophile from long 
ago. After about 10 minutes of reading 
through it she called to me, a look of 

curiosity and disgust on her face, and asked, 
"How did you deal with this for so many 
years?" 

My immediate and automatic reply was to 
mumble some journalism boilerplate, not 
untrue but hardly adequate to the question of 
the moment. 

The question would not recede, however, 
and the more authentic answer evolved. I 
pondered the question with all of my 
professional guardrails down, with no need 
to exercise the discipline of journalistic 
distance, or with the responsibility to turn 
the prism just one more degree to be certain 
no element of complexity was missed. 

 
A woman reads a sign outside a courthouse Aug. 
5, 2019, during the beginning of the trial of 
Catholic priests and a school employee, who 
were later convicted of sexual abuse that took 
place between 2004 and 2016 at the Antonio 
Provolo School for Deaf and Hearing Impaired 
Children in Mendoza, Argentina. (CNS/Reuters) 
 
I realized that I was one of a very small 
cadre of people on the planet whose work 
had required us to spend enormous amounts 
of time, unplanned for and certainly 
unexpected in the pursuit of religion 
journalism, to read through endless files of 
investigations, grand jury reports, 
depositions and the maddening bishops' 
correspondence. 

One moment that contains the concentrated 
evil of the scandal will never be erased from 



my memory. It occurred in New Orleans the 
night before I covered a conference of the 
Survivors Network of those Abused by 
Priests (SNAP). I was with Jason Berry, 
whose reporting was foundational to that 
original exposé in NCR. We attended an 
outdoor service on a chilly January evening 
in 2004 conducted in a public park. It was a 
memorial, attended mostly by family 
members, for a group of about 50 victims of 
clergy sexual abuse. The thread that bound 
the somber gathering was that all of the 
victims had died by suicide, most when they 
were in their 20s or 30s. 

A psychologist priest once advised me to 
move away from the scandal for my own 
good. It would have been ethically 
unconscionable to do so, knowing what I 
then knew. 

In my retirement, I was left facing the same 
stark truth: I know what I know. I can't 
unknow it. 

 
Zoe Carpenter of Germantown, Maryland, 
listens as the names of those who had been 
sexually abused by clergy and who later died by 
suicide are read during a candlelight vigil 
outside the Catholic University of America in 
Washington, D.C., Feb. 27, 2004. (CNS/Nancy 
Wiechec) 
 
Over all those years, some things did 
change. The bishops reluctantly 
acknowledged that they were in crisis. They 
established mechanisms for accountability. 
But I think it is not a stretch to say that 

almost all, if not all, of the institutional 
adjustments, new laws and grudging 
acknowledgements were not the result of 
transformation or sacramental imagination. 
They were the result, instead, of outside 
forces, primary among them an often-
vilified press and legal procedures. 

I also came to understand in those years that 
the abuse in the Catholic community was 
different, horrible as any abuse is, from 
abuse that occurred in other contexts. 

Sacramentality 

In his massive work Catholicism, the late 
theologian Fr. Richard McBrien, in 
describing "sacramentality" beyond the 
classic definition of sacrament, quotes Pope 
Paul VI's address before the second session 
of Vatican II. The pope, he writes, "provided 
a more contemporary definition: 'a reality 
imbued with the hidden presence of God.' " 

The Catholic world has what McBrien 
described as "a sacramental perspective" 
that "'sees' the divine in the human, the 
infinite in the finite, the spiritual in the 
material, the transcendent in the immanent, 
the eternal in the historical. For Catholicism, 
therefore, all reality is sacred." 

Catholics understand McBrien's point. In 
fact, the point was exaggerated in past 
decades. Regular churchgoers regarded the 
priest as something other, ontologically 
different, invested with mysterious powers 
and high standing. He was able to do what 
no other humans could do — confect the 
Eucharist — thus allowing the faithful 
access to what the catechism terms the 
"source and summit" of life in the church. 

The abuse crisis itself has highlighted the 
deficiencies of such theology, but 
sacramentality has not evaporated from the 
Catholic community. 
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Catholics see things — the world, each 
other, the source and purpose of life — 
differently. Thus, it seems inescapable to 
conclude that abuse of children by priests 
has layered upon it additional dimensions 
not present in other circumstances. It is a 
violation of "sacred reality." 

 
Children's toys are seen during a protest to 
demand justice against a Catholic priest accused 
of sexually abusing a minor, outside the courts 
in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, Feb. 22, 2021. 
(CNS/Reuters/Jose Luis Gonzalez) 
 
The protections and sanctions put in place 
by the church as a result of the scandal are 
indistinguishable from those expected of any 
secular organization. Abuse by priests and 
the hierarchical cover-up, however, were a 
breach of trust, an unprecedented betrayal, at 
a sacramental level. 

Faggioli and Zollner, a member of the 
Pontifical Commission for the Protection of 
Minors, understand the profound effect the 
scandal has had on the church and the 
necessity to include it in all of the synodal 
discussions. The synodal process underway, 
they write, "cannot be understood outside of 
the epoch-changing abuse crisis in the 
Catholic Church." The drain of authority and 
credibility from the episcopacy and the drain 
of people from the pews is proof enough of 
that point. 

Some may argue that the worst of the 
cardinal and bishop offenders are either 
retired or dead. But anyone familiar with our 

ancient wisdom knows that is an empty 
defense. The betrayal doesn't retire or go to 
the grave with them. I would dare to attest 
for millions that the unrepented past doesn't 
just go away. Reconciliation and forgiveness 
can't be enforced by edict; they are not 
passive activities. 

 
A carnival float showing an unnamed bishop is 
placed in front of the Catholic cathedral by 
activists protesting sexual abuse by priests in 
Cologne, Germany, March 18, 2021. The 
wording on the float reads "11 years of brutal 
honest reconnaissance of sexual abuse." 
(CNS/Reuters/Thilo Schmuelgen) 
 
"Reform of the church," Faggioli and 
Zollner maintain, is the issue over which 
many more will decide whether to join the 
legions who have already left or to stay. 

But what does reform of the church mean? 

The missing element 

Sacramental life is about far more than 
changes in structures, rules and 
administrative categories. It is about 
transformed hearts. 

The hierarchical culture, for better or worse 
— and regardless of how much input is 
permitted from laypeople — will in the end 
decide how synodality is integrated into the 
life of the church. 

If that culture is not reformed at its core — 
and that means transformation of individuals 



— then little else matters. What can 
synodality mean when there's been such a 
deep, sacramental betrayal? How can it 
possibly work? 

Woefully absent from the synod on 
synodality is what has also been missing 

from the endless analysis of the crisis: what 
the bishops themselves need to do beyond 

institutional adjustments. 

I know well the goodness of the church, the 
heroic goodness of many of its members and 
leaders. I've written at length about such 
examples. I am not opposed to institutional 
Catholicism. Institutions are essential, but it 
is just as essential to understand when they 
are in peril. Indeed, it is the institution's 
deepest and richest traditions that contain 
the remedy to the institution's crisis. 

Woefully absent from the synod on 
synodality is what has also been missing 
from the endless analysis of the crisis: what 
the bishops themselves need to do beyond 
institutional adjustments. 

The synodal process should include a layer 
of discussion exclusive to the hierarchy. The 
discussion should engage the ecclesial 
equivalent of a 12-step program, pulling 
from the deepest wells of our sacramental 
tradition: an examination of personal and 
corporate actions of the past, an honest 
naming of the corporate and individual sins 
of past decades. 

And please, no apologies for "mistakes 
made," or glib throwaways like "hindsight is 
always 20/20." The faithful have endured 
decades of such insults; we know far more 
than you might suspect. 

 
Children's shoes and toys are seen on a sidewalk 
in Dublin Aug. 25, 2018, as part of a 
demonstration against clerical sex abuse in the 
archdiocese. (CNS/Reuters/Clodagh Kilcoyne) 
 
Zollner made the point in a January 
interview with RNS: He urged bishops and 
faithful to " 'do publicly what they do 
privately when they go to confession,' listing 
the steps necessary for the sacrament — 
examination of conscience, honest 
repentance, clear confession and the attempt 
for reparation," RNS reported. 

"Then you can get forgiveness and 
absolution," Zollner said. 

I offer a question that might focus such an 
examination of conscience: What would 
you, members of the hierarchy, require of a 
group of powerful laypeople who had 
conspired to engage in the worst public 
betrayal of the church in modern history, 
smeared the name of Catholicism globally in 
an unprecedented way, done unspeakable 
violence repeatedly to the most vulnerable, 
engaged in elaborate strategies to conceal 
the sin, drained the church of credibility in 
much of the world, raided its treasury to pay 
for silence, and now wished everyone would 
just move on? 

What do you do to reconcile with the 
community when you've been complicit in 
what one longtime victims' advocate termed 
"soul murder"? 
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Ponder that, bishops and cardinals, and let 
us know what you come up with. Without 
your answer, the corrosive effect of scandal 
proceeds and synodality is an empty 
exercise. 

Traditionalists, 
reform and women 

 
Cardinal George Pell of Sydney, Australia, looks 
on as Pope Benedict XVI waves to pilgrims 
during a ceremony welcoming the pontiff to 
World Youth Day in Sydney in this July 17, 
2008, file photo. Cardinal Pell, former prefect of 
the Vatican's Secretariat for the Economy, died 
Jan. 10 in Rome at age 81. Benedict died Dec. 
31 at 95. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 

 
PHYLLIS ZAGANO 
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
18 January 2023 
 
As the Catholic Synod on Synodality enters 
its "continental phase," some have wondered 
if the church is moving toward Vatican III.  
Of course, there are still fights going on 
about Vatican II.  

Not long ago, Sr. Nathalie Becquart, 
undersecretary of the General Secretariat of 
the Synod, said the current synod would lead 
"to a new reception of the Second Vatican 

Council," allowing the reforms of the mid-
1960s to finally take hold. A small but vocal 
cadre of Catholics fears that precise 
possibility, which they caricature as a 
church overrun with bad liturgy, bad moral 
theology and guitar music.  

Lately these so-called traditionalists have 
lost two beacons of their truths. The recent 
deaths of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI and 
Australian Cardinal George Pell may serve 
to deflate the anti-synod underground, or at 
least weaken its intellectual base.   

Benedict, a quintessential Vatican insider 
and brilliant theologian, was the architect of 
every notice and ruling against real 
participation by lay persons — an explicit 
goal of the synod — and especially by 
women. Some 40 years ago, as prefect of the 
Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, 
he convinced the committee revising the 
Code of Canon Law to keep governance and 
ministry within the clerical caste. 

Before then and since, he was behind every 
statement against the ordination of women, 
first as priests, then as deacons. With no 
means other than a passive aggressive 
approach, he ensured the question of 
restoring women to the ordained diaconate 
remained unanswered. 

In 1997, Benedict, still Cardinal Josef 
Ratzinger, refused to sign a 1997 
International Theological Commission 
document allowing for women deacons and 
instead put then-professor-now-Cardinal 
Gerhard L. Mueller to the task of rewriting 
crucial passages, allowing John Paul II and 
later Benedict to ignore the issue.  

Benedict’s good friend Pell made enemies in 
Rome while attempting to reconcile Vatican 
finances as prefect for the economy. (His 
term lapsed in 2019, while convicted on 
abuse charges overturned in 2020.) A former 
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archbishop of Sydney, Pell was behind the 
scenes when the Australian bishops turned 
down the recommendation to make women 
deacons in August 2022, though it was later 
adopted. Pell is also said to be "Demos" 
("people"), author of a memo to cardinals 
calling the pontificate of Pope Francis "a 
disaster."   

Pell, or at least the anonymous "Demos," 
blames the synod process itself for the 
church's ills, while acknowledging 
secularization and Western influences. The 
main problems: "We are weaker than 50 
years ago and many factors are beyond our 
control, in the short term at least, e.g. the 
decline in the number of believers, the 
frequency of Mass attendance, the demise or 
extinction of many religious orders." 

Therein lies the rub. The factors noted have 
causes. Some argue there are two main 
streams of blame for the decline: the culture 
and the church itself. A more likely reason is 
that the changing culture exposed the facts 
and foibles of the church. Few if any 
Catholics in ethnic city neighborhoods or 
suburbia are willing to pray, pay and obey as 
they once did.  

To a significant extent, it matters not 
whether they are so-called traditionalists or 
progressives. More Catholics in more 
cultures are better educated and less willing 
to put up with autocratic clerics, especially 
amid ongoing — even increasing — sex and 
money scandals.  

That is where the Synod on Synodality, 
which presents all people with an 
opportunity to consider the church as 
church, is lancing boils the most 
conservative clerics have only bandaged 
over.   

The broadest brush paints traditionalists in 
conservative shades of political reds. That 

same brush paints progressives in liberal 
blues. But red and blue Catholics are 
walking away in equal numbers, often led by 
the women of their families who have had 
enough. Neither Benedict nor Pell, with or 
without Latin, lace and incense, could stem 
the tide. But neither will Francis, alone, be 
able to push it back.   

If truth be told, the women of the church are 
leading its reform. Only they can lead its 
rebirth.  

Behold I am doing 
something new ... 
maybe 
NCR VOICES 

 
Yalimar Chirinos, a 19-year-old migrant from 
Venezuela, displays a sign near the U.S.-Mexico 
border in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, Jan. 7. The 
sign reads, "Hello friends, we are from 
Venezuela, support us with what comes out from 
your heart. Thank you. God bless you." (OSV 
News/Reuters/Jose Luis Gonzalez) 
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BY SISTER JOAN CHITTISTER 
19 January 2023 
 
Some things I did not see. But what I did see 
during this year's Christmas season was far 
more important than the things I did not.  
One night this Advent, I found myself 
driving across the city while the decorating 
went on, wondering if Christmas would 
soon be seen as another kind of secular 
holiday. Only a few houses, for instance, 
had any kind of reference to the birth in 
Bethlehem on display.  

In fact, I wondered, do most people actually 
know anymore why we keep this holiday at 
all? For economic reasons? For the sake of 
the GDP? As a civic get together? As a 
declaration designed to allow us to claim our 
national unity, at least, whatever our ethnic 
mixture of bona fide Americans? 

One thing for sure, as I went from place to 
place, Santa Claus was there and a lot of 
candy canes, yes. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, 
not so much. And nowhere, in any store, did 
any clerk answer my "Merry Christmas" at 
all.  

The situation is clear: No crèche on the 
grounds. No pictures of it on the ads and 
posters. Few even on the "Christmas cards."  

Something was happening to us. But what? 
And are we conscious of the implications of 
it all? 

Although some part of Christmas seems to 
be dying out, subdued, more serious than 
past seasons of it, I found myself wondering 
if we were in the process of reclaiming a 

different kind of Christmas, rather than 
losing it. In fact, I thought, maybe we have 
never ever been so close to the point of it all 
before. Whether we realized that now or not. 

The truth is that two millennia after the birth 
of Jesus, COVID-19 and the social upheaval 
of recent years have tumbled our whole 
society. Change has become our brand, and 
we are beginning to see the world, its needs, 
its races, its desires differently.  

And so Christmas was changing, too. Even 
the way we dealt with Christmas liturgies 
and parties and family customs seemed 
strangely missing or at least limited. There 
were smaller parties, less caroling, fewer ads 
even. Less enthusiasm, maybe. Too much 
falderal, perhaps. Even the music had 
changed from our traditional Christmas 
hymns to a kind of universal brand of 
Christmas hope for peace and love 
everywhere. 

So what are we to think? Is tradition as we 
have known it over? Is everything we were 
taught to do as part of the feast gone now? 
Old-fashioned now? Was it all for nothing? 
Can something as basic as Christmas simply 
disappear? The notion chills. 

But hold it. Think again.  

Think of the mix of languages on our streets. 
Think of the coat drives and the shelters that 
have opened. Think of the toys that were 
painted and fixed for children we have never 
even seen.  

This may, in fact, be the very time we have 
been looking for, singing about, all our lives. 
A time when the differences between people 
broke down and like the lion and the lamb, 
the rich and poor, the natives and the 
foreigners began to lie down together.  



Think of the strangers who wore the same 
masks together to save one another's lives. 
Who pushed gurneys down hospital 
corridors together to save the lives of 
strangers. Who reached out to one another as 
friends, as family, as community rather than 
interloper.  

Think of the crowds on the sands of the Rio 
Grande in El Paso, Texas, waiting for food, 
hoping for help, carrying children they do 
not know.  

And then listen carefully to hear the voice of 
angels again announcing to the world that 
something new is being born here — on this 
earth — also. And now. Samplings of the 
whole globe are rising up among us. 

The world itself begins to look different.  

Maybe this is the place and the tree and the 
star and the human beings everywhere that 
we ought to be thinking about now in very 
different ways. Just at it happened at first — 
a sign and symbol to us of what we are 
meant to be about in life now. Especially 
now. 

We may, in fact, be becoming a real model 
of "Peace on Earth, goodwill to all." 

Or maybe, better yet, listen for the sound of 
ice cracking on a cold and dark globe as the 
flow of immigration binds us all more and 
more together.  

Maybe this is the moment when there are so 
many coming from so many places that all 
the ethnic centers of the world will find 
themselves — in an overflow of differences 
— coming together.  

From where I stand, following a star, 
trimming trees, sharing the gold, the 
frankincense and the myrrh among us are 
what Christmas is really all about.  

But it's called globalism now. It's called 
immigration now. It's called displacement 
now.  

And while it may look very different from 
the traditional Christmases of my youth, or 
the great religious feasts still observed in the 
monastery, this is, in fact, the admixture of 
the human family now. And it proves there 
is more than enough room in the inn. 
Provided that we realize that the birth of 
Jesus depends on us. 

So now for a hearty chorus of "Hark the 
Herald Angels sing" — every feria day from 
now on till we get everyone settled again.  

Is the Vatican really 
the headquarters of 
the Catholic 
Church? 
VATICAN 

 
Bishop Paul Tighe speaks during a conference at 
the Vatican in 2019. (CNS/Robert Duncan) 
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BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
Rome — 19 January 2023 
 
At the official opening of Australian 
Catholic University's expansive new campus 
here in the Eternal City last month, its 
chancellor, Martin Daubney, remarked that 
the location would provide students from 
Down Under the opportunity to come to the 
"headquarters" of the Catholic Church for a 
period of study and immerse themselves in 
the drama of Catholicism. 
When Bishop Paul Tighe, a secretary for the 
Vatican's Dicastery for Culture and 
Education, delivered the evening's keynote 
address, he offered a slight (and friendly) 
corrective that Rome should be thought of 
more as a hub of the global church, rather 
than its headquarters. 

It's an understanding that Tighe says aligns 
with Pope Francis' new constitution for the 
Vatican, Praedicate Evangelium ("Preach 
the Gospel"), which after nine years in the 
making was released last March with a goal 
of improving and decentralizing church 
governance. 

When we met a few weeks after the campus 
opening, Tighe — who is one of the most 
avuncular and down-to-earth priests in a city 
overrun with ambitious clerical types  — 
specifically cited one passage of 
the constitution that states that the Roman 
Curia, the Vatican's central bureaucracy, "is 
not set between the Pope and the Bishops, 
but is at the service of both." 

"The best way to think of the Curia," Tighe 
told me, "is as a network of networks." 

While Rome is at the center of that network, 
Tighe's philosophy — and one he 
encouraged administrators and students of 
Australian Catholic University to share — is 
that the Vatican's real strength comes from 
its ability to bring together different 
networks from the outside. 

"People from outside view Rome as a 
corporate headquarters," he remarked. But 
unlike other global enterprises or 
governments, the overwhelming number of 
the church's "staff" is not in Rome. 

'The best way to think of the Curia is as a 
network of networks.' 

—Bishop Paul Tighe 

"Yes, Rome is the center of governance," 
Tighe continued, "but more importantly it's 
a symbolic center of unity." 

As Tighe put it in another talk to the 
International Office of Catholic Education in 
December, "At its best, the Curia can serve 
as a type of hub which exists to build lines 
of communication, and ultimately 
communion, between the different 
communities — facilitating their sense of 
connection to the universal church while 
promoting their cooperation among 
themselves." 

Both Tighe, who hails from Ireland, and 
English Archbishop Paul Gallagher, the 
Vatican's foreign minister, who presided 
over the official blessing of the new Rome 
campus for Australian Catholic University, 
reflected on coming to Rome as students in 
the early 1980s and the ways in which it 
opened their eyes to the different ways of 
being Catholic that contrasted to the 
respective church cultures of their youth. 

"I came from a small island with a very 
defined understanding of what church is," 
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the 64-year-old Tighe told me. Coming to 
Rome, he said, "brought me away from an 
Irish perspective and gave me a global 
perspective, not just a Roman one." 

After returning to his homeland, where he 
served in a number of education and 
communication posts, Tighe was brought 
back to Rome in 2007 to serve as secretary 
to the Pontifical Council for Social 
Communications, an office that eventually 
merged into the Vatican's Secretariat for 
Communication. 

Reflecting on that time, he noted that 
Vatican II had decreed that every bishops' 
conference and diocese have its own 
communications office, whereas Tighe's 
team at the Vatican consisted of fewer than 
15 individuals. 

Looking back on that experience, Tighe said 
that he could recall moments of hearing of 
proposed projects or initiatives in places like 
the United States or Thailand and how he 
could refer respective local churches to the 
other to better understand best practices and 
what worked and didn't work. 

The idea, he said, was not that a boss in 
headquarters was directing how the job was 
supposed to be done, but steering folks in 
the right direction based on where he knew 
actual expertise was located. 

"The real strength of our reality was around 
the world," he reflected. "It was almost like 
a bureaucratic indication of subsidiarity so 
that the strength would be at the local level." 

The Vatican — as an ecclesial hub — is able 
to meet with representatives of various 
bishops' conferences coming through Rome 
or international communication 
organizations and experts and serve as what 
he described as "a privileged listening 
place." 

While there isn't the strength of money or 
personnel size, Tighe says the connections 
and the networks it creates is hard to rival. 

Tighe also believes that Francis' new 
emphasis on synodality — 
an ongoing consultation process for the 
world's Catholics that has included listening 
sessions in almost every diocese of the globe 
— only further underscores this notion. 

"It allows people at the local church to 
discern what we can deal with or what we 
have to send in for a more global reflection," 
he said. 

Synodality, he says, doesn't depend on a 
"monopolistic presence" but instead allows 
for discernment at a local, particular level. 

"If synodality manages to find consensus, 
with all the difficulties of a polarized 
world,” Tighe added, "that's quite an 
achievement." 

After serving over 15 years here, Tighe 
believes that the biggest asset the location of 
the Vatican has to offer is not as a top-down, 
vertical position of power, but rather the 
vantage point of being at the crossroads of a 
global church. 

"What you want," he said, "is people with 
enough expertise to recognize the expertise 
and have credible convenors to build the 
strength of the church." 
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Academic theology 
needs to be more 
connected to the 
church 

 
(Unsplash/MChe Lee) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
20 January 2023 
 
The confused sense of purpose in the 
theology departments at many of our 
Catholic institutions of higher learning is 
one of the biggest challenges facing the 
Catholic Church in the United States. 
Deconstructionism, with its hostility to the 
very idea of a canon, and its various post-
modern offshoots, have left their mark on 
theological scholarship, frustrating or 
making any attempt at a lived connection 
with the life of the church nonsensical. 
This is a difficult story to report. Colleagues 
do not like to complain publicly about each 
other. And, being Christians, we are 
supposed to be nice, and most people prefer 
being nice to having a confrontation. This 
fine intention has the unfortunate, and 

inescapable, effect of breeding resentments 
and ill will that break out as soon as 
someone is comfortable enough to tell you 
what they really think. Maybe academic 
theologians should try being mean for a year 
and see what happens? 

Villanova theologian Massimo Faggioli 
touched on the problems in academic 
theology in his address to a gathering of 
bishops, theologians and other church 
leaders held in Chicago last March. Faggioli 
noted that in the 1990s and 2000s there 
emerged "in academic theology, of 
symptoms of detachment from the 
institutional church but also from a 
connection with the lived experience of the 
people of God, in ways that are more drastic 
than anywhere else in global Catholicism. It 
is the rise of a post-ecclesial horizon also 
thanks to a false polarity between institution 
and society as argued by Italian philosopher 
Roberto Esposito." 

This detachment of academic theology from 
the life of the church is deeply problematic 
intellectually and practically. As Faggioli 
noted, in some theology circles the 
Feeneyite belief that there is no salvation 
outside the church has been reversed and, 
now, you find something like "extra 
Ecclesiam, sola salus," "Salvation is found 
only outside the church." 

 
Massimo Faggioli, professor of historical 
theology at Villanova University near 
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Philadelphia, is seen on the Catholic university's 
campus March 11, 2021. (CNS/Chaz Muth) 

Faggioli had raised these concerns at the 
2019 meeting of the Catholic Theological 
Society of America, where he warned about 
"a crisis of authority" within the world of 
academic theology, noted some of the 
intellectual movements affecting academic 
theology, and concluded, "The price for 
ignoring these movements may well be that 
theology will return to what it was until a 
few decades ago: the preserve of a self-
interested and self-absorbed clerical clique 
— only, now with very few ordained clerics 
in its ranks and with no support from the 
institutional Catholic Church." 

In the 32 years since Pope John Paul II 
published his apostolic constitution Ex 
Corde Ecclesiae, Catholic colleges and 
universities have been wrestling with their 
Catholic identity. In most wrestling matches, 
there is a winner and a loser, but in this 
match, I am not sure if a real winner has 
emerged or can emerge. Conservative 
Catholic schools have embraced a Catholic 
identity that strikes me as sectarian and 
Jansenistic, which appeals to a narrow (in 
both senses of the word) group of Catholics. 
Liberal Catholic schools mostly 
dismissed Ex Corde as an effort to rollback 
academic freedom and failed to explore the 
ways they could embrace a rigorous 
Catholic identity. Now these liberal schools 
are obsessed with the poorly named critical 
theories of gender and ethnography, and 
give short shrift to ecclesiology or the lived 
Catholic tradition. That tradition is also a 
dogmatic tradition and while dogma 
develops, it isn't taffy. There are limits. 

These are generalizations, to be sure, and 
most theology departments fall along a 
spectrum of intellectual approaches. Some 
schools have theology departments with a 
distinctly Catholic sensibility: The 

University of Notre Dame, for example, has 
a theology department that is right-of-center, 
but without lapsing into sectarianism or 
foolishness, as Boston College has one that 
is left-of-center. Still, the degree to which 
many theology departments mimic secular 
approaches to issues of culture and identity 
is undeniable. 

I can hear the objection: But Augustine 
relied on Neoplatonism to inform his 
theology and Aquinas borrowed from 
Aristotle. Why should scholars today not 
rely on the insights of non-Christian 
scholarship? They can, of course. But Judith 
Butler, the gender theorist at Berkeley who 
has something of a fan base among Catholic 
theologians, is no Aristotle. 

"For better or worse, students also vote with 
their feet. Humanities majors are down — 
with theology majors in free fall at many 
Catholic colleges and universities," said 
Michael Murphy, director of the Hank 
Center for the Catholic Intellectual Heritage 
at Loyola University in Chicago, in an email 
interview. "There are several reasons for this 
trend, of course; but it would be naive to say 
that identity politics isn't one of them. There 
is such a thing also as 'identity scholarship' 
and I think theology departments fail their 
students when they get too far afield of the 
object of study — presenting theology 
merely in its anthropological components or 
reducing it to a personal critique or dressing 
it down as some kind of subjective human 
growth seminar." 

Boston College theologian Hosffman 
Ospino frames the problem in slightly 
different terms, warning that reducing 
theology to "most abstract, conceptual and 
idealistic expressions" results in an 
overemphasis on "the questions and 
concerns of the academic and even social 
elites." He adds, "How much time do we 
spend figuring out who is to hold power in 
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church or society while giving little or no 
time to the fact that our young people are 
walking away from the Catholic faith 
because they don’t feel they belong?" 

 
Hosffman Ospino, professor of theology and 
religious education at Boston College 
(CNS/Boston College/Lee Pellegrini) 

During his term as president of the Academy 
of Catholic Hispanic Theologians in the 
United States, or ACTHUS, Ospino focused 
the group's 2021 meeting on a dialogue 
between theologians in the academy and 
those working "in the ministerial trenches." 

"We cannot advance a sound and relevant 
theological discourse that claims to be 
Hispanic/Latino Catholic without seriously 
engaging in conversation with these pastoral 
agents and the communities with whom they 
journey every day," Ospino said in his 
presidential address. 

Ospino remains convinced the disconnect 
between academic theology and the work of 
the church must be overcome. "An 
understanding of the Catholic Intellectual 
Tradition that ignores the urgent questions 

of people in the grassroots, the pews and the 
peripheries runs the risk of being barren and, 
frankly, irrelevant," he told me in an email 
interview. "One can argue that these are 
symptoms of theologians and our 
departments sitting too comfortably in a 
'post-ecclesial horizon,' yet I would interpret 
such positioning as a form of classism, 
evident in academic and ecclesial circles, 
that looks down upon, and often ignores, the 
questions and concerns of the poor, the 
rejected, the marginalized." 

Cathleen Kaveny, who teaches both law and 
theology at Boston College, welcomes the 
increased pluralism within theology since 
Vatican II but also worries about how the 
theological craft is taught. "One thing I 
wonder about is whether there is enough of a 
common core across Ph.D.-producing 
institutions to facilitate participation in the 
same conversation, or whether we are 
beginning to carry out parallel 
conversations," Kaveny says. "My other 
discipline is law, and I continue to think it 
beneficial that all American first-year law 
students take pretty much the same courses, 
and even read pretty much the same cases. 
There is great diversity later on of course, 
but it develops on the basis of a common 
foundation." 

 
(Unsplash/Priscilla Du Preez) 

Loyola's Murphy echoes this concern. 
"Academic theology in a Catholic context 
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ought not distance itself from culture and 
politics, but it remains incumbent upon 
theologians to distinguish between these 
tensions and the life of faith as such, the life 
of communion within the Body of Christ," 
he told me via email. "Because we are too 
lax with our disciplining of knowledge, our 
categories are terribly confused and turned 
inside out. How can we be surprised that 
everything is reduced to ideology?" 

The future of Catholic theology affects not 
only institutions of higher learning. As the 
church increasingly turns to the laity for 
parish and educational leadership, those 
leaders will be trained in these institutions. 
If they have been trained to see the world 
almost entirely through the lens of 
deconstructionism, with its emphasis on 
gender or ethnography, it is difficult to see 
how the Gospel, with its emphasis on grace, 
will be communicated. This may be the most 
basic challenge facing the Catholic Church: 
How do we proclaim a Gospel of grace and 
gratitude in a culture of grievance? 

That last question is not original to me. It 
was posed at that same meeting of bishops, 
theologians and other Catholic leaders in 
Chicago at which Faggioli spoke. Full 
disclosure: I helped organize that gathering. 
It exceeded my wildest expectations, an 
ecclesial event more than an academic 
conference, and one rooted in the kind of 
ecclesial thinking that we need if the church 
is to renew itself. That one question about 
the juxtaposition of grace and grievance 
deserves many conferences and many books. 
But, where are the theology departments that 
are posing that question? 

There is more to this story. In some 
universities, Catholic studies departments 
are taking the lead in transmitting the 
Catholic intellectual tradition, and helping 
the entire university benefit from its 
Catholic identity. Tensions can exist 

between religious studies and theology 
departments, especially when they are 
merged. These issues all must be confronted 
at a time when higher education, and 
especially the humanities, faces a host of 
financial challenges: Turning education over 
to poorly paid adjuncts is a Band-Aid, not an 
answer. 

What is clear to me is that theology 
departments, if they are to survive and 
flourish, must shy away from intellectual 
fads and focus on enlarging their students' 
worldviews by introducing them to the 
rigorous study of biblical scholarship, 
patristics, liturgical traditions, ecclesiology, 
church history and hermeneutics, all in the 
context of the clamant realities of the 
church’s life today. Then, and only then, can 
those departments fulfill their role in 
shaping the Catholic identity of a university. 
Only then can they renew the precious gift 
that is the Catholic intellectual tradition. 
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