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INTRODUCTION

DISJUNCTIONS IN THE 21ST CENTURY
GEORGE F. McLEAN
CHALLENGES FOR CHURCH LIFE TODAY
The phenomenon of secularization since the Reformation and
the beginnings of modernity has been traced by Charles Taylor in A
Secular Age. He sees this in three modes: (1) separation of public,
especially political, spaces from a religious context; (2) lessening in
ecclesial practice by the general populace, which the Pew Foundation
Studies indicates as particularly strong among the younger generations
of Catholics; and (3) deeper levels of human consciousness in which
religious engagement and identity is no longer expected but instead has
become a difficult choice or option. It is upon this last that C. Taylor
focuses his attention, but undoubtedly the first two constitute its
enabling political and social context.
This has been summarized by him for the present project under
four existential disjunctions, namely, between:
1/ the “seekers” who wish to realize in their life new, more
personally authentic, ways of being Christian and Catholic vs “the
dwellers” who feel that in the Church all is already clear, well defined
and simply to be followed assiduously;
2/ those who bring a modern sense of personal responsibility to
Church teaching in search of critical convergence vs the Church as a
jurisdictional authority to which is due obedience;
3/ ethical and moral praxis understood as a human, fallible and
historical or existential achievement vs a natural law morality built on
abstract, unchanging and universal essences; and
4/ a spirituality open to enrichment by the experiences and
spiritualities of the many great religious cultures and civilizations, even
the nonreligious, vs a stress on the completeness of the Christian
spiritual tradition focused on the Second Person of the Trinity.
These four disjunctions could be read at a relatively surface
level. In terms of today’s rampant individualism the loss of the social
context of belief provided by Church may appear to be of little account.
But to be trapped in oneself and loss the ability to transcend is to lose the
essence of religion as liberation and to be condemned to a life of
frustrated aspirations. Or understood as diverse personal psycho-social
attitudes the disjunctions might simply constitute the well-noted division
among Church members in the interpretation and implementation -- and
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in some cases the effort to diminish the effects -- of Vatican II. In either
case the response might be a return to the Church’s earlier selfunderstanding.
However, two major factors indicate this to be thoroughly
insufficient. The first is Taylor’s long narrative of the last four centuries
which shows the process of secularization not to be a process of
subtraction constituted by modernity’s progressive abandonment of
religious factors. That would accord with the modernization theory of
Weber et al, for whom modernity and religion are bound in a zero sum
tension. Instead Taylor shows the process of secularization to be integral
to the major search for human self-fulfillment. If that be the case then it
calls into question the habitual Catholic response calibrated to the
modernization theory, namely, its effort to defend itself by restoring
what had been subtracted. That begins by attacking, e.g., nominalism
and individualism, with the intent of restoring the status quo ante. While
not erroneous, uncalled for or fruitless, such an effort has led to a
characteristic Catholic attitude, namely, that those subtractions are the
fault of “the other” for not listening to the Church. It tends to consider
itself to have the truth not only on key issues of faith and morals, but in
all the supporting “theology and philosophy (which for some is pretty
much the whole Summa Theologica). Hence it cannot effectively engage
the general disjunction of Church horizons from the contemporary sociocultural context in the four specific “Catholic” variants which Taylor
identifies.
Yet these, in turn, lay out the map for a restorative research
effort. That began with the present conference held in Vienna and its
effort to render the problematic as precise and perspicacious as possible.
This laid the ground for the focused work of research teams on each of
the four disjunctions.
That level of analysis and projected response, however, has now
been radically shocked by the “scandals” emerging from the surge of
repulsive actions of too many of the clergy in the late 60s and 70s. As
these issues moved from the perpetrators to their episcopal overseers,
and up the chain of responsibility to the Vatican itself, it became
apparent that the broad overriding concern had been the reputation of a
supposedly spotless Church even to the detriment of its own vulnerable
young. Secular legal powers have now declared such actions of some
chancery officials to have been so alien to contemporary secular norms
as to call for criminal prosecution. Pope Benedict, in turn, bemoans the
whole tragedy in the poignant words: “What went wrong … in our entire
way of living the Christian life to allow such a thing to happen?”
All of this is to say that we have here not only a legitimate
matter for philosophical and theological research which will require all
of the scientific competencies of those and related social sciences.
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Moreover, this is no ordinary academic exercise, but rather an absolute
and utter tragedy for the Church as witness to Christ and his salvific
sacrifice on the Cross. Where before it was thought that the problem was
that the world was not listening to the Church, it now becomes rather
that the Church is in such disjunction from the legitimate modern
aspirations of its members and the corresponding public structures that
the teacher and shepherd has become traitor to the flock and criminal
before the law as it reflects the public conscience. This is to be not
merely bankrupt, but grotesque.
RESPONSE TO THE CHALLENGES
What this so desperately bespeaks is, of course, the utter
urgency of rethinking the entire nature of the Church and its public
presence in quite different, indeed kenotic, terms. Moreover, beyond
responding to the tragic urgency of the present crises, this can also help
to orient present theological investigations toward the new discoveries
needed for bearing witness to Gospel values in this secular age.
If the final culminating failure of these recent decades had been,
as Pope Benedict acknowledged, to sacrifice the safety its young for the
reputation of the Church as institution this calls for a redefinition of the
Church in quite opposite terms from that of recent centuries. That is, not
the Church as a perfect and imperial institution, unchanging through
time and hence never to be questioned. Rather, Christ himself did not
hold to his heavenly majesty but took on the form of our humanity
which he exercised not as Lord and Sovereign, but through dying on the
cross as Suffering Servant (Philippians).That death was the ultimate act
of love as total self-emptying for the redemption of all humankind and
indeed of all creatures; this is kenosis complete and entire. As response
to the challenges presently facing the Church this directs efforts away
from the older theologies of Church as spotless bride; it winds along the
via dolorosa of the victim to the sacrificial service of the Cross itself.
This is the point of rediscovery and potential reemergence of the Church
from its present catastrophe.
The task then is to develop a kenotic theology of the Catholic
Church. This is not without its roots in the early Church, but being of the
nature of a reformation it was spoken to by the reformers, by Luther’s
meditation on the cross and perhaps especially by the renewed line of
thought of his Protestant followers through Kierkegaard, Hegel,
Moltman, et al, rather than the restorative efforts of neo-scholastic
Catholic thought of the first half of the 20th century.
For these many reasons the writing of a Catholic kenotic
theology of Church is an enormous challenge. Who can be called to this
task: “Whom shall I send, says the Lord?” Anyone absent from the
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present catastrophe could not be sufficiently sensitive to the urgent
anguish and the penetrating character of the issues it entails. Rather,
hermeneutics directs us to seek the sets of Catholic theologians and
others who presently are most conscious of the tragedy. This should be
among people with a deep love of Christ and His Church, experienced in
the recent progress of secularization, and sensitive to the devastating
effect on Church participation by the younger generations, etc.
Those who would work on the development of such a kenotic
theology must ask themselves at each step whether their exploration of
the mystery of the Cross of Christ goes deeply enough. It must truly and
adequately respond to the challenges raised by the scandals in the hearts
and minds of the “people of God” living in their present disheartening,
indeed catastrophic, circumstances. They must be urged to go ever
deeper and thus be enabled to uncover more of the modalities of the love
of God at work therein. This is theology that is concrete and creative,
alive and responsive, providing understanding for pastoral leadership not
only under the urgency of the present crisis, but in response to the
penetrating longing and broader aspirations of modernity. It requires
overcoming not only the reluctance to face these aspirations since the
Enlightenment and the Reformation, but its focus on actively combating
them in the last two centuries.
Turning to the four disjunctions then can take us into the field of
creative theology and religiously based reflection. As focused upon
stating the problem this volume can make important, though as yet only
initial suggestions. Nevertheless, from the separate horizons of the four
disjunctions these converge in their repeated suggestions of the need for
a change to a kenotic theology of Church. This entails a shift from the
evangelist John’s descent of the Logos into time, as top-down and tinged
always with a sense of divine glory which has had as implications:
(a) a focus upon the perfection of the Church as Mystical Body
and “spotless bride of Christ,”
(b) whose reputation is therefore ever to be protected,
(c) which, in turn, has had the tragic consequence of calling
above all for protecting the Church as institution over the welfare of its
young.
Instead this volume of studies points to Philippians’ 2.5-11 with
its account of Christ not holding to the form of God but emptying
himself in order to take human form, indeed the form of a servant and to
surrender even this on the Cross. This leads to a bottom-up approach,
quite opposite to glory and perfection. It starts from the humanity of
Christ and indeed his sacrificial death or even from creation as ex nihilo.
This opens a sense of God less as uncompromisedly absolute and
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immobile, and rather as able to share with a universe and science which
have their own autonomy and laws, and at the level of humankind even
their own freedom. This could include also a critique of our
overreaching technological sense of power to do everything, which can
lead to social and political conflict, and instead to open a metaphysics
and ethics of the creativity of powerlessness and compromise of
harmony and beauty.
FOUR DISJUNCTIONS OF CHURCH AND SOCIETY TODAY
Part I is on the disjunction between seekers and dwellers, which
Charles Taylor articulated as follows:
There is a mode of spiritual seeking which is very
widespread in the West today, but which the official
church often seems to want to rebuff. Seekers ask
questions, but the official church seems largely
concerned with pushing certain already worked-out
answers. It seems to have little capacity to listen.
The general phenomenon of progressive secularization over the
last 400 years must be seen in the light of: first, the broad human
processes of the Reformation reacting against hierarchy and the
corresponding progressive affirmation of individual authenticity and
equality; second, the Enlightenment’s parallel emphasis upon the
disjunction of human reason from the unitive influences of wisdom and
faith; and third, democracy and human freedom over the evaluation and
guidance of human action. All these have come together in the postWorld War II under the development of the pervasive personal
communication system which bypasses the communal parish church as
the dominant context for the formation of one’s personal outlook. Hence,
it becomes especially common for young persons to set out on life with
the attitude of seekers embarking on the exciting, if at times threatening,
adventure of constructing their own life in their own terms. But as more
threatening to their effort than the danger of occasional mistakes, they
see the imposition of a predetermined pattern of life or culture which
one is destined to follow.
Thus, in Chapter I, Charles Taylor begins his set of disjunctions
with that between seekers and dwellers. In contrast to the more highly
choreographed pattern of dwelling within the Church and its traditions,
the enigmas of existence emphasized by contemporary theory and
culture and the many and developing challenges to be faced in life tend
to generate in the seeker a sense of the inadequacy of universal laws.
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This leads ever more to increasingly to a search to build life with the
new more individualistic coordinates of modernity mentioned above.
Here the seekers can be seen less as having left the people of
God, than as struggling to live the deep inspiration of the Spirit in the
face of multiple responsibilities in the Church and the world, internal
and external. The cost of their search for authenticity can be very high as
it takes one beyond the following of authorities and the cultural attitudes
of neighbors and confreres. Their need is not for a Church as an ideal
institution, but one that is no longer enchanted and in many ways a
fallible, human and humane way of living the gospel values. This is a
community marked not by power and control, but by acceptance and
encouragement of those who look to it in the needs they experience in
their search. Here Christ on the Cross is the kenotic model for the
Church manifesting the endless extent of willingness to suffer in order to
serve.
Yet these same challenges lead others to seek the constant
guidance available in a Church tradition and the desire to have this
articulated as amply as possible. This places Church leadership
uncomfortably between two – and more – groups with quite different
needs and expectations.
Chapter II by D. Hervieu-Léger, “Mapping the Contemporary
Forms of Catholic Religiosity,” seeks to go beyond the initial disjunction
of seeker and dweller with the help of the typology by J. M. Donegani.
This directs attention not only to a Church-nonChurch dichotomy, but to
the interior subjectivity of the actors in this interplay. In terms of interior
self-consciousness this is in effect the formation of one’s very identity as
described in Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self. It brings out that the
option between views built entirely either in Church or in secular terms
is one of marginal extremes, whereas the truly challenging task is to
relate the two in ways that are mutually complementary and enriching.
For example, can the role of the Church be not an alternative to that of
the secular state but, as John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas have come to
seek, a helpful enablement of the human democratic endeavor. Or
indeed can one go still further with Jürgen Habermas and Robert Bellah
to recognize the presence of proto-religious modes of ritual and myth in
the very origins of humanness itself in the emergence of ability to be
conscious of and to express the unitive relation to others that founds and
constitutes humane social life and behavior.
Hervieu-Léger does not follow that road, but rather retains a
focus directly on the new modalities of living one’s Catholic identity.
This may well no longer be as part of an institution that is superior and
opposed to the efforts of the people to build their nation from the ground
up, but rather in the supportive terms of leaven and narrative. This
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entails a new theology of Church in the kenotic terms of suffering
servant.
Chapter III by Paul Thibaud, “For a Civic Strategy of
Catholicism,” sharpens this problematic further by noting a possible
danger of this notion of serving the human community, its institutions
and structures, if held to exclusively. Namely, the more this is developed
the less significant can seem the religious contribution and even more
thin and even banal its message, for does not every political ideology
need to include the recognition of the other.
In response, Thibaud sees the religious difference in more
practical terms as pointing once again to the conscious-spiritual
dimension of life. He regrets that the nation has become more of a law
enforcing than a political entity built on the will of the people. Similarly
he regrets that the Church has come to be more of a moral than a
spiritual institution. Together they leave “a world without forgiveness
and without project.”
This points toward some surprising suggestions, e.g., that the
Church needs to evoke lively debate among the laity in order for them to
come to a consciousness of the living reality of the Holy Spirit at the
core of their lives and that of their Church; that in the face of the
rampant individualism which accompanies the contemporary sense of
human autonomy and freedom the state is in need of the sense of human
unity and community which religion articulates; that a renewed
appreciation of humankind can restore the dynamic sense of history; and
that in turn the heterogeneity of history needs the deeper sense of charity
so that humanity can be not merely a sum, but a relation which while
rooted in the particular opens towards the universal. The promise here is
to escape a “direct and nostalgic marginality and regain some pride in
addressing the deep concerns of others” at the more profound level
proper to religion.
Part II is on the Second Disjunction: between the Mode of the
Church’s Magisterium and the Contemporary Sense of Responsible
Critical Engagement. This is stated by Charles Taylro as follows.
The disjunction is very evident in the model of authority
to which the official Church seems to hold. In spite of
the work of Vatican II, there seems to be a regression to
a concentration of power and authority at the centre
more reminiscent of the Age of Absolutism (when
people accuse the Church of being “mediaeval,” one can
be tempted to react: “if only this were so, there might be
more input from the base”). This goes along with claims
to have settled certain crucial questions once and for all,
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so that even discussion of them is seen as a kind of
disloyalty or disobedience: questions such as women
priests and sexual morality.
This is treated here comprehensively in two particularly
penetrating, detailed and complementary studies which trace the
development of the issue from the earliest times to the present
pontificate.
Chapter IV, “Obedience and the Church’s Teaching Authority:
The Burden of the Past,” is by Francis Oakley, who has done some of
the most penetrating historical studies on this theme. He traces the
gradual development of the Church’s understanding and the exercise of
its teaching role from that based on the grace of especial ordination to a
gradually more juridical concept.
Key steps in this were the Constantinian epoch when the Church
moved from persecution to the assumption of imperial privilege; and the
move of many from the Eastern Empire to Rome at the time of the
Iconoclast controversy bringing with them forms of vestment and ritual
redolent of Empire. This, in turn, was affirmed ever more firmly in the
hard contests with kings and emperors over the primacy of the spiritual
over earthly powers and authorities.
This narrative turns tragic with the cultural and civilizational
inversion of the Reformation and Enlightenment when the pervasive
socio-cultural dynamism shifted from a hierarchical to a democratic
model. At that point for the Church to cling to the forms of a primacy of
political power became countercultural and contrary to the central efforts
of Western humanity. In that struggle any Church victory would in a
larger sense be a defeat. Inexorably – as typified, but by no means
exhausted, by the issues of the Papal States – the structures of hierarchy
were crumbling. In a deadly dialectic the greater the threat the more
strongly papal authority was asserted. This, in turn, increased the tension
with the long project of human emancipation and the assumption of
sovereign responsibility by the people.
Oakley recounts this story with deep penetration and detailed
concrete documentation focusing upon the way the magisterium or
teaching authority of the Church evolved from the external role of the
Papacy vis a vis other powers to its internal role vis a vis the faithful,
and in this role from its responsibility to guide as pastor founded in the
grace of ordination to jurisdiction as the exercise of an unquestioned
power to which obedience is due.
In Chapter V, by Daniel Deckers, “Subsidiarity: Does It Apply
also to the Life of the Church?” follows with special attention to the 20th
century focused on the internal issue of the relationship between the
bishops and the Pope. Namely, how does the responsibility had by the
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bishops from their sacramental ordination to pastor their flocks relate to
that of the Pope as symbol of unity.
This issue came to be formulated in terms of a sociological
principle of subsidiarity. Though this had become characteristic of the
response of Catholic social teaching to the totalitarian excesses of the
Fascist regimes in the first half of the 20th century, would it not apply
within the Church to the role of Bishops vis a vis the Pope?
The Second Vatican Council did not take this up directly, but it
did set about revising the sense of Church in terms of the grace of
baptism of all the laity; this moved less from the Pope down than from
the “people of God” upward. This current of thought was bound to
continually push forward the responsibility of the Bishops as they united
in national conferences.
In response the Papal center affirmed its unique authority ever
more strongly in the synods of bishops of 1985 and 2001 and in the
wording of the profession of faith in use since 1990. This trend appeared
within the Church vis a vis the Bishops and even beyond in relation to
other Churches and religions. In this a major concern has been to protect
the Church not as a society, but as a mystery of grace from above. Is
then subsidiarity to be conceived as operative in the Church only as a
society, or also as a mystery of grace, or in neither – the latter of which
would seem to have been the operative trend.
It is not hard to hear the poignant question of Pope Benedict
here in relation to the scandals asking what went wrong. The two papers
of Part II in relation to the disjunction in the mode of the magisterium
show that the answer must lie not simply in the psycho-social
aberrations of the perpetrators, but in the long struggle of the Church to
understand its pastoral teaching role. The response requires the
development of a theology of Church based not on the sense of the
Church as majestic and spotless Bride of Christ descending from above
and to be protected from any scandal, but in the image of Christ on the
Cross as suffering servant and thereby able to reconceive in terms of the
mystery of grace its moral leadership of a struggling and pilgrim people.
Part III concerns the disjunction on morality and historicity with
particular attention to the issue of sexual morality. Charles Taylor states
it thus:
The questions of sexual morality, and of gender, should
be examined more closely. Sexual morality is defined
by the magisterium in terms of an ahistorical notion of
the “natural”. At the same time, the institutional Church
has shown a lack of concern for issues of the dignity of
the person, in its handling of many of the scandals
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around pedophilia which has rightly shocked the
consciousness of the contemporary world. In both this,
and in the issues of Part II, serious questions need to be
raised about the relation of dogma to history. It is an
irony that, at the moment when John Henry Newman is
being recognized as blessed, the Vatican seems to have
slid back to the attitudes prevalent before Vatican II,
whose decisions reflected Newman’s spirit.
Here Chapter VI by William A Barbieri, “The Value of
Experience for a Worldly Church,” plunges the Church into time with its
existential content, the lives of the people of God. In these terms it is no
longer sufficient to codify the essences of things, including human
nature, and to deduce therefrom a typography of unchanging modes of
human action. Rather the dynamism of human self-development and of
its struggles toward fulfillment would be the realities on which the life
of the Church and of the Christian should be conceived and evaluated.
The document, The Declaration on Religious Liberty (Dignitatis
Humanae), pushed this even further by asserting the importance of the
human conscience even, or especially, on one’s relation to God. The
latter step may have been the more dramatic, because it was taken with
the recognition that there did not as yet exist an adequate theology to
undergird it. Nonetheless, reasoned John Courtney Murray, its major
author, the experience of our times made manifest that the Church would
be no longer credible without a recognition of the freedom of conscience.
The paper takes up the multiple senses of experience ranging
from knowledge built on perception of one’s personal surroundings to
perceptions and evaluations of entire societies or cultures. He highlights
the tension between experience itself and the “imaginative, linguistic,
perceptual and fiduciary pre-dispositions it requires.” For the Church
this bespeaks the parallel tension between its respect for personal
conscience and historicity and its burden of serving as witness to moral
truth.
Barbieri cites the earlier work of John Noonan in tracing the
development of moral insight along with the external historical
development of socio-cultural life. But he goes deeper to cite Karl
Rahner’s articulation of a formal existential ethics in ways relevant to
the seekers discussed above. This does not proceed by deduction from
universal and abstract principles. Rather it looks internally to the nonreflective, non-propositional self-presence of the person and one’s nondiscursive experience of the transcendent horizon of human knowledge.
There it searches for the coherence of a proposed course of action with
God’s intimate love and will. While this may carry dangers of
subjectivism if not guided by a more objective morality, it adds to the
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moral question attention to the uniqueness of the person as a
characteristically contemporary human concern.
Thus, Barbieri takes special note of the work of Margaret Farley
and her reference to Paul Ricoeur’s insight that our evolving experience
can challenge other sources of moral knowledge. Given our imagination,
mind and heart, this source can be trusted when it “rings true to our
capacity for knowing, to our moral sensibilities, and to our affective
capability for the good. (M. Farley, “The Role of Experience in Moral
Discernment,” in L. Cahill and J. Childress, Christian Ethics (Cleveland,
Pilgrim, 1996), 147).
Chapter VII by José Casanova, “The Contemporary Disjunction
between Societal and Church Morality,” notes the inversion since the
18th century in societal morality. Rather than coming from Church to
society, it moves inversely on issues as crucial as slavery and ranging
from human experience to moral and human rights imperatives. If
overcoming the totalitarian and colonial regimes had been the major
story of the 20th century, nuclear today is recognition of the freedom and
equality of all persons.
J. Casanova cites in this regard the continuing significance of
three issues: ordination of women, gender and sexual morality and the
common moral outrage at the perceived concern of the Church to protect
its own institutional reputation over the safety of its children. Once again
and most shatteringly the disjunction between societal and Church
morality makes it clear that the Church’s pre-modern self-understanding
predicated upon evoking a sense of transcendence, has become today a
dangerous model leading even to criminal misbehavior of the most
serious and destructive nature.
Above we saw how Part II on the magisterium led to the
conclusion that the social structure of the Church needed to be reordered
so as to adopt many of the modes of modern constitutional
responsibilities that enable the flow of information and power upward
through local leadership to more central authorities in a pattern of social
subsidiarity. Here the conclusion of Part III leads yet more deeply to the
model of the Church not merely as society, but in the image of the
mystery of the cross, i.e., not holding to privilege but emptying self after
the kenotic example of Christ on the Cross.
Chapter VIII by Ethna Regan is on “Natural Law as Conjunctive
and Disjunctive: Through the Lens of Hiberno-Christendom.” Coming
from Ireland this chapter combines a number of most striking elements
including an especially strong expression of earlier Christendom’s topdown model of Church. Coming from the days when life in Ireland was
effectively patterned less in terms of dioceses than of monasteries and
their lands, this model had long been lived most rigorously by the people
even up through the British occupation. Today to the shock of
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secularization has been added very detailed government reports on the
scandals of Church failure to protect its youngest and most vulnerable
members.
No one is positioned to address this more sensitively than E.
Regan, Chair of theology at Mater Dei Institute in Dublin. Yet she
brings important moderating factors to any response. The paper hesitates
simply to let go of the contributions of natural law, recognizing how it
provides a common basis for dialogue between all cultures and hence its
conjunctive value for the need of our global times for both universality
and wholeness. But fundamentally, while pointing out the complexity of
the causes and the pervasive character of the present catastrophe, this
sends her not simply in myriad directions but more deeply to a
recognition of the need to replace the top-down model of the Church as
Christendom received from pre-modern times by one based rather on its
opposite, namely, the cross of Christ.
Chapter IX by Herta Nagl-Docekal, “Issues of Gender in
Catholicism: How the Current Debate Could Benefit from a
Philosophical Approach.” This paper takes the issue of historicity and
morality head on by showing the hermeneutical character of moral and
religious truth. Far from Habermas’ notion of dogmatic truths being
contrary or opaque to human reason, even mystery must be accompanied
by an exploratory explanatory narrative or metaphoric imagery to avoid
being devoid of meaning. In this sense the modern philosophy especially
of Kant and Hegel leads along an interior track of human consciousness
to the free Spirit.
The paper then turns to the theme of gender which Nagl would
want to protect from being reduced to the material configuration of the
body. She proceeds instead to develop the theme of personal dignity in
terms of Spirit and thereby brings forward the theme of love as central to
Christian understanding.
Part IV concerns the fourth disjunction, namely on plural
spiritualities and the Christian sense of its own uniqueness. As stated by
Charles Taylor:
We need to look at the issues of Church in a world of
plural forms of spirituality. There are not only the other
major religions, but also the spiritual lives of many who
profess no religion, and even atheism. These are often
very impressive, and invite us to modes of respectful
exchange, from which we often have something
important to learn. They can no longer simply be
dismissed as erroneous, or deficient, or (in the case of

Disjunctions in the 21st Century

13

contemporary unbelief) be branded as “materialist” or
“hedonist”.
Chapter X by Tomáš Halík, “The Disjunction between a Single
and Plural Spiritualities,” picks up on themes opened by Chapter IX of H.
Nagle, comparing the strong contemporary current of spirituality to a
swift stream that erodes the banks which constrict and shape its flow. In
this Halík sees Ernest Troeltsch’s sense of a universalist religious
philosophy to be found within individual religions.
He sees here a spiritual radicalism which was expressed by the
Desert Fathers, the monastic orders, and Luther’s democratization of the
Church and subsequently of society. In this process much earlier
liturgical and theological expression became psychologically
inaccessible and was replaced by sentimental experience as the core of
religion. However, this entailed the danger of making religion simply a
matter of human solace or a fast track to success through some ideology.
After reviewing in like manner the new religious movements,
Halík suggests the need to replace the paradigm of paradise and temple
with the harsher paradigm of exodus and discipleship, the point of view
of kings and priests with that of prophets and apostles, and that of the
dweller with that of the seeker as a search not for comfort but for
kenoses. Hence he concludes with the legend about St. Martin who,
when Satan appeared in the guise of Jesus, asked: “where are your
wounds?” echoeing the biblical text instructing the doubting Thomas to
touch the wounds and believe.
Chapter XI by Anthony Carroll, “The Church and the World:
Disjunction and Conjunction” in a fitting conclusion to the volume
wishes to protect the sense of a countercultural Church from being
forced to fit in. This entails a delicate balance in which the Gospel is
seen not as an extrinsic possession, but as a gift in which grace becomes
intrinsic and even constitutive of human nature.
In this light he reviews the disjunctions with an emphasis upon
the seekers as being on a spiritual path, and in a stance, if not of
obedience, nevertheless of critical alterness to the teaching of the
magisterium. There is recognition that the realization of human dignity
is historical in nature, that this has decisive import for morality and is
reflected in a plurality of spiritual modes. In this light the emphasis is
perhaps, as with E. Regan, less on disjunction than on conjunction even
with the non-religious.
In addition Carroll notes Habermas’ important distinction
between a normative status which depends upon the cultural context and
a truth claim which depends on its conceptual context. This enables real
dialogue with other faiths in the hope of learning therefrom things even
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about one’s own tradition which are not likely to be perceived from
within.
The paper emphasizes moving beyond the exclusivism of a
disconnected religion. In this he cites Cantwell Smith’s replacement of
religion as an objective category by the subjective category of faith, the
sense of a cumulative tradition, and the shared category of the
transcendent which is the “object” of all faiths.
While this points to a pluralism, a Catholic concern is to unite
this with a Christology of the unique and universal Savior. Here the road
is opened by a theology of the Holy Spirit as expressed richly in the
orthodox traditions of the East. This finds the Spirit present in “society
and history, peoples, cultures and religions” (John Paul II, Redemptoris
Missio, 28). This could be reinforced by Benedict’s stress on the
solidarity of peoples with their common origin and destiny if related to a
Christology, not of an imperial messiah, but of kenosis and cross leading
to resurrection and new life.
The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy

PART I
DISJUNCTION BETWEEN
SEEKERS AND DWELLERS

CHAPTER I

THE CHURCH SPEAKS – TO WHOM?
CHARLES TAYLOR
How does the Church speak to our world? I will say right away
that I am exploring this question only for one region. I mean what we
often call the West. Or alternatively, the North Atlantic world (though
somewhat oddly, this would have to include Australia and New Zealand).
One feature of this world is that it contains lots of seekers. I mean people
who see themselves as such. They are looking for meaning, and often
see themselves as looking for more than this, for some form of life
which will bring them in contact with the spiritual, however they define
this.
But in a sense they aren’t defining it. They see their present
tenuous grasp on it as provisional. They are on a journey. Danièle
Hervieu-Léger sees two typical stances which are very widespread, le
pélerin et le converti (see her book of this title). But these can be seen as
two stages, or modalities of the same kind of search. The pilgrim is on a
quest, the convert has made a decisive turn in the quest, a turn she
couldn’t have conceived beforehand, hence the image of turning. But the
conversion stage usually presupposes a searching stage.
Nor does this reflect a passing fad. I think it is the result of a
profound shift in our Western culture and society, one which to oversimplify we could associate with the “sixties”. This, in turn, is built on
an earlier shift in the culture of Western élites, which comes about near
the end of the 19th Century. An understanding of human life arises
where alongside the notion that there is a properly human form of life,
which comes down to us from the ancients, grows the intuition that each
human being has his/her own way of being human. “Jeder Mensch hat
sein eigenes Maass,” as Herder put it. At first, this was the outlook of
poets and artists, of creative individuals, and underlined the increasing
importance of originality is artistic creation. But over time, it spread, and
sometime in the second half of the 20th Century, it seems to have
become part of the common sense of all classes. It was normal to enjoin
young (and not so young) people to “do your own thing,” to “be
yourself”.
This shift has often been seen in an exclusively negative light,
and frequently those in an established faith position took this
condemnatory stance. The turn was seen as one to self-indulgence, and
self-absorption. But I think we have to recognize an ethic here, which
has come to be called the ethic of “authenticity”. The spread of this ethic
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was, indeed, accompanied by a number of trivializing developments.
And it is particularly fateful that it advanced pari passu with the spread
of consumer capitalism. This has meant that the search for authenticity
can be coded in very trivial registers, like the choice of brands of
running shoes. There are in short many problems with this new phase of
our culture, which we haven’t got time to go into here. But I want to
affirm two features here: the change represents no passing fad, and
second, it does have a serious ethical dimension.
Now this search today is often accompanied by a certain
mistrust for the directions already well-defined by churches. “Spiritual
and not religious” reflects this mistrust, this distance from established
churches and disciplines. It comes from two reactions: 1) not
seeing/feeling the necessity of the disciplines, and 2) feeling that the
answers given by the churches are just too quick, too pat, that they do
not reflect a search. (This is in some ways very wrong, but in other ways
it’s on to something.)
Of course, a widespread view that some churches are
“dogmatic” and intolerant just adds to this mistrust, but is by no means
its only cause.
Why is this mistrust quite unjust? Let’s take the Catholic Church
as our example. This church has been a great source and site of seekers,
who have in turn deeply inflected the direction of its piety and its
spiritualities; Teresa, Ignatius, St François de Sales; one could go on and
on. Of course, these seekers were strongly anchored in the Church from
the beginning, even though they were often not seen as such by church
authorities. Teresa and Ignatius both had problems with the Inquisition.
But this anchoring is missing in a great many seekers today. Speaking to
the world means speaking to this difference in initial situation.
Secondly, the premise of this search then and now is a sense that
we are in many ways ignorant about God, far from Him, do not know
how to reach Him. For people who know the lives of the saints, the
description of their faith as just too complacently sure of its own
rightness seems wildly wrong.
One of the more comic misunderstandings of our contemporary
world came to light, after the death of Mother Teresa, when her diaries
were published, and showed that she had been through long periods of
dryness, of a sense of distance from God, which naturally are food for
doubt. Contemporary journalists were startled. So she did not believe
after all! Surely, they won’t canonize her now! For those who know the
lives of the two great Teresas, of Avila and Lisieux, and of John of the
Cross, these experiences rather place her in their lineage.
That the church often seems to outsiders to merit this charge of
complacent certainty is not to be explained, however, just by this
ignorance. Two things produce this impression in the way the
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magisterium speaks to the world and to its own flock (and
communications in these two directions can’t be separated in our mediadrenched age). The first is the sense that what we are being given is
obvious answers to basic questions that any normal person of good will
would agree on. The second is the sense that the dimension of searching
in our faith in secondary, if not quite superfluous, while the dimension
of getting the absolutely certain and correct answers right is the crucial
one.
When the seekers of today meet a faith presented in these terms,
they all too easily give up on it and search elsewhere.
Authoritative statements to the effect, for instance, that
homosexuality is an “objective disorder” produce this effect. A little
background here: the “sexual revolution” which was part of the “60’s”
consisted not simply in a questioning of previous sexual mores and
infringements of these; it also placed certain issues of sexuality in a new
dimension, that of authenticity. The ethic of authenticity is an important
part of the background of much contemporary seeking. For the first time,
this ethic begins to reconfigure questions of sexual ethics and behavior.
Homosexuals begin to feel that their orientation is part of their identity,
and that a refusal to recognize it, and the determination to go on
marginalizing it, involves a refusal of this identity. The Gay Pride
movement, with all its bizarre expressions, only makes sense against this
background.
Many people in our society know some homosexuals whose
lives do not seem all that disordered. There are others who are wildly
and dangerously promiscuous, but one also finds these among
heterosexuals. Some homosexuals seem to find relations in which love
and mutual commitment grows and flourishes. This may be hard to
combine with naturalistic reflections, that for instance, sexual desire and
bonding plays an important role in the continuation of our species as of
all other animal species. So it is understandable if people are puzzled,
are looking for a new way of seeing this phenomenon. The “objective
disorder” judgment cuts this off at the base, and tells us to stop worrying
and toe the line.
Any church which has so many pat and ready-made answers,
and so little sense of the enigmas of existence is not likely to appear
plausible to seekers today; unless, that is, they get beyond the surface
experience and frequent the saints and mystics who have constantly been
nourishing this faith. The pity is that surface appearances deflect too
many people before this deeper perception can dawn on them.
On issues like artificial contraception and women priests, for
instance, the message of the magisterium rarely comes across as: “these
are deep and difficult issues, and after much reflection this is where we
come down, though we understand other people of faith thinking
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otherwise,” but rather: “what we’re now telling you is clearly the only
answer compatible with Christianity (sometimes not even Christianity is
evoked, but “natural law”), and we shouldn’t even be debating this issue;
the question is closed”.
Too many answers choking off questions, and too little sense of
the enigmas that accompany a life of faith; these are what stop a
conversation from ever starting between our church and much of our
world.
Fortunately, this is not the only kind of exchange going on
between Christians and seekers. An excellent counter-example is the
Taizé centre. Alongside prayer and Bible study, there is a real attempt to
listen to young people as they define their search. The approach is to
listen to the questions, and not just to offer answers which can head
these off.
But, of course, seekers are not all that make up our world. There
are others who are looking for quite other things and hope to find it in
the church.
First are those who have been perturbed by the entire sexual and
authenticity revolutions. They feel that essential markers and limits of
human life and sexuality have been just set aside and that the resultant
“permissiveness” is highly dangerous and damaging. This is often the
case with people who have trouble finding their place in a modern
economy and society, because they have not managed to acquire the
disciplines and skills that make this possible. Think of the appeal of
Pentacostalism in favelas of Brazil, for instance. Part of its immense
success is that it gives the men reason to desert their macho culture and
modes of sociability, including often heavy drinking with male friends,
and to become responsible husbands and fathers. Women have achieved
a greater degree of respect in this process. Something the same may be
true of certain ghettos in America.
So for some people, precisely the underlining of certain to them
obvious answers to basic questions, the defense of certain basic
principles without which life may fall apart into chaos; these are what
the Church ought to be about.
At the same time, partly overlapping with these are Catholics
who see the long tradition of the Church, and the certainties of its
teaching, as the road to salvation. The Church is at its best not when it is
questioning, adapting, changing, but when it stands firm on its age-old
answers. At the limit, this orientation may drive people into the arms of
movements like that of Msgr Lefevre: Vatican II was a terrible
aberration. But many people with something like the same orientation
remain in the church, and anyway we seem to be re-absorbing the
Lefevrists (with a few bumps along the way, like the unfortunate Bishop
Williamson). Sticking to the same answers, no room for enigmas,

The Church Speaks – To Whom?

21

repeated statements that the debate is over, if even it should ever have
begun; these responses which send the seekers elsewhere, answer best
the needs of people of this tendency.
There were a number of converts to Catholicism in the 20th
Century who were attracted by this sense of unchanging order. Evelyn
Waugh was one such. The world is going to hell in a handcart. Liberals
and Protestants are shilly-shallying, unable to see the dangers of
impending chaos. Only the church stands for a return to order rooted in
the basics of human nature and our relation to God. Even an atheist like
Maurras was given a pass because he defended this kind of position so
volubly and effectively.
So what does the Church do, having to speak to such diverse
audiences? It is clear that there is no simple answer to this question. We
have rather a series of agonizing dilemmas. But obviously, it is no
answer to these dilemmas just to write off the seekers, and to condemn
them as egoistic, unserious, and not genuinely interested in the faith. The
church, by which I mean all of us, has a very challenging task, that of
holding together in one sacramental union modes of living the faith
which have at present no affinity for each other, and even are tempted
roundly to condemn each other. This is not an unprecedented situation,
save in the particular kinds of spirituality which are facing off here. And
we haven’t always done very well in the past. But it is to be hoped that
we can do better than our present dismal performance.
We have to bring about greater mutual understanding between
“seekers” and “dwellers,” to use Wuthnow’s typology, keeping in mind
that these are ideal types, and that lots of people partake of both. And
beyond mutual understanding, some degree of mutual sympathy. Most
Christians, or in general people of faith, have serious reasons for
gravitating to the mode of spirituality they have adopted, and we ought
to be able to appreciate this, even when we also think that they have
misappreciated their situation, or have missed something important in
their professed faith. We ought to be able to reach out to each other. But
that is very difficult in a number of Western countries, where the
magisterium, far from reaching out, just takes sides.
In the above discussion, I made use of Wuthnow’s distinction
between “seekers” and “dwellers”. But there is another way of
understanding the tensions within all Christian churches today, the line
between those who believe “still,” and those who believe “again.1 Once
again this is a useful distinction of ideal types, which does not exclude
the existence of overlap in many people’s lives. I think we can
1

Roger Lundin, Believing Again: Doubt and Faith in a Secular Age
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009). Lundin acknowledges his debt for this
expression to W.H. Auden.
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understand this difference by reference to a common feature of the
dominant social imaginary of the contemporary West, that we sense
ourselves to be living in an “immanent frame”. This is first of all a
matter of our sense of our over-all predicament, rather than an object of
theory – although lots of theories are about today which purport to
explain it.
The sense of things I’m trying to get at with the notion of
immanent frame is (1) that we live in a constellation of orders – for
instance, that of the universe as projected by modern natural science,
that of the modern constitutional state, based (in happy cases) on popular
consent and the rule of law, or those which we find in the deontological
codes we live by; and (2) that these orders can be explained entirely in
immanent terms – by the laws of nature in the case of the universe, by
historically specific constitution making in the case of political
structures, by the arguments of “secular reason” in the case of the codes.
This sense of the immanent can be understood and explained in a
number of ways, but it does lend itself to an account in terms of a Master
Narrative, which sees us progressing from earlier epochs through
rational discovery and achievements to the realization that the immanent
is all there is. On this view, religious faith is something that irrevocably
belongs to the culture and outlook of a by-gone era, something which we
cannot, rationally return to.
The phenomenon which we frequently see in our age is that of
people who share this sense of immanent order, and have been heavily
exposed to some account dismissive of religious faith like the above,
who nevertheless break out of this framework; they sense that there is
something in this outlook which cannot carry conviction, or that there
are realities beyond the immanent frame which cannot simply be denied.
These are the examples of contemporary “conversions,” of which I tried
to offer some examples in A Secular Age2. In the face of the dismissive
Master Narrative which can come across as self-evident, these people
come to an intuition of “nevertheless”. This is what I want to call
“believing again”. They come to the faith through breaking out of one
mode of sense-making, that of the Master Narrative. The contrast is with
those who believe “still,” people who are continuing within a quite
different mode of sense-making for which faith goes on seeming an
entirely appropriate stance.
This contrast in ideal types (and once again, we must realize that
many people partake of both) corresponds with very different paths by
which people come to faith (at the limit those who “still” believe may
never have “come to,” but rather “find themselves in” the faith). And
these paths may involve very different experiences, and reasons, and
2
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hence very different questions and worries and modes of inspiration.
This can be another source of mutual estrangement between members of
the same church.
But just as, in the previous distinction, we can predict that the
number of seekers will probably increase with time over against the
dwellers; so I believe that we can expect among believers a greater
proportion of those in the “again” category. In many parts of the
Western world, churches are passing from the status of actual or at least
historical establishment, as the default church of the majority, to a
condition more like fragments of a diaspora. And in this way, they join
the condition of Christians in many parts of the non-Western world
where they have never been anything but a minority.
Each diaspora community, large or small, faces a unique
situation, with its own challenges and avenues of possible growth; but
they urgently need to be and remain bound together in one universal
church. The big issue is, how should this bond find institutional
expression. In the Catholic Church this bond will find expression, in one
way or another, through the Papacy. But it is very much to be doubted
that the present structures and procedures are anything like what we
need in the coming age.
Through most of the modern era, up until recently, the Papacy
faced a world of national churches, some minorities, but some
established; and over all these churches, the power of the state loomed
large. The struggle to fight back against the menace of state control
largely fuelled the ultramontanism of the 19th and 20th Centuries. But
this struggle succeeded all too well. In 1829, there were 646 diocesan
bishops in the Latin Church; 555 of these were appointed by states, 67
by diocesan chapters, and 24 by the Pope. By the time we come to 1917,
in a new code of canon law it was claimed that “inherent in Papal
primacy was the right to appoint bishops throughout the Catholic
Church.3 We have now got to an unprecedented degree of centralization,
where not only does the Vatican make virtually all the appointments, but
it poses more and more stringent conditions of supposed orthodoxy for
anyone to be considered.
For a church made up largely of diaspora communities, as
against the strong national churches of an earlier epoch, this kind of topdown structure is disastrous. The last thing we want is a church
governed like a multinational, on the model of Murdoch’s media empire.
This ensures that the needs of the diaspora communities will never be
adequately considered, or even really known at the Centre. A Church
(identified now with the hierarchy, NOT with the whole people of God)
3
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Dame Press, 2008), page 230.
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which can only give orders, and cannot effectively listen, has not only
strayed from the Gospel, but even from the most elementary
understanding of the needs of communities of any kind, let alone one for
whom communion is central, in the original and unprecedented sense
that Christians espouse.
Philosopher Emeritus
McGill University
Montreal, Canada

CHAPTER II

MAPPING THE CONTEMPORARY FORMS OF
CATHOLIC RELIGIOSITY
(Some Suggestions to Make Things More Confused…)
DANIÈLE HERVIEU-LÉGER
Under the institutional canopy of the Catholic Church, the
plurality of lived catholicisms has always been recognized. The
empirical sociology of Catholicism has paid great attention, from its
beginning, to the identification of this plurality, focusing in particular on
relationships between religious practice and the modes of identifying
oneself as a Catholic, or the gap between the regulated expressions of
piety and informal or popular forms of religiosity that should themselves
to be extremely resistant to the spreading of modern rationality. But at
the same time, the same sociologists were currently stressing (and
perhaps postulating) the capacity of the institution to preserve – through
its theology, administration, pastoral action and political control – the
constant affirmation of its own unity. In the same perspective, the
historians who specifically studied, in different contexts, the sharp
confrontations between liberal and intransigent currents, generated –
within Catholicism – by the emergence and progressive affirmation of
the political and cultural ideals of modernity since the XVIIIe century,
had also constantly emphasized the unifying power of a system of
authority directly correlated with an exclusive regime of truth.
The title of a book – “L’Eglise, c’est un monde” (The Church is
a world) – published in 1986 by my colleague Emile Poulat, illustrated
specifically, in my view, the implicit hypothesis of a permanent capacity
of the Roman Catholic Church to subsume the diversity of the
“ecclesiosphere” within the powerful affirmation of its eternal and
constitutive unity. This is the way in which the Church claims to be “a
world” – facing the mundane reality of the present world – making
precisely possible – beyond tensions and conflicts – the permanent, even
if paradoxical, cohabitation of a plurality of catholic worlds. The
evidence of the regulating power of the institution was still constantly
prevailing, even among scientists, over the observation of the current
dispersion of lived catholicisms.
Our reflection takes place today in a completely different
context, where it is more and more difficult to consider Catholicism as
“one world,” able not to erase (which it never did), but to shelter the
diversity of catholic experiences. The possibility of a breakdown of any
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form of Catholic unity beyond this diversity is concretely at stake. It
seems to me that the theme of this first session – about the disjunction
between those in search of an authentic personal Christian path, and
those who envisage themselves as dwelling in an already well articulated
and fixed tradition – deals directly with this implicit interrogation.
What is interesting, in my view, is that this question does not
impose itself because of a significant rise of tension on the Catholic
scene, comparable to the storms launched by the reception of the
liturgical reforms after the Council Vatican II, or comparable to the
troubled created in Catholic consciousness by the controversial
publishing of Humanae Vitae. From the point of view of the internal
tensions within the Church, (and particularly, if I think specifically to the
French case), the present situation has got nothing to do – in terms of
tensions and conflicts – with the sharp ideological polarization of the
Catholic scene during the modernist crisis of the last century, or during
the most recent controversies concerning, for example, the worker
priests in 1954 or the political involvement of Catholic movements, in
the 60s. The present circumstances are not those of an explicit and
articulate split between opposite tendencies, confronting one another on
theological, political or pastoral matters. They chiefly correspond to the
silent and nearly invisible distension between several ways of
shouldering a Catholic identity: a diversification which does not contest
explicitly the institutional claim for unity, but which is currently and
irremediably dissolving it.
MAKING SENSE OF THE PLURALIZATION: A TYPOLOGY
BY J.M. DONEGANI
With the view of introducing a discussion about this problem of
the management of diversity within the Catholic system, I would like to
explore more precisely what is exactly at stake in the polarization called
to mind by the theme of this session. I will start by coming back briefly
to a very interesting book published in 1994 by a political scientist, JeanMarie Donegani, concerning the relationships of French Catholics to
politics.1
I am aware that, doing so, I focus too exclusively our attention
on a very specific situation: that of an hyper secularized country where
the political and cultural scene is, at the same time, very profoundly
rooted in a long-lasting history of the both conflicting and fascinated
relations between the State and the Roman Catholic Church. But besides
1

J.M. Donegani, La liberté de choisir. Pluralisme religieux et pluralisme
politique dans le catholicisme français contemporain (Paris: Presses de la
Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques, 1993).
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the fact that this specificity calls very immediately for useful
comparisons, it does not seem completely absurd, in my view, to
consider that the French case radicalizes, to a certain extent, tendencies
that are also at work elsewhere in Europe (if we admit, in particular, that
Western Europe – with Canada probably – the only cultural area where
the classical paradigm of secularization as the loss of religion remains
globally relevant).
The main interest of Donegani’s book is, in my view, that it
offered a way of approaching the process of diversification of Catholic
identities, which went beyond the usual opposition between a
conservative, closed and anti-modern Catholicism, and an opened
Catholicism, claiming for a conciliation between faith and the modern
ideals of autonomy and freedom. A brief comment on the typology
elaborated by Donegani with the view of identifying the lines of
redistribution of Catholic identities in this context could offer an
interesting starting point to our discussion.
At the same time, this book brought very acute insights into both
the process of dedramatization of the Catholic scene and the silent
process of dissemination of Catholic identities, which currently
undermines, more insidiously and probably more efficiently than the
past public controversies, the very pedestal of the institution. I realize
that this last point can sound at odd if we refer to other cultural and
political contexts where the Church directly activates its internal
polarization through its direct and controversial interventions in the
public debate. In the French context explored by Jean-Marie Donegani,
this polarization had visibly declined. For one part, because the bishops,
having basically renounced to exert a direct influence over the political
scene, mainly tried to make a Catholic difference heard in the great
public debates on social and ethical matters, but had de facto abandon
the idea of mobilizing collectively the Catholics in one direction or
another, especially on the occasion of elections. But precisely, by taking
the heat out of the internal Catholic scene, their relative discretion made
the things more disturbing (and also more exciting, from a sociological
point of view). The relative pacification of the French Catholic scene (if
compared to the past) has contributed paradoxically to make more
visible the dismantling of all unified definitions of what implies and
requests a Catholic belonging, both in terms of personal behavior and
community participation. More precisely, by contributing to erase the
clear cut lines of ideological and political divisions to which these
definitions used to refer, it illuminated a much more complicated process
of reconfiguration of religious identities that has imposed itself in the
context of a post-catholic and post Christian society.
This diversification of the ways of expressing a Catholic identity
was analyzed by Donegani as the consequence of a meeting between the
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social and cultural evolutions towards individualism and religious
indifferentism on one hand, and the opening of the Church itself to the
plurality of the ways of approaching truth, on the other hand, an opening
attested, for example, with the theology of human realities (the signes
des temps) promoted at Vatican II. Studying, through a large qualitative
inquiry, the diverse modalities of that meeting, he pointed up that
Catholic identities were currently defining themselves not simply in
terms of accepting or distancing from official requirements and positions,
but according to the combination they realize between two set of
components. The first one concerning the relationship to the ideals of
modernity; the second one concerning the place given to religion as an
integrating dimension of the personal experience of individuals.
- The first axis stresses the tension between those who confront
directly all modern autonomies, and specifically the autonomy of the
citizen subject, in the name of the exclusive authority of the tradition
(the “intransigents”), and those who consent to negociate with modern
values in a liberal way (the “transigents”).
- The second axis focuses on the distance between those who
consider religion as the integrative framework of the whole human
existence and experience (“integralists”), and those who consider
religion as one among other dimensions of the life (“marginalists”).
The important point here is the dissociation that this approach
makes clear between what Poulat called “intransigentism” – which is
basically grounded in the conflicting political relationship of the
Catholic Church to the new world stemming from the French Revolution
– and the different variants of an “integralism” which deals, in
psychological terms, with the integrative hold of religion over the
experience of the individual.
The crossing of these two axes made visually identifiable four
“spaces or positions,” drawing different styles of religiosity within
which Catholic identities are currently shaping themselves (cf. fig 1).
A: Transigent/Integralism

B: Transigentism/Marginalism

STABILITY

SECULARITY

D: Intransigentism/Integralism

C: Intransigentism/Marginalism

CHRISTIANITUDE

NEWNESS

Fig. 1
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This typological construction is, in my view, very useful to make keener
the approach to the growing gap – which is the starting point of our
reflection – between “those who claim a personal Christian path and
those who root their identity within the acceptance of an institutionally
authorized tradition. Let me present briefly this map-making.”
- Donegani identifies first a strong polarization between
Intransigents/Integralists (D) and Transigents/Marginalist (B): an
irreducible tension which confronts two opposite religious universes.
The first one – named by Donegani “Christianitude” – implies a vision
of the world in which it is postulated that Christian faith is a principle of
absolute truth, from which all values derive and that all individual
attitudes ant behaviors are supposed to embody. The second one –named
“Secularity” implies, on the contrary, a complete adhesion to the values
of modernity, especially individualism and pluralism. This adhesion is
not supposed to be upset by religion, because this last has lost (or never
had) any function of personal unification of the self. Religious choices
are personal preferences, depending only from individual commitments,
whose personal authenticity is the only criterion.
The
second
polarization
between
“Stability”
(Intransigents/Marginalists) (A) on the one hand, and “Newness”
(Transigents/Integralists) (C) on the other, clearly needs a more subtle
identification, because each pole is characterized, to a certain extent, by
a paradoxical conciliation between opposite tendencies. “Stability”
refers to a religion represented as a block, a permanent and unchanging
tradition, a given treasure to be exclusively transmitted, which, by
definition, needs no adaptation to the social and cultural context. But in
the same time, religion is not supposed to unify the diverse dimensions
of human experience and remains a specialized and separated sphere of
activity, with no overhanging position upon the others. On the contrary,
the style of religiosity defined by the combination between
“transigentism” and “integralism” depends on a voluntary decision to
make congruent an adherence to the values of modernity and the
religious unification of all the dimensions of the life. According to
Donegani, this last combination is extremely problematic, but it is also
the most innovative in terms of research for an authentic Christian path.
Following empirically a vast sample of individual trajectories
throughout this typological map, Donegani could notice, at the
beginning of the 90s, a general translation of French Catholic identities
from intransigentism to transigentism: a movement which was congruent
both with a diversification of religious representations and with the
pluralization of political attitudes. The claim of a common Catholic
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belonging was progressively made more and more compatible with
different religious values, and differentiated political choices could be
rooted, without any conflict, in common religious values. French
Catholicism could no longer be any more considered a cultural block,
mainly defined by its cultivated distance for the ideals of modernity.
During this translation, the question of the altercation between religion
and politics had not disappeared, but has displaced itself into the field of
values, mobilizing the personal preferences of individuals, while
religious questions as such seem to have deserted the public debate. This
evolution could be analyzed as a sort of silent revenge of a liberal
Catholicism, which was invisible while intransigentism exclusively
dominated the Catholic scene.
MODERNITY IS NO LONGER AN OPTION:
TRANSIGENTISM AS THE GENERAL CONDITION
WESTERN CATHOLICISM

OF

What interests me here is the general trend, well emphasized by
Donegani from the French case: in all Western countries. During the last
third of the XXe lived Catholic religiosity of course according to
different rhythms and modalities has become an integral part and parcel
of contemporary modern culture. If I thought useful here to go back to
this book in particular, it is because, through a very keen empirical study
of the evolutions of the relationship between French Catholicism and
politics in France, it lighted up, in a much more general way, a decisive
cultural turning-point in the relationship between Catholicism and
modernity. What Donegani confronts is the precise moment when the
altercation between two antinomic cultures gave place, not to a
compromise, but to a new consciousness on the Catholic side, namely,
that modernity is no longer a choice, an option that can be accepted or
rejected, but the global matrix within which the place of religious values
has to be negotiated, defended or invented. At this point, the dream of a
revenge of Catholic normativity upon modern autonomies was
ultimately liquidated.
That did not mean of course an immediate blackout of a
fundamentalist Catholicism (Integrism), defined by the rejection of
modernity in all its dimensions: up to a point, this new situation has even
induced an ideological reinforcement of an ultra minority party which
opposed globally any evolution. But this reactional formation (if I may
use this psychological metaphor) has progressively elaborated its own
limit. In the absence of any plausible perspective of reversing the
dominant cultural course, it was doomed to retreat into a besieged
fortress strategy, possibly noisy, looking for exemplary visible actions,
but finally powerless. The efforts currently made by secessionist
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currents from the Lefebvre’s sphere of influence to reintegrate into the
bosom of the Church, with the view of regaining formal legitimacy, are
as significant, from this point of view, as the present benevolence of
Roman institution towards them, in the name of the unity of Catholicity.
For a majority of Catholics in France and in Western Europe,
this cultural mutation had been concretely (and silently) assumed as a
process of privatization of their spiritual options. It was definitely
disconnected from any social project, and even from any concrete
institutional reference beyond the affirmation of an ever more nominal
“Catholic origin” and/or the expression of an easy going “Catholic
sensitivity”. This evolution participates, on the Catholic scene, in the
process of disjunction between believing and belonging, identified by
Grace Davie as a major tendency of the Western contemporary religious
landscape. This movement can also be analyzed as a massive shift of
Catholic identities toward what Donegani called “Secularity”
(Marginalism/Transigentism). This shift is not separable from the long
lasting decline of religious practices, attested very early in France but
observed everywhere in Europe. This decline which now concerns not
only worship attendance, but also, more recently, the rites (baptisms,
marriages and even funerals) which constitute the formal markers of
Catholic belonging.
During the same period – which corresponds roughly to the
post-conciliar moment (70s-80s) – one could notice the decline (and
even the disappearance) of an avant-garde of committed Catholics.
These heirs to an intransigent progressive tradition were severely shaken
both by the dead end of a missionary project indefinitely confronted with
the rise of indifferentism and with the weakening of a political utopia
which had made conceivable an alliance of a new Church with a new
post-liberal society. Undermined since the beginning of the sixties by
recurrent conflicts with the Catholic hierarchy, this utopia did not resist
the progressive secularization of politics: a process which occurred since
the beginning of the 80s in Europe. This began at the moment when
leftist parties, acceding to the state power, distanced themselves from the
utopian ideals of an alternative society and turned to a pragmatic
approach to the management of a liberal capitalist society. Actually,
with the view to making clearer the significance of the crisis of Catholic
politico-religious militancy in the 80s and 90s, it could be very
interesting to get inside the analysis of this political turning point.
Correlatively, the same period was also distinguished by the rise
and progressive stabilization of new devotional currents of charismatic
inspiration, making visible a subjective turn of integralism. This implied
that each individual claims an all embracing religious sense of one’s
own experience: no longer “toute la religion dans toute la vie” (all
religion in all life) (the old slogan of Action Catholique movement), but
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“toute ma religion dans toute ma vie”.(All my religion in all my life).
This subjective turn took place with the possibility, which is offered to
each individual – and that he is expected to seize – to express the
subjective authenticity of his spiritual journey by endowing himself with
dispositions, resources, aspirations and interests which are his own, to
develop a small personal narrative of belief. This move implies
distancing oneself from any obligatory and coming-from-above
orthodoxy. But it is not exclusive – far from it – of an ultrapersonalized
way of relating emotionally to the institutional authority: the charismatic
personality of John-Paul II has offered, on the contrary, a considerable
opportunity for the development of a new alliance – well documented in
many so-called “New Catholic communities” – between an
individualized totalizing piety on the one hand and a personalized
submission to the institution, made possible through an emotional
relationship to the pope, on the other. One knows that these new forms
of expressing a personal commitment to the Church are currently
allowing a greater flexibility in the modes of meeting the different
registers of institutional normativity. But, even if the believer-subject
chooses to refer in the most integral way his personal narrative to the
institutional doctrine and norms, he is nevertheless expected, towards
himself and others, to testify at the same time his personal appropriation
of the official truths.
PLURALIZATION AND THE REPUBLICIZATION OF
CATHOLIC IDENTITIES
I have not enough time here to examine precisely the ins and
outs of this process of subjectivization of integralism which seems to
have perfect affinity with the general trend of evolution of the religious
scene of Western societies. This has been prolifically documented by all
sociological descriptions over the last thirty years, in terms of
individualization of beliefs, styles of religiosity and relations to
institutional religions. At first appearance, this global evolution seems to
fit perfectly the classical approach to secularization as a general process
of privatization of religion, and could suggests a possible erasing of
visible Catholic identities to the benefit of an opened Catholic culture,
embracing a large diversity of individual trajectories linked together
only by an emotional and evasive reference to a common chain of
memory.
But things are indeed less simple. I would like to suggest here,
as an hypothesis for our discussion, that the practical disqualification of
the intransigent model of Catholicism inherited from the time of the
frontal confrontation between the Church and the political modernity, as
well as the quasi unanimous acceptance of religious, cultural and
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political pluralism as the very condition of a lived Catholic faith in a
definitely secularized world among a large majority of Catholics (even
of rather conservative orientation) do not imply an individualistic
dissemination of the ways of claiming for a Catholic identity. Far from
that, the situation seems favorable, on the contrary, towards the
appearing of new aspirations to publicize individual and collective
Catholic identities, in societies which are religiously, culturally and
politically plural. These are also rapidly changing, structurally uncertain
and severely shaken by a process of globalization which tends to
dissolve the specificities of national cultures, especially in their
historical religious dimensions.
I continue to look more specifically at the French case hoping
that it is able to be brought together and compared with other situations
in Europe and Western countries. The triumph of transigentism meant
the decline and even the disappearance of an offensive social and
political presence of Catholicism directly confronting (from the right or
from the left) the ideals of modernity in the public sphere. But this went
hand to hand, at the same time, with a new valorization of symbolic and
social identity resources of Catholicism, seen as part of a possible
response to three main contemporary challenges:
- First, the challenge of the loss of collective references in a
society made structurally uncertain in all domains (from the crisis of
economy, employment and environment to the doubts concerning the
preservation of its social model, the relevance of its cultural model or the
quality of its educational system),
- Second, the challenge of identities in a globalized world,
where all traditional belongings are shaken at the precise moment when
a “democracy of identities” (D. Schnapper) imposes itself (partly in
contradiction with the “democracy of individuals” which is the historical
pedestal of the French political culture) and calls for a growing
affirmation of individual and collective singularities. Unquestionably,
this tendency has been recently activated by the growing presence of
Muslims populations on the religious scene, but this is not the only
factor for the reinforcing of this process of publicization of identities in
the name of democracy, which has been observed in all Western
countries. This sounds particularly paradoxical in the French context
where “democracy of individuals” is the very pedestal of the political
culture.
- Third, and above all, the challenge of a shared representation
of continuity – which is a necessary component for the formation and
preservation of personal and social links – in a cultural environment
governed by the constant acceleration of time, the immediatization and
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discontinuity of all relationships and the erasing of long-lasting
memories under the growing hegemony of “presentism” (F. Hartog)
The combination of these three challenges, which tends to
undermine the very possibility of representing a collective future and
makes extremely difficult the sharing of a collective political great
narrative (able to transcend the traditional ideological splits), does not
create a new opportunity for an affirmation of the Church as such on the
political scene (far from that!). But it does open (and because the Church
is now reputed to have abandoned any claim of this sort) a space for the
(relatively) peaceful expression of Catholic sensitivities in public sphere.
What makes the situation extremely paradoxical in France is that this
possible (and limited) revalorization of Catholicism as one of the
available sets of symbolic tools for the reshaping of expressions of
collective identity takes place at the precise moment when the
exculturation of Catholicism as a global historical matrix of French
culture seems more and more evident, and when the institutional
deregulation of a Church practically deprived of a clerical personnel
reaches a peak.
This situation has nothing to do – I stress again this point – with
any recovering of an effective influence of the Roman institution as such
on society and politics. But it is eminently opened to the various (and
possibly antagonistic and conflicting) inventions of tradition. It does not
erase, in any case, the tension between on one side, a marginalist
reference to Catholicism. This limits itself to a personal preference in
terms of beliefs and allows a self identification – at least a minimalist
one – to a religious chain of memory, possibly (but not necessarily)
expressing itself through specifically “religious” activities (worship,
prayer, pilgrimage etc.). On the other hand, is an integralist reference to
Catholicism through which the individual claims to shape his experience
within a Catholic narrative made subjectively coherent. But this tension
is, henceforth, massively internal to a global transigentism, which made
Catholicism highly vulnerable to the contradictions of high modernity
itself.
The polarization between “those who are looking for a personal
Christian authenticity” and “those who refer themselves to an already
articulated and fixed tradition” – which is the departure point of our
reflection in this session – has, in my view, to be considered in this
context. I propose here to consider it as a process of redistribution of
Catholic identities along two axis:
The first axis is an axis of positions, corresponding to
differentiated ways of facing, through the invocation of Catholic roots,
the individual and collective experience of uncertainty and discontinuity.
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This axis stretches between those who are looking for a symbolic system
able to make sense of and to direct their personal experiences, beyond
any formal institutional prescriptions, and those who claim for
substantial references able to put concretely their life into order. These
two ways of claiming a personal and collective link with a Catholic
identity are of course ideal-typical: concrete modes of identification, in
fact, combine these two dimensions – sense and norms – in diverse
compositions that are of course not entirely resumed within a clear cut
opposition between an “opened” and a “closed” Catholicism.
- The second axis, which crosses the previous one, puts into
tension (also in a ideal-typical way) Integralism and Marginalism: on
one side, those who claim an all embracing system of meaning and, on
the other side, those for whom religion is a specialized dimension of
activity, which does not prescribe a specific way of life and thinking in
other matters.
A graphic representation of the junction of these two axis helps
to visualize another space of positions (cf. fig. 2), from which four
different Catholic typical styles of religiosity appear:
A : Marginalism/Sense:

B: Marginalism/Norms:

FESTIVE CATHOLICISM

PATRIMONIAL CATHOLICISM

D: Integralism/Sense:

C: Integralism/Norms:

NARRATIVE
CATHOLICISM

NORMATIVE CATHOLICISM

Fig.2
On the marginalist side first:
A. The first one is a Festive Catholicism, which combines
Marginalism (religion as one strictly specialized dimension of the life)
and the wish to express occasionally a Catholic feeling, and/or to
visibilize, in certain occasions (personal or collective), a publicly
assumed belonging into a particular “religious family”. The present
development, especially among the youth, of a Catholic sociability of
“high places and peak moments,” which implies no permanent
communalization but which tends to exhibit, from time to time, a
Catholic affirmation at the heart of a secular society, is, in my view, a
relevant indicator of this festive Catholicism.
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B. The second one is a Patrimonial Catholicism, which
associates Marginalism and a reference to Catholicism as a
civilizational treasure and a revered capital of principles, with
nevertheless few permanent implications in everyday life. This
patrimonial Catholicism makes oneself heard in all situations where it
seems effective to mobilize the identity potential of religion to
reinforce or recharge a collective identity lived as threatened or in the
way of marginalization. The political potential of this mobilization is
made clearly apparent in situations where an alleged immemorial
Catholic belonging is put forward to contest the legitimacy of the
public affirmation of “new comers,” seen as challenging the (local,
national, European) roots of social relationships. The local debates
about building mosques in European cities offer good examples of
the lobbying of a patrimonial Catholicism which otherwise does not
request any active involvement in the life of the Church and even into
the Catholic faith. But this Patrimonial Catholicism can take other
(and less politically oriented) expressions, such as an aesthetical way
of invoking the richness and anteriority of a Catholic cultural
patrimony, or its immense contribution to Western thought: in all
cases, above all it valorizes a cultural background, not requesting any
personal investment from those who invoke it. Nevertheless, one can
observe that it frequently feeds – precisely for that aesthetical motive
– an emotional attachment to the liturgical expressions considered as
the most “traditional”: an attachment which does not imply, in many
cases, any theological or doctrinal commitment.
On the other side of the map, two combinations come under
the so-called “subjective Integralism”:
C. First, a Normative Catholicism, which preserves the idea of
a possible subjective permeation of one’s whole personal behaving
within a well-identified Catholic set of references and norms.
Concerning this combination, it is important to notice that there is a
way of claiming to refer voluntarily to the permanent, already fixed,
and unchanged tradition of the Church which has become, in the
present context of institutional deregulation, a mode among others of
affirming a personal religious affiliation. It does not imply any
activist contestation of liberal social order and economics, and even
any distancing from an autonomous participation in politics,
economic life or cultural activities, according to the standards of
modernity. The distance towards the world commonly expresses
itself in an ethical and spiritual call for a change of hearts and
personal moral exemplarity, without any articulation of a cultural and
political alternative to modernity. The most integralist so-called
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“New communities” offer good examples of this tendency. They can
claim, at the same time, a perfect institutional orthodoxy, which
makes them sometimes more papist than the pope himself, but the
sense of their reference to Catholic doctrine, norms and principles is
itself reintegrated within a personal system of meaning made
subjectively coherent. This one does not presuppose necessarily a
specific content of this system, in terms of political orientation: it
may be made congruent, till a certain extent at least, with different
approaches of the wishful evolutions of the world and society. But it
presupposes in any case that there is no personal and meaningful
integration of one’s own experience, out of the reference to a
transcendental order. Concretely this is made operative through the
Catholic doctrinal and ethical system, which offers to the faithful a
permanent base of certainties, exempted from contemporary
relativism and the general corrosion of values.
D. The second integralist combination – called here Narrative
Catholicism – shares with the previous one the same anxiety of a
global religious integration of all life, but it does not claim a set of
substantive certainties, concretely framed within a Catholic code of
behaving. On the contrary, it puts forward the primacy of a
personalized appropriation of Catholic symbolic ressources,
providing a subjective shaping of the sense of life and experience. In
this direction, the reference which is the most commonly invoked is
the personal testimony of witnesses, considered as specifically
incarnating a Catholic “sense of life”: canonized saints, prominent
individuals, spiritual personalities vouching for the efficiency of faith
etc. The surprising contemporary revalorization of the worship of
saints, in Catholic milieus fully integrated to the most advanced
cultural modernity, could be considered into this light. From the same
perspective, Catholics expressing intensively their devotion to JeanPaul II, while distancing peacefully themselves from the observance
of Catholic norms (in sexual matters in particular) can be considered
as well representative of this narrative Catholicism, which ranks the
emotional and symbolic benefits of community belonging above the
duty of conforming itself to the institutional criteria of a true Catholic
life.
Once again, these two types – Normative Catholicism and
Narrative Catholicism – are used here as polarized idealtypes. As
extreme (and theoretical) points of reference, they allow identifying
the diversity of combinations that are able to occur between them.
Doing so, they make it possible to stress the varieties of subjective
integralism that are possibly (and at a certain extent) expressing
themselves beyond the triumph of transigentism.
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NOT TO CONCLUDE
By proposing to make more complicated the description of the
space of Catholic forms of religiosity in Western countries, beyond
the classic opposition between “those who claim for a personal path
of faith” and “those who refer themselves to a well articulated
tradition,” I only would like to suggest that it does not seem to me
possible any more to consider the present tensions within the
Catholic sphere through the exclusive prism of the confrontation
between modern Catholicism and anti modern Catholicism, liberal
Catholicism and intransigent Catholicism, “opened Catholicism” and
“closed Catholicism” etc.
These classical oppositions remain relevant, but only on the
margins (specifically: to understand the hardening of an integrist
fringe on the way of becoming a sectarian Catholic ultraminority).
But the present reconfigurations of Catholic integralism within the
sharing of common modern values call for a new approach to the
diversity of forms of religiosity. These would give perhaps less room
to the simple transposition of political ideological divisions the
religious sphere, and focuse specifically on the new cultural splits
induced by the contradictory developments of modernity itself. I am
perfectly aware that this exploration intervenes before any
questioning about the ways by which the Church could be able to
ward off the concretely the centrifugal effects of these splits. But it
can possibly help to identify the strategies implemented by the
institution to recombine and knit the divergent Cathoilc styles of
religiosity within a renovated “institutional integralism”. And to
question its chances of succeeding.

Sociologist
École des hautes études en sciences sociales (EHESS)
Paris, France

CHAPTER III

ROMAN CATHOLICISM AND
THE AFFAIRS OF THE CITY:
OUTLINE OF POSSIBLE STRATEGY
PAUL THIBAUD
The beatification of John Paul II – like before it his death and
the impact of the World’s Youth Days – may have given the impression
that Roman Catholicism, because of the spectacular grandeur of which it
was capable, was in a position to kindle the increasingly remote interest
of today’s world. There are however more significant ways of reaching
not so much an audience properly speaking as rather the individual
consciences by a more or less noticeable presence. Here are a few ways
of how the Church manifests its presence:
(1) Some sublime or heroic figures and examples, like Sister
Immanuel or the monks of Thibérine.
(2) A sexual ethic that almost nobody takes into account.
(3) A contribution to the ultimate current values , which uphold
a kind of religion of humankind, or rather, a religion of human rights,
since for us humankind is nothing but a collection of the individuals of
our times.
(4) A celebrated contribution to and support of today’s migrant
population.
(1) Heroic charity1 stirs admiration; but the heroes involved are
exceptional, “non representative” individuals, like Mother Teresa, the
faith of whom is sometimes maliciously questioned. Some groups try to
vindicate such a presence of the Church, combining a demanding piety
with the service of the poorest, imitating thereby the first Christian
communities as they spread over the Empire.
All this is definitely admirable, but this is not enough for the
Church: it is not a sect, it has a long and heavy history for which it is
accountable; and above all, it has to address the whole of society, not
1

This text corresponds to the situation in France, not just because the
knowledge of the author is limited but also because it corroborates the case I am
trying to make: the discourse of the catholic institution must escape the
temptation directly to express and possess the universal. It has to be anchored in
peculiarities and contingencies. Besides France is not an island.
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simply add meaning from the outside. This refers to the other abovementioned points.
(2) The sexual ethic stirs either indifference or revolt making
hardly audible catholic interventions in the field of bioethics. It is
reminiscent of a type of authority that the Church no longer has but that
everybody remembers. Still many of our contemporaries find it useful
that the dangerous technical hubris meets a persistent contradiction, even
if it is based on a little convincing epistemology of the “transcending
value of natural moral norms” (Caritas in veritate §45).
(3) The fact that catholic institutions rallied to a humanitarian
ethic has the opposite drawback: it can hardly be distinguished from the
banal consensus as it surfs on the current trend; in short, it is useless.
Some think this is the way Christianity is dying. Gianni Vattimo, for
example, regards the institution as outdated because the message has
come true (the blind see, the lame walk), or has been taken over and
diluted into political programs. This humanitarian ethic gave rise to
general recommendations, often deemed nice and commonplace, as well
as to special interventions which were welcomed as a tribute to some
NGO’s campaigns.
In a nutshell Christianity, especially catholic Christianity has
lost the specific acknowledged place it had in French society. It has
ceased to be the hallmark of a common morality: on the contrary, it is
Christianity which aligns itself to others and evaporates. If it manifests
itself, it is in an aberrant or strictly exceptional way. The “minority
religions” (Judaism, Islam) are less affected by secularisation because
they have a secured “social basis”; they are indeed the very core of this
basis. However nostalgic some may be, Christianity cannot rely on an
identity given from the outside. It has therefore to invent or rediscover
its social utility by itself.
It is only normal that Christianity meets oppositions, what is not
normal is that it no longer has anything significant to say. This is a
worrying novelty. Christianity is either too far from or too close to the
consensus: in its relationship with society, it lacks a field of expertise, a
question of common interest to which it would answer in its own way.
Without tracing back to the time when Catholicism was a state religion,
the Church up until the Mid XXth century has symbolized and upheld, in
its preaching and its schools, a widely acknowledged traditional morality.
In addition as from the thirties the Catholics manifested their presence
by expressing and defending a certain idea of social justice in their texts
or within a vast network (trade unions, Christian democratic parties,
catholic lobbies). It was a way of activating what is called in Italian the
aera cattolica which was a noticeable part of the society. These ways of
connecting to society are no longer operational because the demand is
elsewhere. The traditional ethic, which taught how to withstand evil
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from without and to identify it from within, has been swept away by the
culture of emancipation, free choice, and above all rights. Justice for all
is no more a question that calls for diverse answers; it is a requirement
that should already have been met. Common morality is no longer a
question when its sole goal is to satisfy increasingly widening individual
demands. Faced with an evolving society focussing on the individual
and humanitarian concerns, institutional Catholicism is disconcerted. Its
social basis is shrinking; it speaks from nowhere, with a tendency to
uphold individual rights against the states, albeit it denigrates this very
individualism when it comes to maintaining its own power. The
contradiction lies in that, whether supporting illegal immigrants or
warning against sexual permissiveness, it has only the individual in mind
– no matter whether he is a victim or a sinner – not the individual’s
duties towards the society of which he is a citizen. The Church sees only
the persons, not the structures with which they interact. Still only when
one feels responsible towards one’s society and gets involved in
collective historical action, can moral individualism be overcome and
opened to meaningful questions: what do we owe one another? What is
the sense of a particular collective entity within a global world?
Defending traditional morality or vindicating social justice
stemmed from concern over the sexual revolution or social unrest. The
current confusion is intrinsically different: an emancipated, unified
humankind with increased potentialities fears to see its own power
turned against itself, and therefore enslaved or destroyed. This
humankind, although more active than ever, wonders whether it is still
able to have a will of its own. Like inherited morality or social justice,
the question of a collective will, the civic question so to speak, is the
field on which Christianity, especially catholic Christianity, could
significantly intervene and make its voice heard. Its problem is that it is
not prepared for this because of its ingrained distrust for politics, secular
power being its historical rival and the cause of its loss of authority.
When they think of politics, Catholics immediately endeavour to restrict
its field sometimes defiantly, instead of energising it.
Tocqueville emphasised how much politics and religion were
kin matters, enabling the individual to stop being self centred and to
respond to evil by hope. At the times when people got “involved” into
things there was the following alternative: either bet on the inside and on
the after life, or bet on the world and history. Now the compulsive
activism of the Church and the powerlessness of politicians cast another
light on the vicinity of the one with the others. There should be no
confusion of both powers or any subordination of the one to the other;
but they could converge in order to implement a common moral
platform.
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My point is not to say that Christianity should be the last resort
for political democracy. If I was writing about politics, I would make
other suggestions; but I am talking here of Catholicism wondering what
it should do and be today, what its possible utility could be, and what
opportunities there could be if, tackling the civic issue, it gave life and
meaning to basic memberships.
I will thus constantly shift from politics to religion and back,
examining: how the historical Jesus, the one who tried to help the
disconcerted Jewish people, came to be forgotten/ the current depressive
mood of citizens/ the need for active memberships/ brotherhood as the
core of our close or remote memberships.
HOW THEOLOGY CAME TO FORGET THE HISTORICAL
JESUS
It would need a thorough historical analysis to understand how
we came not to know any more how to address consciences. At the very
least it is noticeable that the dominant representation of Jesus in the
catholic world is inappropriate to instil in the mind of the faithful the
idea that human action is what salvation is made of. The Jesus image
that prevailed within the Christendom is almost exclusively that of the
Crucified whom God raised from the dead, who is by the Father, and
who will come in the last days to accomplish and seal the history of
creation. This creed spontaneously turns Christians towards the “other
world,” the end of history and the after life. The historical Jesus is thus
made into an accident: he is the one who by his aloofness from the world
pointed to the after life. Yet his existence, especially his “public life,”
shows no indifference to earthly trifles. Unlike the wise men of India he
never gave up on the world, he took care of bodies and souls, alleviated
guilt and unbound generosity in everyone. He even tried as a Jewish
prophet to respond to the clashes and worries of his people, troubled and
humiliated as they were by the roman rule and the invasive Greek
culture. Jesus cried over Jerusalem as he acknowledged the failure of the
so to speak historical proposal he had made to his contemporaries:
overcoming internecine strife (rallying the Jewish people like the hen
does with its chicks) and exclusions (going after the lost sheep), opening
up to the outside by making ritual commandments more relative and
emphasizing moral commandments (regarding forgiveness, murder,
divorce) freed from their formalistic restrictions, responding to human
force by compromise (give back to Cesar) and non violence (the left
cheek). The Kingdom of God was not the name of some unfathomable
supra terrestrial entity, it was the name of a “quality of life” one can
already have the foretaste of in this world (the Beatitudes).
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Christological formulae combine, set on an equal footing Jesus
the Logos of God and the man Jesus who in his time and place
prophesized for his people in trouble. The imagination of Christians does
not follow Jesus along his journey across Galilee. They rather meditate
before the cross over the rebuff he met and hope to be part of his glory.
What is there behind this choice? Among other things, there is this: the
“ultimate” Jesus is something theological which specifically belongs to
clerics as a staff, whereas the historical Jesus, the one on whom the
Gospels collected the main testimonies, is someone directly accessible
who trust him and want to be inspired by his life.
This focus of the Christian mind not on the active Jesus but on
the one the world rejected and who vanquished the world, took several
shapes (from the image of a triumph to that of pains) but always at the
expense of the historical Jesus. Severed from the Jewish people as from
the second century, the first Christians found themselves aloof from
politics. Even after Constantine they gave little value to the terrestrial
City. Imitating Christ meant relinquishing the world. They forgot not in
their dogma but in their spirituality that it is through his historical
existence and an action corresponding to it that Jesus gave the first
inklings of the salvation he was bringing and of his own divinity. If his
public life has been remembered, it has often been an enclosed episode
without posterity, referring to his theological status not to his action.
This has been made even worse as the Christian culture receded, which
caused an institution located at the margins of society to be exclusively
centred on the dogma. That is why Catholicism, contrary to what the
imitation of the Galilean prophet would suggest, echoes the negative
features of the contemporary world, the externalisation of the law.
THE POLITICAL AND SPIRITUAL CRISIS OF TODAY
As much as the first century Jews, French people are obsessed
by their own divisions and seem unable to face historical challenges.
Their pessimism as a people has obviously objective, material causes:
persistent and worsening unemployment, the difficulties of youngsters
finding a job, a too loosely controlled influx of immigrants who are not
well enough taken care of thereafter, a fragile health and educational
system…However those concerns are intimately linked with a collective
asthenia, a weariness they say, a powerlessness to understand and face
things, be it technical novelties, sexual “misdemeanors,” or just how the
world is organised.
This crisis is manifest in the absence of a dialogue between the
different components of society. France has long been confronted with
lasting and deep oppositions between traditionalists and progressives or
between social classes. Those often costly and paralysing oppositions
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did not stop people from feeling that the other side could also be right.
Now the sides are less clear cut but in a way more delusive. There is an
apparent unanimity joind with an inability to discuss. People agree on
values but ferociously differ from one another on how to implement
them, that is, either by enforcing the principles of the Republic, or by
defending the endangered fatherland. The Front National is nothing but
blindness to the world, hatred for novelty and rejection of any kind of
generosity. Yet a placid idealism is the only response to it. Unvoiced
passions clash thereby with sheer good conscience, the good conscience
of those who think the tensions between groups of different origins,
belonging to different communities are only the result of prejudice end
discrimination, and that there are no objective problems except bad ideas
or bad feelings to fight against and censure. There is a double bind
between proclaimed principles of equality and jarring but accepted
social realities. This is undoubtedly hypocritical; but to keep repeating
this may become noxious if one believes that pointing to what is wrong
equals remedying it, and if nothing is done to make the contradiction
less blatant and more conscious.
An uncompromising ethic is one element of the double bind
which traps democratic societies. It is characteristic of a “post
ideological” era in which there is no tradition or intellectual chapel to
fall back on that could provide one with an inspiration or idea of what is
good. In such an era one leans on the narrow, negative but
unquestionable duty of fighting against evil, be it crimes against
humanity or the inadequacies that jeopardize the development of people.
This quest for an impregnable moral stance that would keep us far away
from evil builds a case for an attitude of sympathy. It rids people’s
behaviour – including legislation – of all guilt, as if we had perverted the
use of the old prayer: “free us from evil,” a prayer said by people who
do not know they take part in evil doings; which makes this prayer into a
slogan, a claim for innocence.
At this point, the civic and the spiritual crisis overlap. The
demands of the Republic contrasting with the concrete nation are
experienced as impossible to meet. This fuels a feeling of guilt which
itself causes discouragement or rebellion but does not give a clue as to
what to do. The same can be said of the humanitarian preaching of the
clerical institutions. The gap between what is and what should be is
nothing new; what is new is the lack of spiritual and political means that
would allow consciences not to be overwhelmed. Stiff, law abiding,
catholic beliefs and ethic used to be compensated by the forgiveness
asked from God who does not abandon the sinner. Symmetrically the
nation used to impose obligations, but these were limited and they
fostered plans for improvement. There is nothing of the kind in the
human rights culture. Catholicism is no longer a culture, an interiorized
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preaching and the nation no longer leave much room for hope; thus the
ethical imperative no longer finds a mediator that would make it into
something both concrete and limited, sparing us terrorizing
generalisations and showing us how we take part in evil and how we can
remedy it.
In a nutshell the Church has become a moral rather than a
spiritual institution, just as the nation has ceased to be a political
instance and has become a law enforcing entity. As a result we live in a
world without forgiveness and without project. We are alone confronted
with evil.
Instead of embracing an all encompassing ethic detrimental to
memberships, Catholics should let themselves be inspired by the realism
of Christ who admitted everyone into his people and even his village,
who rid sinners of their guilt (the woman who had had five husbands he
met near Jacob’s well), who encouraged people to take risks and even to
make use of the “richness of iniquity,” who paid attention to people and
circumstances. The Jesus of the Gospels does not crush; he enhances the
capacities of everyone to face the evil he or she is part of and unbinds
the best within those he meets, including corrupt tax collectors. In his
teaching the love of the neighbour is not a general prescription, it is
something practical to be assessed case by case. It can only spread –
potentially without limits – if we are able to bond with people. This
dynamic is based (have we forgotten?) on the love of oneself. This is
probably the reason why the groups globally denounced by Christ are
the specialists of the law who by making people guilty lock them out of
the Kingdom of God.
Politics as well as religion can be for the individual a way out of
his solitary self. They can enable people to have more hope, more time
and more meaning in their life. However being less of a citizen the man
of today is alone and vulnerable, entitled to everything, yet indebted for
everything. The crisis of citizenship and that of adhesion to Christianity
originate in an excess of abstraction which undermines memberships and
the feeling of being a free self. Both in politics and in religion life is
severed from the rule, the latter not being adjusted to individual needs
and thus being perceived as imposed from above.
HOW TO KEEP MEMBERSHIPS ALIVE
Catholicism as a system of presence within society having
subsided, there is no way the two aspects of the Christian faith can
reinforce one another: the belief in the Christ of the second Coming is
disconnected from the unleashing of tremendous capacities of progress
in the world according to the pattern set by the Galilean prophet.
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Since Christians can no longer make their voice heard in an
unfathomable world, we are in search of mediation, a role which used to
be that of the traditional ethic or of social justice. The point today is to
gear towards improvement the capacities and the liberties of
contemporary man. These liberties and capacities raise a radical question:
how can we determine a rule and make it ours? How can we rally around
a rule? According to our own experience emancipation can only lead to
a nondescript situation in which we are unable to make up our minds and
unite our wills unless we have a rule, a horizon or an idea of what is the
good at hand. Only then could we sketch a collective project that would
meet the pressing demands of our time.
In all areas the rule gives way to free choice; the very fact of
living together mechanically produces norms. The problem is they are
neither debated nor wanted. Commercial competition is the most striking
example of this. On top of those deregulations (not restricted to the
economic field) there is the claim to fulfil all the needs and all the
wishes of humankind. The desire to emancipate ourselves prompts us to
debase all the institutions, giving thereby a new life to that against which
these institutions protected us, the immensity of the demands that we are
liable to face on behalf of a united humanity with plenty of rights to
vindicate. We are shifting therefore from a rule that has been agreed
upon to a rule that can no longer be questioned. Thus the rule now lost in
abstract principles or in material causality is not so much wished; rather
it is felt as a bondage. This unease is true of all institutions, be them
religious or civic.
In its encyclicals the Holy See criticizes the “dizziness of total
autonomy” (CV, §70) which to leads to a “confusion between what is
true and what is feasible” (CV, §78) and enslaves humankind to its own
activism. Yet Rome does not depart from its claim that faith is a lore
which contains everything that is needed for “integral human
development”. We have here two would be comprehensive discourses
which do not permit one to grasp situations in which we have to decide
for the future not blindly but with a limited knowledge and accepted
risks.
The simultaneous difficulties of the Catholic and civic
institutions show that the revitalization of both memberships could
follow similar paths. In both cases the point is to remedy the
exteriorization of the voice of authority, go beyond the loneliness of the
emancipated individual and recreate the possibility of a debate. The
collapse of Christianity corroborates the disorientation of a modernity
that emancipates us but then leaves us confronted with our new
liabilities. Therefore the best way for Christianity to become useful
again is to cure itself. It is especially essential to instil ability to dialogue
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into a seemingly pyramidal institution often filled with silence and
resignation.
To start with the voice of Christianity should stop being that of
the hierarchy and become that of all Christians talking about their
experience. Secondly this experience should not be restricted to their life
in the Church, but should extend to their global experience inside the
world. This is a prerequisite in order to free Christians from the clerical
label that is placed on them with great contempt and makes their voice
inaudible. Thirdly the voice of Christians should make itself heard about
concrete situations. Generally speaking Catholics intervene in the world
affairs in two different ways either by reaffirming principles or – though
more rarely – by dealing with particular cases. In between too little
attention is paid to civic action, those practical issues in which a people
at a certain moment has ethically to take responsibilities. Catholicism
leaves this ethic to politicians. It seeks to restrict the political action,
perceived as loaded with ideologies and passions whereas in actual fact
political action is marked by its weakness in our societies, stuck between
the ideal and reality, between what is due and what is available.
Believers and those who speak in their name should change their stance,
adopt an ethic of responsibility, seek clarifity and show that they have
taken the necessities and circumstances in earnest. The voice of
Christians should be not so much legalistic and/or compassionate as
“prophetic.” This is not because it would make predictions or indulge
itself in subjectivity or admonitions, but rather because it would be a free
voice attentive to concrete truth, capable of inspiring courage in view of
enhancing the capacities for dialogue within society.
The goal here is to allow people to adhere to rules which they
would make their own. Hence, the voice of Christians should be heard in
two different fields. The one is practical civic issues which justify and
stimulate the political community, the other is membership in the
broadest sense of the word, membership in humankind. For this we need
to give meaning and shape to the whole that we are.
SECULARISM-BROTHERHOOD
The share that Catholics have in democracy and “civic action”
which secures equality between citizens, varies according to whether
there is or not a state religion. Is this share compatible with secularism
which is not only the legal status of France, but also one towards which
countries like Spain which are freeing themselvest from the Church are
moving?
There are many misunderstandings around the notion of
secularism, that is hard to define. If it means just the separation of the
Church (or religious organizations) from the state, French secularism
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still needs a finishing touch. It is not just that traces of Christianity are
well apparent in France, some confessions (Catholicism in particular)
benefit from many legal and material bonuses. The separation of church
and state is a much more complete in the United States. The peculiarity
of France is that the “religious” in the broadest sense of the term has no
public status: God is absent from the life of the city. Unlike what has
happened – and still does in diverse ways – in most western democracies,
God is confined to churches. The fact that religious values are banned
from public affairs has an important counterpart: these values are taken
care of by Politics itself which has adopted them. The last word of the
republican motto is reminiscent of this transplantation which is also
continuity. Whereas the Americans, after stating public liberties set as a
common goal the “pursuit of happiness” (by which is meant private
happiness), the French have opted for “brotherhood,” a relational and
social value of which the state is at least partly in charge. In a divided,
non consensual society like France, this loan from Christianity is the
core of a common moral wish. As yet the content of what has been
borrowed has undergone changes. Brotherhood is a definitely secular
concept in that – unlike “thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” – it is
grounded not on theology but on family and social concerns. It is more
than solidarity which is reciprocity, but less than infinite dedication. By
choosing this word the Republic has come close to charity without
rallying to it.
Today in order for this constructive dimension of secularism to
thrive, one must realise that it is a common ground between the civic
and the religious sphere, since ultimately values are always inherited; we
know we do not own them. Secularism is at the same time a separation
and a means of communication. It is important that we are conscious of
both aspects: the common moral rules would appear grossly inadequate
and unable to win over newcomers if one forgets that they originate in a
complicity/rivalry between the Republic and the Church. The new
religious partners would gladly acknowledge a separate secularism and
ask to benefit from bonuses similar to those of the traditional religion,
but would fail to be conscious of the need to adhere to the latent moral
consensus. They are accountable with respect to this consensus for their
practices and their outlook on society just as Catholicism used to be.
The attitude of French bishops gives signs that a quite different
strategy might prevail: the point would be not to sustain secularism but
to find new allies in order to circumscribe the political sphere and get
increased recognition of religious institutions in public life (education,
media…). This approach initiated by Cardinal Lustiger claims that
Christianity has a “right to be heard” (an oxymoron!..) in public life, no
matter the pertinence of what it has to say. It is at the same time clinging
to the little power that the Church still has and an ultramontane policy.
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Catholicism is tempted by complicity with Islam (and to a lesser degree
with Judaism), which is a temptation to be a minority and at the same
time a desire to prevail.
HUMANKIND
The Church should change its attitude towards civic affairs, give
up its claim to rule and take part in the building of brotherhood.
Symmetrically it should have its say on the big issue of the day, the
unification of humankind. The Holy See usually speaks in terms of
completion: the material should end up into the spiritual, the access to
which is through and by the Church. In this way the eschatological hope
anchored in faith in Christ is made into lore and a power that are
transcendent. But for humankind it is not credible to start from a
presupposed ultimate end and from there deduce rules; on the contrary,
one should start from the interrogations of the people in charge whose
action is decisive as concerns the relationships between men and people.
We are a mindless whole, a prey to anonymous forces. Because
of the opening of frontiers, technical progress and commercial
competition are no longer grounded on a social or national basis; they
have ceased to be regulators and have become universally compelling
imperatives. The purpose of the ecologists who are fighting this process
is to ensure survival; it is not a project for humanity. It is not because
our specie is given the necessary material conditions that it gives
meaning to our common destiny. Without such a meaning the abolition
of separations makes humankind into a big heap which has no will of its
own and is increasingly ruled from the outside.
Catholicism which till the last decades was the only institution
with universal aims now has competitors. It reacts by giving extra
meaning to what is going on (“this bigger closeness must turn into a real
communion,” CV§53) rather than by analysing the process. Still there is
data in the Bible that would make it possible not to think of humankind
as a nondescript sum of individuals. The biblical idea of humankind is
threefold:
- Humankind is a history between creation and the second
Coming; this history, thanks to revelation in particular, is geared towards
a possibility of progress, of an individual and collective self
development: humankind is not an enclosed nature. The duty of
humankind is to be geared towards its improvement (the only
transcendent rule that a world proud of its own creativity can admit).
This involves not just taking care of the survival of the specie, but also
transmitting values to the next generations and fighting against
dehumanization, poverty and slavery.
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- Humankind is heterogeneous, not just because of its natural
diversity, but also because of the diversity of paths and collective wills
inscribed in time. The myth of Babel and above all the election of the
Jews show that God knows people one by one without forgetting any. It
is for the good of all nations that Abraham was called; they are all
represented by their tongues on Whit Sunday.
- Humankind is not a sum but a relation (caritas in veritate
underlines the word, CV§53) of love derived not only from the
“monogenism” of Genesis, but also from the love of God for his creation.
This relation is rooted in the particular, in the love of oneself and in
brotherly relationships. With such roots it goes towards the universal
without eroding peculiarities.
The duty of the Christians with respect to globalization is to
reorient civic life towards something universal, not towards an
oppressive lump. To draw just a universalistic imperative out of
Christianity (which would make it akin to the current globalization) is to
be untrue to incarnation and dissolve it into the pseudo religion of
humankind that is the ideology of many institutions nowadays which
think they are in the time and place where history is being made, just as
Christianity used to believe.
It can be said that by taking the path of civic life, which
concretely means brotherhood, Christianity would respond to the
threatening anomie in contemporary societies. At the same time it would
draw a lesson from its own history which is often distorted by a
temptation to have the last word, which Flaubert calls “the nonsensical
wish to conclude”. For the Christians of today what is at stake is to get
away from a derelict and nostalgic marginality and regain some pride in
addressing the deep concerns of others, with the hope that these brothers
will see light in their testimonies and find meaning in them.
A final note: going from an apodictic, self centred expression to
one that takes circumstances into consideration (which has been called
prophesizing) would contribute to the reciprocal assessment of faith and
reason that Benedict XVI mentioned several times. It presupposes a
radical decentralisation of the way the voice of the Church is
institutionalized and critical thinking about the ingrained tendency to
increase Roman centralism, a tendency that Vatican II failed to reverse.
Going through the temporal would only be opportunism and a
concession to the spirit of the time if one failed to consider what many
theologians and historians of theology called a “de facto monophysism”
in the history of Christianity, namely, that since chalcedonian
Christology has been only half received.
Editor, Esprit
Paris, France

PART II
DISJUNCTION BETWEEN THE MODE OF THE
CHURCH’S MAGISTERIUM AND THE
CONTEMPORARY SENSE OF RESPONSIBLE
CRITICAL ASSENT

CHAPTER IV

OBEDIENCE AND THE CHURCH’S TEACHING
AUTHORITY: THE BURDEN OF THE PAST
FRANCIS OAKLEY
The trouble about history is that we take it too much for
granted.
- HughTrevor-Roper
Historians are the professional remembrancers of what
their fellow-citizens would like to forget.
- Eric Hobsbawn
One of the oddities of the current ecclesiastical scene almost
half a century after the Second Vatican Council’s aggiornamento is the
contrast between the status of the church in the world and of the stance it
expects of the faithful in response to its magisterial pronouncements.
Since the council the church has come, self-confessedly, to accept its
status at law as a voluntary association, one that has put behind it not
only medieval dreams of universal empire, temporal no less than
spiritual, but also the modern regime of concordats with the secular state,
one that is bereft, accordingly, of even an indirect public coercive power,
and one that must necessarily depend for the discharge of its religious
mission upon its ability to touch and shape the consciences of the
faithful via a process of exhortation and persuasion. 1 And yet, in
connection with the exercise of its magisterial power on matters of faith
and morals, matters that surely call for a response firmly grounded in the
conscience of the individual believer, it still insists peremptorily upon
outright obedience – or, as the “Formula for the Profession of Faith”

1

Though admittedly tempted at times to deploy a type of sectarian
psychological coercion. See, e.g., Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements
of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and
Company, Inc., 1969), pp. 29-51, 148-33, where he notes that those who, in a
thoroughly secularized world “continue to adhere to the world as defined by the
religious traditions … find themselves in the position of cognitive minorities – a
status that has social-psychological as well as theoretical problems.” Cf. Peter
L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A
Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and
Company, Inc., 1967), pp. 126-27.
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puts it, “religious submission of will and intellect.”2 Its model, in effect,
is an authoritarian one involving the affirmation of allegedly timeless
certainties rather than something more supple in nature that may call,
certainly, for a species of respect and religious attentiveness but does not
preclude on the part of the faithful anxious hesitancy, probing discussion,
frank admission of doubt and uncertainty, perhaps even, at the end of the
line, what has been called “loyal” or “faithful” dissent.3 That the former
model of authority calling so bluntly for obedience came to establish
itself so firmly in the Catholic consciousness and experience that it has
persisted on into the post-Vatican II era reflects, I believe, the burden of
the past that continues to weigh so heavily on our ecclesiastical
authorities as they go about the discharge of their onerous duties. It calls,
therefore, for an historically-conditioned effort at understanding.
In mounting such an effort, it is my presumption that we should
not take the dominance and persistence of the “obedience model of
authority” simply for granted. There is nothing “natural” or “inevitable”
about it. It is, instead, the deliverance of a whole concatenation of
contingent historical developments, most of them originating no further
back than the high or central Middle Ages. Things could well have
turned out other than they did. I cannot aspire to tell any full, counterfactual story of why they did not do so, but in any attempt to tell such a
story I do believe that the following half-dozen, complexly-interrelated,
factors would prove to be central. They concern conceptions of clerical
status and ecclesiastical authority in general, notions of papal authority
in particular, and the degree to which the official ecclesiological
consciousness of our day continues to be informed by a deeply-ingrained
aversion to historicity and shaped by a theological practice that I would
reluctantly categorize as essentially uncommitted. And they are as
follows:
1. First, what one may refer to as the “clericalization” of the
Church. Even if one prescinds from any debate swirling around claims
to the effect that the emergence in Christian antiquity of a separate
priestly caste “after pagan and Judaic patterns, standing between God
and men and barring direct access to God which the whole priestly
people should enjoy” was “contrary to the New Testament message of
2

This, the successor to the anti-modernist oath required of all clergy until
1967 and “now required of all persons, clerical or lay, who have any official
responsibilities in the church” – thus Lacey in the prologue to The Crisis of
Authority in Catholic Modernity, ed. Michael J. Lacey and Francis Oakley
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 23, n.7.
3
See Charles E. Curran, Loyal Dissent (Washington, DC: Georgetown
University Press, 2002).

Obedience and the Church’s Teaching Authority

55

the one mediator and high priest Jesus Christ and that of the priesthood
of all Christians,” 4 – even if one brackets any such debate, the fact
remains that the existence of a distinct clerical order laying proud claim
to a higher ontological status than that occupied by mere lay folk was
not taken either in the ancient or in the early-medieval Church as any
sort of given. In the course of the twelfth century, it is true, leading
figures like the canonist Gratian (d.c. 1160) or the early scholastic
theologian Hugh of St. Victor (d. 1141) did come to insist that among
Christians there are basically two types of people, clergy and laity, the
former superior in dignity and power to the latter.5 But as late as 1100,
the intriguing figure whom we know only as the Anglo-Norman
Anonymous, stressing the priesthood of all believers and the overriding
importance of the sacrament of baptism (which, for him could be said in
some sense to comprehend all the other sacraments, priestly ordination
not excluded), could reject even the application to lay folk of the term
laicus, which he himself viewed as derogatory and equated with the
vulgar (popularis sive publicanus).6
During the earlier medieval centuries, then, although tentative
efforts were made to establish a clear and hierarchically-ordered divide
between clergy and laity, they had been doomed to remain in the realm
4

Thus Hans Küng, The Church, trans. Ray and Rosaleen Ockenden (New
York: Sheed and Ward, 1968), p. 383. See the whole section on the “priesthood
of all believers,” pp. 363-87. Cf. the carefully-nuanced discussion in Miguel M.
Garijo-Guembe, Communion of the Saints: Foundation Nature and Structure of
the Church, trans. Patrick Madigan, S.J. (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical
Press, 1994) and the extensive literature referred to therein.
5
Decretum Gratiani, (12, qu. 1, c. 7; in Corpus Juris Canonici, ed. A.
Friedberg, 2 vols. (Leipzig: B. Tauchnitz, 1879-80), 1:678. Hugh of St. Victor,
De sacramentis Christianae fidei, II, pars 2, c. 4; in Patrologiae cursus
completus: Series Latina, ed. J.-P. Migne, 221 vols. (Paris: Migne, 1884-1904),
176:418.
6
For he who is baptized, putting on as he does the very sacerdotal nature
of Jesus Christ, is transformed by that sacramental moment into a species of
priest or cleric. See his De consecratione pontificum et regum et de regimine
eorum in ecclesia sancta, 24c; in Karl Pellens, ed., Die texte des
Normannischen Anonymous (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1966), 201.
Pertinent to this passage is a comment which George Williams, The Norman
Anonymous of 1100 A.D. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1951),
14, makes in relation to one of the other Tractates by the Anonymous, namely
that the latter was “intent on effacing the barrier which the Gregorian Reform
would set up between the clergy and the laity, to the disparagement of the
latter.” Cf. the discussion of the Anonymous’s thinking in Francis Oakley,
Empty Bottles of Gentilism: Kingship and the Divine in Late Antiquity and the
Early Middle Ages (to 1050) (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
2010), pp. 167-76.
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of aspiration. During those centuries it appears to have been less
common to see society as divided simply between clerical and lay orders
than to see it divided among lay folk, monks, and bishops or, in another
tripartite classification, between those who prayed, those who fought,
and those who worked.7 During those centuries, too, kings and emperors,
inheritors in biblicized form of the archaic pagan vision of sacral
kingship that had left so profound an imprint on the Hebraic notion of
monarchy, and themselves anointed with chrism in a liturgical ceremony
akin to episcopal consecration that was viewed as conferring a
sacrament, were understood to be possessed of a sacred, quasi-sacerdotal
aura. Only with the partial triumph in the late-eleventh and early-twelfth
centuries of the Gregorian movement of ecclesiastical reform was the
greater dignity of the clerical ordo secured, a sharp line drawn between
it and the lay ordo, and its superiority and monopoly of sacrality
vindicated.8 The German emperor Henry IV was bluntly dismissed as “a
layman and nothing more” and “the age of priest-kings and emperorpontiffs” was proclaimed to be a thing of the past. With that, moreover,
went the related move finally to vindicate within the clerical ordo, and in
terms that permitted of no ambiguity, an hierarchical structure analogous
to that believed to prevail among the celestial choirs of angels and one
that culminated on earth, at least, in the monarchical supremacy of the
man known as the vicar of St. Peter, the pope or bishop of Rome.9
The tone was thus set for the centuries ensuing and down,
perhaps astonishingly, to the present. The teaching of the priesthood of
all believers was not altogether lost sight of in the scholastic theology of
the High Middle Ages though it amounted to little more than a minor
perturbation on the outermost orbit of an essentially clericalist
ecclesiological consciousness. Moreover, after the provocative use made
of that teaching by Martin Luther, it appears to have more or less
disappeared from Catholic ecclesiology until its partial recuperation by
7

I.S. Robinson, “Church and Papacy,” in The Cambridge History of
Medieval Political Thought c. 350 – c. 1450, ed. J.H. Burns (Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 263-66; G. Duby, Les Trois ordres au
l’imaginaire du feudalisme (Paris: Gallimard, 1978).
8
It was the clear purpose of the Gregorians to redraw “the boundaries
between the secular and the sacred” and to claim “the latter as the exclusive
domain of the clergy” – thus Mayke de Jong, “Religion,” in The Early Middle
Ages: Europe, 400-1000, ed. Rosamund McKitterick (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 161-62; Robinson, “Church and Papacy,” in The
Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought, ed. Burns, 261-66.
9
For this development, see Oakley, Empty Bottles of Gentilism, pp. 200219, and Oakley, The Mortgage of the Past: Reshaping the Ancient Political
Inheritance 1050-1300 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
forthcoming in 2012).
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the liturgical movement of the twentieth century and its reaffirmation by
the Second Vatican Council in Lumen gentium. That official
reaffirmation, however, was accompanied by a cautious admonition to
the effect that “the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial
or hierarchical priesthood [of the clergy],” though interrelated, “differ
from one another in essence and not simply in degree,”10 and one gets
the distinct impression that, in any practical terms at least, the doctrine
of the priesthood of all believers, having resurfaced in our own day, has
survived as little more than an inert piece of theorizing, in this analogous
to a chemically inactive “noble metal” like platinum. It is something
quite alien certainly, to the more clericalist, even “cultic” self-perception
of the generation of clergy sometimes labeled as “John Paul II” priests.11
That being so, the form of clericalism that took strong root in the
Catholic mentality during the twelfth century appears, in effect, to
remain alive and well in our own day. In its absence, indeed, one would
be hard pressed to make any sense at all of the truly disastrous way in
which our ecclesiastical authorities have responded (or failed to respond)
to the sexual abuse crisis.
10

See Lumen gentium (The Dogmatic Constitutium on the Church) 2:10;
cf. the affiliated allusions in 4:30 and 4:34; in Giuseppe Alberigo and Norman
P. Tanner, eds. Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, 2 vols. (London and
Washington, D.C.: Sheed and Ward and Georgetown University Press, 1990),
2:857; cf. 4:874-75, 877. Cf. The Church in Our Day: A Collective Pastoral of
the American Hierarchy on the Mystery of the Church (Washington, DC:
United States Catholic Conference, 1968), a set of reflections focused largely on
the two opening chapters of Lumen gentium which makes only passing
references to the common priesthood of all believers, and then with the worried
comment that many of the bishops saw “an unfortunate eclipse of the clear and
separate status of ordained priesthood.” “The historic development in the
Council of the doctrine of the priesthood of the laity should prove a blessing to
all the Church,” the pastoral says (p. 49). But it goes on to warn that “the fruits
of that blessing could be diminished, even lost, if the heightened awareness of
the general priesthood in the Church lowered, even momentarily, a true
appreciation of the necessary roles of the particular vocation special to the priest
called apart and ordained for men in the things that pertain to God.” All of this
incorporated in a section of the letter (pp. 48-50) entitled, significantly enough,
“Apartness” and emphasizing the “essential difference between priest and
people.”
11
For the growing generational ecclesiological differences between “socalled Vatican II priests and John Paul II priests,” see Katarina Schuth,
“Assessing the Education of Priests and Lay Ministers: Content and
Consequences,” in Lacey and Oakley, eds., The Crisis of Authority in Catholic
Modernity, 317-47, esp. at 326, 338-39, and Dean R. Hoge and Jacqueline E.
Wenger, Evolving Visions of Priesthood: Changes from Vatican II to the Turn
of the New Century (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), esp. 47-59.
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2. Second, the politicization and juridification of ecclesiastical
power. If by the thirteenth century, the clergy had come to see
themselves as a distinct ordo, superior to the laity not only in dignity but
also in power, the question arises as to how, precisely, they came to
understand that power. By that time the Church had come to be
distinguished from the secular states within the boundaries of which it
functioned as a separate entity, juridically self-sufficient and
governmentally autonomous, a “perfect society” to which the term
“Christian
commonwealth,”
“ecclesiastical
commonwealth,”
“ecclesiastical polity,” “ecclesiastical kingdom,” had come to be
attached. All of that witnessed eloquently to the fact that, over the course
of the centuries preceding, a profound change had taken place in the
typical understanding of the notion of ecclesiastical office itself. By the
twelfth century, the New Testament understanding of that office as
ministerial in nature and grounded in love of others had long since been
nudged to one side or, at least transformed, by a very different mode of
understanding which found expression in an essentially political
vocabulary drawn from the Roman law and connecting with the type of
relationship prevailing in the world at large between rulers and those
ruled. Already by the seventh century the word jurisdictio had been
taken into canonistic usage from the civil law, and over the following
centuries it had come to be used intermittently to denote the general
administrative activity of ecclesiastical government. By the mid-twelfth
century, with the marked growth of papal governmental activity and the
great flowering of legal studies both civil and canonistic, the process of
juridification had already become so marked as to evoke from St.
Bernard of Clairvaux his celebrated admonition to Pope Eugenius III to
the effect that the pope should properly be the successor of Peter, not of
Constantine, and that at Rome the laws of Christ should not be
supplanted by “the laws of Justinian.”12 And by the following century,
with the process of juridification having if anything accelerated, the
canonists had subjected ecclesiastical power to a probing legal analysis
and had come in the process to deploy a crucial distinction that was
destined to play a central role in the delineation and understanding of
ecclesiastical power all the way down to the Second Vatican Council
when, for the first time in eight centuries it began finally to lose
ground.13
12

St. Bernard, De consideratione, I, 4, 4, 3; in Patrologiae cursus
completus … series Latina, ed. J.-P. Migne, 331 vols. (Paris: 1884-1904),
182:732, 776.
13
See Francis Oakley, The Conciliarist Tradition: Constitutionalism in the
Catholic Church 1303-1870 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 5-13.
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The distinction in question was that between the power of
ecclesiastical jurisdiction or government (potestas jurisdictionis) and
that sacramental power or power of order (potestas ordinis) which
priests and bishops possessed by virtue of having received the sacrament
of holy orders. Within the power of jurisdiction, in turn, it had become
customary to distinguish a double modality, one pertaining to the
internal and the other the external forum. The former (potestas
jurisdictionis in foro interiori) concerned the domain of the individual
conscience. It was a power exercised quintessentially through the
sacrament of penance, it was exercised only over those who voluntarily
submitted themselves to its sway, and it was directed to the private good.
This was not the case, however, with the power of jurisdiction in the
external forum or public sphere (potestas jurisdictionis in foro exteriori),
which was a coercive power pertaining to a public authority, exercised
even over the unwilling and directed to the common good of the faithful.
Unlike the power wielded officially or at law by ecclesiastical bodies
today or in the pre-Constantinian era (in both cases powers wielded over
essentially private societies whose membership is no less voluntary than
that, say, of modern universities or trade unions), it was a truly
governmental power akin to that wielded today by what we call the state
and sometimes referred to, in fact, as the potestas regiminis.14 Because
of that, indeed, the Dominican theologian Jean de Paris, writing in the
early-fourteenth century, described that jurisdictional power as being “in
a certain way natural.”15 But that notwithstanding, it was precisely in
virtue of his possession of the fullness of that specific species of
ecclesiastical power (plenitudo potestatis) that the pope was
distinguished from his fellow bishops. So far as his possession of the
sacramental power of order went, there was, after all, nothing to
distinguish him from those other bishops. And not even the highest of
papalists was tempted to deny that the pope was himself subject to
ecclesiastical jurisdiction in the internal or penitential forum (did he, too,
not have his confessor?). So far as the Church’s magisterial authority
goes, it is true that in the last century some canonists have come to
regard it as something distinct from the jurisdictional power. But given
the issue confronting us, it is important to note that others disagree and
14

The history and meaning of these distinctions is analyzed in
Dictionnaire de droit canonique (Paris: Letourzey and Aném 1935-65), 7:71108, s.v. “Pouvoirs de l’église.” For the equation with the potestas regiminis, a
truly governmental power, see Pierre d’Ailly, Utrum Petri ecclesia lege
reguletur in Jean Gerson, Opera omnia, ed. Louis Ellies Dupin, 5 vols.
(Antwerp, 1706), 1: 667-68.
15
Jean de Paris, Tractatus de regia potestate et papali, cap. 25; ed. Fritz
Bleienstein, Johannes Quidort von Paris: Über Königliche und päpstliche
Gewalt (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 1969), p. 209.
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argue that because the rulings of the magisterium are obligatory in
nature – i.e. call for obedience – that magisterial authority must indeed
be regarded as pertaining to the jurisdictional or governmental power.16
It is important to note, too, that while the distinction we have been
discussing began to lose ground at Vatican II and while the patristic
ecclesiology of communio, with its stress on episcopal colleagueship and
synodal activity, made something of a comeback, it has well been said
that in Lumen gentium itself “the ecclesiology of jurisdictio, or rather
that of Vatican I, and the still older and now rediscovered ecclesiology
of communio are [simply] placed side by side but remain
unconnected.” 17 Vatican II did substitute for the more robust
“hierarchical subjection” and “true obedience” bluntly alluded to by
Vatican I, the novel, more ingratiating and certainly less hard-edged
term “hierarchical communion.”18 At the same time, and ironically so,
Vatican II’s blurring of the traditional distinction between the power of
jurisdiction and that of order or, put more broadly, the modern tendency
to assume that the wielding of ecclesiastical power presupposes the
possession of priestly orders, tends also to preclude the possibility of
according women an important place in the Church’s central
administrative structure by the simple expedient of making them
cardinals. In this case, ecclesiological aggiornamento may have erected
a theoretical barrier to what might under more traditional conceptions
have conceivably been a route to a modestly heightened measure of
gender equality in the governance of the universal church.19
16

See Dictionnaire de droit canonique, 6:695-96, s.v. “Magistère
ecclésiastique.” Cf. The New Catholic Encyclopedia, 17 vols. (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1967079), 7:61, s.v. “Jurisdiction,” where R.J. Banks notes that
“the common canonical opinion is that the obligatory nature of the Church’s
teaching constitutes a clear proof that the magisterial power is part of the
Church’s jurisdictional authority.”
17
Thus Klaus Schatz, Papal Primacy: From Its Origins to the Present,
trans. John A. Otto and Linda M. Mahoney (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
1996), p. 170.
18
Ibid. Compare the language used in Pastor aeternus, cap. 3, and Lumen
gentium, cap. 3, §22, in Alberigo and Tanner eds., Decrees of the Ecumenical
Councils, 2:814 and 866-67.
19
The word jurisdictio appears but infrequently in the conciliar documents
of Vatican II, and the crucial third chapter of Lumen gentium makes it clear that
the governing power of the bishops is not something derived via delegation
from the pope, but is sacramentally based, and conferred directly by Christ. So
that, through episcopal consecration (the sacrament of holy orders), the bishop
receives not only “the office of sanctifying” (via the administration of the
sacraments), but also that of “teaching” and governing.” . . . Lumen gentium,
cap. 3, §21; in Alberigo and Tanner eds., Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils,
2:865. Although at the council itself dissension swirled around the teaching on
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3. Third, the long drawn-out rise of the papacy from its ancient
coordinating role as a “unifying center of communion” (Enheitszentrum
der Communio)20 to a position of overwhelming preponderance in the
Church and, with it, the marginalization and ultimate eclipse of the view
that every bishop was a successor of the apostle Peter, “joined” with all
his fellow bishops, as Cyprian put it, “by the bonds of mutual concord
and the chain of unity,” 21 and with them responsible, in collegial
solidarity and via the practice of vital synodal cooperation, for the wellbeing of the entire Christian Church. The ultimate eclipse, in effect, of
the ancient “constitutional” conception of the universal Church as a
family of local episcopal churches, participants in a sacramentally based
community of faith uniting believers with their bishop in given local
churches and, beyond that, uniting all the local churches of the Christian
world one with another via that complex pattern of collaborative
episcopal governance and synodal activity which stands out as so
marked a feature of the Church’s earliest centuries and which was to
find its culmination at the level of the universal Church in the great
succession of ecumenical councils stretching form Nicaea I in 325 to
Nicaea II in 787. In the second half of the eleventh century, with their
vigorous leadership first of the Gregorian reform and, later, of the
crusading movement, the popes began to undertake a more than
intermittent exercise of judicial authority and of truly governmental
power over the entire Latin Church. Only in the thirteenth century, with
the rapid expansion of that governmental role, did they come to be
viewed as credible claimants to the plenitudo potestatis, the fullness of
jurisdictional authority over that entire Church. And even then, partly by
way of reaction to papal centralization, partly because of the crisis and
scandal caused by the outbreak of the Great Schism of the West, the
conciliar ideal, framed now with greater legal precision and clothed with
all the accoutrements of canonistic corporation theory, rose once more to
prominence and precipitated in the fifteenth century the historic
constitutional legislation asserting the superiority in certain critical cases
of general council to pope and providing for the regular and automatic
assembly of such councils. By the end of the fifteenth century, it is true,
the papacy had regained the initiative and the attempted conciliarist,
collegiality it is in fact the above understanding of the episcopal office that
stood at the heart of that teaching.
20
This is the formula deployed by Stephen Otto Horn, “Das Verhältnis
von Primat und Episkopat in ersten Jahrhundert: Eine Geschichtlich –
Theologische Synthese,” in Il primato del successore di Pietro (Vatican City:
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1998), 193-213 (at 205).
21
Cyprian, Ep. 28, in Corpus Christianorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum,
95 vols. (Vienna: C. Giraldi Filium Bibliapolam Academiae, 1866-2001), 3:2,
746, lines 3-5.
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constitutionalist revolution had proved abortive. But the historical
scholarship of the past century has made it clear that the conciliarist
ecclesiology was destined to remain alive and well right across northern
Europe, from Paris to Cracow, down into the nineteenth century, at the
beginning of which the English historian Henry Hallam, describing it as
embodying “the Whig principles of the Catholic Church,” had called the
Constance superiority decree Haec sancta as one of “the great pillars of
that moderate theory with respect to papal authority which … is
embraced by almost all laymen and the major part of ecclesiastics on
this [i.e. the northern] side of the Alps.”22 It was only after the triumph
of ultramontane views in 1870 at Vatican I that a subtle ecclesiastical
politics of oblivion took over, that the whole Conciliar episode came to
be stuffed down some sort of Orwellian memory hole, that its history
came to be rewritten, and the whole regrettable business dismissed as
nothing more than a stutter, hiccup, or momentary interruption in the
long and essential continuity of the Latin Catholic Church. So far as I
can make out, and historical revisionism to the contrary, that still
appears today to be the official “take” on conciliarism. 23 And in the
degree to which, via effectively centralized governmental agencies,
mechanisms, procedures and instrumentalities of communication, the
papacy is actually able on a day-to-day basis to impose its sovereign will
on the provincial churches of Roman Catholic Christendom, the
contemporary papacy may well stand today at the historical peak of its
prestige and at the very apex of its effective power within the Church.
4. Fourth, the degree to which the papacy continues today to
behave in practice, though it can no longer claim to be such in theory, as
the earthly fount and source of the jurisdictional power wielded via a
process of delegation by all other ecclesiastical agencies and officials,
the bishops themselves not excluded. That understanding of the
Church’s constitution had come powerfully to the fore in the context of
the seemingly recondite dispute that broke out in mid-thirteenth century
at the University of Paris between the mendicant and secular masters –
that is, between those theologians who belonged to the great,
international orders of friars, mainly Dominicans and Franciscans, and

22

Henry Hallam, View of the State of Europe in the Middle Ages, 3 vols.
(London: 1901; first published in 1818), 3:243-45.
23
For all of this I venture to refer to Oakley, The Conciliarist Tradition,
and for a synoptic introduction to the historical debate on the matter, Francis
Oakley, “History and the Return of the Repressed in Catholic Modernity: The
Dilemma posed by Constance,” in Lacey and Oakley eds., The Crisis of
Authority in Catholic Modernity, pp. 29-56.
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those drawn from the ranks of the secular clergy.24 Pope Innocent III had
extended official approbation to those two mendicant orders, and to their
members were subsequently accorded an array of privileges as a result
of which, without seeking approbation from local bishops, they could
intrude into the normal parish life of Latin Christendom. Those
privileges authorized them, in effect, to preach, teach, administer the
sacraments, bury the dead, and collect any offerings normally attaching
to such activities. In effect, it has been said, the popes had used “their
sovereign authority as heads of the church to set up a new pastoral
structure alongside the old one.”25 The overt strife that broke out at Paris
in 1252 reflected, in general, a reaction on the part of the bishops and
their supporters among the secular clergy against the growing
centralization of power in the hands of the papal monarch that the grant
of such privileges dramatized. After 1256, however, it came to focus in
particular on matters more fundamental than pastoral structures, matters,
indeed, that were essentially constitutional in nature. It did so after a
Franciscan friar, Thomas of York, had bluntly claimed that the grant of
papal privileges to the friars was no more than a particular manifestation
of the fact that the pope was the source of all jurisdictional power in the
church, not excluding the power wielded by lesser prelates such as
bishops. That claim is one of great and essentially constitutional
importance. It had the effect of undercutting the ancient and hallowed
view that “the church’s constitution consisted of a collection of rights
and duties, some established by Christ, others created by custom,”26 and
that each bishop wielded by divine right and concession a measure of
autonomous authority grounded in the church’s fundamental law. As a
result, the salience of the “derivational” theory of ecclesiastical
jurisdiction cleared “the way for a theory of absolute monarchy” which
eventually “became the foundation of absolute monarchy in the modern
church.”27
24

The classic study of the controversy is that of Yves Congar, “Aspects
ecclésiologiques de la querelle entre mendiants et séculiers dans la seconde
moitié du XIIIe siècle et la début du XIVe,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et
littéraire du moyen âge, 28(1961), 35-151. See, more recently, Kenneth
Pennington, The Pope and the Bishops: The Papal Monarchy in the Twelfth and
Thirteenth Centuries (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984),
pp. 4-6, 186-89.
25
Brian Tierney, Religion, Law, and the Growth of Constitutional
Thought: 1450-1650 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 61,
where he adds that “some theologians came to see this as subversive of all right
order in the Christian community.”
26
Pennington, The Pope and the Bishops, p. 188.
27
Pennington, The Pope and the Bishops, p. 189 (italics mine). He adds:
“It was an important turning point in the history of political thought.”
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No more than equal to the other bishops though the pope might
be so far as the power of order is concerned, he was now to be viewed,
nonetheless, as the very “fount and origin” of all the jurisdictional or
governmental powers wielded by the other members of the clerical
hierarchy, all of which derive from him alone. As Augustinus
Triumphus put it at the start of the fourteenth century, the pope
represents the person of Peter, so that in Matthew 16
when Christ, therefore, granted the power of jurisdiction,
he spoke not in the plural but in the singular, saying to
Peter alone, “I shall give thee the keys of the kingdom
of heaven,” as if clearly to say, although I shall have
given the power of order to all the apostles, I give thus
to you alone your power of jurisdiction, to be dispensed
and distributed by you to all the others.28
Although this was to be the point of view echoed influentially
by Juan de Torquemada in the fifteenth century, by Thomas de Vio,
Cardinal Cajetan, in the sixteenth, by the Jesuit theologians Francisco
Suarez and Robert, Cardinal Bellarmine in the seventeenth, and was to
remain the dominant ecclesiological view in the Roman (though not the
Gallican) theological school right down into the nineteenth century, it
never quite succeeded in carrying the day. It was endorsed neither by the
Council of Trent nor (perhaps more surprisingly) by Vatican I, and it
was finally precluded by Vatican II’s historic teaching on episcopal
collegiality.29 But while precluded in theory, it has certainly not been
dislodged from the established routines of curial practice or, indeed,
from the Roman Catholic imaginary at large. Speaking, indeed, of the
way in which things ecclesiological have developed in the century and
more since Vatican I, and noting that “the dogma of infallibility has
not … [turned out to have had] the significance attributed to it in 1870
by its supporters or opponents,” Klaus Schatz has insisted that it is “the
papal primacy of jurisdiction [which] has acquired a greater scope than it
actually had in 1870.” As a result, especially in relation to the
nomination of bishops and their selection in such a way as to promote
28

Augustinus Triumphus, Tractatus brevis, in Richard Scholz, ed. Die
Publizistik zur Zeit Philipps des Schönen und Bonifaz VIII (Stuttgart: F. Enke,
1903), p. 492.
29
See William Henn, “Historical-Theological Synthesis of the Relation
between Primacy and Episcopacy during the Second Millennium,” in Il primato
del successore di Pietro, pp. 222-273; Schatz, Papal Primacy, pp. 128-74. For
the difficulty the Council of Trent experienced with this highly-fraught issue,
see Hubert Jedin Geschichte des Konzils von Trient, 4 vols., in 5 (Freiburg:
Herder, 1948-78), 4/2.
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the cause of specific papal policies, “by the eve of Vatican II Rome
ruled the Church in a much stronger fashion and interfered in its life
everywhere to a much greater degree than had been the case in 1870.”30
And, during the past half century, despite the summoning of successive
episcopal synods and the currency of high-minded talk about episcopal
collegiality, that trend towards tighter central control has, if anything,
intensified. It has done so to such a degree, indeed, that, whatever the
official theological stance, it is hard to envisage the bishops in practice
as being anything other than subordinate wielders of a delegated power
derived from Rome.
5. Fifth, the fact that, having during the Gregorian era launched
a frontal assault on the sacral status of the emperors and kings of the day,
the papacy went on itself to succumb to the age-old allure of sacral
kingship. That ancient complex of notions cast a very long shadow
across its own ambitions for supremacy in Christian society. Had it not
done so, indeed, it would be hard to explain how the popes of the High
Middle Ages permitted themselves to emerge as fully-fledged sacral
monarchs in their own right. Brooding about the ubiquity of sacral
kingship and about the close parallel between royal and episcopal
unction, the anthropologist A.M. Hocart was once moved to observe that
“the king and priest are branches of the same stem.”31 And it is certainly
the case that over the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the
bishops of Rome moved authoritatively to the forefront as the true (or, at
least, most convincing) successors to the erstwhile Roman emperors.
Thus they came not only to rule a highly politicized church via a
centralized bureaucracy in accordance with a law modeled on (and
creatively extended from) that of the Roman Empire, but they did so also
with a marked degree of imperial grandeur. They called themselves “true
emperor” or “celestial emperor” and deployed the old pagan Roman
republican and imperial title of pontifex maximus. Like Justinian himself
they claimed the prerogative of being a lex animata or “living law” and,
at least from the time of Nicholas II (1058-61) onwards, they were
crowned in a ceremony “that was meant to signify by visible, easily
comprehensible and familiar means the monarchic status of the pope.”32
30

Schatz, Papal Primacy, pp. 167-68, adding “a systematic policy for the
nomination of bishops in the sense of promoting specific trends and in the
service of positions taken by the magisterium has only manifested itself in our
time.”
31
A.M. Hocart, Kingship (London: Oxford University Press, 1927), p.
128.
32
Walter Ullmann, A Short History of the Papacy in the Middle Ages
(London: Methuen, 1872), pp. 139-40, where, asserting that “in this the papacy
borrowed one more element from royal and imperial symbolism,” he notes that
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So far as regalia, costume and ceremonial went, already in the mideighth century the forged Donation of Constantine (later to be
incorporated influentially into the Corpus Juris Canonici) had taken
pains to depict the bishop of Rome as entering into possession of the
imperial regalia, of the red imperial cloak (or cappa rubea) with which
popes eventually came to be “enmantled” at their investiture, and of the
Byzantine phrygium or tall white hat, which was to evolve, on the one
hand, into the mitre worn by all bishops and, on the other, into the triple
crown (or Triregnum) worn as a symbol of their sovereign power by all
popes down into the 1960s.33 If that eighth-century depiction was well
ahead of the actual ceremonial realities of the day, the introduction in the
mid-eleventh century of a coronation ceremony (eventually to include
also a ceremonial enthronement followed by homage),34 as well as the
blunt stipulation in Gregory VII’s Dictatus papae (1075) that the pope
alone might “use the imperial regalia,”35 launched a process that was to
reach its culmination in the thirteenth century and to leave a legacy that
has endured down to our own day. For then it was that “all the symbols
of empire were to become attached to the papacy,” and Innocent III
could assert that he wore the mitre as a sign of his pontifical position but
the crown or tiara as a sign of his imperial power, and that “popes like
Gregory IX (1222-41) and Boniface VIII (1294-1303) … [were] seen in
every respect as successors of Constantine.” 36 We cannot know how
accurate the chronicler’s description of Boniface VIII’s reception in
1298 of the ambassadors of the claimant to the imperial throne may have
been, but whatever the case contemporaries themselves would hardly
have been surprised by his depiction of the scene:
the very purpose of the coronation ceremony was “declarative” rather than
“constitutive” in that it was election and his acceptance of that election that
made a man pope.
33
When Pope Paul VI, though himself crowned with it, went on to set
aside that papal crown and other symbolic trappings of papal regality.
34
A development that was not without its marked oddities. See the
interpretation given to the practice of seating the newly-crowned pope on the
sedes stercoraria (night commode) by Sergio Bertelli, The King’s Body: Sacral
Rituals of Power in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, trans. R. Burr
Litchfield (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania University Press, 2001), pp. 17790.
35
Erich Caspar ed., Das Register Gregors VII, 2 vols. (Berlin:
Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1955), 1:201-208. English translation in Brian
Tierney, The Crisis of Church and State 1050-1300 (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice Hall, Inc., 1964), pp. 49-50 (No. 8).
36
Robert Folz, The Concept of Empire in Western Europe from the Fifth
to the Fourteenth Century, trans. Sylvia Ann Ogilvie (New York: Harper and
Row, 1969), p. 79; cf. pp. 201-3.
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Sitting on a throne, wearing on his head the diadem of
Constantine, his right hand on the hilt of the sword with
which he was girt, he [the pope] cried out “Am I not the
supreme pontiff? Is this throne not the pulpit of Peter? Is
it not my duty to watch over the rights of the Empire? It
is I who am Caesar, it is I who am emperor.37
Paul VI may have retired to museum status the papal crown, the
sedia gestatoria, and other conspicuous trappings of papal royalty. But
he relinquished none of the imperial power attaching to his ancient high
office, and its royal past continues to weigh heavily on that office.
Though it would doubtless try to shrug off the designation, it remains the
case that the papacy, which a thousand years ago launched a frontal
assault on the sacral pretensions of the German Emperors, stands out in
solitary splendor today as itself the last of the truly great European sacral
monarchies. And that fact almost inevitably affects the way in which it
interacts with the faithful and expects its teachings to be received by
them. As one historian has put it, in an era in which “vast Catholic
populations [had] become irrevocably committed to political democracy
the Roman see remained wedded to the improbable task of governing a
world-wide Church through the institutional apparatus of a petty baroque
despotism.” 38 In his Leviathan, the seventeenth-century English
philosopher Thomas Hobbes was moved to describe the papacy as “no
other than the ghost of the deceased Roman empire sitting crowned in
the grave thereof.”39 I believe we should forthrightly acknowledge that
that observation is no less accurate in its fundamental perception for
being derisive in its conscious intent.
6. There was nothing inevitable about any of the five historical
developments described above. Things could well have turned out
otherwise. But they did not, and antiquated though those developments
may well seem, they are not altogether redundant. They continue in
ways both obvious and subtle to shape the institutional climate in which
church teachings are proclaimed and to frame hierarchical expectations
about how the faithful should receive such teachings. And their impact is
reinforced, finally and in the sixth place, by two further features which, I
37

The Chronicle of Francesco Pippino cited from Folz, Concept of
Empire, p. 207.
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Thus Brian Tierney, “Medieval Canon Law and Western
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believe, characterize the contemporary exercise of the official
magisterial authority and help to lock it into the authoritarian model in
which timeless certainties are enunciated and nothing less than outright
obedience and religious submission of will and intellect demanded of the
faithful. Hence the all-or-nothing mentality informing so much of
Church teaching and distancing it so sharply from the contextual
pluralism, the shifting cross-currents, the sea of turbulent contingency
that the faithful at large must try to navigate as they struggle onwards in
the stubborn attempt to lead decent Christian lives.
The first is that aversion to or, at least, discomfort with
historicity which, in an extreme form, was so marked a feature of the
anti-Modernist campaign which did so much intellectual damage in the
Catholic world during the first half of the twentieth century, remaining
in play, after all, right down to the very eve of Vatican II. I doubt if any
cardinals today bear on their coats of arms the motto Semper Idem, as I
believe Cardinal Ottaviani did fifty years ago, but official
pronouncement by ecclesiastical authorities rarely convey any marked
consciousness of the church’s embededness in the turbulent flow of time,
or the degree to which it is buffeted by the shifting winds and
treacherous crosscurrents it inevitably encounters, shaped willy-nilly by
the sometimes startling contingencies that go with historicity, subject
accordingly to change, and change that has not always proved to be
gradual or evolutionary. Instead, one still encounters echoes of that
persistent strain in traditional Catholic thinking which has sometimes
been described as a species of ecclesiological monophysitism, the
tendency, that is, in thinking about the church and its teaching function
to focus too exclusively on its divine dimension – eternal, stable, and
unchanging – and to underestimate (or repress) the degree of confusion,
variability, and sinfulness that goes with its human embodiment as it
forges its way onward amid the rocks and shoals of time. That fear of
history is surely reflected in those advocates of a seamless
ecclesiological continuity who continue to bridle at any suggestion that
the work of the Second Vatican Council might conceivably have
involved some moments of significant, noncontinuous change in the life
of the church, change affecting the way in which the ordinary member of
the faithful must work out his or her moral and spiritual destiny.40 And,
so far as the interpretation of Vatican II goes, that fear of history is
40

For an example see the essays contained in Matthew L. Lamb and
Matthew Levering eds., Vatican II: Renewal within Tradition (New York:
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surely not without its harmonics in the somewhat anxious distinction
Benedict XVI himself drew in 2005 between what he portrayed as a
confusing “hermeneutic of discontinuity or rupture” and a fruitful
“hermeneutic of reform.”41
The second thing that I believe to be characteristic at least of
official ecclesiological discourse is a related tendency to seek refuge in
abstraction, to deploy a species of theology that seems essentially
uncommitted in that it lacks the impetus to translate into concrete reality
the implications of its noble but remotely theoretical premises. Here I
am endorsing the relevance to our present ecclesiastical discontents of
something that the English theologian Charles Davis had to say more
than forty years ago in his book A Question of Conscience – in effect, his
apologia pro vita sua seeking to explain and defend his break with the
Roman Catholic church. “The present time,” he said, and he could well
be talking about the early twenty-first century,
The present time … is characterized by an escape into
theology… We are dazzled by what is fundamentally an
uncommitted theology, deluged with a spate of
theoretical ideas that are not thought through
consistently to their ecclesiastical, social and political
consequences.42
The fate of Vatican II’s teaching on episcopal collegiality is a
case in point: high-minded affirmations in theory followed by bland
41

“Address of His Holiness Benedict XVI to the Roman Curia,” Thursday,
December
22,
2005,
5-8.
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text
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denials in practice. That Paul VI should have chosen, for example, and
by simple papal fiat, to deny to the bishops assembled at Vatican II, who
were possessed of an incomparably rich trove of pastoral experience, the
right to decide on matters with such practical pastoral consequences as
clerical celibacy and birth control is, in this connection, truly revealing.
So, too, is the decision right from the start to treat the Synod of Bishops
not as a practical manifestation of collegiality but as a merely advisory
assembly, with “its potential deliberative (decision-making) function”
deriving not “from God through the episcopal consecration of its
members, but from the pope.” As such, it hardly fulfills the requirements
of “a truly collegial act,” as that is defined in the provisions of Lumen
gentium.43 If so little leeway is accorded to the college of bishops which,
united with its papal head is, according to Vatican II, endowed with
supreme ecclesiastical authority in the church, 44 should we really be
surprised that what continues to be expected of the ordinary faithful in
response to an exercise of the magisterial authority is nothing less than
dutiful obedience and religious submission of will and intellect?
President Emeritus
Williams College
Williamstown, Massachusetts
U.S.A.
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CHAPTER V

SUBSIDIARITY: DOES IT APPLY ALSO TO THE
LIFE OF THE CHURCH?
DANIEL DECKERS
AVANT PROPOS1
An essay by the emeritus professor in Sociology at Bielefeld,
Franz-Xaver-Kaufmann, was published in the April 26, 2010
“Frankfurter Allgemeinen Zeitung.” Under the impression wrought by
the revelations of countless sexual abuses practiced by clergy on
children and others under their protection in the Catholic Church,
Kaufmann, one of Germany’s most famous sociologists, a member, in
the 1960s, of the Joint Synod of the bishoprics in the Federal Republic
of Germany, entered into the debate with a provocative thesis about the
constitution of the Catholic Church:
The current media debacle of the Catholic Church,
threatness to end up as a moral debacle. The moral
problem is not the misuse of the children as such, and
not the, by today’s standards, apparently barbaric forms
of discipline, which were in no way typical of the
church. It is the Church’s inability to recognize or
interpret its own pathogenic structures and the
consequences of its clerical cover ups, and thus to draw
the practical consequences.2
Kaufman does not hesitate to make it clear to his reader just
what “pathogenic structures” make revision pressingly necessary. Much
must be attributed to the Church’s antiquated structure and
understanding of itself, the basis of which reaches back to the high
Middle Ages, and in which the spirit of absolutism has yet to be
overcome. The jurisdiction of the pope and bishops (which remains
1

The reworked draft of a text that first appeared under the title:
“Subsidiarität in der Kirche. Eine theologiegeschichtliche Skizze” in Jean-Pierre
Wils/Michael Zahner (Editors), Theologische Ethik zwischen Tradition und
Modernitätsanspruch (FS Holderegger), Freiburg 2005, 269-295.
2
Franz-Xaver Kaufmann, Moralische Lethargie in der Kirche, [Moral
Lethargy in the Church] in: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung v. 26. April 2010,
S. 8.
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without veto) has long lost its organizational purpose, and with the
growing network of the world-church has become more and more
irritating in terms of the lack of an ordered system of governance. The
lack of anything resembling a cabinet and the corresponding cabinet
disciple is all the more grave as the tasks of the World Church becomes
ever more complex. The current crisis in confidence with regard to the
Catholic Church is not so much about its personnel, who have probably
never before in history been so qualified and perhaps even morally
competent. It concerns the Church as a social institution: “its centralism,
its monarchical self-image, its clerical mentality, the inefficiency of its
organisation, still operating like a royal court, and the lack of guarantees
of rights and fairness in the face of conflictual developments.”3
Of course, Kaufmann’s diagnosis is neither new nor original.
The sociologist is, rather, articulating an impression of the idea uniting
many of the Church’s educated scorners with many passionate Catholics:
that the quasi-absolutist constitution of the Catholic Church and its
hierarchical governance cannot be, to a large extent, integrated with the
legally based cultural structures, at the very least, of Western societies.
Or to cite the words of the Canadian philosopher, Charles Taylor:
The Catholic Church today is in several ways out of
phase with the world is wants to speak to … The
disjunction is very evident in the model of authority
which the official Church seems to hold to. In spite of
the work of Vatican II, there seems to be a regression to
a concentration of power and authority at the centre
more reminiscent of the Age of Absolutism.4
But how could we tackle this regressive lack of development?
And do this in such a way that it accords with the doctrine of the Church,
or in any case does not come across as in contradiction with its tradition?
The magical word that applies here is: subsidiarity.
TRIAD
The Catholic Church recognizes three social principles. They are
personality, solidarity and subsidiarity. The meaning of the first two
elements is easy to guess. Yet what of the cumbersome term,
“subsidiarity” that closes this triad? To what does it apply to?

3

Ibid.
Charles Taylor at the Conference “The Church and the World,” Vienna,
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In the past, or more exactly, in 1931, it read: “Just as it is wrong
to take from an individual and to give to a group what private enterprise
and industry can accomplish, so, too, it is an injustice, a grave evil and a
disturbance of right order for a larger and higher organization to arrogate
to itself functions which can be performed efficiently by smaller and
lower bodies. Every society is, by its nature, subsidiary; the true aim of
all social activity should be to help members of the social body, and
never to absorb or destroy them.” So it stands in the encyclical,
“Quadragesimo Anno,” Number 79.
If the doctrine seems new, for the times it was not. Soviet
communism and Italian fascism and soon German National Socialism
made masses out of the people and an omnipotent machinery out of the
state, that pulled the whole world down into ruin. It was then that the
hour of subsidiarity struck. Liberal economists and Catholic social
ethicists made fruitful use of the concept of the social market society in
West Germany.
The belief in the primacy of the smaller unities and the duty of
the greater to provide assistance did not, in the meantime, remain merely
a German affair. Even in the transformation wrought by Maastricht of
the organisation of the European Economic Community (EEC)5 into a
transnationally organized European Union endowed with superior
capabilities over the 25 member nations, subsidiarity was gradually
adopted as a “regulative idea.” 6 The treaty on all religious or
confessional elements that was part of the constitution the European
nations and presidents signed on December 2004 mentions the originally
“Catholic” subsidiarity principle in Article I-11 in a significant context:
“Under the principle of subsidiarity, in areas which do not fall within its
exclusive competence, the Union shall act only if and insofar as the
objectives of the proposed action cannot be sufficiently achieved by the
Member States, either at central level or at regional and local level, but
can rather, by reason of the scale or effects of the proposed action, be
better achieved at Union level.”
5

For more, see Helmut Lecheler, Das Subsidiaritätsprinzip.
Strukturprinzip einer europäischen Union, Berlin 1993.
6
See Frank Ronge, Legitimität durch Subsidiarität: Der Beitrag des
Subsidiaritätsprinzips zu Legitimation einer überstaatlichen politischen
Ordnung in Europa, Baden-Baden 1998. Since the change of the legal code for
Germany that was put into place on December 21 1992, the concept of
subsidiarity occurs in article 23, paragraph 1, sentence 1 as follows: “The
German Republic cooperates in the realization of a united Europe through the
development of the European Union that is committed to the principles of
democracy, federalism, social responsibility and the rule of law, and the
principle of subsidiarity that provides protection for fundamental rights
essentially comparable to that provided for by this basic law.”
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This all sounds so good that it has already occured to many
people that what the Church, looking at the organisation of the state and
society, holds to be sensible and just might also be applied to the Church
itself as well. As a ‘stuctural principle’, subsidiarity offers an
ecclesiology not only from the often pejoratively mentioned precounciliar era, that speaks of the Church in the image of a societas or of
a “corpus Christi mysticum.” The affinity of these principles seems not
less great to the doctrine of a Church that utilizes the metaphor of the
“people of God” or “communion” about itself. And finally, the late Pope
John Paul II’s doctrinal pronouncement of April, 2005 came near to
recourse to the subsidiarity principle. Because according to the classic
social doctrine of the Chruch, solidarity together with subsidiarity
guarantees the value of the human person. The value of the person holds
a place at the center of the approximately 27 years of papal
pronouncements on social issues and is the starting point of his
committment to a “culture of life.”
Yet what, in theory, should represent a logically compulsory
binding of the church’s doctine on social issue and the doctrine of the
churh is not realized in practice. It looks almost as though the increasing
recognition of the subsidiarity principle outside of the Church
corresponds to a lessening influence of the principle within it in the area
of Church law.
ROMA LOCUTA
The idea of creating a subsidiarity principle that would apply not
only in state and society, but also in the Church, is not at all new. It does
not stand in the shadows of the controversies over the hermeneutics of
the Second Vatican Council and its doctrine concerning the Church. The
demand that a higher social community should show “as much restraint
as possible, and as much support as necessary” towards a lower one,7 is
in the proper sense not only pre-Vatican Two, but not even a theological
insight. Oswald von Nell-Breuning, who is seen as the Nestor of
Catholic social issues doctrine, defines the general applicability of the
subsidiarity principle as follows: As a “rule of responsibility” it is not a
“truth of revelation,” but an expression of a “primitive idea of reason
and experience of the human race.”8

7

According to Ad Leys striking phrase in Structuring Communion. The
Importance of the Principle of Subsidiarity, in: The Jurist 58 (1998), 84-123,
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The principle proclaims the help rendered by the
community to its members as a ‘duty’ (‘subsidiarium
officium’!) and demands, more specifically, that this aid
[s]hould be real and authentic aid, helpful aid, and must
not patronize the members or put their autonomy in
question, but should rather help lead them to the full
unfolding of their God-given talents and capabilities;
and thus the aid should, as much as possible, lead to
self-help.9
From this angle it appeared completely logical that Pope Pius
XII in 1946 should make it clear succintly and bindingly that the
subsidiarity principle applied within the Chuch. In his discourse to the
new members of the College of Cardinals, February 20, 1946, he
expressed himself in reference to his predecessor Pius XI’s encyclical on
social teaching:
It operates in the heart of humankind, in man’s personal
dignity as a free creature, in his infinitely elevated
dignity as a child of God. The church shapes and
educates this man, because only he, developing in
harmony with his natural and supernatural life, in the
ordered development of his drives and inclinations, his
rich resources and his manifold capacities, only he is the
origin and at the same time the goal of the life of the
human community, and thus even the principle of its
equilibrium. Therefore, Paul, the apostle of the people,
proclaims that man is no longer an “immature child,”
going with shaky steps within human society. Our
predecessor of blessed memory, Pius XI, in his circular
letter concerning the social order, Quadragesimo anno,
drew from the same thought a practical conclusion,
when he gave expression to a universally applicable
principle: whatever the individual person can do out of
his own initiative and with his own poers, should not be
taken from him, and the community should be held to a
principle that applies as much to the smaller and
subordinate communities and to the greater and higher
ones. Because – the wise Pope continues – all social
activity is according to its nature subsidiary; it should
support the members of the social body, which should
never be broken up or absorbed; truly illuminating
9
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words, that apply to live in all of its stages, and even to
the life of the Church, without harming its hierarchical
structure.10
Lack of any report prevents us from reconstructing how the
Cardinals listened to the Pope’s discourse – in any case in as much as it
related to the theme of subsidiarity. Pius XII, in his discourses to the
College of Cardinals pronouced a few months after the end of the
Second World War, had called on three German bishops to reject the
thesis of the collective guilt of the Germans.11 This eminently political
message really superimposed itself, distantly, on the not less political
expressions about subsidiarity in the Church. Thus it is not to be
wondered at, that the imaginative impuse of the Pope was taken up
primarily not by the bishops so much as by the theologians.
Was it because of this that Pius XII came back to this thematic
once again ten years later in his remark, on October 5, 1957, in an
address to the Second World Congress of the Lay Apostolate?
Furthermore, aside from the small number of priests the
relations between the Church and the world require the
intervention of lay apostles. … In this matter
ecclesiastical authorities should apply the general
principle of subsidiarity and complementarity. They
should entrust the layman with tasks that he can perform
as well or even better than the priest and allow him to
act freely and exercise personal responsibility within the
limits set for his work or demanded by the common
welfare of the Church.12
We do not know, and we can’t reconstruct the basis for it.

10

Pius XII, Ansprache an das Heilige Kollegium aus Anlaß der
Inthronisation der neuen Kardinäle, in: AAS 38 (1946), 141-151, here 144,
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EX NIHILO
It is easy to fill in what post-war theology made out of the
Pope’s version of subsidiarity as it related to the Church: nothing, or in
any case mostly nothing. Arthur-Fridolen Utz, OP, the social ethicist in
Freiburg, is symptomatic. He lists the occasional expressions of the Pope
faithfully in his “Social Summa” of Pius XII, which finally grew to three
volumes. He obviously does not make these suggestions his own – in
any case not to the point that would give space in his publications to the
theme of subsidiarity in the Church. Even the Jesuit Oswald von NellBreuning, with Gustav Gundlach an author of the Encylical
“Quadragesimo Anno,” did not give any countenance to the idea that the
subsidiarity principle applied to the Church. The silence of the
theologians was not limited to Germany. Even in the United States, the
argument of Pius XII did not seem to strike anybody’s fancy.13
Were the social ethicists all still caught up in the idea that the
connection of subsidiarity was, if not de facto, at least de jure excluded?
Or were they unwilling to go forward into mined territory in a climate
that did not encourage the kind of free thought in which one could bandy
about arguments concerning authority? Or were they so obsessed with
the structure of the state and society that they did not have the leisure to
think through the effects of the subsidiary principle on the organization
of the Church? A simple answer, one which is even halfway plausible,
does not force itself upon us. Only one thing is certain: that on the point
of contact between social ethics and systematic theology, no theological
debate was kindled, and it seems that in fifty years, hardly anybody
seriously bothered. Otherwise, it would hardly be explicable that young
social ethicists like the German Jesuit Anton Rauscher, a student of
Gundlach’s, saw no occasion to make the teaching of social ethical
principles of the Church fruitful for its own self-organisation.14
13

Compare Joseph A. Komonchak, Subsidiarity in the church: the state of
the question, in: The Jurist 48 (1988), 298-349. The 1946 address of the Pope to
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Catholic Mind 44, April 1946).
14
Anton Rauscher’s article, Subsidiarität-Staat-Kirche, in: StdZ 172
(1962/1963), 124-137 served to rebut evangelical social ethicist Trutz
Rendtorf’s reproach that the subsidiarity principle was “the representative
Catholic social principle in a secularized society,” validating the tendency to
“observe and secure” the traditional Christian claim to “natural law” as “the
right of Church instititutions and organizations in particular to self rule.” Trutz
Rendtorff, Kritische Erwägungen zum Subsidiaritätsprinzip), in: Der Staat 1
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application of the subsidiarity principle in the Chruch. Seven years later he
complained on this score: “unfortunately the emphasis on the subsidiarity
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Yet why poke further into the fog of Catholic social teachings to
see if back then some one ecclesiastical lawyer was concerned to gain
some clarity on the issue, remembering that today it is often not much
different? And this one was not even in some distant corner of this world,
but just a few kilometers from the Vatican. Wilhelm Bertrams, SJ, who
taught ecclesiastical law in the years after World War II at the Papal
University Gregoriana, pushed (in a certain measure ex nihilo) in 1957
in three publications for “the subsidiarity principle in the Church.” 15
With a lack of restraint that was nourished not by naivete, but by a
sovereign view of the position of the Church, Bertrams spoke of the
philosophical-theological basis of subsidiarity as the “jurisdictional
principle of communities,” taking as self-evident that it couldn’t actually
be doubted that this principle was generally applicable within the
Church. The social character of the Church as the “social body of
Christ” thus had no need to be proven on its own.
And how might this relate to the “proper” character of the
Church as a subnatural community, and with the corresponding
hierarchical structure of the church?
As according to this the common well being demands
the subsumption and subordination of believers in the
church, the narrower community in the more extensive
one, the common well being of the Church thus limits
even this subsumption and subordination. The church
does not constitute a supernatural community as a
totalitarian collective, which extinguishes the selfstanding and the independent life of its members.16
Almost fifty years after its publication, this thought sounds self-evident,
even banal. Yet how must it have seemed in the last years of Pius XII’s
pontificate, as the Second Vatican Council and the reform of the Codex
Iuris Canonici of 1917 was only a bold dream?
principle in the Church that occured almost two decades before Vatican II did
not unleash among Christian socioligists nor within the field of ecclesiology
some greater resonance leading to reflection upon its material meaning and
consequences for the life of the Church. There even occured an opposite
striving that expanded in the preparatory commissions before the Council.”
Anton Rauscher, Das Subsidiaritätsprinzip in der Kirche, in: JCSW 10 (1969),
301-316, here 303.
15
De principio subsidiaritatis in iure canonico, in: Periodica de re morali
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Orientierung 21 (1957), 76-79; Das Subsidiaritätsprinzip in der Kirche, in: StZ
160 (1956/1957), 252-267.
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But what follows from this? Bertrams formulated a unilateral
rule of application: “The more ‘intensive’ is the supernatural character
of a sphere of Church activity, the less does the subsidiarity principle
apply; the less the supernatural character is, and the more it is a question
of activity of an organisational kind, the more the subsidiarity principle
applies.”17 This means: the administration of the material goods of the
Church must be the most subsidiarally organized, for instance in the
forefront the duties on parish or diocese churches, and the organisational
interventions of the Church in the lives of believers and narrower
communities like dioceses, parishes or orders are allowed out only in as
much as it is a question of the insuring of the “supernatural” life.
That much in the Church, like the ordering of the liturgy, falls to
the Holy Chair, was, for Bertrams, only logical. This is explained by
“the great meaning that the celebration of the liturgy has for the unity of
the world church, in truth and in love.” A priori, the prescriptions of the
universal church have nothing in common with “centralism” – even this
pejorative word turns up here in 1957. And centralism in general. In
Bertrams’ words, that there is a central power like the pope’s in the
Catholic church is in every respect “a great blessing” – as an effective
guarantee of the unity of the Church not less than as a defense against all
violence that may befall, for instance, a functionary of the Church.
Otherwise, however, the Church only contains as much centralisation as
“we ourselves bring about.” Yet it would be much more fruitful,
according to the clever canonist, “to do away with real grievances in
one’s own sphere of responsibility oneself, and not wait until a higher
power sees itself force to intervene – in accordance with the subsidiarity
principle!”18 To avoid centralism, this almost prophetic being announces,
“is proper to the spirit of personal responsibility, and above all to the
readiness for taking on odium and becoming unpopular.”19
This readiness also distinguished Bertrams, in as much as he
presented these thoughts in the journal, “Stimmen der Zeit,” to a broad
readership. They understood the message well. An impressive sign of
the regard that the subsidiarity principle enjoyed among believers as
well as thinking Catholics on the eve of the Council is offered by a
questionaire given to 81 Catholic lay people and theologians. This was
done by the journal “Wort und Wahrheit” in the German linguistic
sphere at the beginning of the sixties of the last century, shortly before

17
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the beginning of the advisory preliminary to the Second Vatican
Council.20
ST. PAUL
Goetz, who in 1934 fled the Gestapo to a position at
Georgetown University in Washington D.C., where he taught Social
politics, sociology and social philosophy, wrote, for instance, a letter
bluntly demanding “higher flexibility in the church’s organisation, with
the decentralisation of everything that can be decentralized – for the
principle of subsidiarity applies even inside the Church!” 21 Otto von
Habsburg-Lothringen was of the same opinion, even if he did not
explicitly call upon the subsidiarity principle: “The Church is world
wide. But it is much too defined by centralism. Even in non-Western
concerns, it is often aligned with the Roman schema. This results in
serious problems. It would thus be desireable that the regions and
dioceses be guaranteed the greatest possible autonomy.”22 The youngest
son of the last Emperor of the Austro-Hungarian empire made similar
arguments – and in order to take two examples from the German sphere,
so did the Dean of Cologne, Robert Grosche, a confidante of Cardinal
Frings, and Anton Roesen, one of the prominent members of the
Archbishop of Cologne Diocese’s committee. Grosche brightly opined:
The work going into the realization of Catholicity will
force us to rethink the question of the nature of the
‘unity’ of the Church. Concern about preserving the
unity of the Church ought not to level it down to
uniformity, but should, alternatively, also not endanger
unity through the strong approach of the oncoming
“greatest possible pluralism.” It falls especially on those
who desire to strengthen the bishop’s office and to give
greater independence to the dioceses to take care that
the connection with the whole is preserved, that the
office of St. Peter as the symbol and guarantee of unity
is secured and made effective. (…) The monarchical and
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Umfrage zum Konzil. Enquete der Zeitschrift Wort und Wahrheit,
Freiburg i.Br. 1961.
21
Ibid. 583.
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celibacy rule in Latin America and consecrating viri probati everywhere as
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faith more important than disciplinary forms?”
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collegial principles in the leadership of the church must
be mutually bound together in an authentic manner.23
For his part, Roesen, in one sentence, grasped the conjunction of the
ideas of the mission and decentralisation, pluralistic society and lay
associations: “To me it seems that it lies in the power of the Council to
seriously impose the subsidiarity principle within the Church.”24 In short:
the “sensus fidelium” was obviously completely more “papal’ than the
theologians and the greater part of the hierarchy.
For it turns out that only a few cardinals and bishops put their
weight expressly behind the subsidiarity principle before and during the
advisory sessions of the Second Vatican Council.25 We recall the case of
the Cologne Cardinal Frings in particular, who had gratefully taken up
the rejection of the collective guilt thesis from Pius XII and in the
following years always came back to this expression, a good year before
the beginning of the Council sessions, still taking it that the word of the
pope defined the application of the subsidiarity principle within the
Church. In his pastoral lenten letter of 1961, 26 which was about
“burning social questions,” Frings wrote about the life of the Church on
the eve of the Second Vatican Council:
What has been said previously about the necessary
cooperation of personality and community (vide over
subsidiarity in the state and society), applies
analogously to the domain of Church life. The
constitution of the Church stems from Christ himself
and is therefore untouchable. It is essentially
hierarchical, that is, ordered from above to below, but
does not renounce democratic elements.
23
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Kirchlicher Anzeiger für die Erzdiözese Köln 101 (1961), Nr. 4, 25-35.
“The highest pastoral word,” according to the afterword, “is to read the the
Septuagesima and Sexagesima on all holy masses every Sunday. If some
abreviation of the Sexagesima is necessitated on account of Lent in some holy
Masses, the sections II and III (and thus not the prescriptions concerning
subsidiarity in the Church, D.D.) or one or the other can be left out. In these
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the Archbishopric of Cologne.
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As a proof Frings referenced the same places in Paul’s epistles that Pius
XII had used to prove that the subsidiarity principle applies within the
Church as well:
St. Paul in the Letter to the Ephesians expressly
underlined the fact that the individual Christian was no
longer an immature child, but had come fully into
adulthood, to measured by the age in which Christ came
into the fullness of his estate. Simulataneously he
emphasizes the necessity of community, when he speaks
of the building of the body of Christ, through which the
particular task of the apostles, prophets, teachers and
shepherds, revealed through the spirit, is alloted to the
individual. Christ himself however is the head, to whom
all must grow, and through whom the whole body is
bound together and supported.27
Frings did not just leave this point to biblical injunctions, but
instead came directly to the point: “The principle of subsidiarity must
also apply in the life of the Church, as Pope Pius XII once explained,”28
he says – and the footnote references the address to the newly appointed
Cardinals. But what does it mean? “The Pope alone is not supposed to
rule God’s Church. Even the bishops have a right to action within the
order, as is confirmed in doctrine and practice. They do this firstly in
their alloted parish, the diocese. But as to how the bishops, according to
a sentence of Pius XII’s, are supposed to feel co-responsible for the task
of the world wide mission of the Church – they are also called to cogovern the whole Church, which occurs through their participation in the
order that assigns them their doctrinal office in the church, as when they
cooperate in a general council.” What Frings wrote to the “dear
members of his arch-diocese” was unambiguously clear. For the
Cologne Cardinal not only held up a mirror before “Rome,” but also
before himself:
Even the Bishop cannot and should not govern his
diocese in a purely patriarchal and unlimited manner...
The more the congregation is given responsibility, the
better it is for its religious life … If the priest is seen in
his teaching and shepherding activities only as an
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assistant of the Bishop, they still have, in their office,
great freedom and self-responsibility…29
ST. PAUL
While Bishop Gargitter von Bozen advocated the principle of
the decentralisation of the Church in the field before the Council, the
Archbishop of Freiberg, Hermann Schäufele, demanded, under the cover
of a reference to Pius XII’s ideas, more rights for the diocesian bishops
as well as for the bishop’s conferences, and Bishop Josef Schoiswohl
von Graz-Seckau warned that the Church, declaring the subsidiarity
principle binding on society, let it be ineffective for itself.
Most German bishops, meanwhile, conspicuously restrained
themselves. The Bishop of Munster, Joseph Höffner, previously the
holder of the chair for Christian Social Doctrine at the University of
Münster, always referred to the subsidiarity principle in connection with
its role and place among the laity.30 Cardinal Frings, who, from 1960 to
1962, belonged to the Central Preparation Commison of the Council, 31
along with the Münich Cardinal Julius Döpfner, who was one of the four
moderators of the Council from September 1963 onward, no longer
expressly invoked the subsidiarity principle “within the Church,” or at
least as far as could be seen.32
Still, by the end of the Council there could be found numerous
materials in the Council texts that came from the subsidiarity friendly
faction, chiefly in the documents about the office of the Bishop (Christus
Dominus) and about the Church (Lumen gentium). 33 Yet, the almost
29
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Joseph Höffner, Laienapostolat und Subsidiaritätsprinzip, in: Yves
Congar u.a. (Hgg.), Konzilsreden, Deutsche Übersetzung von Christa Hempel,
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31
See Trippen, Frings (Anm. 11), Band II, 230-299.
32
Of course it is still worth while to follow in the traces of Dopfner’s
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appeared in 2004, edited by Guido Treffler und Peter Pfister as Tome 6 of
“Schriften des Archivs des Erzbistums München und Freising.” For the entry
“Subsidiaritity, principle of” the index shows 16 instances.
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Chiefly Christus Dominus 8 (The role of the Bishops in the Universal
Church) and Lumen Gentium 23 (Relations of particular Churches/Universal
Chruch with the famous “subsistit”-phrasing). Otto Karrer, the theologian, goes
so far as to write, with regard to the Church constitution, that subsidiarity
moves through the collective text as a guiding idea – “if not in word, then
through the thing itself.” His analysis of the Council documents, then, is
crowded with references to “subsidiarity” features without raising the question
even in approximate form ; what motive could there have been to basically
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classic principle of the social order was expressly not related to the
Church.34 Evil to him who evil thinks...
There is no comfort to be found in the fact that two texts
expressly mention a structuring principle of state and society: twice in
the “Declaration concerning Christian education” 35 , and once in the
“Pastoral constitution on the Church in the modern world.”36 This was
about leaving well enough alone – even though, or perhaps just because,
there were among the Counciliar Fathers many a Cardinal who were
among the newly named whom Pius XII in 1946 had shocked with his
remarks about subsidiarity within the Church. But it was, in any case,
hardly a healthy shock.
Also, it did not help things that the Church lawyer, Matthäus
Kaiser, who later taught for many years in Regensburg, had, in the epoch
of the Council, affirmed the principle of subsidiarity as a “basic structure
within the Church” in a lecture in Munich:
The principle... does not limit the full might of the
Church in regard to enforceability, but instead organizes
in all cases its competence in the allowed exercise of
ecclesiastical authority. It thereby spurs the smaller
communities and even the individual members of the
church to activity. The realization of the principle of
subsidiarity in the constitution of the church can
encourage life in the Church and thus serve for the well
being of all.37

avoid the concept of subsidiarity ? (Otto Karrer, Das Subsidiaritätsprinzip in der
Kirche, in: G. Baraúna (Hg.), De Ecclesia. Beiträge zur Konstitution “Über die
Kirche” des Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzils, Bd.1, Freiburg i. Br. 1966, 520546, hier 520).
34
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Anliegen des Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzils, Würzburg 1995. The book is
based on a dissertation under the direction of the dogmatist Peter Walter
(Freiburg i.Br.).
35
Gravissimum educationis 3 (Hilfe der Gesellschaft und des Staate bei
der Erfüllung der Erziehungsaufgabe der Eltern) und 6 (Berücksichtung des
Subsidiaritätsprinzips in der Organisation des Schulwesens).
36
In Gaudium et Spes 86 it is written among other things about the
international community “under consideration of the principle of subsidiarity
we are to order economic relationships globally so that they develop according
to the norms of justice.”
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Matthäus Kaiser, Das Prinzip der Subsidiarität in der Verfassung der
Kirche, in: AkKR (1964), 3-13, here 13. The argument is clearly influenced by
Wilhalm Bertrams’ contribution (Anm. 15).
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Yet this goal was not even seen by the Council fathers as being
particularly pressing. Or they believed one would be able to achieve it
by other means, or even achieve it better. Or it was simply that the
majority thought it wiser to refraim from naming the principle of
subsidiarity as such, in order not to shock the minority even more – the
“institutional-critical dynamic,”38 and the invitation not just to critique of
society, but even of the Church, was finally unmistakable.
Who would have wanted to contradict them? The editor of the
second edition of the Lexicon for Theology and the Church, among them
Karl Rahner, SJ, did not even hold it to be adviseable, in the nine
volumes, that appeared in 1964, to include an entry under “subsidiarity.”
One was referred to the article on “social teachings.”39 The author, Franz
Kübler, did not just ignore the meaning of the principle of subsidiarity
for the church as an issue, but even ignored the concept. And that, too, is
the politics of science.
IN ECCLESIA APPLICANDUM
Thus, the astonishment must have been all the greater when the
subsidiarity principle was rediscovered two years after the end of the
Council – and once again in Rome. Consultants for that Commision,
who were preparing the revision of the 1917 CIC as requested by Pope
Paul VI, now counted this principle of Catholic social teachings among
the guiding principles orienting the re-edition of the Codex – a project
Pope John XXIII had announced on January 25, 1959, along with the
Second Vatican Council. In October 1967, at the suggestion of Pope
Paul VI, the document with its guiding principles was submitted by the
Codex reform commission to participants of the first annual Bishop’s
synod under Cardinal Pericle Felici.40
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Even today it is astonishing what the reformers included: “So
that in the care of souls the supreme lawgiver and the bishops may work
together and the pastoral role may appear in a more positive light, those
faculties to dispense from general laws, which up to now have been
extraordinary, shall become ordinary, with reservations to the supreme
power of the universal church or other higher authorities only those
areas which require an exception because of the common good, requires
an exception,” reads the fourth guiding principle.41
The fifth is immediately joined to it conceptually:
Careful attention is to be given to the greater
application of the so-called principle of subsidiarity
within the Church. It is a principle which is rooted in a
higher one because the office of bishops with its
attached powers is a reality of divine law. In virtue of
this principle one may defend the appropriateness and
even the necessity of providing for the welfare
especially of individual institutes through particular
laws and the recognition of a healthy autonomy for
particular executive powers while legislative unity and
universal and general law are observed. On the basis of
the same principle, the new Code entrusts either to
particular laws or executive power whatever is not
necessary for the unity of the discipline of the universal
Church so that appropriate provision is made for a
healthy ‘decentralization’ while avoiding the danger of
division into, or the establishment of national
churches.42
It is not known even today what set of persons phrased this
guiding principle. Thus we cannot also reconstruct how it was composed
at that time, or at whose instigation the subsidiarity principle arrived in
this guiding text.43 In any case, we cannot fall back on the texts of the
Second Vatican – the council postulated the subsidiarity principle for
state and society, but did not apply it to the Church. In spite of which it
41
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reappears in Cardinal Frings’ sense as a mediating principle between the
just autonomy of the Diocesan bishops as the descendents of the apostles
and the power of the Pope.44
Yet, whatever the Bishops wished to communicate, for many,
even if the lesser number, the open naming of the subsidiarity principle
was a poke in the eye. Why did Cardinal Felici in his address only insist
on the limits and dangers, but not the opportunities that could be opened
up by the application of the subsidiarity principle to the Church? Did he
want to calm down possible opponents? Or did he want to signal that the
opponents of subsidiarity in the Church would always find a hearing
with him? We do not know. We do know that collectively twelve verbal
amendments were given to this theme.45 It is also certain, that the nearly
unanimous votes of the succeeding synod left no doubt about this
guiding principle, for the subsidiarity principle in the proposed revisions
of the book of Canon law was certainly taken into account.
Already in the following year, the Vatican raised the fear that
the subsidiarity principle could be applied too far and would make for a
pluralism not only in the question of belief and morals, but even in the
sacraments, liturgy and church discipline. Endangering the unconditional
indivisibility of the Catholic Church. No lesser personage than Pope
Paul VI expressed himself in this sense during the first extraordinary
Bishops’ Synod and demanded at the end of the session further research
into the applicability of the subsidiarity principle to the Church.46 Did
not he or his co-workers pay any heed to the pertinent work of Betram
and the Canonists of the Gregoriana? Or to the “Baugesetze der
Gesellschaft” (1968) of Oswald von Nell-Breuning, SJ, the specialist in
the Church’s social teachings, with its small section on subsidiarity in
the Church?47 Note well that the “parole of the laiety,” “dynamics of
movement” – this is all not genuine post-Vatican II social ethical
thinking, but instead can be found as a Motif even in the pre-Council
texts of Canon lawyer Bertrams. Even the sentence was not original by
which the subsidiarity concept corresponds “most exactly” to those
provisions “which help all to bring all governing powers to their fullest
unfolding and to their most effective implementation.”48
It should thus have been clear to the Pope as well as to all the
Bishops and to many a theologian what fundamental questions around
44
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the subsidiarity principle awaited an answer. Nell-Breuning expressed
himself uninhibitedly: “On what occasions the central Roman office
must rule unilaterally for the entire Church, and what others fall to
individual bishops or bishops’ conferences, according to the different
relations and needs of the different bishoprics, is not fixed for all time,
but constantly changes.”49 It is on this account that, at the request of the
Pope, the full session of the Fall 1969 Bishop’s synod took up the
question of the relationship of the new Bishops’ conferences with the
Holy See.
CIRCULI MINORI
As one cannot but expect in the face of the little experience of
most bishops with this new form of collegiality, and with the dogmatic
controversialness of this theme, and with the opinons concerning all the
questions of the ecclesiological status of bishops’ conferences in relation
to how they related to the Holy See, there was also disagreement about
the extent to which the properties of these new institutions would
diminish the rights of the Diocesan bishops.50 All such considerations
did no harm to the idea of the applicability of the subsidiarity principle.
At the end, after strictly formal debates in the plenary session and
consultations within the small, linguistically distinct groups (“circuli
minori”), the participants of the synod united around not only
theoretically recognizing the subsidiarity principle, but even having it
observed in the communications of the Holy See with the bishops’
conferences and the individual dioceses, for instance through
participation in the preparations for Rome’s decisions.51
One way or another, then – the hour seemed propitious to help
to apply the subsidiarity principle in the Church theoretically as well as
practically, in all forms. Only it was not used. In systematic theology, in
social ethics as well as in the episcopacy, the post-Council call for
deeper study of the subsidiarity principle resounded, unheard. Joseph
Höffner, who was by now Cardinal and Archbishop of Cologne, did not
publicly advocate this suggestion. Also the German Councilar
theologians, from Karl Rahner to Joseph Ratzinger, did not take up Paul
VI’s proposal.
Instead of which, in April 1970, approximately, Joseph
Ratzinger, after brief academic posts in Freising, Münster, Bonn and
Tübingen and now Ordinarius in Regensburg, and the Munich political
scientist and later Bavarian Minister of Religion and President of the
49
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Central Committee of German Catholics, Hans Maier, disputed over
“Democracy in the Church.” 52 The concept of “subsidiarity” did not
appear in the dispute. Instead of this, Ratzinger denounced “Fraternity,
the functional understanding of offices, charisma, collegiality,
synodochiality, the people of God” as “slogans of concilar ecclesiology”
and at the same time “half way points for the democratisation thesis.”53
Against this, Maier took up for the “assimilation of democracy
throughout the Church” for which he had spoken for years54 – yet even
he did not base his argument on Catholic social principles nor did he
advocate for the proposal of Pius XII that the subsidiarity principle must
apply within the Church.
In contrast Gustav Ermecke, whose theological morality was
deeply rooted in so-called pre-Vatican II thinking, took Paul VI at his
word. In 1972 he proposed “thoughts” concerning research into and
“current application” of “the social-philosophical help principle of
subsidiarity” within the Church. It even, or so it was said in his article
for the magazine, “Neue Ordnung,” supported the “principle of
universality and membership, from which we draw our conclusion of the
validity of subsidiarity and the principle of subsidiarity both in regard to
lay and independent orientations.”55
Ermecke did not even line up against understanding of the
principle of subsidiarity as the “principle of decentralization” – valid for
the modern state as well as for the Church. “But the tendency to the
enlargement of administration and thus the tendency to an “administered
world” and the great unlearning of the habit of correctly using one’s
freedom is simply a symptom of sickness in the Western world,” he
pessimistically wrote. The Church did not seem to be immune to this
sickness, even if it was now on the way to improvement:
In the Church today we now recognize (unfortunately,
rather late) the significance (sic) of regions as
independent, long standing forms of the one Catholic
credo. Even here the subsidiarity principle has a
decisive meaning, with of course different emphases
according to its lay or independent orientation.56
52
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At the same time in France and Spain two solitary authors dared
to take that Pope at his word – and the subsidiarity principle as well. In
Spain it was the Canon lawyer José Luis Gutiérrez,57 in Frace the Canon
lawyer René Metz, who, like Wilhelm Bertrams, was a clever man, an
observer schooled within the realities of the Church.58
JEU NORMAL
Tensions in the Church between the Pope and the Bishops, the
center and the periphery? Nothing could be better! “Le jeu normal de ces
tensions est un signe de santé et un facteur d’enrichissement pour
l’Eglise.” 59 [The normal play of these tensions is a sign of health and a
driver of enrichment for the Church.] It isn’t tensions in the Church as
such that are evil, but rather their suppression and refusal to assimilate
the living play of forces of the always new historical realities. “Le
phénomène actuel de décentralisation que nous constatons dans l’Eglise
tend simplement à rétablir l’equilibre des tensions,” 60 [The actual
phenomenon of decentralisation that we observe in the Church simply
tends to reestablish the equilibrium of tensions], Metz assures his reader
at the end of his coolly instructive article, and holds it thus to be only
fitting to anchor the subsidiarity principle as a “regulative principle” of
that “Lex Fundamentalis” which, at the time, was imagined to be at the
core of the Codex reform.
Yes, this was how it really was: Under Wilhelm Aymans and
Klaus Mörsdorf the Munich Canon School, as influential as it was
tradition conscious, had developed the concept of a Lex Ecclesiae
Fundamentalis, a codification of the common law of the universal
Catholic Church, under which there was possible space for the legal
circles of other traditions such as the united Eastern Churches and the
Latin Church, and possibly even for further denominational
differences. 61 But here the subsidiarity principle was supposed to

of the validity of the subsidiarity principle within the Church: “This requires...
more basic reflection. Here we, as social theologians in the CST (Christian
social teachings), and in ecclesiology, stand at the beginnings.”
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become very concrete, for instance in the supplying of the missing
elements, traceable “everywhere in the Church,” constructing
adminstrative courts on the diocesian and super-diocesian level, “by
which the defense of the fundamental rights of believers would have
their proper hearing, in order to overcome any suspicion as to the
arbitrariness of ecclesiastical acts of administration through their
directing agencies.”62
No sooner said than done: The General Synod of the Bishops of
West Germany asked the Pope on November 19, 1975, by an
overwhelming majority, “to permit a framework for ecclessiastical
administrative court or to invest the German Bishops’ Conference with
express power to organise an ecclesiastical administrative court.” 63
There follows correspondingly articles for incorporating the court of, all
together, 128 paragraphs.
Yet the members of the German synod, the Munich canonists,
René Metz and even Gustav Ermecke had all, in the end, backed the
wrong horse. Subsidiarity in the Church? Not with Paul VI, and also not
with Pope John Paul II. The schema of Lex Ecclesiae Fundamentalis
was superceded by the “Schema Novissimum,” which was transmitted to
John Paul II to implement on April 22 1982. 64 And as the Pope
promulgated the new Codex three quarters of a year later with the
Apostolic Constitution “Sacrae Disciplinae,” the Canons of 1736 to
1763 (Schema novissimum) had been stripped out of Book VII “De
processionibus.” Together with some confidantes, among whom were
Cardinal State secretary, Agostino Casaroli, Canonists Eugenio Corecco
and Zenon Grocholewski, and, as well, German Curia Cardinal Joseph
Ratzinger,65 the Pope had “proofed” the last draft of the new Codex. 66
Which means: the Pope and the Cardinals went through the draft canon
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by canon and changed, marked through or even composed completely
anew numerous definitions – a process that scorned, if not subsidiarity,
at least all collegiality.
Subsidiarity as a principle in order to regulate tensions in the
Church? Nobody demanded that the work performed by different reform
commissions over almost twenty years could bind de jure the Pope and
his co-workers. But that John Paul II did not even feel, de facto, bound
to the will of even the last representatives of the reform commission of
the many Bishops’ conferences says more about the mentality of this
Pope and the influence of the Vatican Curia that all the pleasant
sounding oaths of allegiance to the spirit of the Council.
But even if not in practice, did the theory of collegiality, and
even subsidiarity stand better in theory? Or in other words: did the legal
working of the Latin Church stand within the framework laid down by
the Bishops’ Synod of 1967, with its guiding principles? A foolish
question for it requires that dogmaticists, fundamental theologians, or
even social ethicists undertook an exhaustive analysis of the new
lawbook from the viewpoint of its claims and reality. Nothing lay farther
from their minds, be it because they knew no better, or be it because
they did not want to know any better.
In his Ph.d dissertation, Canonist Georg Bier in 200167 for the
first time put into question the dominant opinion that the 1983 CIC
contained central material in the spirit of the Council and strengthened
the legal position of the Diocesan bishops. His thesis: “The general
codical definitions concerning the Episcopacy and the office of the
diocesan bishop as well as the normative elaboration of these offices in
the codical definitions designate the dioscesan bishop legally as the
Papal officer.”68 Here, the canonist takes his ground against the ruling
concensus in systematic theology. Yet his arguments can’t be dismissed
out of hand. Did not circumstances alone make one suspicious about the
fact that the Codex’s subsidiarity principle was not introduced anywhere
but in the 1967 guiding principles, much less defined as norma nomans?
As so often in theology, here, too, the wish was father to the thought.
Already in 1988, five years after the promulgation of the CIC,
the American canonist Thomas J. Green had reconstructed the
fundamental features of the history of this increasing suppression.69 In a
first evaluation of the treatment of the subsidiarity principle during the
revision phase of the ecclesiastical canon, he showed that the work of
67
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the reform commissions as well as on the Codex itself must have
assumed that the validity of the subsidiarity principle within the Church
was never, “in principle,” put into question. But in the meanwhile,
during the course of deliberations, the upper hand was gained by those
who saw in the comprehensiveness granted to this social principle a
danger for the unity of the Church.70 In the end, this group had Pope
John Paul II on their side, who after taking office in October 1978 had
sufficient time to put his stamp on the Codex Reform. And not only this:
in looking back over the Pontificat of John Paul it is evident that
centralisation and not respect for subsidiarity is simply its signature.
Because not only the new book of canon law, but even the post-codical
law, which Pope John Paul II implemented either personally or had
Roman Curie do in his name, can hardly satisfy the claim to having
carried out subsidiarity or the subsidiarity principe as the structural
principle of the Church.
CAUSA FINITA?
A collection of essays in commemoration of the 70th birthday of
Josef Homeyer, Bishop of Hildesheimer, appeared in the fall of 1999.
Walter Kasper, the longtime professor of dogmatics in Münster and
Tübingen and, for almost a decade, the Bishop of Rottenburg-Stuttgart,
also contributed a text.71 In the first part of his contribution Kasper dealt
with the theology of the Bishop’s office according to Aquinas; in the
second part he dealt the the current tendencies of ecclesiastical
governance under Pope John Paul II. Kasper presented the thesis that the
Catholic Church had undertaken a “theological restoration of Roman
centralism” at the end of the 20th century. 72 A hard judgment that,
according to its reprinting in the “Frankfurter Allgemeinen Zeitung”73
called attention in multiple ways to Joseph Ratzinger, the prefect of the
Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.74
Yet Kasper, who had at this point been the Bishop of
Rottenburg-Stuttgart for ten years, knew of what he spoke. Fourteen
70
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years had gone by since the fall of 1985, when he had, for instance,
taken part as a private secretary in the Extraordinary Synod of Bishops
that, in carrying out the wish of the Pope, dealt with the end of Vatican
Two exactly twenty years before, with the theme “communion” in the
Church.75 Even then the subsidiarity principle was debated – but in a
paradoxical manner. In the final report of the synod there is a reference
to Pope Pius XII’s talk before the new Cardinals in 1946, reading: “It is
recommended to begin a research program over the question of whether
the subsidiarity principle that applies in human society also finds
application within the Church, and, if so, to what extent and with what
sense the application is possible and eventually necessary.”
Thus, the subject that a Pope affirmed in 1946 (“that” the
subsidiarity principle must be valid in Church), is represented by the
members of the 1985 Bishops’ Synod as a possibility – and so we can
jump around with learned statements when it suits us. Or ... not? The
Canon lawyer Peter Huizing76 has sought to solve this paradox with the
suggestion that the formulation of the Synod could be so read that the
proponents of the subsidiarity principle could always posit against the
sceptics or the manifest opponents that they also openly clung to
possibility that it also possessed validity in the Church, while more
extensive formulations would obviously not obtain a consensus – and,
before everything else, were not desired, at least by the Roman Curia. In
a lecture before the Cardinals immediately before the opening of the
Bishops’ synod, did not Jerome Hamer, the longtime secretary of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, represent the principle of
subsidiarity as tendentially irreconcilable with the hierarchical structure
of the Church?77 The Bishops’ synod did not yet go so far – but by 1985,
sympathizers with strong decentralisation and a clear division of
competences in the Church accompanied by a deepending of collegial
elements in the governance of the Church were obviously on the
defensive. They couldn’t call upon Council texts, on the new law book,
and not even on academic theology
It also did not help that briefly before, in 1984, the well known
German social ethicist, Walter Kerber, had, ex nihilo, given himself the
role of the defender of the Subsidiarity principle in the Church in the
journal “Stimmen der Zeit” [Voices of the Time]. 78 “As a universal,
75
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which expresses something about the nature and idea of every social
action, it does not countenance any exceptions. It is also valid for the
Chruch, if and in as much as it is regarded as a visible, institutionally
conceived community.” While that sounds banal, yet it was
revolutionary – at least in theory – for after Kerber unfolded the
argument that even the division of competences in the church was
subject to the requirements of subsidiarity 79 there occures the parting
proof: “But this would also lead us too far astray in this framework.”80
Two years later Oswald von Nell-Breuning, SJ, the highly
estimed scholar of Catholic social ethics doctrine, took up this issue –
once again in the “Stimmen der Zeit,” and with the same affirmative
tendency. 81 “Because the Church is not exhausted by being a social
structure, but rather is so while being at the same time essentially more
than a social structure, it pays to carefully distinguish the Church as a
social structure (‘Ecclesia ut societas’) and as a Church, in as much as it
is more than simply a social structure (‘Ecclesia ut mysterium’) and to
avoid the error, that what is valid for the ‘Ecclesia ut societas’ can be
blindly extended or transposed to the ‘Ecclesia ut mysterium’. By
definition, the subsidiarity principle only has to do with the,Ecclesia ut
societas’…” So far, so good. Yet the sentence goes on: “… which
clearly does not exclude the fact that implications of analogous aspects
of it can also be appropriate to the ,Ecclesia ut mysterium’ …” And the
sentence goes farther: “… on this very interesting question, which lies
outside our theme, we will not enter.”82 Lies outside of our theme?
Yet, even if Kerber and Nell-Breuning had been more concrete,
their explications had come a little late. In any case, late for Vatican II,
later for the Codex Reform. The Canonist Jean Beyer, like Bertrams a
teacher in the Gregorian University, but of another kind, hit off the tone
of the time when he tried to substitute the unlikely, ambiguous concept
of “iusta autonomia” for the subsidiarity principle “within the Church.”83
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Or was it that Nell-Breuning and Kerber believed that they had
to engage in the same old battles in order to guard against new dangers
that were seeded by the polyvalent ecclesiology of the Council and in
the new Church law code, and that became manifest in the first years
after the Pontificate of John Paul II? This assumption can’t be disgarded
out of hand, even if Nell–Breuning conceived of his exposition of the
subsidiarity principle in the Church as an amicable answer to the request
of the 1985 Bishops’ Synod, which wanted to re-think this theme
fundamentally. 84 Because even Walter Kasper, at that time still a
Professor at Tübingen, but attached by higher authorities as a special
secretary of this Synod, had perceived what the hour had brought forth.
In the Herder-Correspondence two years after the Special Synod there
appeared a programmatic article under the title, “Mystery does not annul
the Social.”85
Two years later, recently named by Pope John Paul II Bishop of
Rottenburg-Stuttgart, Kasper came back to this theme in the
“International Catholic Journal Communio.” Yet again he publicized for
respecting the principle of subsidiarity as the “competence rule” per se
for the Church.86 More than this, Kaspar, in contrast to Kerber and NellBreuning broke the taboo by naming the Church as a “concrete field of
applications” of the principle of subsidiarity. The connections that he
drew reached impressively from the respect for the fundamental rights of
individual Christians over to the rights of individual Charismatics of the
orders and other spiritual communities, repect for the rights of the laiety,
the determination of relations between the local and the universal
Church over the thema of inculturation up to the defense of the
legitimate autonomy of theology. 87
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A delegate of the German Bishops’ Conference, the Mainz
Bishop Lehmann, now participated in the discussion, while still in the
habitually discrete way.88 And in the United States, the Church lawyer,
John G. Johnson, reconstructed the Synod of Bishops dealings with the
theme of subsidiarity.89
An astonishing fact: In the six years between 1984 and 1990
there appeared more articles expressly dealing with the theme of
“subsidiarity” in the Church than in the twenty previous years. The
theme and the concept seemed more contemporary than ever. Could it be
that theologians, dogmatists, canonists and social ethicists all at once
became conscious that the sorry state within the Church was somewhat
due to the fact that the validity of the subsidiarity principle was all this
time being openly disputed by some, by many others sovereignly
ignored, and that many do so still today?90
There were enough grounds for this concern. In Western Europe
there had been a series of spectacular Bishop appointments that
nourished the suspicion that the Pope and the Curia wanted to fix their
stamp on a few insubordinate Bishops’ conferences. In 1979 the
88
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Netherlands Bishops Gijsen and Simonis, who had backed the Papal line
since the sixties; in Austria, since 1986, Hans Hans Hermann Groer and
soon also his suffragen Bishop, Kurt Krenn; and in Germany the
Cologne metropolitan capital, after many unsuccessful ballots, acceded
to the demand of the Pope and changed its status to elect the Berlin
Cardinal Joachim Meisner to the Archbishop’s seat. Yet can we suppose
these events really had as a consequence a new phase of theological
reflection over the subsidiarity concept, superceding all that had gone
before quantitatively as well as qualitatively? Or was it a premonition of
what was to come?
COMMUNIO
Flash forward again to 1999, to the middle of Walter Kasper’s
exposition of the excessive power of centralism in the World church.
The Bishop of Rottenberg did not conceal the fact that this development
was instigated by the teachings of Vatican II. Even after Vatican II the
Bishop of Rome “by the force of his office as the representative of
Christ and the universal Church [has] full, supreme and universal power
that he is always free to exercise,” which meant looking to Peter’s seat
as the visible principle and foundation of the unity of the plurality of
Bishops. But at the same time, according to Kasper, the Council
affirmed that Bishops too as members of the College of Bishops were
invested with care for the universal church. “But the question is,”
according to Kasper, “whether the authority and the initiative of the
College is practically a fiction: which it becomes if the Pope can
hamstring them every time, when conversely he can decide and act
everytime also without the formal cooperation of the College – not as a
persona privata, but rather as the head of the College.”91
In 1999 the question was as easy to answer as it is in 2011. Not
only has the authority and initiative of the College over the past decades
become a sheer fiction; but also de jure, for according to the 1983 Codex,
the Pope is not instructed to be in “communion” with the episcopacy.
Thus, the call upon the subsidiarity principle is only a counterfactual cry
for help, if even a de jure senseless one. Is the Pope supposed to feel his
actions bound by this principle, where he is not even bound by the law
that he himself institutes, and be it – as in the “Cologne affair” – a
contract binding under international law?92 Classical political philosophy
understood the idea that the monarch was not bound to the prevailing
law and could act contrary to it as an unfailing mark of tyranny, thus of
91
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arbitrary rule. Pope John Paul II and some of his closest co-workers in
the Curia were not very impressed by this circumstance.
For instance, the German Curial Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, who
Pope John Paul II called to the head of the Vatican Congregation on the
Doctrine of Faith in 1981, and who was chosen as John Paul II’s
successor under the name Benedict XVI in April 2005. In 1993, as a
Curial Cardinal this self conscious, mission conscious dogmatist in one
gesture put an end to the “abusive” interpretations of communioecclesiology. In a letter dated May 28 1992 he affirmed for the
Congregation that the correct interpretation of communio is tied into the
idea that the universal church has ontologically, by its very existence, as
also chronologically, that is to say, in the historical process, priority
before its ecclesiastical parts.93 If one follows this interpretation, then
one must not imagine the emergence of the church as an organic process,
in which the default unity of the Church unfolded in the appearance of
different churches and therewith in a mutual play of forces. The Church
did not develop from “under,” but instead from above. What the
churches are and what they have is not out of their independent right,
and from thence in community one with the other. What they are and
what they have comes always only from above.
One can criticise this interpretation as historically fallacious and,
more, be of the view that here we find a tendentious totalitarian form of
theological thinking in power, namely the doctrine of ideas that goes
back to Plato. One can even go further and affirm that Joseph Cardinal
Ratzinger as well as Pope Benedict XVI is a singularly pure
representative of this form of thinking and has, along with the writing of
the Congregation of Faith, made his binding on the entire Church, to the
point that thereafter other, competing forms of thinking since no longer
have any justification. And one can go still further and hold that the
destruction of other forms of thought is not only in bad taste, but also a
direct betrayal of theological tradition. In the history of theology there
has scarcely ever been one “school,” but, quite officially, many
“schools,” that feed partially from distinct philosophical traditions. That
leads to strong disputes, but even more to a very fruitful discussion,
stimulating belief as well as reason.
Yet this should obviously not be – which Kaspers’ thesis of a
historically unique concentration of power in the Church and the thus
thoroughly disrespectful attitude to the subsidiarity principle
demonstrated unintentionally, but also unambiguously.
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CAUSA FINITA!
But it is not at all unintentionally that the concept of subsidiarity
is found in one of the few doctrinal texts, in which the question of the
constitution of the Church is discussed: the “Post-Synodal Apostolic
Exhortaton Pastores Gregis” signed by Pope John Paul II on October 16,
2003, on the symbolically loaded 25th anniversary of his election to the
position of Pope.
There are many places in the text that refer to the debates that
were conducted during the 10th ordinary General Assembly of the
Bishops’ Synod from September 30 to October 27, 2001, dedicated to
the theme, “The Bishop as the Servant of the Gospel of Jesus Christ for
the Hope of the World.” In Nr. 56, accordingly: “Vatican II taught,” it
reads unconditionally, “that the bishop, following the Apostle in the
diocese for the care of which he has been entrusted, stands by his own,
ordinary, independent and immediate authority, as is required for the
practice of his pastoral office. The authority that is invested in the Pope
by the power of his office, to be held by himself or in some cases by
another authority, remains thereby forever and in all things
undisturbed.”94 That there is a certain tension between both statements
has, ever since, been hidden from nobody. And as well, that the task of
the Extraordinary Bishops’ Synod of 1985, to study the possible validity
of the subsidiarity principle “even in the church,” was not yet fulfilled.
This desidera could have stood in the background when “in the
hall of the Synod ... the question was raised... whether the relationship
that exists between the Bishop and the supreme authority of the Church,
not be treated in the light of the subsidiarity principle, in particular in
light of the relations between the Bishop and the Roman Curia.”95 Was it
Walter Kasper, who in the meanwhile had been raised to the presidency
of the Papal Advisory Council on the Requirements for Christian Unity,
who threw out this inflammatory word into the Session? We do not
know, but the following sentence could indicate an intervention of
Kasper’s: “Therefore the wish exists to form these relations in the sense
of a Communio-ecclesiology, respecting current competencies and thus
under the realisation of a greater decentralisation. It has also been
requested that we reflect on the possibility of applying this principle to
the life of the Church, whereby in any case the fact must be born in mind
that the constitutive principle for the practice of bishop’s authority is the
hierarchal community of individual bishops with the Pope and with the
Bishops’ Collegium.”
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So much for the starting point. The Pope’s answer and the
authors with whom the gravely ill Pontiff worked, left nothing more to
wish for, at least as regards clarity: “As we know, the subsidiarity
principle was formulated by one of my predecessors of blessed memory,
Pius XI, for civil society.” That Pius XI had also advised it for the
Church was pretty rudely set aside. “The second Vatican Council never
used the term ‘subsidiarity’. Agreed. “Yet it has emboldened a sharing
among the organs of the Church and thus set in motion a new reflection
on the theology of the episcopacy, which has born fruit in the concrete
application of the principle of collegiality in the community of the
Church.” One could believe this – but one does not have to. “In regard to
the practice of the authority of the bishops, the Synod fathers have
opined that the concept of subsidiarity proves to be ambiguous. They
have thereup insisted that the nature of the authority of the bishops must
be theologically deepened in the light of the Communio-principle.”
Which means, in plain language: Causa finita.
PROFESSIO FIDEI
The doctrinal boundaries drawn around the communio-idea, the
interpretation of which veils, under the multiple means and the false
spiritualisation and harmony, the true relations of power,96 is meanwhile
a petitesse in comparison to what we now must bring into closer view. If
Ratzinger’s dogmatic intervention scorns the social principle of
subsidiarity formally as well as substantially, then the so-called postcodical law should be seen as a direct effort to force the ‘collegial’
elements of Church law into the background, and to sharpen the
primatial elements in leading the church back to the standards of Vatican
One.
The up to now unresolved conflict within theology over the
hierarchical place of the bishops’ conferences is characteristic of the
repression of the collegial elements, as that place has been differentiated
from the “supreme authority of the Church” as much as from the legal
standing of the diocesan bishops. With clear words, Walter Kasper
appealed to Pope John Paul II against the conceps in Motu proprio
96
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“Apostolos Suos” (21. Mai 1998), where the Bishops’ conferences are
represented as not partial realisation of the collegiality of the episcopate,
but instand are basically useful forms of work and organisation.97
The sharpening of the primatial elements of the leadership of the
Catholic Church under John Paul II went far over the jurisdictional
boundaries on the primate and on papal infallibility drawn by the First
Vatican Council, not stopping, moreover, to minimize the role of the
Bishops’ conferences. 98 But even more, the greatest degree of the
overextension of papal power was reached in the introduction of new
formulas of the confession of faith (“Professio fidei”) and the oath of
fidelity (Iusiurandum fidelitatis) on January 8, 1990. Both were prepared
long before, and were personally blessed by Pope John Paul II on July 1
1988.
There is a good tradition in the church that assumption of office
by certain officials is accompanied by the legal duty to declare the
confession of faith (c. 380 CIC und c. 833 CIC). Since 1990, every
official must not only declare the confession of faith, but all the three
principles. According to this, they are firstly held to accept and preserve
what the Church as its divinely revealed doctrine affirms. Secondly, all
persons declaring the new professio fidei declares to hold and preserve
all and every instance of what the Church “definitively” lays down in the
domain of the doctrines of faith and morals. These doctrines are
accordingly not published, but are defined by the Pope or the Bishops’
Collegium in the practice of their infallible doctrinal office. The third
pledge is conclusive religious obediance of the will and the
understanding for all things demanded by the doctrinal office of the
universal church according to Canon 752 CIC in those teachings that are
not definite.
The Church lawyer Norbert Lüdecke has described the sense of
this process as follows.99 The formal act designated as a “confession of
97
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faith” includes the “declaration of adherence to doctrines ... to which
there is no adherence of faith in the authentic sense, which is true about
the second and more certainly for the third clause,” according to
Lüdecke in addition to canonists Heribert Schmitz and Ladislaus
Örsy.100 This process – as well as the CIC itself – serves only one goal in
the eyes of the Church lawyers: the authority of the Church’s doctrinal
office is thereby elevated. Obedience is consequently demanded and
opposition to not-definite doctrines is not tolerated.
Yet what are the definitive and non-definitive doctrines in the
sense of this Professio fidei – affairs that do not participate in revelation,
but are matters that can be believed? Pope John Paul II, after the reediting of the Professio fidei twice, then submitted doctrines of this kind,
which were meant to solidify the demand for religious obediance of the
will and understanding in such a way that theological discussion of them
was indefinitely suspended.
The first non-definitive doctrine comprised the Apostolic Text
“Ordinatio Sacerdotalis,”dated May 22, 1994. Its core statement said
that the believer had finally (“definitively” to hold to the decision that
the Catholic Church held no authority from God to allow women to take
the priesthood. A year later, on March 25, 1995, the Pope signed the
encyclical, “Evangelium vitae”– over the willful killing of human life.
The killing of innocent life, abortion as well as euthanasia is forbidden
with this formulation, which resembles dogma without however raising
the claim of an infallible definition.
The Pope, in these matters, could count on undivided agreement.
But why this process? Do we believe to be able to elevate their power of
conviction ex cathedra through the “elevation of the formal authority of
non-definitive doctrines?” r should we rather think that the enrollment of
for instance the Cardinal’s College or a Bishops’ Synod would loan the
effect of such doctrines a much higher measure of collegial and thus
factive committment? Yet therewith, we would have created a
precedent...
QUI TACET
If we take as our measure of adherance the silence in nearly all
local churches with regard to the theoretical as well as practical progress
of Roman centralisation and the thus implicit disrespect for the
subsidiarity principle, and we take that adherence as a measure of the
agreement of the ideal and reality, then the Catholic Church finds itself
in a situation that can be described as nearly ideal: it is good as it is.
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On the other side we can draw the conclusion from the
testimony of the current Cardinal Kasper, formerly Bishop of
Rottenburg, as well as some other publications in the field of dogmatics
as well as Church law, that Roman centralism stands not only against the
Church’s tradition, but also impedes the witness of the Church and may
be considered hightly detrimental to the future of the faith. Where does
the truth lie?
It is true that in the view of the highest doctrinal office of the
Church, both before and after Pius XII, the subsidiarity principle did not
hold with regard to the Church. It is furthermore correct that those
theologians are in minority who want to use this social principle to
legitimate distributing competences in the Church “ut societas.”Along
with this, we must affirm that the thesis of Pius XII, by which the
principle of subsidiarity counts also within and for the Church, was not
received, looked at panoramically.
At the same time there are numerous developments in the recent
history of the Church up to the last years of John Paul II’s pontificate
that made reflection about applying subsidiarity in the Church not only
not obsolete, but positively pressing.
Let us take the Professio fidei with its demand for obediance of
the will and understanding concerning the question of non-definitive
doctrines. It is a question, with these doctrines, of an almost unlimited
self-empowerment by the Pope and the Curia, without regard for the
sensus fidelium and without formal or informal cooperation by the
Episcopate – demanding obediance of the will and understanding
concerning all doctrines of the doctrinal office of the universal church.
Nothing and no one, in this closed system, can limit the Pope from
elevating his personal convictions or perhaps even a minority opinion to
a universal norm of faith. Imagine that this dogma stood 150 years ago,
and the “Syllabus errorum” with its verdict against freedom of religion
and conscience was decked out with the power of binding that is derived
from adherance to the doctrinal office’s statements according to the third
clause of the Professio fidei.
Let us go further, and take the Pontificate of John Paul II with
his countless ecumenical initiatives. Is it even conceivable that in the
coming decades there will be substantial progress in the dialogue of
Orthodox and Evangelical Churchs, on the one side, with the Catholic
Church, on the other, when the Catholic Church not only recognizes the
synodal structure of other churches and church communities, but as well
converts itself and grants more legitimacy to the synodal elements?
Finally, take the Church in the world today. Is it really
conceivable, that the Catholic Church in democratic societies is accruing
respect when its social form is ever less compatible with elementary
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social principles of modern societies as well as state and transnational
organizations?
Let us in conclusion take up the Church and its own task.
Nobody would dispute “that in the Church, the fundamental questions of
the doctrine as well as the practice must be given unity and that the
decision concerning such questions must be reserved to the authority of
the universal Church,”wrote Walter Kasper a good six years ago.101 But
it must be asked whether it makes sense, and whether, in the face of the
plurality of cultures, it is even possible, that the questions concerning the
care of souls will always in all details be bindingly fixed by the universal
Church. The answer, that the emeritus Curia Cardinal suggested in the
summer of 2010, was clear: no.
No! Even his youngest brother, whose summa ecclesiologiae has
been published under the title, “Catholic Church. Nature. Reality.
Mission,”102 moves unerringly on this line. Yet how many nay-sayers are
there in this church?
There still remains what Franz-Xaver Kaufmann has
illuminatingly said, before the cases of abuses shook the Catholic
Church in the United States and in Europe to their foundations: “Excess
of centralization is a characteristic defect of hierarchical organisations
and often results in a substantial loss of efficency. This is especially true
of organizations which render personal services.”103
Journalist/Theologian
Verantwortlicher Redakteur für "Die Gegenwart"
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
Frankfurter, Germany
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PART III
DISJUNCTION ON
MORALITY AND HISTORICITY

CHAPTER VI

THE VALUE OF EXPERIENCE FOR
A WORLDLY CHURCH
WILLIAM A. BARBIERI JR.
As far as time is concerned…no cognition in us
precedes experience, and with experience every
cognition begins. But although all our cognition begins
with experience, yet it does not on that account all arise
from experience.
- Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (1787)
All forms of religious faith are principles of
interpretation which we use to organize our
experience… No religious faith can maintain itself in
defiance of the experience which it supposedly
interprets.
- Paul Ramsey, Christianity and Power Politics
(1948)
PRELIMINARIES
One issue that threads its way through the various contemporary
“disjunctions” Charles Taylor has identified between seekers and
dwellers, assent and obedience, historical and non-historical moralities
and single and plural spiritualities concerns the role of experience in
shaping relations between church and world. “Seekers,” for example,
may be prompted to take up their search by a perception that the answers
provided by religious authorities fail to conform to or resonate with their
own experience; as a result, they embark on an experiential quest in
search of an authenticity that will be unique to their personal
circumstances. Similarly, the distinction between obedience- and assentbased models of authority turns in part on whether the propositions
affirmed by the church are amenable to discussion, evaluation, and
testing in light of current conditions and insights, or whether they are
simply asserted as timeless certainties (and hence not presented as
“propositions” at all). What separates a single, self-sufficient spirituality
from one enriched by other religious and even secular outlooks is, at
least in part, experiences of encounter and dialogue. In each of these
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settings, a vital question is whether experience is recognized and
affirmed as a valid source in mediating and rearticulating the church’s
own self-understanding and its witness to the world. This question is
perhaps nowhere so acute as in connection with matters of morality, and
it is to this field that the balance of my attention will be devoted. How
Catholic teaching in matters of morals responds to the challenges of the
“experiential turn” in modern thought and practice is a pressing issue for
the intellectual and moral credibility, as well as the practical success, of
the contemporary church.
Experience, of course, is an elusive term. Its meaning must be
specified in order to prevent it from covering too much or too little
ground. For my purposes, we can identify several distinct senses of the
term that bear on our broad subject of morality. Some of these have to
do with persons considered as individual subjects or moral agents. (1)
Experience refers in an initial sense to the process by which persons on
an ongoing basis perceive, adapt to, and build up knowledge of their
surroundings. It is in this sense that we speak of experiential education,
denoting a mode of learning that provides knowledge that cannot be
arrived at merely through cognition or “book learning.” (2) A related
sense of the term denotes not just knowledge but practical wisdom: we
describe that person as “experienced” who has undergone a process of
formation producing expertise, good judgment and insight. (3) A third
usage is linked to the notion of empiricism – the systematic
incorporation of sensory data into the production of knowledge, in, for
example, the scientific method – or, for that matter, Lonergan’s
generalized empirical method. 1 Further senses have a collective or
intersubjective character, arising among persons in community. (4)
Central developments in liberation and feminist theology, for example,
place the notion of praxis – a mode of experience bound up with the
concrete context of a specific group – at the heart of theological method.
(5) Other theological constructs such as sensus fidelium or “signs of the
times” likewise place emphasis on shared processes of experience and
interpretation. (6) Lastly we can note large-scale shifts in the perceptions
and evaluations of entire societies or cultures, of the sort contributing to
the social habitus (in Mauss’s sense), or to emerging understandings of
sexual equality or the immorality of slavery. One sees this dynamic in
the history of the international regime of human rights – claims rooted in
broadly shared historical perceptions of injustice. These various senses
of experience exhibit some common features, and we can speak of
experience in a general sense as the active engagement of human
sensory and perceptual structures with an environment over time, so as
1

In German one might distinguish these first three senses by referring to
Erlebnis, Erfahrung, and Experiment.
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to create data of knowledge that contribute to learning and normative
evaluations.2
In recent decades the question of how to think about experience
in its varied guises has asserted itself with ever greater urgency on the
theological agenda 3 This development, like other movements in
theological discourse, has been presaged, and in part spurred, by the
emergence of a distinctively interactive and inferential conception of
experience (as opposed to the thinner, more passive conception of older
empiricisms such as Hume’s or Locke’s) as a key category and concern
in philosophy. While this conception has deep roots in what Louis Dupré
has characterized as the “passage to modernity” and was formed in
important respects by Romanticism, it is in the twentieth century that it
came into full force. A proximate history of the experiential turn in
philosophy would need to take in the development of pragmatism in
Peirce and Dewey; the flowering of existentialist thought in mid-century;
and the establishment of phenomenological investigation in the line
running from Husserl through Merleau-Ponty. Gadamerian hermeneutics,
too, has advanced reflection on the role of experience in interpretation
and in the open dynamics of conversation. The later Wittgenstein, with
his insight into the importance of “forms of life,” is also part of this story,
as are the narrativist accounts of Ricoeur and MacIntyre. These
philosophical strands, while quite distinct from one another, share what
might be called an alethiological insight into the power of the engaged,
socially embedded (or constituted) self to attain authenticity and truth
through lived, naturalistic experience.
The rise of this element of the Zeitgeist has challenged
theologians and, predictably, inspired both creative affirmations of the
importance of experience and skeptical criticisms of the claims made in
its name. It is not difficult to see what makes an acceptance of or even a
2

I prescind from engaging here the debate about prelinguistic dimensions
to experience, but in speaking of “active engagement” I assume that experience
is to a large degree informed by beliefs, expectations, and other elements
constituting interpretive frameworks.
3
For some illuminating reflections on this development see George P.
Schner, S.J., “The Appeal to Experience,” Theological Studies 53 (1992), 4059; Kenneth L. Schmitz, “St. Thomas and the Appeal to Experience,” Catholic
Theological Society of America Proceedings 47 (1992), 1-20; Edward
Schillebeeckx and Bas van Iersel, eds., Revelation and Experience (New York:
Seabury Press, 1979); Donald L. Gelpi, S.J., The Turn to Experience in
Contemporary Theology (New York: Paulist, 1994); Philip Rossi, “The
Authority of Experience: What Counts As Experience?” in Lieven Boeve et al.,
eds., Religious Experience and Contemporary Theological Epistemology
(Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 269-84; and Lieven Boeve, God Interrupts History:
Theology in a Time of Upheaval ( New York: Continuum, 2007), esp. 59-91.
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reliance on experience as a source of moral guidance worrisome from
the standpoint of authoritative expositors of Christian truth such as the
Catholic magisterium. A number of the worries here take the form of
ethical questions. Since experience is in many respects private, how can
it be conveyed to others if it is to serve as a rationale? If it is unique to
particular persons, how can it be translated into the universalizable
discourse of ethics? Given that experience is always bound up with an
individual’s perceptual context, what stands in the way of a slide into a
thoroughgoing subjectivism? If experience is accorded an authority of its
own, how is this to be compared to other loci of authority such as
scripture and tradition? When clashes between conflicting experiences
arise among different but fundamentally equal human knowers, what
criteria might be appealed to in order to adjudicate them? With respect
to collective experience, who has the authority to interpret, articulate,
and represent it? If understandings of moral truth are thought
legitimately to vary from era to era and society to society, are we not
thrust in the direction of a historical relativism that undercuts our sense
of the objective validity of norms? Unsettling specters accompany the
recognition of the value of experience: of a church in which respect for
hierarchical, centralized moral authority is devalued and undermined; of
a society in which morals, assailed by entropic economic and social
forces, are endlessly pluralized; of a “culture of death” in which Gospel
values regarding the sanctity of life must struggle against the deadening
formative influence of pervasive violent images and laws that tolerate
killing; of a climate in which moral universals and absolute norms are
occluded and replaced by a generalized reluctance to “judge” others; of a
religious landscape in which traditional church memberships are
replaced by a proliferation of discrete, personalized spiritual identities.
These fears can be exaggerated. The questions and concerns that
animate them, though, are well founded, and do not admit of easy
resolution. The dynamisms of modernity that have generated an
accentuated sense of the value of experience bear a deep connection to
ambiguities, tensions, and aporias that mark the place of the church in
the world under conditions of secularity. Disputes and disagreements
about the role of experience in the moral life reflect a church striving to
maintain its capacity to be countercultural even as it takes full stock of
the extent to which it is inculturated. This is a church committed to
upholding a foundational respect for liberty of personal conscience even
as it seeks to combat overweening individualism and retain its claim to
hegemony as an arbiter of moral truth. And it is a church that has
accommodated itself in certain respects to the modern order separating
church, state, and market, even as it vies to maintain influence in
criticizing and countering the excesses of liberal and authoritarian
nation-states, planned economies, and consumer capitalism. At its heart,
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the tension here involves a church pressed to make concessions to the
weight of individual and collective experiences even while its very
mission drives it to, and indeed defines its very character in terms of its
ability to, shape and direct those experiences. This tension enacts, in the
end, a relation that is internal to human experience itself, inasmuch as
our engagement with events, relationships, and environs tends to be
prefigured by the imaginative, linguistic, perceptual, and fiduciary
dispositions that we bring to it.
We can see illustrations of this relation in three episodes from
recent decades involving disputes about the role of experience in moral
theology, each of which I will take up in turn. In the first – the debate
surrounding Karl Rahner’s proposal regarding a “formal existential
ethics” – concerns about the implications for moral norms posed by the
movement in some Protestant thinkers toward “situation ethics” were
counterpoised against an appreciation for the insights of existentialist
thought into the importance of moral context in individual discernment
and choice. The second , the ongoing discussion of the “development of
moral doctrine” prompted primarily by the work of John Noonan,
revolves around the question of how official Catholic teachings evolve
in response to collective shifts in moral experience. The third is a
perduring and persistent methodological discourse among Christian
ethicists – animated most recently by some new proposals in the field of
sexual ethics – about the proper way to conceive of the role of
experience with respect to other fundamental sources for moral
theological reflection: namely scripture, tradition, and reason. In each of
these examples, forces of change and resistance are counterpoised
around the genuine difficulties posed by the ethics of experience.
RAHNER’S FORMAL EXISTENTIAL ETHICS
Beginning in the 1950s Karl Rahner published a series of
articles in which he presented an ethical theory that aimed to illuminate
for Catholic moral theology the processes through which general moral
principles are faithfully applied to the particularities of individual agents
encountering unique, concrete ethical circumstances.4 Rahner wrote in
response to a broad trend in ethics, reflected in both the existentialism of
Sartre and the “situation ethics” popularized in Protestant circles by
4

Most influentially in “On the Question of a Formal Existential Ethics,” in
Theological Investigations, vol. II, Man in the Church, Karl-H. Kruger, trans.
(Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1963), 217-34. Internal notes in this section refer to
this text. A useful overview of Rahner’s theory is Donal J. Dorr, “Karl Rahner’s
‘Formal Existential Ethics,’” Irish Theological Quarterly XXXVI, no. 3 (July,
1969), 211-29.
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Joseph Fletcher, that relativized or discarded entirely the role of moral
laws and principles in ethical decision-making in favor of an emphasis
on discerning the specific moral requirements of one’s immediate
context. Rahner recognized that these sorts of approaches were
incompatible with a Catholic tradition deeply committed to the absolute
validity of moral norms, but he also sensed that the new theories pointed
to lacunae in moral theology with respect to the importance of individual
experience, and that consequently there was a danger that situationism
might be adopted more or less unconsciously by Catholics. As a result
he set out to present a Catholic “existential ethics” (Existentialethik) that
would clearly distance itself from the tendencies toward antinomianism
and nominalism found in the existentialist and Protestant approaches,
while simultaneously illuminating the “core of truth…found in the false
situation ethics” (220).
Rahner’s theory began by noting the gap that can exist between
what can be deduced from universal moral principles and the
irremediable specificity of what one is obligated to do in concrete cases.
The core of his treatment was his defense of the proposition that (1)
there can be (and often are) situations of moral choice in which universal
norms do not determine a single course of action that is morally right, or
leave room for several courses of action that would not conflict with
them; and (2) in such cases there will nonetheless be a single correct
choice – an “individual norm” or prescription for moral action linked to
God’s will for the specific person. “The concrete moral act,” he
concluded, “is more than just the realization of a universal idea
happening here and now in the form of a case. The act is a reality which
has a positive and substantial property which is basically and absolutely
unique” (225). It was the task of a “formal” existential ethics to identify
the broad parameters and structures of this moral reality, yet it belonged
to the nature of the undertaking that such an ethics could not reproduce
the actual contents of morality. How, then, to determine what one should
do in concrete cases that were underdetermined by objective rules?
Rahner’s answer was to point to a specific function of
conscience (one “for the most part overlooked by the usual scholastic
ethics”[229]) which goes beyond the task of applying universal norms to
situations and aims to grasp the individual exigencies of one’s concrete
circumstances. He recognized that there were difficulties involved in
conceptualizing the cognitive processes involved in this function, which,
as he put it, aims at “the clarification of [the] non-reflective, nonpropositional self-presence of the person to itself in its positive
uniqueness” (230). In practical terms, however, he offered the Ignatian
Exercises’ technique for the “discernment of spirits” as an example of
how the individual might identify God’s individual imperative for that
person. The epistemological key to this technique was an objectless,
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non-discursive experience of the transcendent horizon of knowledge, out
of which emerges a “divine consolation” that subsequently illuminates
the proper choice for the practitioner, through a kind of “experimental
test” assessing the coherence between a prospective course of action and
God’s loving will for that person.
The ecclesiological implications of Rahner’s innovation here did
not escape him, and he noted that “If there is an existential-ethics, then
there is also a sphere of decision for the individual in and for the Church,
which cannot be taken away from the individual by a material command
of the ecclesiastical authority” (232). This suggested to him a difference
between the teaching and pastoral functions of the Church, and opened
the possibility that the hierarchical element of the church, in its role as
arbiter of the character and application of permanent moral norms, might
need to be supplemented by charismatic or prophetic articulations of
divinely inspired individual impulses – a circumstance that could in turn
provide, he added, a systematic basis for elaborating “public opinion” in
the church. As Rahner elsewhere maintained, the sort of prescriptions
constituting existential ethics could also apply to various collectivities,
including states. At the same time, as Donal Dorr pointed out, when
applied to ecclesiastical authority Rahner’s account also raised the
possibility of the need for “blind obedience,” inasmuch as it laid the
foundation for judgments, decisions, and commands rooted not in the
discursive application of universal norms but rather in the private, noncommunicable experiences of divine consolations.5
In addition to this concern, critics leveled numerous other
objections at Rahner’s admittedly speculative theory. Participants in the
Thomistic revival taking place at the time maintained that Rahner
mischaracterized Aquinas’s moral system as “rationalist” and
“essentialist,” and failed to appreciate that Thomas did not in fact
neglect the concrete, individual dimension of morality in his treatment of
essences, and indeed developed his own philosophy of existence. 6 In
their assessment, the particular virtue of prudence as developed by
Thomas was preferable to the Ignatian discernment of spirits as a mode
for determining individual moral imperatives. 7 Rahner’s “divine
consolation,” the Thomists further charged, claimed a degree of moral
certainty that exceeded Aquinas’s own considered view; at the same
time, it held the potential, in practice, to lurch dangerously in the
5
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direction of subjectivism, or at least to conflict with and override the
dictates of universal norms – Rahner’s protestations to the contrary
notwithstanding. The pastoral sensibility that led Rahner to develop an
existential ethics cannot be gainsaid. Ultimately, how his theory has
been received has depended largely on one’s appreciation for Rahner’s
broader project of integrating insights from existentialism and
phenomenology into Catholic theology through his transcendental,
anthropological method. It has turned, in other words, on one’s position
with respect to the relevance of experiential philosophy and the
significance of the modern “turn to the subject” for Catholic theology
and faith.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF MORAL DOCTRINE
Quite apart from the question of individual ethical imperatives
posited by an existential ethics, it is apparent to any observer that the
universal norms advanced in Catholic moral teaching have themselves
proven susceptible to reinterpretation, reformulation, and emendation in
light of changing human experience. If a systematic grasp of the
development of theological doctrine has been pursued since John Henry
Cardinal Newman took up the topic in the nineteenth century, it took
until the appearance of Veritatis Splendor for the magisterium to
acknowledge the existence of “doctrinal development” in matters of
morality – an acknowledgment that came only in the context of that
document’s vigorous reassertion of unchanging moral absolutes (no. 28;
see also nos. 4, 27).8 It is, to begin with, a matter of no great surprise that
moral teachings might change over time in the sense of further unfolding
or coming to speak to new circumstances. What is more jarring, however,
are those instances in which teachings have been significantly altered or
even almost entirely reversed, in the case of practices such as usury,
slavery, remarriage, religious freedom, the separation of church and state,
conscientious objection, capital punishment, and torture. This list is a
long one, and it is not exhaustive. What is one to make of the very
substantial adjustments that have been made in official positions on such
moral questions?
A debate has surged in recent years regarding this issue, sparked
in large part by the researches of John T. Noonan Jr., an accomplished
church historian and a distinguished judge – a datum that is relevant here
because of the complexities and nuances involved in parsing what has
actually changed in the grand and intricate system of Catholic moral
teaching. As Noonan’s work showcases, shifts in moral doctrine have
8
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Including, for the first time, a mention of slavery as intrinsically evil (no.
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emerged in response both to factors external to the church – changing
material and social conditions, for example – and to deepening insights
within the church into the requirements of gospel living and human
dignity. What is at stake, at bottom, in the debate is whether the
changing experience of the faithful has produced fundamental revisions
to supposedly irreformable teaching, or whether core teachings have in
fact remained continuous even as their interpretations and applications
have been modified. Put even more bluntly: must the church’s
authorities admit that the moral truths they teach are not immutable, and
that they can indeed even be mistaken and in need of correction?
In the oft-cited essay summarizing his view of his findings,
“Development in Moral Doctrine,” 9 Noonan acknowledges the
credibility of the claim of Vatican II that moral doctrine can change in
the sense of being revised in light of deepened insights into the reality of
Christ emerging from, in the words of Dei Verbum, “the contemplation
of believers, the experience of spiritual realities, and the preaching of the
Church” (no. 8). He notes, though, that it would be “preposterous” to see
these insights as providing more than a partial source of doctrinal change,
adding that “[o]nly as social structures changed did moral mutations
become possible” (673). Taking the case of religious freedom as his
example, he continues:
Those structures could not have shifted without
experience. The central European experience leading
first to religious tolerance and then to religious liberty
was the experience of the evil of religious persecution.
The experience was long and bloody and sufficient to
demonstrate how demoralizing the enforcement of
religion by force was…. Experience as such, taken as
“raw experience,” the mere participation in this or that
phenomenon, is, however, not the key. Raw experience
carries with it no evaluation. But experience, suffered or
perceived in the light of human nature and of the gospel,
can be judged good or bad. It was the experience of
unfreedom, in the gospel's light, that made the contrary
9

Theological Studies 54 (1993), 662-77. Internal notes in this section refer
to this text. See also his A Church That Can and Cannot Change: The
Development of Catholic Moral Teaching (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2005), where Noonan states, “Just as in physical science,
experiment and discovery compel the abandonment of a once-prized theory, just
as in theology the temporal power of the pope over Rome, Italy, the Western
Hemisphere, and all the islands is no longer defended, so in morals, experience
and new perceptions compel the abandonment of past positions. Abandoned,
they are seen to have been mistakes” (202).

118

William A. Barbieri, Jr.

shine clear. The negative experience of religious
persecution was reinforced by the American experience
of religious freedom, for America launched the great
experiment of a nation committed to the
nonestablishment of any national religion and the free
exercise of religion… Finally, sealing all by fire, was
the experience of religious unfreedom under the terrible
dictatorships of the 20th century. Without those
experiences, negative and positive, and without the
elaboration of the ideal by Tocqueville and Murray, the
changes made by Vatican II could not have occurred.
(673-74)
Similar points, he goes on to say, can be made in regard to
slavery, remarriage, and usury – and, by implication, other issues that
have witnessed significant shifts in teaching. If the church can overcome
its fear of change and trust in the guidance of the Spirit, he concludes, it
will recognize the imperative of combining its evolving insight into
Christ with an openness to learning and self-correction through
experience and empathy toward the “other”: “In new conditions, with
new insight, an old rule need not be preserved in order to honor a past
discipline” (677). Noonan’s model of development opens up new vistas
including the possibility of radical change in Catholic teaching for a
broad range of issues, from bioethics, to sexual ethics, to war.
This is an alarming prospect from the standpoint of the
institutional church, and it is not surprising that Noonan’s conclusions
have sparked vociferous criticism, from both friendly reformists and
dogged defenders of the continuity of the church’s moral teaching. The
critics have not denied that the church has changed its ethical
pronouncements over time; rather, they have tended to contest the
degree of change that has taken place, countering what they see as
Noonan’s penchant for exaggeratedly portraying the shifts he describes
as complete reversals of fundamental positions. It is probably fair to say
that Noonan has not always given the nuances and complexities of
magisterial teaching their due, and that both sides of the debate have
tended not adequately to differentiate among the multiplicity of levels at
which moral teaching is formulated, promulgated, interpreted, and
applied. 10 When one takes a finer-grained view, differences emerge
among the changes on different issues, so that some appear more
sweeping (for example, the transition with respect to religious freedom
10
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under which the persecution of heretics went from being required to
being forbidden) while others do not seem so dramatic (as in the case of
capital punishment, which merely went from being permitted to being
discouraged). In like fashion, the degrees to which new developments
upend previous magisterial teaching also admit of differences; on this
score, it is the overturning of the categorical prohibition against usury –
claimed by some to have been an infallible teaching – that represents the
most drastic change.
In the end, for my purposes whether one accepts the proposition
that the magisterium was previously in error or not is somewhat beside
the point. What is more significant is the manner in which modifications
of moral teachings have been sparked by and incorporated judgments
constituting residues of experience linked to social, economic, and
cultural change. The exceptionless ban on lending money at interest was
emended in light of economic advancements so that it applied only to
precapitalist economies. More recently, the church’s judgment that
capital punishment, while still justifiable under certain “very rare, if not
practically non-existent” conditions, should be abolished anywhere in
which “bloodless means are sufficient to defend human lives against an
aggressor” (Evangelium Vitae no. 56; Catechism of the Catholic Church
no. 2267), has turned on “steady improvements in the organization of the
penal system” – paralleled, we should note, by successful abolitionist
movements throughout Europe and most of the developed world. It is
difficult to understand some of the shifts in social ethical teaching
enacted during the papacy of John Paul II – for example, regarding the
enlarged role given to nonviolence in response to injustice and
international conflict – in isolation from Karol Wojtyla’s own
experiences in Communist Poland and with the Solidarity movement.
Similar observations could be made about the role of various modes of
experience in connection with each of the areas of significant ethical
change listed above.
In the wake of the debate on the development of moral doctrine
sparked by Noonan, the need remains unmitigated for a systematic
understanding of how different manifestations of experience provide
catalysts for change in official Catholic ethical teaching. The prospects
for such an understanding have been at once opened up and further
complicated by the post-war shift in Catholic teaching from an
unreconstructed natural law foundation to an approach integrating
scripture and Christology into the articulation of moral truths. In
addition to analyzing how, over time, collective and even individual
experiences can come to be reliable indicators of the need to revise
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ethical instruction, 11 such a theory will also need to grapple with
contemporary questions raised by the pressures of experience on church
teachings – an area into which Noonan and many of his critics have been
loath to venture. Part of the task for this undertaking is to account for
cases in which attempts to respond to various dimensions of
contemporary experience have been unsuccessful – as in the case of
Humanae Vitae’s reaffirmation of the ban on contraception,12 or that of
the U.S. bishops’ failed attempt in the 1980s to draft a pastoral letter on
the status of women. But it will also need to assess the dynamics in
which current – and in some cases comparatively sudden – shifts in
experience have placed other teachings under pressure, or pressed for the
development of new teaching, on topics such as gay rights and
ecological ethics. Thinkers who take up this work will be able to find
some guidance from the methodological reflections of some moral
theologians in recent decades on experience as one of the “sources” of
Christian ethics.
“SOURCES” OF MORAL THEOLOGICAL DISCERNMENT
In their 2008 book The Sexual Person and in subsequent essays,
Michael Lawler and Todd Salzman describe a division – a disjunction –
in contemporary Catholic moral theology pitting “traditionalists”
defending absolute magisterial norms against “revisionists” (among
whom they number themselves) who question and challenge some of
those norms. 13 A significant difference between the two schools, they
note, has to do with their approach to experience in their respective
theological methods. Traditionalists, on their account, approach
experience deductively, as something to be judged in light of moral
norms and principles; revisionists, by contrast, hold that experience,
approached inductively, can serve as an aid in the formulation of norms
and principles. In their own work, which aims in part at producing
changes in official church teaching with respect to homosexuality,
11

This is one point at which Charles Taylor’s still rudimentary work on
the dynamics of social imaginaries might have a contribution to make.
12
Part of this story is provided in Julie Clague, “Moral Theology and
Doctrinal Change,” in Bernard Hoose et al., eds., Moral Theology for the
Twenty-First Century (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 67-79.
13
Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler, The Sexual Person: Towards
a Renewed Catholic Anthropology (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University
Press, 2008); and “Human Experience and Catholic Moral Theology,” Irish
Theological Quarterly 76:1 (2011), 35-56. Lawler and Salzman base much of
their criticism of official teaching on an interpretation of natural law contrasting
the church’s “physical” or “biological” conception with their own
“personalistic” account. I will not address their claims about natural law here.
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contraception, and a range of other issues in sexual ethics, the two
authors insist that it is the task of moral theologians to identify authentic,
as opposed to inauthentic, human experience – where authenticity is
linked to contributing to human flourishing – and to explore where such
experience mandates the transformation of moral norms. In identifying
the evaluation and application of experience as a decisive question, they
draw on the broadly shared supposition that, as they stipulate, “Catholic
moral theology generally accepts a quadrilateral of sources of moral
knowledge, scripture, tradition, reason, and experience.”14
The reference is to what is sometimes called the “Wesleyan
quadrilateral,” a term coined in the 1960s by Albert Outler to summarize
John Wesley’s theological method, which tracked the ways in which
scripture interfaces with tradition, reason, and what Outler called “an
existential appeal to the ‘Christian experience’ of grace.”15 At least in
the American academy, in which the strongly ecumenical spirit of the
subsequent decades in theological ethics produced a good deal of crossfertilization between Catholic moral theology and Protestant ethics, a
model identifying four basic sources for Christian ethics was widely
accepted. Specifications of how, precisely, those four sources should be
named and defined have varied, although it has commonly been held
that two – scripture and tradition – are internal to Christian tradition,
whereas the other two, usually identified as reason or philosophy, and
experience or the sciences, can be thought of as “secular.” Nor is there
unity on how these sources function in relation to one another. It is
possible to identify one source as foremost or even as underpinning the
others: scripture, for example, can be seen as the fundamental source for
Christian ethics that is merely modified by the others (as Outler claimed
of Wesley); or alternatively, reason can be construed as that power that
must be brought to bear on all the other sources in order to extract
ethical guidance; or (as Lawler and Salzman maintain of the Catholic
magisterium), an official tradition – a Tradition – may serve as the
arbiter of the meanings of the other sources. How divergences between
sources on a particular moral question are to be resolved or mediated
remains an additional salient issue.
14

“Human Experience and Catholic Moral Theology,” 35. On this point
they cite as authoritative Charles Curran’s magisterial work on American
Catholic moral theology.
15
Outler suggests that in adding “experience” to the traditional Anglican
triad of scripture, tradition, and reason, Wesley was inspired in part by one of
his eighteenth-century colleagues’ comment that there were devils who assented
to every tenet of orthodoxy, “and yet they be but devils still.” See Albert C.
Outler, “The Wesleyan Quadrilateral in Wesley,” Wesleyan Theological
Journal 20 (1985), 7-18.
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Margaret Farley has presented a particularly discerning account
of the role of experience as a source for ethical reflection. 16 In her
version of what she describes as “the standard sources for theological
ethics,” scripture and tradition are joined by “secular disciplines “ and
“contemporary experience,” which she characterizes as “the
contemporary actual living of events and relationships, along with the
sensations, feelings, emotions, insights, and understandings that are part
of this lived reality.” All four sources, she maintains, must be attended to
in any adequate process of moral discernment, both because each
generates moral insights and because the respective sources can identify
each other’s limits. Experience stands out from the other sources,
however, in several respects. First, it forms part of the content of the
other sources: “Scripture…is the record of some persons’ experiences of
God; tradition is the lived experience of a faith community through time;
and secular disciplines, too, are shaped by the experience of those who
engage in them.” 17 Just as important, and clearly enough in light of
contemporary understandings of hermeneutics, experience is an
inextricable factor in the interpretation of scripture, of tradition, and of
the human, social, and natural sciences. Finally, it is the most contested
of the sources – a circumstance necessitating rigorous attention to the
deconstruction and critique of experience. In the picture of moral
discernment that Farley ultimately produces, experience holds a crucial,
though hardly self-sufficient or dominant role: it must be subjected to
testing in light of knowledge derived from sources, even as it remains a
necessary ingredient in the phenomenological process of “recognition”
requisite to acknowledging the authority of moral truth.18

16

Margaret A. Farley, “The Role of Experience in Moral Discernment,” in
Lisa Sowle Cahill and James F. Childress, eds., Christian Ethics: Problems and
Prospects (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1996), 134-51; see also her Just Love: A
Framework for Christian Sexual Ethics (New York: Continuum, 2006), 182-96.
17
Just Love, 190.
18
Drawing on Paul Ricoeur’s work on biblical interpretation, Farley
argues, “The reason…why experience may challenge other sources and the
measures of its own validity is precisely because moral truth must ‘make sense’
to us. Truth from whatever source presents itself…as a ‘nonviolent appeal.’ It
asks for something less like a submission of will and more like an opening of
the imagination and of the whole mind and heart. It can be believed only insofar
as it rings true in our capacity of knowing, our moral sensibilities, our affective
capacity for the good. When a deeply held conviction, grounded in our
experience, appears to be contradicted by information from other sources, it
must be tested against them. But if it continues to persuade us, continues to hold
‘true’ so that to deny it would do violence to our very capacity for knowing,
then it must function as the measure against which the other sources are tested.
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Lawler and Salzman explicitly endorse Farley’s account of
experience as a source in their own “revisionist” brief on sexual ethics,19
and make a further case for incorporating sociology into moral
methodology as a means of illuminating dimensions of contemporary
experience. In a lengthy rebuttal to their proposals, the Committee on
Doctrine of the US Catholic bishops rejects the whole “quadrilateral”
view, characterizing the two theologians as having proposed that
experience be added to the three traditional theological sources of
scripture, natural law (or reason), and church teaching. In their view,
experience plays a sharply delimited role in the moral life, serving as an
aid in developing reliable prudential judgments “about what is and is not
in accord with virtue.” As they baldly state, “In Catholic theology,
experience does not function as an independent or semi-independent
basis on which to criticize the moral norms of Scripture and Church
teaching.”20 The chief shortcomings they identify with the “revisionist”
approach are that it takes inadequate account of the manner in which
experience may be distorted by sin; that it fails to provide a clear
hierarchy among sources that would enable resolution of divergent
moral messages; and that it tends to privilege experience over other
sources in practice. Lawler and Salzman’s methodology, they conclude,
constitutes a radical departure from Catholic theological tradition, and
the pair’s conclusions, as a result, contradict authentic teaching and are
“harmful to one’s moral and spiritual life.”
It is not difficult to understand the concern of the bishops that an
undue emphasis on the authority of experience may nurture a
subjectivism which corrodes the characteristics of formality and
generalizability that are essential components of ethics and that have
constituted such a strength of traditional Catholic teaching. The
experience of seeing a loved one suffer a through a debilitating and fatal
illness can cast a different light on the permissibility of prospective
measures such as euthanasia and assisted suicide, just as the experience
of an unwanted pregnancy can alter one’s own perspective on the
morality of contraception or abortion. Yet there is nothing in the
experiences themselves that enables us to conclude whether they
produce genuine ethical insights or whether they tend rather to cloud our
judgment and abet the excesses of a therapeutic individualism. The value

It becomes a hermeneutical key that may relativize the other sources or allow
them to be interpreted anew” (“Role of Experience,” 147).
19
The Sexual Person, 232.
20
USCCB, “Inadequacies in the Theological Methodology and
Conclusions of The Sexual Person: Toward a Renewed Catholic Anthropology
by Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler” (15 September 2010), 20.
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of such experiences must be assessed in light of other elements making
up a faith-based moral tradition.
Bbut these elements in turn exhibit in varying ways experiential
dimensions, as Farley and others have convincingly shown. Even if
experience does not fit neatly into a “quadrilateral” schema, it thus
persists in a dialectical relationship with other “sources,” carried out
within a sort of hermeneutical spiral or feedback loop that can be seen in
the ethical development of both individuals and the tradition as a whole.
LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE
In the “hermeneutical spiral” to which I allude, varieties of
experience factor at a number of points into the processes by which
moral understandings are developed, employed, and adjusted over time.
A partial résumé might begin by noting that experience is required for
persons to become moral agents in the first place: to be able to identify
the moral particulars of situations, to project the consequences of
prospective actions, and to acquire the concepts deployed in ethical
thought and the skills employed in casuistic reasoning. An accumulation
of experience is necessary for the inculcation of virtues, the formation of
conscience, and the pursuit of moral maturity. Empirical research applies
experience systematically – to fetal development, for instance, or the
economics of scarcity, or climate change – to generate knowledge
essential to framing ethical questions properly. Our fund of experience
conditions how we read and apply the texts we look to for moral
guidance, be they sacred, literary, or speculative. Experiences of
suffering, perceived as harm or injustice, produce disvalues that modify
the content and form of widely shared moral standards such as human
rights. Experiences of “others,” be they the historically marginalized
perspectives of women or racial groups, or the unaccustomed
worldviews of alien religious traditions, subject received truths to
critique, refinement, and perhaps even transformation. Over time, both
moral outlooks and the theological perspectives that undergird them
absorb lessons of experience, engender new experiences, and then revise
themselves accordingly in an ongoing and cyclical process.
Tracing the dynamics of this cycle does not in itself resolve the
question of the extent to which experience serves as a morally
authoritative and, in some sense, independent guide to action. In some
contexts – in connection with the data provided by empirical studies, for
example – experience can assist but not replace moral judgment. As
apologists for magisterial teaching rightly note, experience can bear
false witness, playing into the hands of mechanisms of self-justification,
denial, and false consciousness. And yet, especially in light of the
history of shifts, changes, and reversals in official Catholic teaching, it is
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difficult to deny that various levers of experience have exercised a
critical pressure that has contributed positively to the ongoing
development of the Catholic moral tradition. By and large, official
church teaching has failed adequately to assess or address the
contribution of experience to moral knowledge. But neither have the
attempts of theologians to illuminate this relation decisively resolved the
tensions attending the inclusion of experience in models of ethical
method.
In fact our understanding of the experiential dimension of
morality remains limited in a number of crucial areas. Our narratives
regarding the historical shifts – especially in the modern era – that have
produced and valorized different modes of experience need to be further
refined. Even more critically, although it has become clear that what we
call “moral experience” involves a dialectical relation between the
values, principles, stories, and affects that constitute our moral outlooks,
on the one hand, and the new situations we encounter on the other, we
yet have but a rudimentary grasp of how experiences of different sorts
convey ethical content or test moral norms. The deficits in our
knowledge are especially pronounced with respect to collective or
communal modes of experience, due in large part to the effects of
modern methodological individualism and the slow dissemination of
sociological consciousness in the human sciences, including theology.
As a result, the need to deepen our understanding of how broadly shared
convictions or accretions of experience regarding, say, the immorality of
slavery or the equal dignity of men and women arise is matched by the
church’s stake in, for example, investigating and articulating what
precisely is denoted by the “signs of the times” and what is involved in
reading them.
A case could be made that among the “signs of the times” is a
mandate for the church to take up the work of making a place for
experience in its approach to moral teaching, in a way that goes beyond
the current modest acknowledgment of experience as a subsidiary to the
virtue of prudence. The imperative to open up to and engage the
relevance of experience is not the product of a disjunction between the
church’s teachings and the countervailing values of the modern world.
Rather, it represents an acknowledgment of evolving historical
conditions – of pluralization, of secularity, of historical and
hermeneutical consciousness – that call forth a further unfolding of an
ancient tradition. It is a move that also serves the intellectual integrity of
the church, which has not sufficiently and critically explored the
manifold ways in which experience and morality interpenetrate one
another at every level. Opening up to experience, it is important to note,
does not entail capitulating to contemporary social mores that militate
against traditional Catholic norms. Indeed, if done in an appropriately
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principled way, the church’s engagement with experience could render
the Catholic moral tradition a more effective witness in the broader
society.
In order for this to happen, however, the church’s leadership
needs to learn from its own experiences, and especially its moral failings.
Today, the clerical sexual abuse scandal provides the most important test
of what is aptly termed the church’s moral credibility. The extent to
which the various functionaries of the church succeed in internalizing
the lessons the scandal carries about the radical need for humility,
conversion, self-sacrifice, and reform of ecclesial norms and practices
will provide us with an indication of the church’s fitness for meeting the
genuine challenges posed by the relation between human experience and
a truly Christian ethic.
School of Theology and Religious Studies
The Catholic University of America
Washington, D.C., U.S.A.

CHAPTER VII

THE CONTEMPORARY DISJUNCTION
BETWEEN
SOCIETAL AND CHURCH MORALITY
JOSÉ CASANOVA
The relationship between societal and church morality
throughout the history of Christianity has been complex and mutually
reciprocal. In a somewhat simplified formulation one could argue that
roughly from the Constantinian establishment till the eighteenth century
the predominant direction of influence was marked by attempts of the
Church to Christianize the saeculum, to make secular society and secular
people “Christian.”
Charles Taylor has offered us one of the most persuasive
accounts of the diverse and recurrent movements of Christian reform
which have contributed in manifold ways to the emergence of our
“Secular Age.”
But one could argue that at least since the eighteenth century the
direction of influence has been reversed and that increasingly modern
secular societal morality has been the one challenging, informing, and
influencing church morality.
Using again a shorthand formulation, one may say that the
central moral principles governing modern societal morality have been
the “self-evident truths,” which were formulated more succinctly by the
American Revolution:
“That all men (and, we would add today, all women) are created
equal,” and “that they are endowed by their Creator with the inalienable
rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”
Of course, one could legitimately argue that, as was obvious to
the Americans that drafted such a formulation, these modern secular
moral principles were in manifold ways related with Christian moral
principles. But as the intended and unintended consequences of these
moral principles have unfolded and as they have found ever greater
institutionalization in the various realms of modern societies, the
Catholic Church has often found itself on the defensive, frequently
resisting at first these novel moral developments, then grudgingly
accommodating itself to them, and finally embracing them as principles
grounded in Christian revelation.
There has been a relative tardiness of the Catholic Church in
embracing the modern moral crusade of abolition of slavery, and the
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even more prolonged tardiness in embracing modern individual human
rights, most particularly the right of religious freedom, as being
grounded in the “sacred dignity of the human person.” This can serve as
paradigmatic illustrations of the disjunction between evolving secular
morality and resisting church morality, and of the resulting typical
dynamics of aggiornamento, of catching-up and of interpreting
theologically the “signs of the times,” which accompany this disjunction.
Alexis de Tocqueville articulated most poignantly the
“providential,” consistent, universal and irresistible moral political force
of the modern principle of “equality” of conditions. The imagined
egalitarian moral community has been constantly expanding to include
within its circle ever larger categories of human persons owed equal
dignity and respect: adult white males, lower classes, women, other
races and non-Western people enslaved and colonized by European
Christians, and so on.
Today the moral principles of liberty, equality, and the pursuit
of happiness are converging most dramatically throughout the world
around issues of gender equality, as well as gender and sexual morality.
There is no doubt that the principle of gender equality is one of the latest
manifestations of the “providential” drive for equality, a manifestation
which Tocqueville himself failed to recognize properly. While the
principle that “all men and women are created equal” is becoming an
ever more self-evident truth, the task of somehow bridging the enormous
gap between the norm of gender equality and the appalling reality of
unequal worth, unequal status, and unequal access to resources and
power which women suffer throughout the world is likely to remain one
of the most important historical-political tasks and challenges for all
societies. The Catholic Church, at least its hierarchy, has failed to
address theologically this challenge and this task in its diverse
dimensions.
I would like to address the emerging disjunction between
societal and church morality by reference to three morally contested
issues: the ordination of women, the official pronouncements of the
church hierarchy on issues of gender and sexual morality, and the
societal moral outrage produced by the problematic response of the
Catholic Church to the revelation of the sexual and corporal abuse of
children by priests and by church educational institutions.
a) The ordination of women and equal gendered access to
positions of power, authority, and status within the Church.
While ecclesiologically the Church can be conceived as a
sacramental eschatological sign of the City of God, sociologically as a
socio-historical institution in the saeculum, the Catholic Church like any
other religious institution can be conceptualized as a “religious regime.”
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This is analogous in many respects to polities, that is, to systems of
production and distribution of power, authority, and decision making
within a community. It relates to the sacred, as well as to economic
modes of production, that is, to symbolic modes of production,
distribution and consumption of the sacred and of religious goods. In
both cases the obvious question is the extent to which the system of
power relations and the social relations of production are gendered and
unequal, that is, whether men and women have unequal differential
access to religious power and authority and unequal differential access
to the means of production, distribution and consumption of religious
goods.
As a universalist salvation religion Christianity has always
offered equal access to salvation and to holiness to male and female.
There is no gender discrimination in the eyes of God. Moreover, as
“loving Father” God may be said to express a feminine "preferential
option" for the weak, the poor, the meek, the orphan, the widow. This is
the core prophetic ethical norm that anticipates modern gendered
equality as a transcendent principle. As high religion, however, the
divine revelation has been linguistically and discursively embedded in
patriarchal and androcentric cultures and societies.
The Catholic Church is characterized by a dual system of highly
differentiated and canonically regulated religious roles. One is
sacramental distinguishing between ordained priesthood and laity. The
other contrasts, on the one hand, the religious orders of monks, friars,
and nuns which follow the higher evangelical calling, tend to withdraw
from the world (saeculum), and profess the vows of chastity, poverty
and obedience, and, on the other, all the secular Christians (including the
secular clergy) who live in the world. The dynamics of modern Western
secularization, both the Protestant one of abolishing the differentiation
between religious and secular roles and callings, and the Catholic/laicist
one of giving primacy to civil (laic) over ecclesiastical (clerical) ranks,
authority, and jurisdiction, were reactions against this dual Catholic
system of differentiation.
The existence of similar male and female religious orders and
the high number of female saints, particularly in the early Church,
confirm that there is indeed ungendered, universal access to religious
salvation within the church as Ecclesia invisibilis. However, within the
Catholic Church as Ecclesia visibilis, both as public assembly and as a
hierarchically and bureaucratically organized episcopal church, the
crucial differentiation is that between priests and laity. Priesthood, as the
site of sacerdotal/sacramental, magisterial, and administrative/canonical
authority, is exclusively reserved for males. This is the fundamental
issue of patriarchal gender discrimination within the Catholic Church.
The discrimination is the more blatant as traditionally the majority of the
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assembled faithful, at least in modern times, and thus the majority of
consumers of the religious goods distributed by the Church have been
female, while the production, administration and distribution of those
goods has been almost exclusively in male hands.
The official response of the Catholic male hierarchy to the
modern demand for female ordination has been that ordination is of
divine origin and therefore unchangeable, since Jesus selected only
males as his disciples, who are the links to the apostolic succession of
episcopal male priesthood. This is perhaps a persuasive socio-cultural
argument of historical precedent in accordance with the cultural
patriarchal premises of the apostolic age, but it is not a very wellgrounded theological argument with scriptural support. Indeed, the male
character of the priesthood was so taken for granted a cultural premise
throughout the history of the church, so much part of the social doxa or
what Taylor calls “”the unthought,” that it was unnecessary to provide a
serious theological justification for it. Only after the modern democratic
revolution put into question any form of gender discrimination has a
theological justification been required. It has become obvious that the
body of discursive theological argumentation within the Catholic
tradition proscribing female ordination is very thin. One could add that,
at least since the establishment of the principle of the charisma of office
after the Donatist heresy (4th c. C.E.), it has been official Catholic
doctrine that it is the sacramental charisma of the office, i.e., the
charisma of ordination that gives sacred dignity to the person of the
priest, not the personal spiritual attributes, much less the bodily ones, of
the individual.
Sociologically, one can predict that it is a matter of time until
the Catholic Church embraces the modern value of gender equality more
firmly as a “Sign of the Times” and revises some of its positions as no
longer defensible forms of gender discrimination. The public theological
debate over the ordination of women is unlikely to be settled by papal
decree. Moreover, even if some theological consensus may persist for
some time that women should be excluded from the
sacerdotal/sacramental function, which should be reserved only for
males, there will be greater difficulty in providing persuasive theological
and moral rationales for excluding women, particularly women religious,
from greater administrative power within the church, including the Curia
and the College of Cardinals.
b) The inadequate Catholic response to the modern sexual
revolution and to the evolving gender and sexual morality:
Sexuality is certainly one of the most powerful, one could even
say "sacred" or “transcendent” dimensions of individual and intersubjective human life. Sexual intercourse entails not only a unique
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source of erotic pleasure, but is a physical act of intimacy between two
persons which may serve as the foundation for a life-long mutual
commitment. In addition has the potential for the creation of new life
and is therefore the foundation for kinship structures and social
reproduction. Sexuality is therefore simultaneously the most intimate
and sacred expression of the embodied human person and therefore the
most private of affairs and at the same time the primary source of sociobiological reproduction and therefore a public affair which no society
can leave unregulated. In particular the female body, because of its
indispensable function in the pregnancy and gestation of new life, is
caught in the middle of this tension between the private and the public
dimensions of sexuality. The modern sexual revolution has entailed the
dual separation of sexuality and biological reproduction, as well as the
emancipation of sexual desire from heterosexual norms. Reflexive birth
control through reliable techniques of contraception have freed sexuality
from reproduction and made possible the liberation of women from the
onerous burden of unwanted reproductive labor. In turn, advances in
reproductive technologies and biogenetics could potentially free
biological reproduction not only from sexuality but also from all
traditional forms of social reproduction through family and kinship. We
could be entering, indeed, a “brave new world.”
The radical change in circumstances produced by the modern
democratic and sexual revolutions and the fundamental transformations
in gender relations and gender roles which both entail present a
particularly difficult challenge to the sacred claims of all religious
traditions. It is not surprising, therefore, that the politics of gender and
gender equality are central to politics everywhere and that religion is
thoroughly and intimately implicated in the politics of gender. Indeed,
religious politics and the politics of gender appear to be so ubiquitously
entangled that many analysts have been tempted to interpret what they
construct as a singular global resurgence of religious “fundamentalism”
in all religious traditions as primarily a patriarchal reaction against the
common global threat of gender equality, the emancipation of women,
and feminism. Feminism appears to have replaced communism as “the
specter” haunting all religious traditions. In turn, the discourses of
feminism and secularism have become intertwined today in the same
way as communism and atheism became intertwined in the 19th century.
“Gender” or “the Woman question” has become in this respect the
preeminently contested “social question,” while “religion” has been
thrown, willingly or unwillingly, into the vortex of the global
contestation. Traditional religious establishments tend to view feminist
agendas and particularly the very notion of gender as a contingent,
socially constructed, and therefore changeable reality, as the greatest
threat not only to their religious traditions and their moral authoritative
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claims, but to the very idea of a sacred or divinely ordained natural order,
inscribed either in natural law, shariۥa, or some “right way” universally
valid for all times.
The unholy alliance of “patriarchy” and “altar,” which such an
attitude fosters, provokes in turn the secularist response of feminists,
particularly in the West, who tend to view religious fundamentalism,
indeed “religion” itself, as the main obstacle to the global advance of
women’s rights and the progressive emancipation of women, and
therefore will tend to advocate the secularization of state, politics, law
and morality. At least in Europe, the need to advance and protect gender
equality and women’s rights has become today the most common
normative justification of secularism.
On two central components of the Catholic tradition the
aggiornamento of the Second Vatican Council represented a
fundamental adaptation to secular modernity. Though belated, the
official recognition of the inalienable right of every individual to
religious freedom, based on the sacred dignity of the human person
meant that the church abandoned its traditional compulsory character
and accepted the modern principle of disestablishment and the
separation of church and state. As a critical prophetic engagement with
the “signs of the times” Gaudium et Spes represented, in turn, the
acceptance of the religious legitimacy of the modern secular age and of
the modern secular world, putting an end to the negative philosophy of
history that had characterized the official Catholic position since the
Counter-Reformation.
The Catholic Church was adopting theological historicist
principles grounded in the historicity of divine revelation, incarnation,
and continuous historical unfolding of the divine plans of salvation for
humanity. But at the very same time on issues of gender and sexual
moral theology the Catholic hierarchy, since the publication of the
encyclical Humanae Vitae, has reasserted a traditionalist ontological
conception of human nature and of human biology. This is based on the
essentialist conception of an a-historical, un-changing and universally
valid natural law. Such a traditional ontological conception is
increasingly in tension with any evolutionary-historicist conception of
human moral development as well as with the scientific conception of a
changing biological-historical nature informed by the new evolutionary
life sciences. Thus, the Catholic aggiornamento represents in many
respects a successful adaptation to some of the fundamental moral
principles of secular modernity. Yet, when it comes to issues of family
structure and gender roles, gender equality, authority and power within
the church, sexuality and reproductive health, bioethics and genetics, the
Catholic Church, or at least its official hierarchy, remains anchored in a
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traditionalist, naturalist and unreflexive fundamentalist patriarchal
position.
A historicist principle of aggiornamento and a critical, prophetic
discernment of the “signs of the times” does not need to imply at all an
uncritical accommodation to modern secular liberal culture. On the
contrary, one might argue that the church can only maintain a critical
relationship to secular cultural if it can differentiate its eschatological
principles from their irremediable historical embeddedness in particular
traditional historical cultures. Eschatologically, Christ and the City of
God may always be in tension with any societal “culture” and with the
City of Man. But this tension will prove historically unsustainable if it is
simply derived from an uncritical embrace of a traditional form of
societal culture which appears resistant to moral historical development.
The denominational splits and the acrimonious debates within
the global Anglican/Episcopal Communion over homosexuality
illustrate the difficulties which all religious traditions find in isolating
themselves from the effects of radical changes in public moral opinion.
The issue here is not one of moral relativism as a matter of arbitrary
individual choice or preference, but that of the clash between
fundamental “sacred” moral values. Theologically, any religious
community should have the right to uphold what it considers a divinely
ordained sacred injunction or moral norm. Sociologically, however, the
question is how long any religious tradition can resist the adoption of a
new moral value when a near universal consensus concerning the sacred
character of such a value emerges in society. The modern sacralization
of human rights is a case in point. The Catholic affirmation and
missionary embrace of modern human rights, such as the inalienable
right to religious freedom, grounded in the sacred dignity of the human
person, after having been repeatedly condemned by various popes as
anathema, should serve as ground for some theological and moral
caution. Humbly, the Catholic Church has admitted publicly to have
committed grave moral errors in the past.
Sociologically, in reaction to the Catholic Church’s official
defense of a “traditionalist” position on all kinds of gender issues and a
singularly obsessive focus on “sexual” moral issues, one can observe
throughout the Catholic world a dual process of female secularization
and erosion of the Church’s authority on sexual morality. Perhaps for the
first time in the accumulative waves of modern secularization women
are leaving the Church in droves, most dramatically throughout Europe,
but increasingly also throughout North America and Latin America.
Indeed, female secularization may be the most significant factor in the
drastic secularization of Western European societies since the 1960’s
and in the radical rupture of European “religion as a chain of memory.”
But equally important seems to be the drastic secularization of sexual
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morality. Increasing numbers of practicing Catholic are disobeying the
injunctions of the Catholic hierarchy and following their own conscience
on most issues related with sexual morality. Moreover, there is
increasing evidence that young Catholic adults are explicitly dissociating
their sexuality and their religiosity, claiming that religion has absolutely
no influence upon their attitudes toward sexuality.
c) The skandalon of the clerical sexual abuse of children
Perhaps in no other area has the gap between societal and church
morality been more publicly visible than in the revelations of child
sexual abuse that have rocked so dramatically the Catholic Church in
country after country in recent years. The scandal has taken everywhere
a threefold form. First there is the initial shock and the scandal of the
public revelation of the widespread character of the clerical sexual abuse
of children. Then there follows the even greater shock and scandal at the
public revelation of the widespread and continuous episcopal and curial
praxis of cover-up. Then there follows the dismay at the totally
inappropriate character of so many public statements and rationales
offered by episcopal and Vatican authorities as explanations,
justifications, exonerations or pleas for understanding, forgiveness and
reconciliation, which indicate that the Church still “does not get it” even
when it tries to respond.
The Church of course has always considered child sexual abuse
a grave moral sin, even though it is hard to avoid the impression that it
failed to take seriously Jesus’ harsh warning of skandalon in Matthew
(18:6): “Whoever causes one of those little ones who believe in me to
fall, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round
his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea!” (Paradoxically, this
uncompromising verse has been somewhat expurgated from the official
liturgical reading of October 2, when only verses 1-5 and 10 are read).
But the church has had difficulties understanding the extent to
which child sexual abuse has become not just a grave moral offense but
a sacrilegious moral and legal crime precisely in supposedly sexually
free-wheeling and licentious contemporary societies. Daniel Cere has
captured most poignantly the merging gap in societal and church
morality:
The Catholic Church appears to be caught in a deadly
cultural cross-fire. The Church is widely mocked for its
attempt to resist the ongoing liberalization of sexuality.
At the same time, the Church has become the focus for
intense public outrage insofar as it is perceived to be the
showcase for the one form of sexual transgression that
contemporary culture, with all its free-wheeling sexual
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transgressiveness, decisively condemns as beyond the
moral pale.
Nothing reveals perhaps as clearly the gap between societal and
church morality as the Church’s failure to understand that child sexual
abuse has become a modern societal taboo and that modern societies
react with the same scandalous shock and the kind of moral outrage
which according to Durkheim is the typical societal response to the
sacrilegious profanation of any taboo.
Initial episcopal and curial statements blaming moral
degeneration or the liberalization of sexuality in modern secular
societies for the clerical abuse, or statements pointing out that the
proportion of abusers within clerical ranks was relatively small and
probably no larger than the one found among the ranks of secular
educators, or statements attributing the widespread scandal to
sensationalist media fueled by traditional anti-clerical and anti-Catholic
prejudice, or statements suggesting the hypocrisy of liberal and feminist
accusers who appear scandalized by incidents of clerical child abuse but
fail to react with the same moral outrage to the even greater and graver
crime of legalized abortion in modern societies, all of these statements
are clear indication that the church still fails to understand the
disjunction between societal and church morality.
Sociologist
Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs
Georgetown University
Washington, D.C., U.S.A.

CHAPTER VIII

NATURAL LAW AS
CONJUNCTIVE AND DISJUNCTIVE:
THROUGH THE LENS OF
HIBERNO-CHRISTENDOM
ETHNA REGAN
It is a turning that we turn from in slow-motion,
Spellbound by our last sight of the twentieth century
Where Adam blamed Eve and Eve blamed the serpent
And a stray went home on all fours to his family.
Seminaries silent. Churches sold. Priests in prison.
Children impaled. The annihilated father
And all that harvest fruit preserved now only
As pot-pourri in a toilet, an atomised windfall.
Aidan Matthews: Holy Saturday, 2010
This paper focuses on the disjunction between the church and
the world in the context of the crisis in the Catholic Church in Ireland. It
argues that one way of understanding the roots of the crisis is through an
analysis of what could be termed, drawing from Charles Taylor’s lecture
‘A Catholic Modernity?’, the project of ‘Hiberno-Christendom’ that
emerged in post-Independence Ireland. It also suggests that aspects of
Taylor’s four existential disjunctions are evident in HibernoChristendom, particularly the disjunction that results from a static and
unchanging understanding of natural law. The paper then briefly
examines the disjunctive and conjunctive possibilities of natural law and
personalist approaches to ethics.
A NATIONAL AND ECCLESIAL TRAUMA
In 2009, the so called Ryan and Murphy reports – named after
the judges who chaired the commissions of inquiry – were published
within months of each other in Ireland, reports which have resulted in
what has been described as a ‘national trauma’.1 The Ryan Report of the
1

The reports are available online: The Commission to Inquire into Child
Abuse (The Ryan Report), http://www.childabusecommission.ie/ [accessed
May 30th, 2011]; Report by Commission of Investigation into Catholic
Archdiocese of Dublin (The Murphy Report), http://www.justice.ie/en/
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Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse highlighted the voices of those
who had been abused in institutions run by 18 religious congregations
and it is a report dominated by the poignant narratives of victims. The
Murphy report examines the clerical sexual abuse scandals in the
archdiocese of Dublin and its devastating critique is directed at the
response of church leadership to this abuse. The opening paragraph of
the Murphy Report claims that the Dublin Archdiocese’s preoccupation
in dealing with sexual abuse scandals, at least until the mid-1990s, was:
the maintenance of secrecy, the avoidance of scandal and the protection
of the reputation of the Church. The recurring grim motif throughout the
Murphy Report is ‘No concern for the welfare of the child’ as the report
concludes that ‘the welfare of children which should have been the first
priority, was not even a factor to be considered’ (Conclusion 1.113).2
Together these reports present a spectrum of cruelty and abuse,
of political cowardice and complicity between Church and State. The
issue of complicity weakens the interpretation of these events as a
simple disjunction between the Church and the world. It is clear that the
wisdom of secular ethics uncovered the abuse and pursued justice on
behalf of the victims while many church leaders erroneously sought
refuge in canon law and did not recognize, what the most unlearned
person could clearly recognize, that is, that child abuse is not only a
moral issue but is also to be treated as a criminal matter. However the
role of the police, the judiciary, medical personnel and child welfare
agencies in the Irish abuse scandals highlights the broader social
responsibility which has yet to be addressed. I will suggest later what
JELR/Pages/PB09000504, [accessed May 30th, 2011]. The Ferns Report,
released in 2005, was the first official Irish government inquiry into the
allegations of clerical sexual abuse in the Irish Catholic diocese of Ferns. We
are currently awaiting a similar report into clerical child abuse in the diocese of
Cloyne.
2
‘The welfare of children and justice for victims was subordinated to the
priorities of maintenance of secrecy, the avoidance of scandal, the protection of
the reputation of the church and the preservations of its assets.’ (Murphy Report
1.15).
‘There was little or no concern for the welfare of the abused child or the
welfare of other children who might come into contact with the priest’ (Murphy
Report: 1.35)
‘In his dealings with Fr. Edmondus in 1960 aimed at avoidance of scandal
and showed no concern for the welfare of the child [Archbishop McQuaid]’
(Murphy Report: 1.37).
‘Commission notes charity shown by complainants and their families
towards offenders who frequently behaved in a much more Christian and
charitable way than the Church authorities did. Many indeed expressed concern
for the welfare of the priest concerned (Murphy Report: 1.105).
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model of the relationship between the Church and the world in postIndependence Ireland may have enabled this collusion.
Legalistic Church responses and distorted loyalty to the
institution too often took precedence over the protection of the dignity of
the human person, in particular that of vulnerable children, and the
negative effects of being ignored or blamed constituted an exacerbation
of the original trauma, what Stephen Rosetti calls “the second injury” of
those already violated by abusers. 3 A desire to avoid scandal has
overshadowed the Church with a scandal even worse than facing up to
the truth when these violations first came to light, evidence of a deafness
to the words of Christ who warned that the harming of one of these little
ones is the most profound scandal (Matthew 18: 6-9).
The stark words of the Irish poet Aidan Matthews, written on
Holy Saturday last year, summarize the context of the national and
ecclesial trauma and while there is hope that the ‘harvest fruit’ is not
merely preserved ‘as pot-pourri in a toilet’,
Matthews’s poetic bleakness expresses the depth of the crisis in
Ireland. For the church, this crisis is not simply an intellectual one akin
to modernism or the challenge of secularism and unbelief. The crisis is
not something to be faced but is one that we theologians in Ireland
inhabit.
This inhabiting of a crisis makes ethical and theological
reflection on the issues involved a real and painful challenge. Firstly, the
content of the reports is so disturbing, from the painful narratives of the
victims of abuse to the exposed dishonesty of Church authorities.
Secondly, the crisis is ongoing, with continuing revelations on the
known cases and more to emerge in future reports. Each theologian is
challenged to declare his ‘positional objectivity’4 in relation to the events,
her locus theologicus in the current crisis. The challenge for the
theologian is personal and practical: to identify ones locus theologicus
and to take up the baton of responsibility that has been passed to us to
both honor the memory of the suffering of the past and forge for a
3

A Tragic Grace: The Catholic Church and Child Sexual Abuse
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996). Rosetti describes a “slow
awakening” within the Church, both to the prevalence of child sexual abuse and
to awareness of the depth of the damage it caused victims, especially the
wounding of the capacity to trust that results from sexual contact with a trusted
adult. He also emphasizes the ripple effect of the damage on the victim’s
family, the parish community, the diocese and the whole Church (pp.49-61).
Rosetti says that a changed perspective on children, i.e., that they are human
beings with inalienable rights, has helped the subject of child sexual abuse
surface in society.
4
Amartya Sen, Rationality and Freedom (Cambridge, MA/London:
Belknap Press, 2002), pp. 463-83, p. 464.
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hopeful future. The challenge for the discipline of theology has shaken
the academy into taking seriously the liberationist methodology in which
theology is reflection on lived commitment, the second step.
CAUSES AND RESPONSES
The immediate aftermath of the publication of the Ryan and
Murphy reports was a time for the primacy of the voices of the victimsurvivors. These painful narratives from the underside of our history
could only be responded to by solidarity, followed by tentative analysis.
Initially, there was a tendency towards mono-causal explanations and
one-dimensional responses, some examples being: the cause lies in our
ecclesiology or in distorted attitudes toward sexuality combined with
mandatory clerical celibacy, ‘a focus on biopolitical interpretations’;5 in
the absence of the role of parents who might have taken a more critical
response when the crisis first emerged and the lack of women in
decision-making; in institutional dynamics or in inadequate theology; or,
as Pope Benedict XVI suggested, unbelievably, in his letter to the people
of Ireland, in secularization and a misinterpretation of the programme of
renewal proposed by the Second Vatican Council.6
Catholic social teaching, our rich reservoir of reflection on
issues of justice, must also come under scrutiny in exploring, in
particular, the responses to the child abuse scandals. Children are ‘barely
visible’ in the key documents.7 Children are, of course, barely visible in
modern philosophical discourse about justice. In John Rawls’ A Theory
of Justice children are not significantly treated in his conclusions about a
just society, indeed they are barely visible in most contractarian accounts
of justice, as are the poor, thus moving towards invisibility those who
are both child and poor. 8 The child is rarely considered the locus of
5

Robert Orsi, ‘A Crisis about the Theology of Children’, Harvard Divinity
Bulletin 30:4, Spring, 2002. Orsi argues that the roots of the crisis lie in our
troubled theology of childhood.
6
Pastoral Letter of the Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI to the Catholics of
Ireland,
19th
March,
2010,
par.4.
Available
online:
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/letters/2010/documents/hf_ben
-xvi_let_20100319_church-ireland_en.html [accessed, May 30, 2011].
7
Ethna Regan, ‘Barely Visible: The child in Catholic social teaching’,
paper delivered at ‘Childhood in Irish Society: An Interdisciplinary
Conference’, Dublin, April 18, 2011.
8
A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971).
Individuals in the ‘original position’ are heads of families, rational and selfinterested agents. Rawls, influenced by the cognitive-development theories of
Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg, treats children in terms of their moral
development and their capacity to acquire a sense of justice.
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justice. The general principles of Catholic social teaching in regard to
justice were seldom appealed to in responding to the abuse.
Recently there has been a movement in Ireland beyond monocausal explanations and one-dimensional responses in an effort to
understand the complex web of causes and effects. A number of
significant conferences in the past year have engaged in interdisciplinary
and multidisciplinary exploration of the crisis. 9 The conversation
between theologians and historians is particularly important in the Irish
context as it gives a broader picture and deeper understanding of the
background to the strengths and weaknesses of the Church. These
academic conferences, together with a number of publications, have
sought to put into words some of the dimensions and implications of the
crisis, conscious, of course, of the insufficiency of words as a response
to the suffering involved. There have also been a number of liturgical
and paraliturgical attempts to articulate in word and symbol something
of the deeply-felt pain and anger.10
The causes of the crisis lie deeply embedded in a range of
theological difficulties and ecclesial practices – not so much doctrines
per se as with their interpretation? – and the unraveling of these complex
causes is a messy but crucial and long-term project. Despite initial
suggestions, including by Archbishop Vincent Nichols of Westminster,
that this is a particularly Irish problem, subsequent revelations of clerical
abuse in other European countries have shown that this is not the case.
Nonetheless, the Irish Church has to examine what particular factors
were involved in our own experience of child abuse crimes and scandals.
The crisis that has emerged from the totality of the child abuse scandals
is a theological and ethical project for the universal Church but one that
must also be inculturated.

9

‘Church: A Culture of Abusive Relationships?’, Conference of the Irish
Theological Association, March 18-19, 2011; the ‘Broken Faith, Re-visioning
the Church in Ireland’ conference held in the Milltown Institute, April 6-9,
2011; and, taking a different approach, the interdisciplinary conference on
childhood in Irish society, organized by the School of Theology and the
Department of Irish Studies of Mater Dei Institute, Dublin City University,
April 18-19, 2011.
10
‘Crying unto Heaven: A Liturgy of Lament’, held in the oratory of the
Mater Dei Institute, Dublin, in August 2010, was broadcast on national radio.
Available online at http://www.irishcatholic.ie/site/content/crying-unto-heavenliturgy-lament [accessed May 31, 2011].
The ‘Liturgy of Lament and Repentance for the sexual abuse of children
by priests and religious’ in St. Mary’s Pro-Cathedral, Dublin, 20 February, 2011,
was prepared principally by survivors.
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THE PROJECT OF HIBERNO-CHRISTENDOM
How do Charles Taylor’s existential disjunctions, specifically
his articulation of a disjunction between a natural law ethic and an ethic
based on the dignity of the human person, illuminate the contemporary
crisis, particularly as it emerged in the Church in Ireland? In A Catholic
Modernity? Taylor holds that the affirmation of a radically unconditional
universal human rights in modern liberal political culture could never
have emerged from Christendom, a civilization where the institutions
and culture are meant to reflect the Christian nature of society.11 Taylor
notes that Christendom had its benefits, but it also wed a coercive
political structure to the gospel in a way that did not trust the Holy Spirit,
but the sword. Such a society, Taylor suggests, might have difficulties in
accepting full equality of rights for atheists or for those who violate the
Christian moral code, e.g. homosexuals. He concludes that the reason for
these difficulties lies not within Christianity itself, but within the
particular project of Christendom through which ‘the Catholic Church
had created the authoritative background in which European governance
was set’ and that the demise of this project of Christendom was
beneficial for both freedom and faith.
Stanley Hauerwas, in his critique of human rights, associates
rights not only with the worst excesses of liberal political philosophy but
also decries rights as an expression of natural law, an idea he caricatures
as a Roman imperial concept developed to serve Christendom. He holds
that a natural law position makes violence – in the form of coercion of
those who do not agree with us – conceptually intelligible. The natural
law, according to Hauerwas, functions too often to sustain Christian –
and Western liberal democratic – presuppositions about society. It
absolutizes the relative in the name of a universal that makes it more
difficult for us to accept the existence of those who do not agree with us,
for such differences ‘in principle should not exist’.12 While I do not hold
with the generally post-liberal direction of Hauerwas’s theology nor with
his view of natural law as a form of coercion, the coercive potential of a
static and politicised natural law has indeed been exposed in HibernoChristendom.
Christendom is a society centered on a hierarchical church
which orders and gives meaning not only to religion but also to cultural
11

A Catholic Modernity? Charles Taylor’s Marianist Award Lecture, ed.
James L. Heft (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 17.
12
Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian
Ethics (Notre Dame/London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), pp.61, 51,
63. Hauerwas does not seem to accept that a coherent and distinct ecclesiology
can coexist with a natural law ethic.
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and intellectual life, to family and education, to economy and politics.
This ordering of Church and society creates the space in which citizendwellers are encouraged to listen in obedience to a magisterial authority
which has a comprehensive moral vision and, in so doing create a
comprehensive community where the ‘other’ is either tolerated or
excluded, but is rarely seen as a source of enrichment through dialogue.
The Ryan and Murphy reports have uncovered a shameful
collusion of Church and State in modern Ireland, a distorted project of
Hiberno-Christendom, a project which too was not without its benefits.
The contribution of the Catholic Church to education, healthcare and
social services, while not devoid of classism, reflected both solidarity
with the poor and a commitment to building a just society through the
provision of such services. While the approach to justice in Rerum
Novarum (1891) was founded on a deductive and static natural law
theory, nonetheless this encyclical significantly shaped the work of
social justice and the development of intellectual engagement with the
social dimension of the gospel.13
In the period after Rerum Novarum, the crisis of modernism
resulted in a contraction of Catholic intellectual work on social justice
under Pius X who, according to Marie-Dominique Chenu, was
particularly concerned with the ensurance of ‘hierarchical and clerical
control over all kinds of “Catholic Action” concerned with social
reform’.14 This concern is evident in the Episcopal engagement with lay
Catholic action in Ireland in the twentieth century, with the consequent
negative impact on the development of intellectual and practical work on
social justice. The watchword of Catholic action organizations in the
early decades of the twentieth century was ‘vigilance’, vigilance on
behalf of and at the behest of the Catholic Church.15 In the midst of this
hyper-vigilance towards some social and moral matters, the industrial
and ‘reform’ schools developed as independent republics of cruelty and
classism.
The project of Hiberno-Christendom was not sufficiently
hospitable to the ‘other’ in terms of religious belief. It was more hostile
to those who violated the Catholic sexual ethic founded on a reductive
and physicalist variant of natural law. This ethic shaped discussions
13

See, for example, the pamphlet by John B. Hughes, a member of the
Leo Guild, Poverty in Dublin: A Study, which offers a biting critique of any
religious or secular assumptions about the inevitableness of poverty (Dublin:
Office of the ‘Irish Messenger’, 1914).
14
Marie-Dominique Chenu, La ‘doctrine sociale’ de l’ Église comme
idéologie (Paris: Cerf, 1979), pp. 29-30.
15
Maurice Curtis, A Challenge to Democracy: Militant Catholicism in
Modern Ireland (Dublin: The History Press, Ireland, 2010), pp. 204-5.
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about sexual matters in the polis and, as Taylor notes in his treatment of
Christendom, created difficulties for the acceptance of full equality for
both atheists and those who violated the Christian moral code. However,
the revelations of recent years have shown that those who suffered most
were vulnerable, mostly poor, children. Despite extraordinary work with
the poor by many religious communities, the Church-State collusion
exposed in the recent reports gave evidence of a kind of disdain for the
poor, a disdain evidenced not only in the abuse narrated in the Ryan
report, but also in the number of working class parishes mentioned in the
Dublin report. This disdain and the evident absence of any real concern
for the welfare of children affected by or at risk of clerical sexual abuse,
betrayed both the egalitarian principles upon which the Irish republic
was founded and the more fundamental egalitarian impulse grounded in
the doctrine of Imago Dei, one of the key principles of Catholic social
teaching.
It is clear that in the Church in Ireland, the second disjunction,
articulated by Taylor in terms of obedience to a magisterial authority
versus the responsible and critical assent to Church teaching, was part of
what allowed the abuse to be perpetuated and was certainly key to the
failure to adequately respond to the abuse. However what has emerged
very clearly in the past few years is a profound disjunction between the
culture of the majority of the leaders of the Church and the sensus
fidelium. This sensus fidelium was most evident in response to calls from
bishops for repentance. These were met by broad-based anger,
particularly from lay people who resented being asked to atone for sins
they did not commit and for cover-ups they were previously unaware of.
This mind of the faithful in relation to the failed leadership culture
crosses both ‘seekers’ and ‘dwellers’ who share a common ethical
indignation and shaken faith. This conjunctive sensus fidelium offers,
perhaps, a kairos moment for Church renewal, one that is not dependent
on locating oneself definitively or exclusively within a liberal or
conservative school of thought.
The special position of the Catholic Church in independent
Ireland (post-1922) wedded a particular understanding of natural law to
a nationalist politic (to be understood in the context of a history of
colonial oppression), producing a coercive political structure whose
demise has been beneficial, to use Taylor’s terms, both for freedom and
for faith. The fading of the project of Hiberno-Christendom pre-dates the
current crisis, for in the years since Vatican II a new relationship
between the Church and the world was being forged by the creative
pastoral and thoughtful academic work of many people in Ireland. New
understandings of social justice and of cultural and religious pluralism
were enabling a mature departure from the Church of HibernoChristendom. However, much of this work has been overshadowed by
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the recent crisis in which many of the bishops reverted to the
presuppositions of Hiberno-Christendom in their dealings with the
scandals, resulting in an accelerated demise marked by an unprecedented
loss of integrity and trust, and the growth of what might be termed
‘reactive secularism’. There are calls for the Church’s influence to be
purged from all roles in education and healthcare and there is a strong
lobby to silence any contribution by the Church in the public square.
This needs to be challenged in the interests of a legitimate democracy
and the common good, but the challenge for the Church is to transform
this enforced marginality into a redemptive and prophetic liminality.16
I have suggested that one way of understanding the roots of the
crisis in the Catholic Church in Ireland is through an analysis, using
Taylor’s category, of the particular project of Hiberno-Christendom that
emerged in post-Independence Ireland and I argue that aspects of
Taylor’s four existential disjunctions weave their way through this
project. However, Irish Catholicism is not reducible to these disjunctions
and, despite the dominance of the Hiberno-Christendom model there has
always been a critical constituency of ‘seekers’ in the Irish Church.
Throughout this present crisis, too, good priests and religious serve with
humility, growing numbers of people study theology, the Society of St.
Vincent de Paul and other Catholic organizations advocate with
credibility for the poor, and faithful individuals and communities live
lives of quiet, quotidian witness to the Gospel.
NATURAL LAW: DISJUNCTIONS AND CONJUNCTIONS
Many of the weaknesses of a natural law ethic are evident in the
crisis in the contemporary Church and, more specifically, in the
particular project of Hiberno-Christendom. Taylor’s articulation of a
disjunction between a dynamic and historically sensitive ethic and a
static, unchanging natural law approach offers a way of understanding
the context in which abuse could occur and the failed responses to those
who suffered. However it could also be argued that a renewed natural
law ethic, in conversation with other approaches to Christian ethics, is an
essential part of contemporary and future ethical discourse.
The natural law – that most ambiguous of terms – described
aptly by the theologian Vincent McNamara as ‘neither natural nor
law’,17 seeks to articulate that the moral law is written into our human
condition. Scholars have struggled to answer the fundamental question
16

This place of liminality may be the only one from which an authentic
kenotic theology may emerge.
17
Vincent MacNamara, The Truth in Love: Reflections on Christian
Morality (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1989), p. 106.
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of natural law: what does it mean to say that the must of our moral
obligation derives from the is of our existence? There are many natural
law theories and considerable variations on these theories both within
Catholicism and between Catholic and Protestant theories. Despite the
concern about a ‘dictatorship of relativism’,18 there has been a growing
interest in natural law and its possibilities for contemporary ethics.
Its attraction lies in the recognition that a morally good life is
open to every human being, its positive assessment of humanity and of
our capacity for moral discernment. It opens possibilities for a modest
common morality and for critique of culturally and socially constructed
norms. It was to natural law that Martin Luther King appealed in his
1963 ‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’:
How does one determine when a law is just or unjust? A
just law is a man-made code that squares with the moral
law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is
out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in terms of
Saint Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human law
that is not rooted in eternal and natural law. Any law
that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that
degrades the human personality is unjust. All
segregation statutes are unjust because segregation
distorts the soul and damages the personality.19
Natural law continues to inform words and praxis that challenge
unjust laws and systems and it still provides an opening for conversation
between philosophy and theology about new ethical dilemmas in
biotechnology and global justice, dilemmas that neither a biblical ethic
nor many philosophical theories directly answer. There is renewed
interest in the contribution of Thomas Aquinas to natural law,
particularly in his rich understanding of practical reason. Sixteenth
century engagement with natural law by scholars like Francisco de
Vitoria informs contemporary scholars dealing with issues like
humanitarian intervention and other questions of international law.
However natural law morality is often defined by its widely
recognized weaknesses: its static understanding of human nature and
society; the difficulty of reconciling natural law with diversity of
18

Pope Benedict XVI and Peter Seewald, Light of the World: The Pope,
the Church and the Signs of the Times (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2010), pp.
50-54.
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Changed the World (HarperSanFrancisco, 1986), p. 89.
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cultures; the tension between discerning the good in general and
performing it in the particularity of human conditions; difficulties in
interpreting natural law in the face of ethical dilemmas that neither
Aristotle nor Aquinas would have envisaged; the tension between
Cicero’s emphasis on natural law as the innate power of reason to direct
action and Ulpian’s emphasis on jus naturale which directed natural law
in a physicalist direction; and the difficulty, acknowledged by Aquinas
himself, that when moving beyond general principles – ‘which have a
certain necessity’ – to practical action, ‘the more deficiency one finds’.20
In the Catholic tradition, the tensions and difficulties in the
application of natural law are most evident in the area of sexual ethics
which, for example, in the cases of contraception or IVF, insufficiently
consider the contingency of the realities where practical reason operates.
There is a predominance of the biological variant of natural law, the
strength of which is to take seriously human embodiment, but the
weakness lies in a potentially reductive, physicalist view of the human
person. Another manifestation of the physicalist approach is found in the
increasing emphasis on locating the difference between men and women
‘above all on the ontological level’21 and its shaping of the so-called new
feminism which can speak of women as having ‘a womb-shaped
vocation’.22 These approaches to natural law belie both the complexity
of the human person and the dynamism of God’s engagement with
humanity.
In response to the dominance of this approach, there has been a
renewed interest in the Thomistic contribution to the rational aspect of
the natural law tradition leading to the development of a revised natural
law. ‘The work of reason is to discover the moral value in the experience
of being human.’ 23 The ethicist Richard Gula, summarizes the
components of a revised, ‘Proportionalist’, theory of natural law: real,
20

ST, Ia-IIae, q.94, a.4. Summa Theologica (Complete English Edition in
Five Volumes), translated by the English Dominican Province (Allen, TX:
Christian Classics, 1981).
21
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Letter to the Bishops of the
Catholic Church on the Collaboration of Men and Women in the Church and
the World, 2004, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/docu
ments/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20040731_collaboration_en.htm [accessed, June 4,
2011].
22
Léonie Caldecott, ‘Sincere Gift: The Pope’s “New Feminism”’, in
Charles E. Curran and Richard A. McCormick, eds., John Paul II and Moral
Theology, Readings in Moral Theology, No.10 (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 1998), pp. 216-34, p. 228.
23
Richard M. Gula, Reason Informed by Faith: Foundations of Catholic
Morality (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1989), p. 235. Gula is drawing
on the work of Timothy E. O’Connell.
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experiential, consequential, historical, proportional and personal. 24
However there is a considerable body of scholarship, broadly known as
the New Classical Natural Law / Basic Goods Theory and exemplified in
the work of Germain Grisez and Joseph Boyle, which disagrees strongly
with Gula’s approach in terms of how human goods are to be sought and
pursued. It is outside the scope of this paper to develop the nature and
implications of this conflict in contemporary natural law theory. This is
where the greatest disjunction within contemporary Catholic moral
theology occurs and merits further consideration elsewhere because of
its divisive nature.
Despite its weakness and contradictions, the cause of the current
crisis in the Church cannot be laid at the feet of natural law. Neither can
Taylor’s provocative dysfunction built on a conflict between ‘ethical and
moral praxis understood as a human, fallible and historical achievement’
and ‘a natural law morality built on unchanging, universal and abstract
essence’ eliminate the possibilities within natural law for conjunctions
between the Church and the world in facing contemporary ethical
challenges. The natural law is founded on the possibility of conjunction:
between religious and secular worldviews, between philosophy and
theology, between reason and revelation, between the local and the
global.
The conjunctive possibilities of the natural law are explored in
the 2008 document from the International Theological Commission
(ITC), A la recherche d'une éthique universelle: Nouveau regard sur la
loi naturelle. 25 The document begins by emphasising that questions
about the possibility of objective moral values capable of uniting people
are today more urgent than ever and proposes that the natural law is the
best grounding for a universal ethics. Conscious of many
misunderstandings about the expression ‘natural law’ and of how
‘Christian theology has too easily justified with the natural law
anthropological positions which, consequently, have appeared
conditioned by their historical and cultural context’, 26 it argues
nonetheless that the idea of natural law brings together numerous
elements common to humanity’s great theological and philosophical
wisdom traditions, elements that bear witness to the existence of a
largely common moral patrimony. It places great emphasis on
convergences, aware that the disjunctive tendencies in some natural law
theories have overshadowed these. The convergences are found not only
in texts and oral traditions, but are also embodied in men and women
24
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who witness to such common ethical values with their ‘wisdom,
generosity and, sometimes, their heroism.’27
The document offers a useful précis of the principal contexts in
which the contemporary Catholic Church invokes natural law:28
(1) to insist on the natural capacity that human persons have of
finding by reason ‘the ethical message contained in being’ 29 and of
knowing the fundamental norms of just action conformed to their own
nature and dignity. The natural law thus answers to the requirement of
grounding human rights in reason and makes possible intercultural and
interreligious dialogue towards peace;
(2) it recalls, in the face of the challenge of relativistic
individualism, the natural and objective character, not merely
conventional, of the fundamental norms that regulate social and political
life;
(3) in the context of ‘un laïcisme agressif’ that would exclude
believers from public debate, it argues that such interventions by
Christians in public life on issues germane to natural law, e.g., the
defence of the rights of the oppressed, global justice, the defence of life
or religious freedom, are not explicitly confessional interventions but
those of a citizen concerned about the common good;
(4) in the face of the abuse of political power, even
totalitarianism, it recalls that civil laws do not bind in conscience when
they contradict natural law
The final chapter of the document reflects on Jesus Christ as the
fulfilment of the natural law, for natural law is not external to the order
of grace. In Jesus we see the ultimate criterion for discerning authentic
humanity; he is not only an ethical model to imitate but the Saviour who
gives each man and woman the possibility of acting according to the
deeper law of love. A la recherche d'une éthique universelle: Nouveau
regard sur la loi naturelle argues that while a theological understanding
is indispensable for a Christian theory of natural law, nonetheless the
natural law is above all philosophical and thus allows for the possibility
of dialogue across the borders of faith and culture. The document, whose
focus is less on the internal conflicts within the Church about natural law
than on its dialogical possibilities, concludes by stating that the natural
law ‘does not consist in a list of definitive and immutable precepts’ but
27
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is, rather, ‘a source of inspiration that always springs up in the search for
an objective foundation for a universal ethics’.30
The International Theological Commission invites experts from
the other religious, wisdom and philosophical traditions of humanity to
embark on a similar project beginning from their own sources ‘to reach a
common recognition of the universal moral norms based on a rational
approach to reality’.31 Jean Porter argues that ‘any attempt to specify the
general precepts of the natural law will remain indeterminate and
incomplete, apart from the practices of some specific community.’ 32
While this document of the ITC merits more extensive critique
elsewhere, it nonetheless stands as an example of an approach to natural
law that heals some of the ethical disjunction articulated by Taylor.
David Novak, writing on natural law in Judaism, argues that the
natural law is ‘the necessary and perpetual critique needed by all culture
and positive law’ but that it operates best ‘when its rightful role is
understood, when neither too much nor too little is expected of it’. 33
Taylor’s ethical disjunction is a reminder of the need to continue to seek
to understand and humanize natural law. However it could be argued
that Taylor’s third disjunction expects too little of natural law even as
official Catholic moral teaching tends to expect too much of natural law.
IMAGO DEI AND PERSONHOOD IN MORAL REFLECTION
As well as the renewal of natural law since Vatican II, there
were other attempts to restore the centrality of personhood in moral
reflection. The understanding of the human person as Imago Dei is
central to Jewish and Christian theological anthropology and ethics. As a
theological term, Imago Dei is evocative, rather than strictly descriptive
and the history of theological anthropology is an attempt to come to
terms with its meaning. Its interpretation over the centuries has been rich
and varied, focusing at different times on different dimensions of the
human person that are in the image of God, dimensions such as
rationality, freedom, moral capacity, creativity, relationality and power
of self-determination. In the struggle to illuminate the practical and
political implications of imago Dei, theology showed itself vulnerable to
30
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the same dangers as philosophical anthropology, e.g. universal assertions
of human dignity, which incorporated careful categories of practical
exclusion based on race, class or gender.
While this view of the human person was never abandoned by
moral theology, there was a neglect of it as a central moral metaphor in
favour of the language of ‘human nature’. The movement to a more
adequate consideration of the human person flows from the twentieth
century turn to experience in theology and from what Bernard Lonergan
describes as a shift from a ‘classicist’ worldview which views the human
person as ‘possessing’ an eternal and unchanging nature – with the
consequent deductive moral reasoning – to a worldview marked by
historical consciousness which takes seriously the particular and
contingent dimensions of the human person, without overlooking what
human beings have in common, leading to a more inductive form of
moral reasoning.34
The human person – adequately considered – is the basis for
moral reasoning and objective moral standards are related to the totality
of the human person. What are the criteria for what Louis Janssens calls
an ‘integral and adequate’ consideration of the human person in moral
decision-making? Some common dimensions emerge in the work of a
number of theologians who work within this broadly ‘personalist’
approach to morality: the human person as embodied, social, historical,
free, fundamentally equal but unique, and open to transcendence. This
personalist perspective is a contemporary exploration of the indicative
and imperative that is the human person as imago Dei. Janssens suggests
that the integration of these dimensions of the human person form a
criterion for assessing the morality of human action: an action is morally
right if it is beneficial to the person adequately considered in his or her
totality, i.e. as embodied, historical, free and to his or her relationship
with others, with God and with the world.35 The approach to natural law
that was dominant in much Catholic morality gave precedence to only
certain dimensions of the human person, abstracting them from the
totality of the person. A personalist ethic, with its emphasis on giving
adequate consideration to the total person, restores the centrality of
personhood in moral reflection.
Each dimension of the human person is incarnated in a
particular gender and race, and located in a specific cultural and
historical context. Liberation theology spoke from the concrete
34
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experience of the poor human person, the victim of history. It exposed
undifferentiated theological references to the human person and
challenged historical consciousness to take seriously the notion of
historical responsibility, described sometimes as a shift to praxis. These
twentieth century shifts are attempts to articulate a more rounded
anthropology, a more coherent vision of human being-acting, enabling a
more creative and historically responsible form of moral reasoning. A
personalist approach to morality restores the centrality of personhood in
moral reflection, bridging the disjunction between a static natural law
morality and a historical and existential approach. However personalism
did not adequately consider the child as an ethical subject and there is
also little evidence of a personalist approach to ethics shaping the
responses of church leadership to these scandals.
THE ULTIMATE ETHICAL DISJUNCTION
The ultimate disjunction at the heart of the current crisis is the
disjunction between our proclaimed ethic and our operative ethic. This
disjunction is evident in many areas of the church’s life, including its
teaching and practice on governance and on women. The situations of
abuse and the catastrophic responses reflect a failure of Catholic
Christian ethics on many levels, not just in the application of natural law.
Donal Dorr, a key commentator on Catholic social teaching,
outlines nine weaknesses or lacunae in the Catholic social teaching
tradition, including the question of justice within the Church itself. 36
The only major document in the tradition that deals explicitly with this is
the 1971 synodal document Justice in the World. This document clearly
states that the right and duty of the Church to proclaim and demand
justice on the social, national and international levels needs to be
accompanied by a witness to justice ‘in Church institutions themselves
and in the lives of Christians’. The document calls on the Church to
undertake an examination of ‘modes of acting’ within the Church itself,
recognizing ‘that anyone who ventures to speak to people about justice
must first be just in their eyes.’37 While Dorr identifies as ‘perhaps the
biggest lacuna … its failure to provide an adequate treatment of the issue
of justice for women’, one could add to this list of lacunae, as already
mentioned, the lack of consideration of children in the tradition. This
neglect, combined with the lack of attention to the area of justice within
36
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the Church, left the issue of child abuse, to a large extent, outside the
scope of Catholic social teaching and the principles of justice so richly
woven throughout that tradition could not illuminate a just response to
those who had suffered. This ultimate disjunction between our
proclaimed ethic and our operative ethic is a challenge to the renewal of
Catholic theology, a renewal that is grounded not in the intellectual
triumph of one school of thought over another, but in the joint
recognition that, ultimately, ethics is a pilgrim pursuit.
We move forward remembering that the moral life is a journey
on which the Pilgrim God accompanies us as we seek to develop the
ethical capacity that is written in our hearts and to discern the meaning
of the law of love in the complexities of our human lives, mindful
always that the deepening of our humanity is the graced process of
becoming more like the God in whose image we are made.
The role of the Catholic Church in Ireland will long be
overshadowed by the dark revelations of recent times and the
incomprehensible inadequacy of response by the implicated bishops,
clergy and religious. The issue of justice, both judicial and restorative, is
an ongoing concern in Irish society. A lingering shame overshadows all
in the Church and those of us in ministry of various kinds wear that
shame as a scar on our authenticity. For the Church in Ireland, the time
ahead is marked by the challenge to move out of the shadows of the
distorted project of Hiberno-Christendom to a more authentic
Christianity, that katholou comprising both universality and wholeness,38
and a more just society.
Theologian
Mater Dei Institute
Dublin City University
Dublin, Ireland

38

Charles Taylor, A Catholic Modernity? p. 14.

CHAPTER IX

ISSUES OF GENDER IN CATHOLICISM:
HOW THE CURRENT DEBATE COULD BENEFIT
FROM A PHILOSOPHICAL APPROACH
HERTA NAGL-DOCEKAL
In addressing the sphere of problems summarized in point three
of Charles Taylor’s exposé, I would like to explore what a philosophical
approach might be able to contribute to the debate. (Taylor notes: “The
questions of sexual morality, and of gender, should be examined more
closely. Sexual morality is defined by the magisterium in terms of an
ahistorical notion of the ‘natural’. At the same time, the institutional
Church has shown a lack of concern for issues of the dignity of the
person.”). As one takes a closer look at the harsh critique voiced by
Church authorities claiming that any appropriation of the concept of
‘gender’ is in clear contradiction to the teachings of the Catholic Church,
it seems evident that there exists a decisive lack of information on the
part of these critics.1 Obviously, they have failed to study with adequate
care the discourse they claim to refute. One of their frequently employed
strategies is to focus on some over-simplified articulations of feminist
concerns that can, indeed, be easily dismissed as theoretically deficient.
But it is certainly not a viable mode of proceeding to seek an easy target
while neglecting the more sophisticated arguments that have been
developed in the international debate since the early 1970s. In view of
this shortcoming, it seems desirable to establish – by means of
philosophical argument – a consistent reconstruction of core elements of
the concept of ‘gender’ in order to provide a sound basis for a
theological approach that seeks to discuss the ideas shaping the modern
world in their most elaborate forms.
Yet, before we take up this task, one preliminary question needs
to be addressed: What difference might a consistent conception of
1

The critical reflections elaborated in this paper will not refer to specific
authors because my intention is not to challenge individuals, but to examine
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debated issues of Church politics, such as the ordination of women. In my mind,
it is the prime task for a philosophical contribution to help establish a sound
conceptual foundation, as a prerequisite for decisions concerning such specific
matters.
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‘gender’ be able to make? Could it achieve any kind of impact on
theological ways of thinking? With regard to this issue we need to first
examine, in general, what the relation between theology and
contemporary philosophy is – or could be – like. In the terms of Charles
Taylor‘s exposé, this topic might be viewed as part of the broader issue
of ‘dogma and history’. I would like to emphasize that it would be
misleading to read the heading ‘dogma and history’ as addressing a
clear-cut antithesis – in the sense that the core of religious creed has
been laid down once and for all, thus representing the opposite of
historical development. Rather, it is important to reflect on the ways in
which dogma has always already been imbedded in modes of thinking
that evolved in history. This paper, therefore, begins (in Part 1) with
considerations of the hermeneutic character of religious creed, taking
issue with Habermas’s understanding of ‘dogma’. Part 2 examines the
specific relation between theology and modern philosophy, referring to
research on that issue we find in Hegel who maintains, “if theology is
not philosophy, it does not know what it wants.” Part 3 highlights the
phenomenon of cultural constructions of gender, and challenges – on the
basis of Kant’s moral philosophy – views that are guilty of committing
the naturalistic fallacy. Part 4 presents a conception of ‘love’ that fits
with the understanding of the human being that is central to modern
philosophy. Part 5 – titled ‘On widows and orphans’ – suggests that such
a philosophical approach is in agreement with core teachings of
Christianity.
SPELLING OUT THE CONTENT OF CREED
A polarizing approach which draws a sharp distinction between
religious dogma on the one hand, and ways of thinking that have
evolved over time on the other, has been brought to the fore of the
current debate by Jürgen Habermas. In contrast to the secular language
shared by people in modern societies, religious language represents, for
Habermas, ‘the in-transparent other of reason’. He contends that, since
faith is grounded in ‘the dogmatic authority of an unimpeachable core of
infallible truths of revelation,’2 the ‘existential certainties’ of religious

2

Habermas notes: “Aber religiös verwurzelte existentielle Überzeugungen
entziehen sich durch ihren ... Bezug auf die dogmatische Autorität eines
unantastbaren Kerns von infalliblen Offenbarungswahrheiten einer
vorbehaltlosen diskursiven Erörterung” (Jürgen Habermas, Zwischen
Naturalismus und Religion. Philosophische Aufsätze [Frankfurt a.M.:
Suhrkamp, 2005], 135).

Issues of Gender in Catholicism

157

convictions are marked by ‘discursive ex-territoriality’.3 Consequently,
he argues, religion appears ‘opaque’ and ‘abysmally obscure’ from the
perspective of contemporary ‘common human reason’.4 This view fails,
I think, to sufficiently take into consideration the hermeneutic character
of religious creed.
What hermeneutic research on ‘tradition’ has found to be true in
general also applies in particular to religious traditions: they can only
persist through centuries if the believers succeed – over and over again –
in re-interpreting the core convictions of their faith in a way that renders
them accessible, and convincing, in view of the believers’ respective
contemporary condition. As Kant emphasizes, a belief that remains tied
to the mode of thinking of an earlier phase of history is dead in itself.5 In
this context, Kant introduces the notion of ‘hermeneutica sacra,’ i.e., the
‘art of biblical interpretation’. 6 Even original texts such as so-called
‘holy scriptures,’ he argues, are marked by this hermeneutic character as
they usually involve a double temporality: someone reports, and
explains, to his fellow humans what has earlier happened, or been
conveyed to him. Kant points out that, for instance, the Apostles had to
choose a method of teaching which was “kat’ anthropon,” i.e.,
appropriate to the mode of thinking of their time. 7 Recent research
presses this point even further, exposing a dialectical structure: while the
authors of ‘holy scriptures’ claim to report the original expression of the
content of their creed, that content is attainable only through this form of
mediation, i.e., of interpretation. The term ‘dialectics’ is not merely a
façon de parler here – rather, it emphasizes that these two aspects
presuppose one another, and that neither one must be neglected if an
adequate conception of ‘scripture’ is to be achieved. 8 Similarly,
dogmatic statements claiming to establish certain teachings in a transhistorical manner can, in fact, never fully achieve this goal: they are also
3

According to Habermas, “diskursive Exterritorialität eines Kerns von
existentiellen Gewissheiten” is a significant aspect “von religiösen
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Dethloff, Rudolf Langthaler, Herta Nagl-Docekal and Friedrich Wolfram (eds.),
Orte der Religion im philosophischen Diskurs der Gegenwart (Berlin: Parerga,
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open to interpretation – and have, indeed, often found a variety of
different readings. This fact must not be viewed as some kind of
deficiency, however. Rather, it is the hermeneutic character of language
that makes religious tradition possible in the first place.
One question which might be raised here concerns ‘truth’. Does
maintaining the unavoidability of this hermeneutic aspect of religious
discourse entail the need to abandon the idea of ‘religious truth’?
Habermas seems to assume just that. Describing religion as being based
upon ‘infallible truths of revelation,’ he associates these ‘truths’ with the
attempt to ward off debate, and therefore views them as remaining in
‘discursive ex-territoriality’. However, contrary to this approach, the
concepts ‘revelation’ and ‘truth’ do allow for an alternative
understanding. Immanuel Kant, for instance, explains that religious truth
is necessarily linked with discursive reasoning. We can acknowledge a
certain doctrine, he argues, as having been ‘revealed’ only under the
condition that our own reason confirms it; otherwise, it would be
impossible for us to consider that doctrine as true.9 “The final touchstone
of truth is always reason,”10 Kant contends. Similarly, Hegel maintains
that in order to accept a given teaching as ‘the truth,’ we need to verify it
through our own thinking.11 For Kant, it is specifically our ‘pure moral
reason’ that is capable of incorporating into our personal conviction
conceptions which are perceived as being based on ‘revelation’.12
9

Kant argues: “... weil wir niemanden verstehen, als den, der durch
unseren eigenen Verstand und unsere eigene Vernunft mit uns redet.” Kant,
Streit der Fakultäten, 315.
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Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other
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But – one might wish to argue – does not religious creed
describe itself as ‘opaque,’ for instance, in characterizing its very core as
a ‘mystery’? The Christian concept of the ‘Holy Trinity’ might be seen
as a case in point. We need to consider, however, the point that some
kind of explanatory narrative, or metaphoric imagery, must be attached
to a mystery to prevent it from being devoid of any meaning. To be sure,
such narratives do not dissolve the air of mystery, but we have to take
into account the fact that religious mysteries are ‘determinate
mysteries’.13 In keeping with his more general line of argument, Kant
maintains that, in order to make sense for us, religious mysteries must
correspond with our moral reason.14
The thesis that the concept of ‘religious truth’ is to be explained
by reference to our capacity of understanding is corroborated by
practical experience – in religious instruction, for example. Obviously, it
would be impossible to introduce young generations to religious
teachings unless this could be done in a language they understand. And
how about religious adults, in particular those living under conditions
shaped by modernity? Here as well, we find understanding to be crucial.
It would certainly prove inadequate to attribute their faith simply to a
sacrificium intellectus. Rather, it seems correct to assume that the
faithful know what they believe, and why. By contrast, the approach
maintaining the ‘discursive ex-territoriality’ of religion suggests that it is
practically impossible for a ‘secular citizen’ to convert to any form of
religious faith.
It is important to note that two different conceptions of
‘discourse’ and ‘reason’ are involved in this debate. On the one hand,
there is the widely shared reading of these terms which is defined by an
empiricist approach to reality. From this perspective, any statement that
cannot be supported by empirical evidence has left the sphere of
reasonable discourse. Consequently, religious language is met with an
agnostic, if not atheistic, response. If we think along these lines, it seems
obvious (as, e.g., for Habermas) that, in the context of modernity,
‘common human reason’ implies a secularist stance. – Challenging this
view, a number of authors contend that ordinary language is more
comprehensive than the empiricist view allows. As they emphasize, we
13
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find ourselves capable of transcending the realm of the empirically given
in a way that, nevertheless, allows for reasonable language. One case in
point is the sphere of aesthetics. Michael Theunissen points out that our
aesthetic experiences show that we are able to exist in a sphere located
beyond the world while simultaleously remaining within it. Referring to
Goethe’s point of view on this matter, he highlights that we are able to
accomplish this kind of duality ‘in our ordinary real life’. 15 Kant
explores this human capacity primarily with regard to morality. As he
notes, the moral principle is to be understood as “an obscurely thought
metaphysics that is inherent in every man because of his rational
disposition.” 16 Taking up this view, Otfried Höffe rejects Rawls’s, as
well as Habermas’s, program of a “post-metaphysical philosophy,”
arguing that our morality per se has a metaphysical character.17 (From
this angle, we detect a tension in Habermas: while he has been an
articulate critic of empiricist reductionism himself – as, for instance, in
his recent book Zwischen Naturalismus und Religion – his ‘secular’
perspective on religion seems to be based on just that approach. In
Hegelian terms, Habermas’s portrayal of religion as ‘obscure’ is
informed by the ‘rationalist Enlightenment’ (“verständige
Aufklärung”18).
15
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“IF THEOLOGY IS NOT PHILOSOPHY, IT DOES NOT KNOW
WHAT IT WANTS” (HEGEL)
Regarding the question of what kind of language might be
required today in order to mediate the essential content of religion to
people living under modern conditions, both Kant and Hegel contend
that theology needs to employ contemporary philosophy. Within the
framework of his philosophy of history, Hegel 19 provides a careful
elaboration of this demand, claiming that the present era must be
understood as the era of philosophy. In particular, Hegel identifies two
features of modern history that shaped the specific complexity we
encounter in ‘our time’: the Reformation and the Enlightenment.
Analyzing the changes initiated by Luther, Hegel maintains that
today, typically, reason demands to be satisfied in all spheres of life. In
his view, the traditional Catholic teaching failed to fully develop the
implications of the basic Christian idea of ‘Spirit’. Referring to the reinterpretation of the Eucharist that marked the reformatory movement,
Hegel portrays the Catholic conception of ‘trans-substantiation’ as
paradigmatic of the way in which Catholicism, in general, has been
shaped by the idea that ‘truth’ represents something external. Based
upon this idea, he notes, Catholicism has imposed restrictions on
freedom, instead of highlighting the fact that the concept of ‘Spirit’ is
essentially defined in terms of freedom. “Imagining the true as
something fixed, external,” Catholicism generated “an enslavement of
knowledge and action. Existing, in this manner, outside the subject, it
[the true] can be appropriated by others […]. The subject is in any
respect the passive receiver who does not know what is true, right and
good, but can only receive it from others.”20 Against this background,
Luther‘s claim that truth is located within us appears as an act of
liberation: the subject is no longer in need of a mediating agency – the
structures of tutelage have been rendered obsolete. This form of
liberation must not be understood as a turn to relativism, however: what
Hegel underscores – with reference to Luther – is the shared competence
of our reason for the task of understanding what it means to be Spirit.
die heute in verschiedenen Kirchen gepflegt werden, an Bedeutung verlieren.”
Wolfgang Detel, “Forschungen über Hirn und Geist.” Deutsche Zeitschrift für
Philosophie 52 (2004), 918.
19
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The approach introduced by the Reformation proved relevant,
Hegel maintains, not only to the sphere of theology; it also provided the
basis for the Spirit to unfold its potential in an extensive way. Hegel
notes: “The Reformation marks the beginning of the realm of the Spirit
[...]. In this manner, the new and ultimate banner has been unrolled [...],
the flag of the free Spirit […]. This is the flag under which we serve and
which we carry. The time since then, up to us, has had no other work to
do but to implement this principle into the world.”21 The impact of this
new attitude can be observed in all spheres of life, Hegel argues. In
fleshing out this thesis, he first addresses modern science. The selfconfidence which subjectivity had accomplished made a new approach
to nature possible: “Spirit has perceived nature, in a prosaic manner, as
external […], being no longer afraid of facing this externality […]. In
this manner, experience has become the knowledge of the world”. Due
to this approach, “nature now represents a system of well-known and
well-understood laws, in which the human being is at home.”22
One other field in which the free Spirit demanded its right is the
state. As Hegel highlights, “principles were elaborated, as a basis upon
which the constitution of the state had to be re-constructed. Now the life
of the state must be established with consciousness, in accordance with
reason. Customs, traditions do no longer matter, the diverse laws must
be legitimized as being based upon reasonable principles […]. In this
manner, peoples have right rather than privilege.” 23 Accordingly, the
guide line defining modern politics is the idea of “the hegemony of the
self-conscious thought which aims at, and knows, the universal.”24 As is
well-known, this idea implies a clear-cut separation of church and state.
It is on the basis of these observations that Hegel emphasizes that the
modern state, rather than remaining under the authority of religious
agencies, is grounded in philosophy. “The basis now is […] the
consciousness of the spiritual, and with that philosophy has achieved
reign.”25 Regarding the issue discussed in this paper, we may read Hegel
as suggesting that today anyone seeking to carefully analyze their given
conditions – as, for instance, in reflections on ‘Church and World’ –
needs to take into consideration the philosophical principles that
represent the most advanced idea of a just social order. Of course, Hegel
does not suggest that there is any place on earth where the reasonable
21
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principles for the modern state have been fully implemented – his idea is
rather that philosophical methods need to be employed in order to
establish sound criteria both for the critical evaluation of current
conditions and for a more effective implementation of a reasonable
conception of what is right.
The relevance of philosophy for modern conditions is obvious,
Hegel contends, in the fields of art and religion as well. Discussing the
innovations in literature that are characteristic of ‘our time’ – writings in
prose, and in particular the novel – Hegel argues that art now displays a
propensity to merge with philosophy. “Raisonnement,” critique and
irony – significant features of the novel – clearly show this development.
Similarly, he maintains, there is a need for theology to turn to
philosophical thinking. Since subjectivity has achieved the freedom of
reason, “this freedom now turns against the external which is devoid of
Spirit, against enslavement […] and thus, thinking sets in, destroying
externality in which ever form it may appear, and bidding defiance to
it.”26 This sweeping claim to independence implies “the infinite demand
that the content of religion must prove sound to reason, and this demand
cannot be repelled.” 27 On this basis, Hegel considers the task of a
thinking appropriation of religion to be part of the destiny of the present,
a destiny which cannot be evaded.
This task has gained urgency in the wake of the Enlightenment,
Hegel notes. He reaches this conclusion through his analysis of the rise
of scientism: The methodical autonomy of empirical research was often
(mis-) interpreted as implying that “the laws of Nature represent
something ultimate.”28 This view entailed the claim that any statement
for which no empirical evidence could be provided had to be rejected as
un-warranted. In this way, “the superstition in the so-called power of
Nature, and its independence vis-à-vis Spirit” 29 was created. One
significant consequence of scientism, Hegel points out, was the
Enlightenment‘s critique of religion: since the topic of religion was
addressed in terms of the rationality of empirical research, there was no
room left for God except a detached, other-worldly sphere. “The
perspective of the rationalist Enlightenment,” Hegel notes, is marked by
the view “that God is other-worldly, lacking any affirmative relation to
the subject.” 30 Accordingly, within the framework of the scientistic
notion of reality, “the appearance of God in the flesh […], the
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transfiguration of finiteness cannot occur.” 31 Since to the “abstract
thinking” of rationality God remains “without any determination,
empty,” this perspective finally results in the thesis that “one cannot
know God.”32
In his examination of these issues, Hegel highlights two aspects
of the scientistic critique of religion. First he emphasizes that the
Enlightenment failed to succeed in disproving Christianity, since its
“totalizing of reflection” represents a sharp “contrast to the Christian
church”33 which claims knowledge of God. As Hegel says, this type of
critique misses its addressee because it first re-construes religious
statements (not only Christian ones) in terms of its own concept of
reality. “It really commits a wrong, however, against belief in so
apprehending the object of belief as if it were its own object.
Accordingly it states regarding belief that its absolute Being is a piece of
stone, a block of wood, having eyes and seeing not, or again a bit of
bread-dough, which is obtained from grain grown on the field and
transformed by man and is returned to earth again.” 34 This
misrepresentation notwithstanding, however, religion was hit hard by the
Enlightenment critique. Therefore, secondly, Hegel explains the way in
which scientism did affect religion, and in this respect, apparently, he
does not see any remarkable difference between Protestantism and
Catholicism. Theology, he notes, proved unable to reject, by means of
reasonable argument, the empiricist notion of reality. To the contrary,
under the impression of scientism, it failed to accomplish what is, in
fact, the most important task set to any religion in the context of
modernity (as explained above): the task of a thinking appropriation of
religious creed. Therefore, theology, as it were, sought refuge in
different territory, and relegated religion primarily to the emotional
sphere – “religion […] took refuge to sentience, to feeling.” 35 While
Hegel refers to Pietism36 here, it seems legitimate to draw a parallel to
the way in which Catholic authorities have placed a call for increased
‘spirituality’ at the center of their teaching in recent time.
As Hegel demonstrates, focusing on emotion in this manner has
devastating effects in the long run. First of all, individuals are led to
withdraw from life within a religious community: Since “everyone has
31

Ibid., 337.
Ibid., 334.
33
Ibid., 334.
34
Hegel, The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J. B. Baillie (New York and
Evanston: Harper Torchbooks, 1967), 571.
35
Hegel, Religion II, 340.
36
The question whether Hegel’s portrayal of Pietism is correct, can be left
unanswered here.
32

Issues of Gender in Catholicism

165

his/her personal feelings,” individuals become more-or-less isolated
“atoms.” 37 Furthermore, as pious feelings are being enforced, the
theological content threatens to be lost – until, finally, “each one has
his/her own God, […] his/her individual religion, world view, etc.” 38
Hegel explains that theology, as it turns to emotion, works hand-in-hand
– albeit involuntarily – with scientism, rather than clearly rejecting it.
The isolation of the individual, together with the loss of content this
generates, also affects the common sense of social duty: “The standpoint
of the rational Enlightenment […] portrays the human being as abstract,”
so that the subject “lacks objectivity, firm distinction.” 39 One
consequence of this is an increase in a self-centered way of acting – for
instance, in the form of employing civil law for one’s personal
advantage.40 It is obvious, I think, that Hegel describes phenomena here
which have aggravated in our time. Jürgen Habermas observes, for
instance, a “dwindling of the solidarity among citizens” that manifests
itself in the current tendency of “citizens of affluent and peaceful liberal
societies to transform into isolated monads who act out of self-interest,
using their subjective rights as weapons that they turn against oneanother.”41
It is against the background of this view of modern
developments that Hegel considers a re-construction of theological
content to be desirable. But this task cannot be carried out successfully
today, he contends, unless the modern claim of reason is heeded.
Underscoring the point that we live in the era of philosophy (as
explained above), Hegel suggests that we re-read the Scriptures by
means of philosophical differentiation, stating that “if theology is not
philosophy, it does not know what it wants.”42 Obviously, one question
arising here is what kind of philosophical approach might be most
promising in this regard. Catholic theologians might point to the fact that
contemporary schools of thought such as phenomenology, including its
postmodern offspring, and analytical philosophy have been widely
adopted for theological purposes in recent years. In response, I would
like to emphasize that any exclusive identification with one school of
contemporary philosophy imposes a grave limitation on our thinking.
The search for a well-argued re-articulation of religious creed requires, I
37
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think, that we take into account a plurality of advanced philosophical
perspectives. Otherwise, we risk leaving un-considered reasonable
arguments that might have relevance. To my mind, it is deplorable,
indeed, that Catholic theology has viewed the work of Kant and Hegel
predominantly with suspicion, instead of carefully studying how each
author seeks to explain the baseline of modernity in a way that is
compatible with Christianity. In the following parts of this paper I will
show how these authors’ conceptions of ‘person’, ‘dignity’, and ‘love’
can be of great use in our attempts to come to terms with present social
issues. In addition, I argue that it is important for any theology seeking
to accomplish its present task to study with care newly developing
philosophical research as it emerges.
‘WOMAN’S DIGNITY’ – A CONCEPTION THAT FAILS TO
RESPECT WHAT IT CLAIMS TO UPHOLD
One significant feature of contemporary philosophy is the
discourse on ‘gender’. In response to the fact that numerous statements
made by representatives of the Catholic Church advocate a distancing
from this conception toto genere, I would like to show how a number of
compelling differentiations have been achieved in the discourse on
‘gender’.
First, let us recall the terminological aspect. In the context of
linguistics, the term ‘gender’ refers to “the understanding of certain
words as masculine or feminine. For example, the word ‘ship’ has often
been thought of as feminine.”43 In different languages, the same object
may be correlated differently, as the Italian ‘la luna’ (feminine) and the
German ‘der Mond’ (masculine) illustrate. Obviously, what language
performs here is to associate the object in question with symbolic images
of ‘the feminine’ and ‘the masculine’ that are shaped by a specific
culture. This implies that language distinguishes between the biological
difference of the sexes – ‘female/male’ –, on the one hand, and symbolic
constructions of the dyad ‘feminine/masculine’, on the other. It was with
regard to this distinction that feminist theory, in the 1960s, adopted the
concept of ‘gender’, transferring it from linguistics to the analysis of
social relations. “Feminists wanted to make the point that the association
of specific types of behavior with females and males was as much a
social convention as was the association of specific words […]. In short,
feminists came to view differences between women and men as having
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two dimensions: (1) the biological and (2) the social.” 44 The dyad
‘sex/gender’ was introduced to clearly mark this distinction. The
legitimacy of this distinction can be demonstrated, for instance, with
reference to the common expression ‘women’s work’. Obviously, to be
born with a female body does not mean to be specifically qualified for
certain kinds of work, such as house cleaning. (However, one recent
development in the field of gender studies has been the view –
maintained, for instance, by authors inspired by the work of Judith
Butler – that this dyad must be considered obsolete. Highlighting the
fact that the descriptions of biological sex differences – ‘sex’ – vary
depending on cultural context, these authors argue that ‘sex’ is but one
element of the social construction of gender. But this claim is based
upon a misunderstanding: Other than gender roles which have, indeed,
been changed over time, biological differences are not created
differently by descriptions depending upon cultural environment. I have
discussed this matter in detail elsewhere.45)
Employing the ‘sex/gender’ distinction in the analysis of
contemporary society, we are confronted with the fact that all spheres of
life have been, and still are, shaped in one way or another by
conceptions of gender roles. Therefore, it is important to examine both
the theoretical assumptions of such conceptions and the specific impact
that they have on people’s lives. First we need to consider an important
point: namely, that any set of gender roles presupposes that people are
being perceived primarily under the aspect of corporeality – mutually
exclusive character images are attached to the biological dyad
‘woman/man’. Moreover, because these character images are normative,
rather than simply descriptive, people are being urged, from their early
childhood on, to create an ‘emotional division of labour’ (to adopt an
expression used by Agnes Heller46), and to arrange their lives – in the
public as well as the private sphere – along this dividing line. This
traditional approach to gender generates a number of severe problems,
some of which will be discussed now.
First of all, the normative claim is marked by a logical
inconsistency that comes to light as we take a closer look at the
‘classical’ arguments used by those seeking to enforce gender norms,
including Church authorities. Basically, there are two forms of argument:
the gendered division of labor and character traits is described as either
44
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‘given by nature’ or ‘wanted by nature’. While the first form sees the
social order as based directly on natural behavior patterns, the second
assumes that it needs to be implemented and enforced through norms
referring to ‘Nature’s intentions’. Both forms are flawed. The first
cannot prove the natural character of social norms since its conceptual
frame offers no place for norms. The term ‘norm’ only makes sense in
the context of a theory of freedom – norms appeal to people who face a
decision. Therefore, recourse to norms represents an inconsistency in
this line of argument, since norms only apply to human activities which
cannot simply be described in terms of animal behavior, that is, in terms
of what is ‘given by nature’.
The second strategy does take into account that humans are
capable of acting – it addresses persons who are confronted with
different options for their social lives arguing for one way of acting by
citing ‘Nature’s intentions’. This approach fails to explain, however,
how any social norm could be legitimized in this manner. To respect
human beings as agents is to acknowledge that they have been
enfranchised from natural behavior patterns (to adopt one of Herder‘s
expressions). Precisely because we are capable of reflecting on natural
givens, our body is an issue of practical decision making. As Kant
emphasizes, to deal in a reflected manner with natural conditions,
including human bodies, is not something we may or may not do –
rather, humans find themselves in need of taking action with regard to
these conditions. 47 The history of housing and clothing, of medical
treatment and cosmetics provides ample evidence for this point.
Moreover, the historical diversity of gender roles indicates that humans
can and do respond to the form of their bodies in different ways.
Therefore, those who advocate a certain social order of the sexes cannot
corroborate their view by referring to ‘Nature’s intentions’. In
philosophical terms, the attempt to do so amounts to a naturalistic
fallacy. What is needed, instead, is an evaluation of all conceptions of
gender in light of the norms that are relevant for human actions in
general, particularly the principles of morality and justice. However, if
these norms are properly applied, it becomes clear that the idea of
gendered social roles is altogether untenable.
It is important to note that the idea of gender roles fails to
acknowledge the fact that individual distinction is a characteristic feature
of the human being. One symptom of this failure is the grammatical
singular often used in this context: common expectations of what ‘a
woman’ and ‘a man’ should be like, or should do, prove to be an abyss
47
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in which individual diversity gets submerged. Talents, interests, and
inclinations that are not associated with the respective ideal will not
receive support, and their cultivation may be seen as inappropriate.
Many derogatory expressions, such as ‘blue stocking’, or ‘an effeminate
man’, have been coined to enforce these limits of social acceptance. In
this manner, men as well as women are shaped as humans cut in half.
Regarding women in particular, there is an even more important
theoretical flaw which comes to light as we examine the bourgeois
gender conception of the late 18th century that still shapes Western
societies in many ways. As this conception associates the dyad ‘Spirit/
Nature’ with the biological sex difference, women – rather than men –
are defined primarily by their sexuality. There is no lack of clarity in the
way Rousseau has expressed this difference – albeit not from a critical
point of view – in his Emile: “While the man is a man only in certain
moments, the woman remains a woman throughout her life – or at least
as long as she is young.”48 The latter part of this reflection articulates an
opinion that, to this very day, has resulted in an enormous disadvantage
for women. Where women are perceived primarily under the perspective
of sexual attraction and/or procreation, elderly women find it hard to
achieve a decent social standing. The fact that there is a remarkably high
percentage of women among the elderly poor must be reflected upon
with this cliché in mind. More generally, the view which associates
sexuality – which, in fact, is a common human feature – primarily with
women has generated an objectifying attitude which fails to respect
women as subjects. The many forms of disparaging treatment of and
violence against women, including sexual violence, are based upon an
attitude of this kind.
The correlation of ‘women’ and ‘Nature’ has other negative
consequences as well. In particular, it has resulted in a gendered
understanding of both individuality and love. Regarding individuality,
the common expectation has been that men – since they need to compete
in the public sphere – would develop distinct personalities (within the
range of what is considered to be properly masculine), while women –
being located in the domestic realm – would remain within the scope of
a rather homogenous identity. In his interpretation of the married couple,
Hegel expresses this view, maintaining that a focus on distinct
individuality is of no relevance to the wife: “The wife is without the
moment of knowing herself as this particular self.” 49 The resulting
48
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problematic is obvious: If women are denied their claim to singularity
they are, strictly speaking, not being fully acknowledged as human
beings.
The ‘masculinization of individuality’ has a counterpart, in
common opinion, in the ‘feminization of love’.50 It is again Rousseau’s
Emile wherein we find a poignant articulation of the widely held view
that attributes a loving, caring attitude specifically to women: “[T]he
whole education of women ought to relate to men. To please men, to be
useful to them, to make herself loved and honored by them, to raise them
when young, to care for them when grown, to counsel them, to console
them, to make their lives agreeable and sweet – these are the duties of
women at all times.”51 The asymmetry of the relation of men and women
advocated here seems obvious. Nevertheless, public opinion has widely
shared this view, failing to notice that it promotes unjust social
arrangements. The association of women with ‘Nature’ – in
contradistinction to ‘Spirit’ – has provided an effective camouflage for
the fact that women are subordinated and instrumentalized in many ways,
and are denied recognition. For instance, if a loving, caring involvement
is considered to be an element of their nature, the domestic tasks women
have traditionally performed will not be acknowledged as labor. As
social research has well documented, one result of this perception is the
underprivileged positioning of women on the labor market – for example,
the notorious concentration of women in curative and service sectors
which typically yield a much lower income than professions that have
traditionally been male-dominated. The term ‘feminization of poverty’
aptly captures this social problem.
Obviously, what is needed is not a cure for particular symptoms
of discrimination, but rather an alternative theoretical approach which
reflects the fact that the defining feature of human beings is not their
biological constitution. Modern philosophy provides a solid basis for
such an approach – in particular, Kant’s conception of ‘reason’ and
Hegel’s theory of ‘Spirit’ prove relevant here. As Kant demonstrates,
every human being belongs “to two worlds,”52 since everyone shares the
faculty of reason as well as the experience of being a living organism.
More specifically, what distinguishes humans from animals is the
50
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competence of reason – i.e., the faculty of theory as well as practice
which, as Kant emphasizes, is not another kind of natural instinct; 53
rather, it constitutes a distancing from nature. In this manner, Kant
elucidates the basis of our being enfranchised from animal behavior
patterns (mentioned above). He argues that all humans are endowed with
reason in the same way – i.e., regardless of their sex, their race or other
features of their bodies. The term ‘person’, he explains, makes sense
only with reference to our (practical) reason – in contra-distinction to a
‘thing’ which lacks moral competence because it is determined solely by
natural law. Elaborating this distinction, Kant says that – due to their
faculty of moral judgment – persons are characterized by ‘dignity’,
which implies that they must not be evaluated in terms of ‘price’. Only
for a ‘thing’ is it appropriate to have a ‘price’. From this perspective, all
human beings are defined by ‘dignity’ and, consequently, any demand
for equal respect for one’s dignity is legitimatized.54
While these arguments are well known, it does, nevertheless,
seem important to draw attention to them in this context, as many
statements made in the name of the Catholic Church fail to take them
into account. To be sure, awareness of the facts of women’s
discrimination has increased in catholic quarters over the last decades.
For one thing, innumerable catholic women have persistently voiced
their critique of the conceptions of gender roles traditionally maintained
by representatives of the Church. This criticism was informed by the
general feminist discourse that evolved since the late 1960s. Having
been pressed in this manner, church authorities began to pay greater
attention to women’s lives. However, this change usually amounted to a
call for higher appreciation of traditional femininity – generally speaking,
to a re-enforcement of the bourgeois sentimental understanding of
women. This approach also found liturgical expression. In some recent
church services – for instance, services in the context of the World Day
of Catholic Youth, celebrated in the presence of the pope – one
component was a dance with veils performed by teenage girls in front of
the altar. Such events make clearly visible the fact that the traditional
association of women with sensuality has remained intact – a fact which
implies that reason and, consequently, theological thinking are still not
being viewed as a faculty equally shared by women and men. Women
are not presented here as persons with the right to be respected as equal
partners in discourse. Ironically, what had been intended as an
expression of esteem for women was, in fact, a demonstration of their
persistent degradation.
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Certainly, in recent times representatives of the Church have
frequently demanded respect for ‘women’s dignity’. However, a closer
look reveals the ambivalence of this formulation. It is not the dignity of
women as persons – in the sense defined by Kant – that is the focus here.
This demand suggests instead that women are endowed with a specific
kind of dignity that differs from the dignity attributed to men. But this
approach spoils the concept of dignity altogether. A view that links
dignity with the difference of the sexes fails to reflect the point that it is
our being enfranchised from nature which is the source of dignity and
that, therefore, all humans share dignity in the same manner.
This misconception has a wide variety of negative consequences.
One example is the current debate on ‘family’. As church authorities call
for a support of ‘the’ family, they usually refrain from specifying which
form of family they have in mind. Apparently, the idea is that the
traditional bourgeois constellation – which limits the sphere of women
to housekeeping and curative work – is the only form of family
congruent with Catholic belief. But what could possibly be the argument
supporting this idea? Today, anyone making statements concerning
family life needs to consider that, for some decades, social research has
carefully analyzed the traditional family pattern in terms of its impact on
women, bringing to light numerous problems of subordination,
disrespect and abuse (some of which have been pointed out above). The
main focus of this research is not on whether or not women actually feel
mistreated, but on structural issues – for instance, on the fact that
families, apart from being marked by intimate feelings, are also spheres
of distribution: of labor, money, spare time, etc., as authors such as
Michael Walzer and Nancy Fraser have demonstrated. Since the
bourgeois conception of ‘family’ has, on all these levels of distribution,
placed women at a disadvantage, the feminist call for justice seems
perfectly legitimate. It is important to note that the feminist critique cited
here is not directed against the idea of ‘family’ per se but against
conceptions of ‘family’ that generate unjust conditions for women.
There is an important specification to be made here: The term
‘justice’ used in this critique does not (primarily) refer to the legal
sphere, but to the moral perspective. For an elaboration of this point,
Kant‘s moral philosophy proves useful. The moral law, as expressed in
the categorical imperative, demands that we respect all humans
(including ourselves) as persons, i.e., as beings endowed with the
capability of choosing their ends on their own, and of acting. Kant
defines humanity, in this context, as an ‘end in itself’. 55 Three
implications of this conception are of particular relevance here. Firstly,
since respect for the person is the main thrust of the moral law, it is
55
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clearly immoral to objectify others: to treat them as things rather than as
persons – to treat them “merely as a means”56 for our own purposes, as
Kant puts it. Secondly, the moral duty to respect all humans as persons
has specific consequences from the perspective of those who are denied
(full) recognition as ‘ends in themselves’. Kant explains that, for victims
of objectification, it is a moral obligation to assert their own worth as
human beings in relation to others.57 Thirdly, we do not fully comply
with the duty to treat humans as ends in themselves if we only refrain
from abusing them, and otherwise leave them alone. To the contrary,
Kant contends that the moral law also implies “duties of love”: It is my
“duty to make others’ ends my own (provided only that these are not
immoral).”58
Evidently, traditional social norms need to be scrutinized in light
of these points. Norms that restrict certain people to a limited scope of
action are clearly morally questionable. Therefore, traditional
institutions must be perceived as topics of critical reflection and redefinition, rather than as frameworks of life that are sacrosanct. As is
well known, the search for an alternative approach to ‘family’ has been
under way for quite a while – an approach which takes into account the
fact that partners in family life share the quality of being persons.
Significantly, the aim here is not to simply replace one norm with
another one claiming to be binding for everybody. Instead, the idea is to
reach an understanding of ‘family’ which allows for negotiations among
partners seeking a form of shared life that is shaped by just gender
relations in both the private and the public realms. (As mentioned before,
the traditional understanding of marriage had the result that women were
denied full recognition as persons in either sphere.59)
From this perspective, it is incomprehensible why
representatives of the Church, while demanding respect for dignity,
defend a concept of ‘family’ that tends to promote violations of this very
demand, and why they often respond to the demand of women to be
(fully) respected as persons with silence, or comment on feminism toto
genere with outright rejection. One common expression of this lack of
acceptance is found in gendered church events, such as pilgrimages and
days of contemplation held separately for women and men. It seems to
be the rule that homilies held at such events address, for instance, the
topic of responsibility in politics and economy only in the context of a
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male audience. Apparently, there still exists a lack of awareness
concerning the fact that citizenship is linked to being a person –
regardless of the sex, race, or other bodily features of individual citizens
– and that (national as well as global) economy is of vital interest to
everybody.
The fact that the Catholic teaching on marriage perceives the
two partners primarily in terms of their sex also affects the way in which
it approaches the intimate bond between partners that ordinary language
calls ‘love’. (In the following reflections the term ‘love’ is used in this
sense rather than the more comprehensive sense that also covers
relations like agape, caritas, etc.) In traditional teaching, the focus lies
on sexual attraction, based upon natural drives, and – along this line – on
procreation. Typically, Catholic sexual ethics is centered on norms
concerning childbirth, such as the demand to confine sexual acts to
wedlock. Emphasizing biology in this manner, this approach fails to
adequately address the personal character of love. By contrast, I would
like to underscore the point that, as a specifically human form of relation,
love represents primarily a bond among unique individuals. The
following section of this paper will discuss a philosophical conception
which demonstrates that a close inter-personal relationship is the very
core of love. From this perspective, Catholic sexual ethics proves to be
in need of being re-written. Since sexuality is one topic of human action
among many others, the basic moral principle – as elaborated in the
concept of the categorical imperative – applies here as well as in any
other case of decision-making: We need to make sure that the actions we
intend to take in the sexual sphere are based upon respect for all persons
involved, treating them as ‘ends in themselves’. An adoption of this
concept of morality would allow Church teachings both to avoid the
pitfalls of casuistry that are attached to the traditional position, and –
most importantly – to overcome the grave estrangement felt by so many
contemporary believers who find themselves confronted with norms
concerning their sexual life for which no plausible argument is provided.
The problematic exposed here proves a burden for the wider,
comprehensive conception of ‘love’. Ironically, while maintaining – for
good reasons – that we need to consider love in all its different forms
(including the love of God), Church teachings are often marked by a
significant blind-spot. As systematic elaboration moves, in an ascending
fashion, from sexual attachment, through parental caring, to general
caritas, it tends to neglect, or at least under-value, the close interpersonal relation that the term ‘love’ primarily refers to in ordinary
language. This means, however, that this approach fails to address
appropriately what many people consider the most precious – one might
even say: holy – aspect of their lives. It should not go unnoticed that
love is one of those dimensions of human life which allow us to rise
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beyond the world, while remaining within it, as explained above with
reference to aesthetic experience and to morality. People express this
perspective quite clearly as they vow, for instance, ‘my heart is yours in
eternity’ – even if the mode of expression may only be that of a trivial
song or a heart made of gingerbread. Certainly, it may be correct to state
that no one has ever succeeded in fully implementing this conception of
love in her/his live. Nevertheless, it seems worth considering that this
conception represents a commonly cherished ideal that has the greatest
biographical relevance. One indication for this importance is the
tremendous suffering of people who have lost their loved partners, be it
through death or estrangement.
In the context of systematic theological theory, ‘love’ in this
inter-personal sense could gain a meaning which is altogether un-trivial.
Regarding the language used with reference to God, one mode of
speaking – among others – is based upon what was called via eminentiae.
This term indicates that, while the Absolute lies beyond our capacities of
understanding, we nevertheless need a thinking approach to it that
begins at something we know, or else the Absolute could have no
meaning for us at all. Thus, as God is being identified as absolute love,
the question arises, ‘What earthly experience provides the basis for this
approach via eminentiae?’ It seems obvious that this mode of speaking
should refer to the most precious form of relationship humans do in fact
– or hope to – experience among themselves. Therefore, a careful
investigation of this human understanding of ‘love’ is clearly a
theological desideratum.
LOVE: A RELATION BETWEEN SPIRIT AND SPIRIT
Hegel emphasizes that only a being who is Spirit is able to love,
and that genuine love can occur only in an encounter with another being
of the same kind: “Love can only happen towards the same, towards the
mirror, the echo of our nature.”60 He further explains “that the other in
whom Spirit is remaining with itself must also be Spirit, a spiritual
personality.” 61 Two comments might help prevent misunderstandings
here. First, Hegel’s concept of ‘Spirit’ must not be understood in the
sense of ‘ghost’. Spirit is not a separate entity, detached from the
physically given; rather it is the characteristic feature that distinguishes
the human being from all other living creatures. In order to provide an
60
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illustration, Hegel points out that the human face always shows a
specific expression, never presenting itself merely as part of an organism;
at all times our face is shaped by personal ‘inner’ experience.62 Secondly,
it is important to note that Hegel, in order to underscore the reciprocity
of the bond between Spirit and Spirit, uses the gender neutral
grammatical form, speaking of ‘the one’ and ‘the other’ even where he
addresses the bond between a man and a woman. (Unfortunately, this
distinct mode of expression has not been preserved consequently in
English translations of Hegel’s work.)
Let us take a look at some core elements of Hegel’s conception.
Discussing what it means if the sameness of ‘the one’ and ‘the other’
fails to be acknowledged, Hegel notes: “As long as the subject retains
the form of the subject, and the object [of love] the form of the object,”
Spirit has not come into being, “nature is still nature”. In this case, love
is prevented from occurring – “no union has been achieved. The subject,
the free being, is the superior strength, and the object, nature, is being
subdued.” 63 Obviously, this observation can be read as a critical
comment on the conception of gender difference – en vogue in the 18th
century – which projects the dyad ‘Spirit/Nature’ onto the sexes (i.e., the
conception which has been discussed above with regard to its effects in
terms of gender hierarchy). Challenging this view, Hegel contends that
“only in love is one in union with the object which is neither dominating
nor being dominated.”64 Significantly, Hegel does not perceive this kind
of ‘union’ as the result of a fusion that would eliminate the singularity of
the individuals involved; rather, he portrays it as the unity of persons
who are, and remain, unique. “The beloved one is not opposed to us, but
in unity with our being; we see ourselves in this other who then,
however, is not identical with ourselves – a wonder that we are
incapable of comprehending.”65
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One important aspect of the loving relationship, according to
Hegel, is this: “True union, or love proper, exists only between living
beings who are alike in power and thus in one another’s eyes living
beings from every point of view.”66 As lovers we are involved with the
other in an unrestricted manner – with “this person as a whole,”67 – and
this implies that individuality does receive the highest esteem. It is
rendered obvious here that there exists an intrinsic connection between
‘love’ and ‘difference’. Precisely because – as Spirit – we share the same
mode of being, we have the capacity for developing difference, i.e., for
shaping ourselves as specific individuals. Therefore to love someone
means “to relate to this person’s singularity.”68 (For further elucidation
of this point one might refer to Hannah Arendt’s considerations, which
attribute to love an unparalleled awareness of the “Who” of the beloved
person.69) In order to illustrate the importance of individual distinction,
Hegel refers to Shakespeare: “Compare Juliet in Romeo and Juliet: ‘the
more I give to thee, the more I have’. This wealth of life love acquires in
the exchange of every thought, every variety of inner experience, for it
seeks out differences and devises unifications ad infinitum; it turns to the
whole manifold of nature in order to drink love out of every life.”70 The
fact that love involves this mode of full involvement with the other
entails that it liberates our “opposite of all foreign character […]. In love
the separate still remains, but no longer as separate, rather as something
united.”71
Obviously, love in the sense of such a comprehensive bondage
has an exclusive character: “The human beings whom one is able to love
and towards whom love is real, are only a few special ones.”72 Hegel‘s
reflections also bring to light the specific temporality of love: The
‘exchange of every thought’ and the overcoming of ‘all foreign
character’ can be aimed at only in a continuous process. In particular, we
need to consider here the point that individuality always remains open to
change – as long as we live, it never reaches a point of completion.
Therefore, love unavoidably has an aspect of futurity. Yet Hegel also
acknowledges that – understood in this comprehensive way, not as a
momentary affair – love is very demanding. “Love is the utmost
66
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contradiction which reason is unable to resolve, as there is nothing more
stale than the punctuality of self-consciousness, which is being negated
and which I am supposed to have affirmatively nevertheless. Love is, at
the same time, the creation and the resolution of this contradiction.”73
The faculty which allows us to develop such an attachment is
the faculty of feeling. While the other human competences – rationality
and reason – seek to establish an order by operating with clear
oppositions, love proceeds in a different manner – “love neither restricts
nor is restricted […]. It is a feeling.”74 However, Hegel adds, it “is not a
single feeling [among other single feelings].” 75 He contends that, in
order to understand love, we need to consider the difference between
love and a fragmented Eros. The latter, typically, is guided by a “single
feeling” and therefore bound to move on continuously: “A single feeling
is only a part and not the whole of life; the life present in a single feeling
dissolves its barriers and drives on till it disperses itself in the manifold
of feelings with a view to finding itself in the entirety of this
manifold.”76 This aim can never be achieved, however, since dispersion
can only result in a series of “many particular and isolated feelings,”77 as
Hegel maintains. In the medium of film, Federico Fellini has taken up
this topic, in an ironic manner, in his film “8 ½”, in which he shows his
leading actor Marcello Mastroianni sitting in a wooden bathtub, in the
kitchen of an old farm house, surrounded and cared for by all the women
of his life – from his mother onwards 78 . In contrast to such an idea,
Hegel emphasizes that in love the “whole life is not contained […] in the
same way as it is in this sum of many particular and isolated feelings; in
love life is present as a duplicate of itself and as a unification thereof.”79
Accordingly, in Hegel’s view, love is located in a feeling of a different
kind – a feeling that lies beyond the sphere of momentaneous attraction
and alienation, and also of momentaneous “happiness and
unhappiness.”80 Hegel describes this feeling as “heartiness of spirit,”81 as
73
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the “concentrated sentiment” which “contracts the vastness and
immensity of its content in the single depth of the heart.”82
Within the framework of this conception of love, Eros achieves
a specific meaning. In his explanation of this meaning, Hegel first points
out a characteristic tension: precisely because love is not ‘restricted,’ is
nothing ‘finite at all,’83 individuals in love are painfully aware of their
finitude – “lovers can be distinct only in so far as they are mortal” and
“may be separated by death.” 84 “But love strives to annul even this
distinction […], this possibility of separation, and to unite even the
mortal element and to make it immortal.”85 For Hegel, this is the key
feature of Eros. In his view, Eros not only leads us to dissolve and forget
ourselves86, but also implies the claim to overcome death. Summarizing
this perception, Hegel contends: “In the lovers there is no matter; they
are a living whole.”87
On this basis, Hegel elaborates his interpretation of shame: “If
the separable element persists in either of the lovers as something
peculiarly his [her] own before their union is complete, it creates a
difficulty for them. There is a sort of antagonism between [… the]
cancellation of any opposition in complete union and a still subsisting
independence […]; love is indignant if part of the individual is severed
and held back as a private property. This raging of love against
[exclusive] individuality is shame.” 88 From this perspective, shame is
“an effect of love”: “Shame enters only through the recollection of the
body, through the […] sensing of an [exclusive] individuality. It is not a
fear for what is mortal, for what is merely one’s own, but rather a fear of
it, a fear which vanishes as the separable element in the lover is
diminished by […] love.” 89 Consequently, it would seem totally
inappropriate to view love as being grounded in a desire which is
focused on bodily features or on the social status of a person. In Hegel’s
terms, such a form of fixation would mean “that something dead here
forms one term of the love relationship, [that] love is girt by matter
81
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alone.”90 Similarly, any attempt to “captivate”91 someone by means of
physical attractiveness would disclose an attitude which attributes
“intrinsic worth” to the “mortal body.” 92 Hegel reads the expression
“shameless” as designating this kind of attitude. Using this framework,
he also examines the nature of the scandal involved in sexual abuse in
general: Hegel observes that the “hostility in a loveless assault does
injury to the loving heart itself.”93
Generally speaking, genuine love will be prevented from
developing where we fail to fully become involved with the other,
insisting on our separateness. One result of such an attitude is an
incapability of feeling the pain of separation and of mourning. The
phenomenon Hegel describes here seems to be well known to us in view
of present urban conditions: where an attitude of self-centeredness
prevails, the individual “is an independent unit for whom everything else
is a world external to him […], and, while his objects change, they are
never absent […]; this is the ground of his tranquility in face of loss and
his sure confidence that his loss will be compensated, because
compensation here is possible.” 94 Commenting on this phenomenon,
Hegel notes: “This attitude makes matter something absolute for the
human being.”95
In contrast to this insistence on one’s own self, genuine love
does not leave the individuals untouched but rather shapes them. “Love
is the distinction of two who are, at the same time, absolutely indistinct
for one another. The feeling and consciousness of this identity is what
constitutes love, this being beside myself: I have my self-consciousness
not in myself but in the other, yet this other, in whom alone I am
satisfied […], as he is equally being beside himself, has his
consciousness only in me, both of us being nothing but the
consciousness of this being beside oneself. To perceive, to feel, to know
this unity – this is what constitutes love.”96 On this basis, Hegel further
elaborates the conception of ‘individuality’. Neither individual simply
brings his or her specific identity into the relationship – as something
external, as it were – rather, both lovers are also being shaped by their
relationship. It is only through their love “that they acquire their
subjectivity […] which constitutes their personality.”97 In this manner a
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shared identity is developed which eventually allows the lovers to speak
in terms of ‘we,’ i.e., to speak as one single person. Addressing this
relational aspect of identity, Hegel chooses a poignant mode of
expression: “The I is ‘we’ [a plurality], and the ‘we’ is a single I.”98 As
Hegel points out, ordinary language expresses awareness of this aspect,
for instance, in referring to individual partners as ‘family members’.99
It seems hardly necessary to explain why these reflections could
make a decisive difference in the current debate. Most importantly, in
Hegel the conception of ‘Spirit’ guides the understanding of love in all
its components, including its bodily forms of expression. This mode of
proceeding clearly differs from traditional conceptions – including
theories currently held by some authors in the social sciences and also in
theology – which focus on the sexual distinction of the body (something
that humans share with a number of other species in nature), and on a
desire which reflects the anatomical dyad ‘female/male’. These theories
suggest that we should proceed upwards – in a mode of ‘ascent’ – so to
speak, and view love among human beings as a secondary phenomenon
which is ultimately anchored in biology. In contrast to such approaches,
Hegel’s reflections are not based upon an idea of ‘ascent,’ but rather take
the reverse direction, giving priority to ‘Spirit’. Hegel thus avoids the
need to explain how love, as a specifically human relation, should be
understood as gradually emerging from natural instinct. (His conception
of ‘Spirit’ succeeds, in general, in exposing the inconsistency of
naturalistic theories of the human being, and these insights apply to the
issue of love as well.) Two different modes of investigation must be kept
apart here – an external and an internal one, as it were: first, research
aiming at a typology of gender relations which is based upon empirical
observation (in this case, it might make sense to elaborate a scale
beginning with an attitude of detached sexual desire); and secondly, an
examination of what we mean by the term ‘love’, an examination which
is informed by the internal view, i.e., the ‘first person’ perspective.
Hegel’s conception represents this latter approach – which makes clear
that, in this context, the concept of ‘ascent’ would be inappropriate.100
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Apart from this systematic concern, Hegel’s understanding of
love could also provide impulses for innovation in theological
approaches to specific issues of everyday life. One case in point is the
common view that it is legitimate to untie a marriage for the reason of
childlessness, if one of the partners wishes to try again and marry
someone else. From a Hegelian perspective, this view appears as
morally questionable. Why should the wish to have a child of one’s own
be ranked above the basic idea of marriage: to form a ‘we’, facing
together whatever joys or pains life may bring? To declare the wish to
have a child of one’s own as un-negotiable would be to allow a fixed
idea – something ‘dead’, as Hegel would put it – to get in the way of an
unfolding relationship. Re-phrased in the terms of Kant’s categorical
imperative, the partner who is considered to be the cause of
childlessness would be treated as a means that does not achieve its
purpose. Similarly, traditional gender clichés can be exposed as
untenable by means of Hegel’s reflections. His claim that a relationship
of true love can only develop if each partner is being respected as a
‘spiritual personality’ provides a critical tool that allows us to examine
in which way traditional encrusted patterns of life, including gender
roles, represent something ‘dead’, ‘matter’ that is taken as ‘something
absolute’, preventing love from fully flourishing as mutual involvement
with the other’s individual needs.
To be sure, Hegel did not draw these conclusions himself.
Rather, there is an obvious tension in his work between his conception
of love and his view of the family, as it is elaborated in his Philosophy of
Right. Hegel explicitly maintains that getting married implies accepting
the demand to shape one’s life according to the bourgeois definition of
gender roles. His thesis, quoted above, that the wife lacks a sense of
individuality is evidence for that opinion – also his harsh rejection of
(what he considers to be) Schlegel’s point of view101 provides further
evidence of the tension. There are different options for interpreting this
apparent inconsistency in Hegel. While we need to mark the
contradiction, it is also interesting to see how Hegel portrays, in a
precise manner, the tension between love and married life that people
have, in fact, had to struggle with to this very day. This issue cannot be
further discussed in the present context. Here it is important to note that
Hegel’s theory of genuine love provides – albeit, to some extent, in an
unintentional manner – valuable tools for rejecting traditional gender
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roles, and elaborating alternative forms of life which are defined by
equal respect. More poignantly, we need to argue, in this context, with
Hegel against Hegel. Another useful suggestion for employing his
notion of ‘love’ in the debate on current social issues was published
recently: emphasizing that Hegel, in his assessment of the loving
relationship, addresses the partners in a gender neutral form – ‘the one’
and ‘the other’ – Brigitte Buchhammer suggests that we adopt this
approach in the search for a philosophical theory of same-sex love
relations. While this way of using Hegel is obviously not in agreement
with his opinions, it does demonstrate that his thoughts are open to
various forms of re-contextualization.102

ON WIDOWS AND ORPHANS
While I am suggesting that we adopt core elements of both
Kant’s and Hegel’s philosophies, the idea is not to introduce to Catholic
theology lines of thought that are completely extraneous to it. It is, rather,
to use these philosophical investigations in order to spell out some
implications of the key concept of Christianity – love – which traditional
interpretation has not (fully) explored. In philosophy of law today,
discussions of the relation between the modern constitutional state and
the various churches often culminate in the idea that all religious
communities need to be forced to accept the principles of liberty and
equality. This sounds like a demand that is being externally imposed on
such communities (in particular, some of Habermas’s statements – for
instance, in his dispute with (then) Cardinal Ratzinger – seem to have
this character). By contrast, the approach defended here seeks to
promote a re-reading of the Scripture. It has two aims: first, to suggest to
believers a mode of self-understanding that does not result in a conflict
between being Christian and being a citizen of a modern state; and
secondly, to explain to non-believers that Christianity is not per se a premodern affair that must be considered obsolete. Significantly, both Kant
and Hegel maintain that their thinking, in all systematic components,
amounts to an explanation by means of reasonable argument of the core
of Christianity.
Two examples may illustrate the relevance of a philosophical
interpretation of Scripture. The first concerns the teaching that the
human being is created in the image of God. As this thesis, apparently,
does not refer to the biology of humans, it clearly addresses all human
102
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beings alike – regardless of specific features of their bodies such as the
difference of the sexes. Theological tradition has emphasized all along
that each human being must be perceived, and respected, as a child of
God. Thus, we need to ask what, exactly, are the implications of this
teaching. In this regard it seems helpful, indeed, to adopt core
conceptions of modern philosophy which explain, through careful
argument, the dignity and singularity of the human being. One
consequence of such a philosophical reading is of particular relevance
here: as explained above, the thesis that all humans are of equal dignity
is incompatible with a naturalistic approach to the social order in general
and women in particular. From this perspective, the main thrust of
feminism no longer appears as alien to Christianity; rather, the question
arises: how can one claim to be a Christian while rejecting the feminist
concern for equal treatment of women and men?
The second example refers to the demand – frequently
formulated in the Bible (in both testaments) – to care for ‘widows and
orphans’ and to treat widows with justice. As some of the respective
passages in the Bible are read in Sunday mass on a regular basis, the
question is what, exactly, Christians are required to do in order to satisfy
this demand in the present context. Again, Kant’s practical philosophy,
and recent studies elaborating its implications regarding contemporary
social problems, offer valuable distinctions. Since the Bible, in
specifying the general commandment to love one’s neighbor like oneself,
focuses on widows and orphans, it seems obvious to conclude that these
two groups were perceived as being in a most underprivileged social
position. We need to consider, however, that the reasons for social
vulnerability are different in the two cases. Kant emphasizes that
children are, by virtue of their nature, dependent upon the care and
support of adults, while women, due to being persons, must never be
seen in this way. (Kant makes this point in a critical remark on
Rousseau’s thesis that women never fully reach adulthood. 103 ) This
implies that, if widows face a grim social reality – one which affects
their children as well – the reason lies in the respective construction of
gender roles, i.e., in a social order that denies women the chance to be
economically independent. Consequently, to take up the Biblical call
regarding widows today requires considering the research that elaborates
alternatives to gendered conceptions of social life.
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By contrast, to interpret the Biblical demand exclusively in
terms of charity work would prove problematic on several counts. For
instance, the distribution of alms, while certainly important as a first step
in helping the needy, usually provides support only on the level of basic
sustenance, failing to help those who benefit to leave the conditions of
poverty. Furthermore, there are problems of paternalism and humiliation.
Individuals and agencies granting aid have tended to decide what kind of
support is needed without sufficiently considering the perspective of the
needy.104 Also, if women who are unable to support themselves and their
children are dependent upon the good will of people who are better off,
they find themselves in the degrading position of beggars. In response to
shortcomings like these, the concept of social rights has been developed
on the basis of the modern constitutional state, including the perspective
of global democracy.105 Catholic charity work for women has changed
over the years, and is now – generally speaking – guided by the idea of
empowerment, for instance, in programs promoting literacy. Clearly,
such programs are not only helpful with regard to economic
independence – they also allow women to claim inclusion in citizenship
on equal terms with men. But why, then, is there still a certain hesitance
to be observed in Church documents, precisely where it would be
important to explain unequivocally that the Biblical call for justice
implies that women must be fully respected as persons?
Reading the call for justice for widows in these more general
terms would provide authors representing the Church with a solid basis
for critical responses to a wide variety of today‘s social – or, rather, unsocial – phenomena. It is important to note that the guiding idea of the
thoughts elaborated in this paper is not that the Church should smoothly
blend into contemporary forms of life. Instead, it is to suggest categories
for a well defined distinction between those features of contemporary
gender relations which are congruent with the Biblical claim of love, on
the one hand, and those features which arguably violate this claim, on
the other. Concerning the latter, several examples of disregard for
women in today’s life world have been addressed above. Additionally, I
would like to point to one area in which the problems caused by
traditional naturalistic views are clearly intensifying at present: modern
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culture, most notably the area of advertising, has increasingly been
shaped by a portrayal of women from the perspective of sexual
availability. Also, fashion has gradually adopted a pornographic style.106
The sharp increase in both international trafficking of women and sexual
violence is a further component of the same picture. The use of rape as a
means of warfare, which has been practiced extensively in recent
conflicts, represents only one step further down that road.107 What all
these phenomena have in common is that women are being treated as
objects rather than respected as subjects who are entitled to decide on
their own whom they would like to get involved with. This is the point
that needs to be made in order to support any public challenge of these
features of the contemporary world – a point that can be shown to be
well-founded in the Bible.
One consequence of a re-reading of the Bible in terms of
contemporary conceptions of justice, including gender justice, is that the
common use of the term ‘Christian values’ needs to be examined. As is
well-known, this expression is often used in critical comments on
modern conditions. Close inspection reveals at least two problems which
come along with this mode of speaking. First, there is a tendency to
employ this term in the context of a sweeping rejection of modernity and
the Enlightenment, a rejection which fails to acknowledge the
achievements that have been made regarding our understanding of
morality and justice (achievements that have been briefly outlined here).
Secondly, those who insist on ‘Christian values’ – among them many
people whose motivation is political rather than religious – often plead
for a return to pre-modern forms of life that can no longer be defended
with good reasons as they are marked, for instance, by conceptions of
gender hierarchy. Obviously, there is a need for a careful re-definition of
the term ‚Christian values‘. The reflections elaborated in this essay seek
to contribute to this project.
Philosophy Department
University of Vienna
Vienna, Austria
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PART IV
DISJUNCTION ON PLURAL SPIRITUALITIES
AND CHRISTIANITY

CHAPTER X

THE DISJUNCTION BETWEEN A SINGLE AND
PLURAL SPIRITUALITIES
TOMÁŠ HALÍK
“How do you feel about religion? Tell me, pray.” Many of our
contemporaries give an even vaguer reply to this question than the one
Faust gave Margaret.
“Are you referring to ‘organised religion’? Well I do not go to
church and I do not believe in the dogmas of the church, but I’m not a
atheist or a materialist – I’m a spiritual person. I have my own God and
my own spirituality.”
Nowadays in Europe religion resembles a river, many of whose
tributaries are drying up. But spirituality is one tributary whose current
is so powerful that it is eroding banks that are old and too restricting. Is
it because – as a result of globalization and the “fusion of worlds” –
spirituality is now fed by many streams from distant springs? Is it
because the church’s age-old efforts to regulate spirituality and keep it
within strictly controlled bounds have failed? Is it because people are
weary of the din of the extravert civilisation of modernity and yearn to
counterbalance outwards expansion by inward penetration? Is it because
our contemporaries are seeking a form of religion that offers exceptional
experiences and does not bother its head over excessive moral demands?
Some sociologists maintain that religion in the West is being
transformed into spirituality. When Protestantism tried to divest
Christianity of all its “monkish” aspects, the contemplative dimension of
religious life spontaneously channelled itself into music – into Bach’s
and Schütz’s oratorios. And now – at a time when church institutions are
becoming less attractive and credible, churches are emptying and many
Christians no longer feel themselves bound by the church’s moral
prescriptions – is “religious energy” being channelled into unregulated
spirituality, which offers greater freedom, spontaneity and creativity?
It would seem that religion with an emphasis on spirituality
meets the demands of present-day people who jealously defend their
right to an individual path but also want to escape from their solitude.
Spirituality is a personal, internal experience of faith and as such it
eludes regulation and disciplinary measures on the part of religious
organisations more easily than any other form. Nonetheless it is also a
form of very intense communication – initially of “direct communication
with God.” But it also often leads to intimate communication with those
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with whom people themselves decide to share their experience and
knowledge. Interest in spirituality does not lead only to silent solitude
but can be the cradle and source of new influential movements, or of
small groups whose members experience a mutual intimacy, which they
often lack not only in traditional parishes, but also in their own families.
Throughout almost the entire history of Christianity, spirituality
– and particularly its most radical manifestation: mysticism –
transgressed the limits and bounds that ecclesiastical institutions and
traditions imposed on religious life. Mystics seldom conformed entirely
with orthodoxy as propounded by the “teaching authority” of a
hierarchical church. Of course many great theologians (St Augustine, to
name just one) were mystics, and many mystics (e.g. Eckhart and St
John of the Cross) have inspired philosophers and theologians. This
continues, perhaps, now more than ever. The guardians of orthodoxy
were always cautious regarding mystics, however. They often suspected
them (and often not without justification) of a certain syncretism, and
particularly of importing many elements of gnosis into Christianity.
Ernst Troeltsch, for his part, considered that mysticism constituted a
kind of third form of religion alongside “the church” and “sects,” that it
represented a sort of universalist religious philosophy that asserted itself
within individual religions.
One can, of course, find many similarities among the mystics of
individual religions, and this fact makes spirituality very attractive,
particularly in our epoch, which adores plurality and openness towards
distant cultures, while at the same time longing for universality and
unification. Many advocates of inter-religious dialogue maintain that
spirituality – e.g. joint meditation and the sharing of spiritual
experiences – is the ideal location for meeting and dialogue. Whereas
theological teaching (religious doctrines) and the rituals of different
religions vary considerably, because they are all dependent on a
particular cultural context, spirituality and mysticism are said to
transcend that context, in that (analogous to basic ethical rules) they
contain something common and universal. Nowadays one comes across
attempts at a “greater ecumenism” of monks and contemplatives
transcending religious boundaries. Many Christians, Buddhists and
Hindus (as well as proponents of mystic trends within Islam and Judaism)
assert that where believers of various religions are unable to reach
agreement or find accord in matters of belief and doctrine, they can be
silent together and meditate together in silence. Wittgenstein’s wellknown dictum: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent,”
acquires additional meaning in this context.
If we are to understand the challenges and dilemmas with which
the interest in spirituality confronts present-day Christianity, we must
take a brief look at the history of the Christian religion.
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Let us leave to one side for now the specific issue of mystical
elements in the New Testament, the differences and similarities between
“Johannine” and “Pauline” mysticism and the (gnostic-influenced)
mysticism of the New Testament apocrypha, which are evidence of the
richness and plurality of spiritualities in the early church.
Without doubt, one of the outstanding sources of spiritual
currents in Christianity are the “desert fathers,” the anchorites, and later
the founders of Christian monasticism. I believe that the exodus of many
Christians in the 4th century and later to the deserts of Palestine, Syria
and Egypt was a kind of protest and form of dissent vis-a-vis majority
Christianity. That had too quickly become domesticated in the Roman
empire, enjoying its new-found freedom and privileges. The exodus was
actually an attempt by radical Christians to create in the desert some
kind of alternative Christianity. That “desert Christianity” preserved the
“eschatological euphoria” of the early communities. Majority
Christianity had largely conformed to “this world,” and the
eschatological expectations of a new earth and a new heaven had been
transformed into an individualised eschatology concerned with the
posthumous fate of the individual soul. In contrast, the early monastic
communities preserved an eschatological distance from the world
(saeculum) and found expression in an ascetic lifestyle and monastic
vows (especially poverty and celibacy).
It was of the most remarkable achievements of the ancient
church that it avoided open schism and integrated that alternative
Christianity, institutionalising it as monastic orders. However,
throughout history monasticism and the monastic orders have been a
source not only of spiritual renewal, but also of concomitant reforms of
church and society (suffice it to recall the Cluniac reforms that saw the
separation of state and ecclesiastical power, and Luther’s reforms which
contributed to the democratization of the church and subsequently of
society). Ecclesiastical authorities always strove to regulate and
discipline spiritual radicalism – particularly after they had experienced
how the sparks of that radicalism could leap from the monasteries to the
laity and ignite the flames of revolution. It is no wonder that the mystics
– including those who were later canonised and declared teachers of the
church – were not only regarded with suspicion within the church but
also endured much persecution. For a long time spirituality was regarded
as explosive material to be entrusted solely to the keeping of proven
experts, as a heady wine destined only for those (almost exclusively in
monasteries) who had devoted their efforts to “greater perfection”. It
was they who were to determine how many drops of it or in what
dilution it was to be administered to other Christians. These were
supposed to live chiefly according to moral injunctions and by
participation in ritual. Only some forms of spirituality were offered to
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the masses and they soon became popular: the Dominicans popularised
the rosary and the Franciscans introduced two emotional points of
contact with Christ’s humanity: Christmas cribs and the Stations of the
Cross at Easter.
An important role in the spirituality of the laity was played by
the Devotio Moderna movement. It would seem that it partly originated
because the mediaeval laity in the Middle Ages frequently found itself in
difficult straits. When in the Middle Ages excessive use was made of the
interdict as penalty (a sort of general strike by the ecclesiastical
institutions), Christians who were deprived of the sacraments and the
liturgy in general were obliged to find their own inner, immediate
relationship with God. It is no wonder that that practice of doing without
the mediation of the institutional church greatly paved the way for the
Reformation.
Perhaps the present-day shift towards spirituality is also an
expression of the “difficult straits” of many Christians and “former
Christians.” For them the church as an institution has become
untrustworthy and its language – or liturgical and theological expression
– has become incomprehensible and “psychologically inaccessible,” far
removed from their own language and understanding of reality. The shift
from theological reason to indefinite pious emotion and experience is
something we find in Faust’s response to Margaret’s question: “Feeling
is all in all; Name is but sound and smoke...”
During the Enlightenment, faith that relied on theological reason
was transformed into a polite agnosticism, and then, in the period of
Romanticism the vacuum left was filled by sentiment and “religious
experience” – suffice it to recall Schleiermacher’s “Gefühl” and James’s
subsequent “religious sentiment”. The latter are now regarded as the
very core of religion: whereas institutions, dogmas and ritual are simply
the protective shell or secondary interpretation of that core.
By marrying faith and reason Scholasticism left behind a
questioning descendant: “religion within the limits of reason alone,”
reason that venerates itself and retains of Christianity only what stood
the test before the judgement seat of Enlightenment reason. The
Enlightenment’s “natural religion” was now to supersede traditional
historical religions based on revelation, tradition and authority (“positive
religion”).
The Enlightenment drove “positive” historical religions out of
the salons of rational intellectuals, acknowledging at most their aesthetic
and sentimental value – and that was precisely the basis on which
Romanticism was to rehabilitate religion. Where the Enlightenment had
transformed Christianity into a religion of reason and morality,
Romanticism re-interpreted and transformed Christianity into a religion
of beauty and sentiment. The Enlightenment religion of the 18th century
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begat in the 19th century the pseudo-religious cult of science: scientism.
The romantic Christianity of the 19th century left behind two offspring
that still live. One is aesthetically-oriented traditionalism with its
conservative ideology and utopias, as well as nostalgia for the Middle
Ages (or more precisely, a romantic notion of the Middle Ages). The
other is a pietist shift towards the silent sanctum of the heart in search of
shelter from the din of modernity. Sometimes these two “offspring of
Romantic religion” complement and accompany each other: both of
them often turn their backs on modern secular society, the “world of
consumption,” technical civilisation, etc. These are two faces of the
Catholicism that prevailed from 1848 to 1958 – Catholicism as a
counter-culture in the face of European modernity, the church as a
bastion under siege, Catholicism of the period of “anti-modernist
struggle,” with neo-Thomism as its official ideology. A typical example
of the relationship of the “official theologians” of those days to the older
mystical tradition was the attempt by Garrigou-Lagrange to re-interpret
the work of John of the Cross in the spirit of neo-Thomist metaphysics.
That mentality gave rise to a sweetly sentimental spirituality – even such
truly remarkable figures as Thérèse de Lisieux were immediately
interpreted in the spirit of tawdry sentimental kitsch. In addition there
survives a sado-masochistic fascination with Jesus’s suffering –
examples of which are the visions of Anne Catherine Emmerich: a cult
book of late Catholic Romanticism, which was adapted for the cinema
screen under the title of The Passion of the Christ by the action-film
maker and Catholic traditionalist Mel Gibson.
At this point I would like to mention an apposite remark by
Thomas Moore from his book “Dark Eros,” to the effect that the
sacramental, retreating in the face of the victorious onslaught of the
Enlightenment religion of reason and morality, took root in two areas
that used to give Enlightenment reason vertigo: sex and violence. It
strikes me that this observation also helps explain why sex and violence
are the dominant features of commercial mass-media “spirituality”. In
several of my articles and books I defend the thesis that the media have
become the “religion of our times,” while Christianity has ceased to be a
religion. Nowadays the media fulfil several typical social and cultural
roles of religion: interpreting the world, being arbiters of truthfulness
and importance (what is true is what people see “with their own eyes” on
the TV screen, and what is important is what makes front-page news),
offering large symbols and shared stories, influencing the way of
thinking and lifestyle of millions of people. Is this a matter of form or
does it also concern content? Of course the media of our times do not
convey any single doctrine – they represent a plurality of views and are
very diversiform. But does this diversiform “entertainment industry” not
offer a certain very influential spirituality? Suffice it to mention just one
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example: For many people who regard their own lives as empty, banal
and worthless, TV offers participation mystique (mystical participation)
in the virtual lives of celebrities or heroes of television serials.
At the Second Vatican Council, the church dropped its siege
mentality and declared its readiness for dialogue: ecumenical dialogue,
inter-religious dialogue and dialogue with the secular world. PostVatican II renewal wrought changes in the liturgical field and some of
the church’s institutional structures, providing scope for new directions
in theology and pastoral practice. I do not have the impression, however,
that it brought about any marked renewal of spirituality – that is if we do
not regard spirituality as simply the general “climate” in the church.
The new currents in Catholic spirituality mostly manifested
themselves later, as a result of ecumenical and inter-religious contacts.
In some Catholic circles there emerged a warm interest in the spirituality,
liturgy and art of eastern Christianity. (The echoes of that interest are to
be found in the popular international ecumenical movement of young
people based at the French village of Taizé, which is one of very few
forms of western Christianity about which the orthodox churches do not
have suspicious reservations).
The spark of Pentecostal spirituality leaped from the Protestant
world, particularly evangelical prayer groups at the American
universities, to Catholic circles and subsequently gave rise to the
charismatic renewal movement. (Along with the evangelical style of
emotional assemblies, spectacular “healings,” “praying in tongues” and
exorcism, some Catholic groups of charismatics have also adopted
certain features of evangelical fundamentalist theology, particularly the
demonization of non-Christian spirituality.) In contrast, the contacts of
certain Catholic missionaries with the culture of the Far East have led to
attempts to enhance the spiritual practices of Christianity with many
elements borrowed from non-Christian spiritualities – from Hinduism
(generally a combination of raja yoga and advaita vedanta) and
Buddhism (particularly zen, but sometimes also theravada and tantra).
Suffice it to mention Raimon Panikkar, Enomiya Lassalle, Bede
Griffiths, William Johnson, Anthony de Mello or Wayne Teasdale.
Experiments in “interspirituality” or “deep ecumenism” form part of the
more general trend of “plural religious identity”. These days the most
widespread phenomenon in this respect would seem to be a combination
of Buddhism and Judaism, particularly popular in the USA.) It is a moot
question, of course, to what extent in individual instances this is a matter
of “exchanging gifts” between different civilisations in this “merging of
worlds” (about which John Paul II spoke in connection with the
relationship between western and eastern Christianity), or whether it is a
new variation on utopian attempts to create a “religious Esperanto”.
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C.G. Jung maintained that Christianity had concentrated too
much on morality and the “outward following” of Christ, as “imitation
of a moral pattern” and neglected following as the art of transforming
one’s ego into Christ (in the sense of St Paul’s words “yet I live, no
longer I, but Christ lives in me.” Gal. 20.2). Jung was looking for some
analogy with yoga within Christian tradition and believed that he had
found it in alchemy. Indeed Jung himself became one of the godfathers
of post-modern “New Age” spirituality, including its fascination with
the occult and the esoteric.
If Catholics describe many features of post-modern spirituality
as “heretical” they should recall Chesterton’s definition of heresy, that it
is “the truth gone mad”. It strikes me that “heresies” are something like
complexes in the sphere of depth psychology: i.e. what was neglected,
underestimated, and displaced from the conscious mind does not cease
to exist. In the depth of the unconscious these particles wrap themselves
in a great deal of psychic energy and become a kind of “competing ego.”
Disturbing the harmony of mental life unless they are brought out of the
depths of the unconscious and re-integrated into consciousness, which
must be broadened. What the church neglected, rejected and
underestimated has become “truth gone mad”.
When the mediaeval church forgot about the value of poverty,
movements like the Albigensians came into existence; when the church
failed in time to take an interest in working people and social justice,
Marxism emerged. Confronted by the mediaeval revolutionary
movements of the poor, people like Francis of Assisi and Dominic
realised the value of poverty and restored it to the treasury of Catholic
spirituality in the form of the mendicant orders and the culture to which
they gave rise. The church’s social teaching and subsequently LatinAmerican liberation theology were an attempt to respond to the
radicalism of Marxist socialism.
Excessive spiritualism and idealism in Christianity provoked
Nietzsche to declare Christianity to be popular Platonism and he
proclaimed to his followers: “Remain faithful to the earth, my brothers!”
Confronted with the materialism of the natural sciences, it was chiefly
Teilhard de Chardin, above all, who attempted to introduce a
wholehearted “yes to the earthm,” and a “spirituality of matter and
evolution” into Christian spirituality.
In the radical environmental movements, an awareness of
responsibility for nature and the Earth represents one of the most
widespread secular spiritualities of our times. Often it draws inspiration
from pagan nature cults and turns against Christianity, criticising it on
the grounds that its anthropocentric emphasis was the cause of western
civilisation’s irresponsibility towards the world of nature. Matthew Fox
attempted to baptise the cult of Mother Earth (the goddess Gaia) with his
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cult of the “cosmic Christ,” while Eugen Drewermann in a later phase of
his work, declared human solidarity with animals. Those two Catholic
priests later left the church.
There is a tendency in the Catholic church to regard the
“movimenti” – the new church movements on which Pope John Paul II
obviously relied to a great degree – as a reservoir of spirituality.
(However, it would seem that his successor Pope Benedict adopts a
somewhat more reserved and critical attitude to those movements and
their enthusiasm.) I am loath to make any sweeping statements about
those movements here, being aware that they represent a broad spectrum
and it is not possible within the scope of these present reflections to deal
with them individually or attempt to classify them. From the sociological
point of view, these movements can be placed in the category of the new
religious and social movements that spread throughout the world after
World War II and assumed particular importance in the period of social
and cultural experimentation in the 1960s. It is possible that distrust of
institutions and the crisis of the traditional family encouraged young
people in particular, as well as people suffering from a sense of
rootlessness, isolation and alienation in contemporary society, to identify
with religious groups that offered a sort of “substitute family”. However,
it is precisely in these circles that one not infrequently encounters
manifestations of religious pathology, typical of groups usually
designated as “sects”. Other new religious movements (NRM) tend to
have the character of “cults” – they are less concerned with a fixed
membership than with a broad, unorganised “audience,” and their
supporters are acquired and influenced by means of public lectures,
literature, and particularly through the mass media. According to the
type of spirituality we could divide the religious and church movements
into the more “introvert” or pietist type (concerned with deepening
personal piety, possibly including groups for common prayer, meditation
and sharing spiritual experience), and the “extrovert” geared more to
missionary activity or social or charitable activities. (For that matter the
classical monastic orders and congregations were and still are
differentiated according to their focus on “vita contemplativa” or “vita
active,” or in some cases “vita mixta”).
Many contemporary schools of spirituality emphasise the link
between contemplation and action. An interesting example is the
recently canonised Mother Theresa of Calcutta. She led an exceptionally
active life of ceaseless charitable work. The posthumous publication of
her diary provided an insight into her personal spirituality and spiritual
life. It was an abyss of almost permanent “dark night,” reminiscent of
the mystics from St John of the Cross to Thérèse of Lisieux. That
woman possibly endured out of solidarity not only days and years of
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social distress of the present-day world, but also at night its mental and
spiritual distress, depression and the experience of God’s silence.
Until not very long ago our western civilisation resembled a
convoy of ships that western humanity had gradually built up over the
course of history. They included the ship of Christian universalism, into
which the church of late antiquity brought many values of Greek and
Roman pagan culture, and the ship of European modernity with its
optimistic belief in humanity, progress, science and technology.
Included was as well objective rational knowledge with its materialism
and atheism, which had inherited from Christianity a belief in the
universal validity of its values and ideals. In the recent period the
convoy has been joined by the ship of post-modernity, with its radical
noetic scepticism, value relativism and creative playfulness, with its
slogans of multiculturalism, political correctness, conflict of
interpretations and language games, and the deconstruction of all “great
narratives”.
Now I can’t help feeling that we find ourselves in a sea storm in
which all three are sinking and all we have available are little lifeboats
and possibly very little time to decide what to salvage from the sinking
ships. To behave as if nothing is happening could have fatal
consequences. To imagine that one of those ships can be repaired or that
we will be able to salvage everything from it, is clearly naïve. To
attempt simply to save our own skins and let everything on board those
boats sink to the bottom would be irresponsible. Old Noah was slightly
better off – he had spent a long time preparing for the flood and he had
God’s advice about what to take with him or not, as well as the promise
that his ark would survive the flood. The Lord hasn’t given us any such
message, and if He did we weren’t paying much attention.
According to many sociologists, there is an increase in the
number of seekers in the spiritual life of our times and a decrease in the
number of dwellers. The drop in numbers of those who feel fully at
home in the traditional structures of Christian institutions, in the long
established forms of its teaching, preaching and practice, is often
interpreted as a crisis of Christianity, a crisis of the church, a crisis of
faith, or a crisis of religion. But that only applies if we judge the state of
Christianity from the point of view of the “dwellers” and according to
their criteria. If we replace the paradigm of paradise and the temple with
the paradigm of exodus and discipleship, the point of view of the kings
and priests with the point of view of the prophets and apostles,
everything looks different. Every crisis is an opportunity, maintained
C.G. Jung and many others, before and since.
I fear that none of the ships in our civilisation’s convoy offers us
a safe and lasting home. We read in the Gospel about how the disciples
were afraid when their little boat found itself in a storm and Jesus was
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asleep at that moment. When they woke Him up he admonished them,
saying: “Why are you terrified, O you of little faith?”
I like the legend about St. Martin, to whom, it is said, Satan
appeared in the guise of Jesus. But Martin asked him: Where are your
wounds?
We should apply that test of authenticity to everything that is on
display on the present-day market of religions. Do those religious wares
bear in some way the signs of wounds? Have they displaced the
elements of tragedy, pain, uncertainty? Or are they just tawdry, glittering
offers of a fast track to happiness, success and contentment?
Jesus shows us His wounds so that we too may have the courage
to admit and not hide our wounds and our scars. He gives us the
confidence and courage to remove our masks, our make-up, or our
armour. Jesus tells the Apostle Thomas to touch His wounds: “do not be
unbelieving, but believe!” If we are to confess with the apostle: “My
Lord and my God,” we must touch the pain and distress of today’s world.
We cannot overlook and ignore it.
Sociologist and Theologian
Charles University
Prague, the Czech Republic

CHAPTER XI

THE CHURCH AND THE WORLD:
DISJUNCTIONS AND CONJUNCTIONS
ANTHONY J. CARROLL
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of our seminar is to consider the disjunction
between Catholic culture and the secular world, a lack of connection
intensified in many minds, since the awareness of the sexual abuse cases
have come to light. My own task is to consider how this relates to “the
disjunction between, on the one hand, a single spirituality, and, on the
other hand, one that is enriched by the plural spiritualities of the major
global religions, and in its own way by that of the present secular mind
set as well.”
In order to be clear about what is at issue here, I shall begin by
canvassing some working definitions of the central concepts of “single
spirituality” and “plural spiritualities” that I will employ in this paper.
By “plural spiritualities” is meant the faith of those who are in a critical
solidarity (“agonistic respect”) with people of other faiths and none and
who may be said to live their faith in a dialogical space exemplified by
the “pilgrim-convert” figures or typology. 1 These “pilgrim-converts”
seek an authentic encounter with God and not one simply handed on to
them by an already formed tradition, which seems to have readymade
answers to all possible questions. By “singular spirituality” is meant the
faith of those who consider the ecumenical and interreligious dialogue as
an “optional extra,” often exotic and sometimes even a betrayal of the
truth as mediated by the Roman Catholic tradition that has been handed
down throughout the ages. These people occupy a monological space of
likeminded believers who consider themselves to reside in a fixed
tradition.
With these definitions in mind, I will draw a distinction that I
think characterises these two “ideal types” of believers, namely, between
those who consider the Gospel as a gift and those who consider it as a
possession. This, I believe, is a way to highlight some of the elements
that have helped to constitute an ecclesiastical culture which is often
closed in on itself, self-preoccupied, and hostile to those outside of its
1

Danièle Hervieu-Léger, Le Pèlerin and le Converti. La Religion en
Mouvement (Flammarion, 1999).
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social imaginary. I would, however, like to make it clear from the start
of this paper that these tendencies often combine in all believers and that
no one is ever justified in simplistic and often arrogant assertions against
people in authority who themselves can be very aware of the problems
facing the church today. Nevertheless, the current crisis requires that we
look honestly at ourselves. If an understanding of the damage done to
the credibility of the church and its witness is to illuminate our path
forwards a necessary purgation will be required if the Gospel message is
again to be heard with credibility from the church.
An important caveat here is that as disjunctions go the issue of
singular and plural spiritualities is not the worst in the Catholic Church.
In fact, I would hazard to say that in the adventure of interreligious
dialogue in the twentieth century and in the call to dialogue with atheism,
the Catholic Church has in many ways led the way in fostering a fruitful
encounter between plural forms of spirituality. Whilst this has been
pioneered by extraordinary charismatic individuals these deeply personal
experiences have also been translated into pastoral orientations for the
whole church through the various constitutions of the Second Vatican
Council and also the many letters and statements of bishops’
conferences around the world that have sought to find ways of fostering
dialogue between peoples.
One also needs to proceed with caution in using the concept of a
“disjunction” to presume that the split “between secular and
ecclesiastical cultures or social imaginaries” is unambiguously a bad
thing. Clearly, nobody should doubt that what has happened in the
sexual abuse scandals is thoroughly wicked and counter to the meaning
of the Gospel. That is unambiguous! However, the wider question of the
disjunction between ecclesiastical and secular social imaginaries has a
number of ambiguous elements to it. For example, many people beyond
the Catholic Church have pointed to pathological developments within
the modern globalised social imaginary that abuse poorer countries,
destroy the planet, and trivialise human cultures. These antiglobalisation movements represent an enormous diversity of viewpoints
and political and religious positions. They have in common, however, a
counter-cultural voice which wishes to resist a certain narrative of the
inevitability of the march of late modern capitalism. The disjunction
here between secular modern capitalist culture and manifold countercultural voices including the Catholic Church is one which many of us
hope that the church will not lose in an attempt to simply fit in with the
world. My point here is that, as Richard Niebuhr put it in his Christ and
Culture, a constituent element of the Gospel message is a countercultural voice. It is, for Niebuhr, the “Christ against culture” type
embodied, for example, in The First Letter of John, the writings of the
second century Christian author Tertullian, and the Russian nineteenth
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century writer Leo Tolstoy, which expresses the Christian truth that “if
anyone loves the world, love for the father is not in him” (I John 2: 15).
The prophetic and righteous anger against the world of this
counter-cultural voice of the Gospel needs, of course, to be set within
the Catholic tradition of a sacramental affirmation of the world and of
our action within it. Prior to the Second Vatican Council a great
theological renewal of the church was already under way in the manner
in which one should understand Revelation and the nature and grace
relationship. This blossomed in the Second Vatican Council’s shift from
understanding this relationship in an ‘extrinsic way’ to one in which
grace becomes ‘instrinsic’ and ‘constitutive’ of human nature. This
relationship is conceived by the Council Fathers as operating within a
Christological context, following the decrees of the Council of
Chalcedon, in which a theological anthropology orchestrates the
relational, existential, and historical indwelling of grace within nature
that refuses the oppositional logic of modernity. This sacramental vision
of reality reconnects faith and reason, the sacred and the secular, grace
and nature in a Christological humanism in which human freedom is not
opposed to God, as in so many nineteenth-century-forged “subtraction
theories,” but rather grounded in the salvific event of the Incarnation. It
is just such a theological vision which would inspire Pope Paul VI in
1975 to comment in Evangelii nuntiandi 2, 20, that “The split between
the Gospel and culture is without doubt the great drama of our time”.
The resulting program of what one might call an “integral
evangelisation” shaped his vision and understanding of evangelisation in
the modern era and has characterised Catholic involvement in a wide
variety of social, political, and cultural ventures ever since.
GOSPEL AS A GIFT OR AS A POSSESSION
Gospel as Gift

Gospel as Possession

1a. Seekers of a spiritual path

1b. Residers in a fixed tradition

2a. Assent to teaching church

2b.Obedience to authoritarian
church

3a. Historical realisation of
human dignity

3b.Non-historical morality

4a. Plural spiritualities and the
4b. Single spirituality
secular
(Table of Four Disjunctions)
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Using the categories of gift and possession to speak of different
attitudes to the spiritual heritage of the Gospel a number of interesting
features arise. Firstly, when the Gospel is viewed as a gift, a grace freely
given by the Lord and totally unearned one is eager to find this gift, a
little like children at Christmas! When one understands this as gift then
the freely given assent is our gratitude at having received something we
know is so precious. This reception is never simply passive but always
involves us in a complex exchange in a particular time and place which
means that the gift is always to be received anew. The advent of the gift
characterises life this side of the eschaton. And, as a gift one realises that
one does not own the Gospel but little by little discovers that the Lord
has given this gift to many and that they have received it in diverse and
fascinating ways. Not being a possession, an object that one can retain,
one realises that it is literally infinite and makes us aware that it is only
the poor in spirit who are blessed because they know that they have
nothing, that all is gift. Only the poor can receive this gift because only
they have empty hands and hearts. Those who already possess in the
spirit have no room left. This is why spiritual poverty lies at the heart of
the beatitudes and the monastic championing of the virtue of humility
against the lures of the tempter. The attitude of seeking the Kingdom of
God wherever it is to be found characterises those who view the Gospel
as a gift because they know that the giving of this gift is not separate
from our actions and desires. These prepare us to receive the grace
which enters an open heart and mind. When one has the attitude of
already residing in a fixed tradition then the tendency is more to become
passive, to receive what is on offer and not to go looking for oneself.
Moreover, when the boundaries of this tradition are clearly fixed then
one is very aware of those who are insiders and those who are outsiders.
One can remain stuck on the formalities of the language used (Lord,
Lord...) and fail to see that the inner metanoia called for destabilises our
fixed sense of boundaries and always unsettles us to reach out beyond
them to encounter the other, those who see things differently, those who
follow another spiritual path, or perhaps those who reside in no fixed
tradition but simply seek to do good.
The difference between viewing the Gospel as a gift and as a
possession in an ecclesial context may also have similarities to other
hereditary systems of privilege. In English we typically say for someone
who has been born into wealth, ‘that they were born with a silver spoon
in their mouth’, meaning that the privilege that they have received has
not been due to their own efforts but rather due to inheritance of family
privilege and so on. Perhaps we might look at these contrasting attitudes
to the Gospel in this way. When one has not had to struggle for the
Christian faith, to confront doubts, to encounter and appreciate plural
ways of living which provide alternative lifestyle choices then it is easy
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to be like someone ‘born with a silver spoon in their mouth’. One
accepts the spiritual heritage that one has almost as by right. One fails to
realise just what a gift it is to have received the grace to believe in the
Gospel, to know its beauty, its compassion, and its truth. In fact, it may
well be that those who officially administer the Gospel in being
“professionals of the Gospel” lose the “amateur status” of the children of
God that others not bound up with the institution may well have.2 It is
not difficult to find support for this point of view in the Gospels as Jesus
confronts the religious authorities of his day with the charge that they
have blocked people’s paths to the Kingdom of God by tying heavy
burdens on their shoulders (c.f., Matthew 23: 4). In administering the
gift one can easily find oneself thinking that one possesses it, that being
in charge of it confers property rights on it and indeed the founding of
the church on Peter provides some support for the institutional church to
view itself as having considerable power in the administration of the
Gospel.
On the other side of the table, the “b” side, one notices, not
surprisingly, attitudes which do not promote such an openness to
encounter other spiritualities. When the Gospel is viewed as a possession
why bother seeking? The object has been found and the important thing
is to protect this property from intruders who wish to steal it. As it is
held by the authorities one simply needs to follow their decrees in order
to partake in it. They administer it as official keepers and so one should
obey their dictates if one wishes to remain on the right side of the law
which they make on their authority. Again having found a “something”
what is to change? If the purpose of morality is to model morality on the
eternal deposit safely secured then with the goal firmly fixed beliefs and
practices can be codified with extraordinary precision to ensure that one
hits the target! Why would one bother to look at other clearly
“defective” spiritualities?
Of course, there are dangers with such categorisation. Inevitably,
we the enlightened ones associate ourselves with the gift side and ‘they’,
the cruel institutional despots, on the possession side. Such separation of
the good and the bad may well echo that of the wheat and the weeds that
we are warned against in the Gospel (Matthew 13: 24-30). Furthermore,
the categories separate in ways which serve particular purposes. In this
case, there is a clear demarcation of two distinguishable attitudes
towards the Gospel, which no doubt require aspects from each domain
for successful flourishing. Take the example of institution and charisma.
Without some form of regulation charismatic tendencies can become self
2

The Zen Master Shunryu Suzuki spoke of the danger of losing this
attitude of “Beginner’s Mind” with respect to the practice of Zen in his, Zen
Mind Beginner’s Mind (Weatherhill, 1973).
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serving, cut off from the main body, and elitist. They may have an
orientation to judgmentalism, which reveals an arrogance that has little
to do with viewing the Gospel as a gift. Nevertheless, in analysing these
two attitudes, my intention is to see them as not necessarily incarnated in
one person or group but rather as transversal attitudes which cut through
all of us and indicate dangers that anyone concerned about the Gospel
should be aware of. Moreover, they are categories which have a
particular relevance to our present topic of distinguishing the disjunction
of 4a and 4b. In outlining an attitude one moves the focus towards the
interior life. This interior disposition or attitude is perhaps the central
issue when considering the disjunction between spiritualities, singular
and multiple as I have defined them.
In seeing the Gospel as either a gift or as a possession one also
raises the question of evangelical poverty. Holding the Gospel as
something that one may own confers property rights on the proprietor.
These property rights protect the owner from others trying to steal from
them. They secure clear demarcation lines that allow the owner to
exclude others from making claims to the possession or even of making
use of it. The result of ownership is that one begins to feel secure in the
possession of something. That one no longer needs to earn it or to seek it.
One looses the “beginner’s mind” and acquires the “expert’s mind”.
With such an attitude it is hardly surprising that some feel threatened by
those of other religious spiritualities and those who seek outside of
organised religious traditions.
But this perhaps takes us to the heart of the issue of the clash of
cultures between the church and the world. There seem to be some areas
where these cultures are diametrically opposed and because of this the
meanings of words shared by both cultures can be contradictory. In the
secular world poverty, for example, is not generally viewed in an
evangelical way as providing freedom to receive the Gospel and God’s
grace. It is viewed, rather, as a hindrance to social improvement, a
blockage to the freedom which characterises our modern social
imaginary. This freedom is meant for all and not simply for the few, and
so the motivation of secular humanism is inspired by the democratic
belief in the equality of all citizens and the right of each and all to own
their property. In the case of the church, however, the culture is not one
of a democratic system of rights and responsibilities, of elected
representation and the possibility to hold elected representatives to
account, but is much closer to that of an hereditary monarchy who is
above and beyond the law and precisely because of this is not
accountable to its people. The Pope has the privilege of serving the
servants of God but this understanding of serving is the way in which the
privilege is understood. This hierarchical structure of the church clearly
clashes with the democratic popular culture of the secular post-French
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Revolutionary world. It preserves a sense of the sacred aura of history
and tradition that is shared by other monarchies around the world,
notably that of the British Royal Family. In such a hierarchical model of
governance and one which is uniquely populated by celibate men (with
the exception of married deacons) it does not seem surprising that issues
of sex and sexuality will be poorly handled.
DISJUNCTION: WHAT DISJUNCTION?
Perhaps a unique feature of this disjunction compared to the
other three outlined by Charles Taylor is that the official teaching of the
church promotes the engagement of Catholicism with the other
spiritualities of the world. As the teaching document of the Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales, Meeting God in Friend and
Stranger puts it, “Dialogue, therefore, has become part of the
contemporary Catholic Church’s understanding of her Christ-given
mission to be the sign and instrument of uniting all people to God and to
each other. It is not optional, and is intrinsic to our understanding of the
Church today.” 3 This understanding has been developed by crossing
particular milestones such as, the Second Vatican Council Declaration
on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate.
This declaration asks Christians to “acknowledge, preserve and
encourage the spiritual and moral truths found among non-Christians.”4
This legacy has continued under recent Popes especially John Paul II
and Benedict XVI. For example, John Paul II was the first pope to enter
a synagogue and a mosque. And in 1986, 1993 and 2002 he was joined
by other religious leaders in Assisi to pray for world peace. Benedict
XVI has continued this tradition of visiting synagogues and mosques
and in his first public address as Pope in April 2005 he made
interreligious dialogue his second priority following that of Christian
ecumenism.5 Given this background, this disjunction clearly needs to be
handled with care as there are important elements of conjunction in the
area of interreligious relations. Moreover, beyond the official statements
of the church there have been, especially during the twentieth century,
courageous attempts by individuals to reach out to other spiritualities
and to find how Christ is present in them. People such as Henri Le Saux,
Enomiya Lassalle, and Bede Griffiths are well known representatives of
the many who have attempted to enter in depth into the spirituality of
other religious traditions and to find fruitful ways of living the dialogue
of religious experience.
3

Meeting God in Friend and Stranger, p. 41.
Nostra Aetate, 2.
5
Meeting God in Friend and Stranger, pp. 25-26.
4
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BUILDING BRIDGES WITH ATHEISM
The issue of relating to those of an atheist mindset has its own
particular history in the Catholic Church. In the late nineteenth century
papal pronouncements on unbelief were uncompromising. The 1878
encyclical Inscrutabili Dei Consilio of Pope Leo XIII shaped the official
church’s hostile relation with atheism and unbelief in general up until
the Second Vatican Council.6 It would be the dialogue between French
Catholic intellectuals and atheism following the opening of the French
communist party to the Catholic Church during the period of the popular
front (1934-38) together with the experience of the various Catholic
worker movements that helped to change this attitude. Prior to this time
there was outright hostility between the two parties, but with this
rapprochement a more open dialogue would gradually develop that has
significantly shaped the post-Vatican II dialogical attitude with atheism.
Recently, for example, the Pontifical Council for Culture has launched a
new initiative with atheists and agnostics known as “the courtyard of the
gentiles” which began with a series of debates on 24 and 25 March
2011in Paris entitled, “Religion, Light, and Common Reason.”
However, it is true that the Catholic Church has had more
difficulty in relating to atheists than it has to people of other spiritual and
religious traditions. This is perhaps not difficult to understand as often
the so-called “new atheists” are highly provocative and seem unwilling
to enter into dialogue. They seem to fit quite well on the “possession”
side of the ‘gift-possession’ table above as their certainty prevents them
from seeking other ways of thinking and seeing things. Fundamentalist
in style, they seem to mirror religious fundamentalism in their attitudes
of exclusivism and intolerance. Yet, it would be too easy to assimilate
all forms of modern atheism into the “new atheist” type. There is also a
rejection of too positive an account of God in the face of the problem of
evil. Indeed, many theologians have attempted to develop a conception
of God who suffers and is free from the Greek metaphysical attributes
associated with the onto-theological tradition. Moreover, some
philosophers have also sought to re-think God after the critiques of
atheism. Paul Ricoeur’s post-war essay “Religion, Atheism, and Faith”
is a notable example and develops ideas already latent in Dietrich
Bonhoeffer’s moving prison writings. 7 Here Ricoeur attempts to think
God after religion, that is to say, after the image of an idolatrous god
6

See Stephen Bullivant, “From ‘Main Tendue’ to Vatican II: The Catholic
Engagement with Atheism 1936-1965,” New Blackfriars, Vol. 90, n. 1026,
March 2009, pp. 178-87.
7
See Richard Kearney, Anatheism. Returning to God After God (New
York, Columbia University Press, 2010), pp. 71-81.
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which has been used to assuage infantile needs of protection and to
provoke fear of the punitive father figure. In liberating our image of God
from these idolatrous religious mechanisms, the God of faith emerges
for those who like Ricoeur hold God to be beyond all images and human
projections.
Such attempts to discover the other side of God, the negative
side of apophatic theology are, of course, not new. From the
Cappadocian fathers of the church especially Gregory of Nyssa onwards
this tradition of negative theology has always sought to problematise too
clear cut images of God, the God of possession, and to remind us that
God is always greater than we can ever think of or imagine (Ephesians 3:
20-21, and later St. Anselm’s Proslogion). This tradition may well have
some overlapping features with forms of contemporary atheism that as
Charles Taylor notes, “can no longer simply be dismissed as erroneous,
or deficient, or (in the case of contemporary unbelief) be branded as
‘materialist’ or ‘hedonist’.” In some ways, one might look to this form
of atheism to purify idolatrous aspects of religious belief that say too
much about God. As Hugh of St. Victor reminds us in De scripturis et
scriptoribus sacris the danger is confusing propositional knowledge of
God for anagogical insight. The experience of faith is more often than
not one of a loving trust which knows more by feeling around in the
darkness, whose surety is not simply based on propositional knowledge
of states of affairs or the literal meanings of words but on intuition,
mystical insight, and deep feeling.
As John of the Cross expresses it most beautifully in that
haunting poem which adorns the diagram at the beginning of his The
Ascent of Mount Carmel, “In order to come to that which you know not,
you must pass through where you know not.” 8 This form of faith is
attractive because it is experiential and not simply a repeated
propositional formula. It expresses the actual ascent to Mount Carmel
rather than the plagiarised version sometimes put forward by certain
more evangelical traditions of Christianity. It attracts precisely because
those who have trodden this path before us know that it is only through
being divested of certainties that one comes to “know God” in this more
unitive mystical way. This path of purification opens the souls of the
saints to oceanic depths of love and compassion that people such as
Mother Teresa of Calcutta, Brother Roger of Taizé, Jean Vanier, the
founder of the L’Arche Community, and countless others who are the
silent and anonymous saints of daily life demonstrate. It is this witness
of holiness that is perhaps the greatest of the “positive disjunctions” in
the church of today. These disjunctions between the church and the
8

San Juan de la Cruz, Obras Completas, a cargo de Maximilliano Herraiz,
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world stand out precisely because they are excessive, superabundant,
and destabilising. They are the beating heart of the church that we know
and love. They disturb all of us out of a complacent mediocrity of
Christian life that proceeds as if we already possess our salvation. As if
we already “know God.”
Many of us speak a great deal about God but my sense is that
part of the problem is that words about God only carry a normative force
when they are bound up with witness. And this witness is not only the
individual one of the great saints. It is also, and perhaps primarily, the
communal witness of “By this love you have for one another, everyone
will know that you are my disciples” (John 13: 35) that impresses people
and draws attention to the excess, to the something different that is
present within the community of believers. How often this is to be found
in worshipping communities is clearly a matter of real concern. As
church, as the body of Christ on earth, we are called to incarnate this
superabundant love in the charity and compassion that makes our
gatherings truly a communitas fraterna. It is this witness which
manifests the presence of Christ among us and which breaks down
barriers between believers and unbelievers, Christians and those of other
faiths. Something so deeply human is touched upon here that unites us
all in a common bond. As Meeting God in Friend and Stranger puts it,
“The Church’s positive attitude to people and communities belonging to
other religions is based on the conviction that the human race is one, one
through its origin in the one creative act of God, one in physical descent,
one in its predicament caused by sin and need of salvation, and one in
God’s saving purposes.” 9 It is this oneness which we share with our
brothers and sisters of other faiths and none and which fundamentally
orients the Catholic Church. Any “inappropriate disjunctions” between
people of singular and plural spiritualities, which are present in the
church are judged by this criterion and have little to do with the Gospel
of Christ and much to do with our common sinfulness.
BEYOND EXCLUSIVISMS
It is interesting to note that in comparing the relation between
Catholic spirituality and other religious spiritualities and non-religious
spiritualities some significant overlaps emerge. Firstly, according to the
official teaching of the church it is difficult to see how exclusivist
attitudes can be condoned. At least since the Second Vatican Council
dialogue has become the normative position of the church. Deviations
from this have clearly arisen but they are not backed and supported by
the official teaching. Secondly, it would seem that dynamics of power
9
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and possession animate attitudes which tend to reject the other as one
from whom nothing can be learnt. This form of closed mindedness is not
unique to Catholics of course.
One finds a similar attitude in certain scientists who propound
various forms of ontological and methodological naturalism. Such
attitudes do not permit dialogue to take place because the fundamental
presuppositions are exclusive of other positions. The mind is already
made up and so dialogue would simply be a waste of time and energy.
Paradoxically scientific naturalists and exclusivist Catholics share the
same attitudinal structures of exclusivism that function to close down
rather than to promote dialogue and debate. Perhaps a certain type of
mind is at play here which can come in various flavours, religious and
non-religious. But one does meet these types in various fields and they
do have some surprising family resemblances. Thirdly, one needs to be
careful of equating openmindedness with the official Catholic attitude.
Whilst, I think it is legitimate to say that the official position of the
church since the Council is of open dialogue with others it would be
overreaching to claim this exclusively for Catholicism.
Yet, in providing a spiritual home Catholicism does give a
security, which those without such a communal place of tradition and
support may well lack. Being at home can provide an ease with oneself
that allows for an encounter with the other that does not seek to change
them or to reject them. Being at home in one’s spiritual tradition can
also have the same effect in terms of encountering other spiritual
traditions. One recognises patterns, methods, and dynamics which repeat
in various spiritual octaves for those who are religiously musical. Like
playing an instrument or speaking a foreign language, once one has
mastered one, a second and a third often seem to be less difficult. In the
context of our present subject one should turn this around the other way
and say that once one has been mastered, once one has been overcome
by the beauty of the Lord, further submission is not as threatening as
control has already been relinquished. And if the Lord does indeed come
in many mysterious ways then one should not find it surprising that in
engaging with other spiritual traditions one discovers similar dynamics
of submission, yielding and humility that characteristically point to the
encounter with God.
TOWARDS A CRITIQUE OF DISCONNECTED RELIGION
So far, I have defended the position of the Catholic Church with
respect to its attitude to other spiritual traditions and those who reject
religion. But is there something more to say? Something more critical
than this that no doubt Charles Taylor’s disjunction was aiming at? Let
me here try to tease out something more of this. Perhaps one of the
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difficulties within Catholicism of truly encountering other spiritual
traditions and those of no religious persuasion is that of the very positive
nature of the Christological basis of Catholicism and indeed Christianity
in general. At the heart of Catholicism is an understanding of divine
revelation in the incarnation of Christ that makes clear the nature of God
and our relationship to God. This positivity is no doubt part of the cause
of a certain understanding of missionary activity that went hand in hand
with a colonial attitude and perhaps even gave birth to it. The Gospel of
St. Mark’s final injunction “to go out to the whole world; proclaim the
Gospel to all creation” (Mark 16: 15-16) is pretty affirmative! There
seems little room for dialogue in this model. And in fact in the Bible,
one is hard pressed to find many passages which really ground
interreligious dialogue (though there are a few to my mind such as
Matthew 8: 11-12: “many will come from the east and west and sit down
with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob at the feast in the kingdom of
Heaven,” and Matthew 7: 21-22: “It is not anyone who says to me,
“Lord, Lord,” who will enter the kingdom of Heaven, but the person
who does the will of my Father in Heaven”). In other words, revelation
is clear and the problem seems to be that other religions have developed
“idolatrous practices” and provided false substitutes for “the real thing.”
Do these other traditions not clearly need to be enlightened by the true
Word of God and so liberated from their religious practices and beliefs?
It is in such views that from within religious thought anti-religious views
have emerged. In Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics the well known
analogy of the sun which falls on one religion and not on another
illustrates this short shrift with the human enterprise of religion shared
by many contemporary conservative evangelicals. 10 Thinkers such as
René Girard and Marcel Gauchet, obviously from very different points
of view, point to similar critiques of religion from the point of view of
Christianity. Has Christianity made religion redundant? And if so, have
such attitudes caused a certain anti-dialogical spirit to inhabit the
Catholic world? When religions are equated by Christianity with
idolatrous beliefs and practices then clearly dialogue is out and
conversion is in.
Up until the Second Vatican Council one should remember that
the position of extra ecclesiam nulla salus was the official line and its
legacy has no doubt not completely died out with the decrees of the
Council. If salvation is only mediated by Christ then how can other
religions provide ways to the Father? Only Jesus is the Way, the Truth,
and the Life. So called inclusivist positions, such as Karl Rahner’s
“Anonymous Christian” position, have clearly grown up to provide
accounts of how this may be possible. Other positions sometimes knows
10

See Church Dogmatics, Vol 1/2 p. 388.
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as the “pluralist position” have watered down the unique mediation of
Christ and led some, such as John Hick, to move towards a “Theocentric
position” influenced by process metaphysics in which God is to be found
in many religions without anyone having a unique claim to absolute
truth.11 Perhaps the central question to raise when one wishes to enter
deeply into the disjunction that Charles Taylor is adverting to is whether
in the unique mediation of Christ other religions and non-religious
positions are necessarily relativised? How is unique mediation possible
that neither waters down the uniqueness of Christ’s mediation nor fails
to take into account the lived faith of other religious traditions?
No less important in considering the nature of religion is to
radically question whether the actual study of religion is itself part of the
problem. The vast literature on this issue today takes its point of
departure from the classic statement of the comparative historian of
religion Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s The Meaning and End of Religion
which problematises the modern essentialist definitions of religion.
Cantwell Smith distinguished between four senses of religion: religion
as personal piety, religion as an ideal system of beliefs and practices,
religion as an empirical phenomenon in history and society with
particular adherents, and finally, religion as a generic summation to
distinguish it from other general categories (Cantwell Smith, Meaning
and End, pp. 48-50). Interestingly, Cantwell Smith himself counsels us
to drop the concept of religion and prefers to use the concepts of “faith,”
which he locates in “that human quality that has been expressed in, has
been elicited, nurtured, shaped by, the religious traditions of the world”
(Cantwell Smith, Faith and Belief, p. 6); and defines as “an inner
religious experience or involvement of a particular person; the
impingement on him of the transcendent, putative and real” and
“cumulative tradition” which is “the entire mass of overt objective data
that constitute the historical deposit, as it were, of the past religious life
of the community in question: temples, scriptures, theological systems,
dance patterns, legal and other social institutions, conventions, moral
codes, myths, and so on; anything that can be and is transmitted from
one person, one generation, to another, and that an historian can
observe” (Meaning and End, pp. 156-57). Cantwell Smith thus abandons
the concept of religion as too indefinite and replaces it by the subjective
category of faith, the objective category of cumulative tradition, and the
shared category of the transcendent which is the ‘object’ of all faiths.
This clearly points in the direction of a pluralism which later theologians
such as John Hick have developed.
From a Catholic perspective the challenge of interreligious
dialogue is holding together the truth of uniqueness of Christ as saviour
11

See his Myth of God Incarnate (London, SCM, 1977).
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and Lord of all with a real respect for other religious traditions. The
current position, the broadly inclusivist position developed at Vatican II,
which sees the “ray of truth” (Nostra Aetate, 2) that other religions
contain as “a preparation for the Gospel (Lumen Gentium, 16), is one
which Pope John Paul II developed with his theology of the Spirit that
he saw as present and active in “society and history, peoples, cultures
and religions” (Redemptoris Missio, 28). Pope Benedict XVI (in his
prior role as Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith)
has developed this attitude by both affirming the uniqueness of Christ as
universal saviour (Dominus Iesus) and stressing the solidarity of all
peoples based on the common origin and common destiny of
humanity.12
Insights from philosophers such as Donald Davidson, Jürgen
Habermas, and Richard Brandom, who have developed sophisticated
understandings of how justification and truth function in language, may
help to provide us with ways of distinguishing epistemic respect for
different religious positions from the truth claims of religious traditions.
Whilst it is justified to accept as reasonable that the lived beliefs of the
major world faiths and indeed those of no faith should be respected this
does not commit anyone to accepting their truth claims. Interreligious
and atheist-religious dialogue can only proceed when the rational
justification of beliefs is epistemically respected by all parties in the
dialogue. This allows for a certain epistemic pluralism to safeguard the
rational conditions of the dialogue, or as Brandom puts it attributes a
certain “normative status” to a different position. But attributing a
“normative status” to the beliefs and actions of another tradition, in
terms of allocating judgments of appropriateness, still allows for a
rational disagreement between traditions over their respective truth
claims.13
Real dialogue is posited on the basis of both respect and the
freedom to say what one wants. In fact, one of the great benefits of
dialogue is that those with whom one dialogues can often see things
which those within a tradition are unable to see themselves. In entering
into real dialogue with both other religious traditions and atheists a real
openness in the church could allow it to learn things about itself and its
current disjunctions that are perhaps somewhat occluded to those of us
who are on the inside. It would be a strangely familiar story if it were to
be the strangers, the outsiders who reminded the church of the Gospel as
a gift.
12

See Meeting God in Friend and Stranger, p. 26.
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THE COUNCIL FOR RESEARCH
IN VALUES AND PHILOSOPHY
PURPOSE
Today there is urgent need to attend to the nature and dignity of the
person, to the quality of human life, to the purpose and goal of the physical
transformation of our environment, and to the relation of all this to the
development of social and political life. This, in turn, requires philosophic
clarification of the base upon which freedom is exercised, that is, of the
values which provide stability and guidance to one’s decisions.
Such studies must be able to reach deeply into one’s culture and that
of other parts of the world as mutually reinforcing and enriching in order to
uncover the roots of the dignity of persons and of their societies. They must
be able to identify the conceptual forms in terms of which modern industrial
and technological developments are structured and how these impact upon
human self-understanding. Above all, they must be able to bring these elements together in the creative understanding essential for setting our goals
and determining our modes of interaction. In the present complex global circumstances this is a condition for growing together with trust and justice,
honest dedication and mutual concern.
The Council for Studies in Values and Philosophy (RVP) unites
scholars who share these concerns and are interested in the application
thereto of existing capabilities in the field of philosophy and other disciplines. Its work is to identify areas in which study is needed, the intellectual resources which can be brought to bear thereupon, and the means for
publication and interchange of the work from the various regions of the
world. In bringing these together its goal is scientific discovery and publication which contributes to the present promotion of humankind.
In sum, our times present both the need and the opportunity for deeper and ever more progressive understanding of the person and of the foundations of social life. The development of such understanding is the goal of
the RVP.
PROJECTS
A set of related research efforts is currently in process:
1. Cultural Heritage and Contemporary Change: Philosophical
Foundations for Social Life. Focused, mutually coordinated research teams
in university centers prepare volumes as part of an integrated philosophic
search for self-understanding differentiated by culture and civilization.
These evolve more adequate understandings of the person in society and
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look to the cultural heritage of each for the resources to respond to the challenges of its own specific contemporary transformation.
2. Seminars on Culture and Contemporary Issues. This series of 10
week crosscultural and interdisciplinary seminars is coordinated by the RVP
in Washington.
3. Joint-Colloquia with Institutes of Philosophy of the National Academies of Science, university philosophy departments, and societies.
Underway since 1976 in Eastern Europe and, since 1987, in China, these
concern the person in contemporary society.
4. Foundations of Moral Education and Character Development. A
study in values and education which unites philosophers, psychologists,
social scientists and scholars in education in the elaboration of ways of
enriching the moral content of education and character development. This
work has been underway since 1980.
The personnel for these projects consists of established scholars willing to contribute their time and research as part of their professional commitment to life in contemporary society. For resources to implement this
work the Council, as 501 C3 a non-profit organization incorporated in the
District of Colombia, looks to various private foundations, public programs
and enterprises.
PUBLICATIONS: “CULTURAL HERITAGE AND CONTEMPORARY CHANGE”
Series I. Culture and Values
Series II. African Philosophical Studies
Series IIA. Islamic Philosophical Studies
Series III. Asian Philosophical Studies
Series IV. Western European Philosophical Studies
Series IVA. Central and Eastern European Philosophical Studies
Series V. Latin American Philosophical Studies
Series VI. Foundations of Moral Education
Series VII. Seminars: Culture and Values
Series VIII. Christian Philosophical Studies
*****************************************************************
Series I. Culture and Values
I.1 Research on Culture and Values: Intersection of Universities, Churches
and Nations. George F. McLean, ed. ISBN 0819173533 (paper);
081917352-5 (cloth).
I.2 The Knowledge of Values: A Methodological Introduction to the Study of
Values; A. Lopez Quintas, ed. ISBN 081917419x (paper);
0819174181 (cloth).
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I.3 Reading Philosophy for the XXIst Century. George F. McLean, ed. ISBN
0819174157 (paper); 0819174149 (cloth).
I.4 Relations Between Cultures. John A. Kromkowski, ed. ISBN
1565180089 (paper); 1565180097 (cloth).
I.5 Urbanization and Values. John A. Kromkowski, ed. ISBN 1565180100
(paper); 1565180119 (cloth).
I.6 The Place of the Person in Social Life. Paul Peachey and John A. Kromkowski, eds. ISBN 1565180127 (paper); 156518013-5 (cloth).
I.7 Abrahamic Faiths, Ethnicity and Ethnic Conflicts. Paul Peachey, George
F. McLean and John A. Kromkowski, eds. ISBN 1565181042 (paper).
I.8 Ancient Western Philosophy: The Hellenic Emergence. George F.
McLean and Patrick J. Aspell, eds. ISBN 156518100X (paper).
I.9 Medieval Western Philosophy: The European Emergence. Patrick J.
Aspell, ed. ISBN 1565180941 (paper).
I.10 The Ethical Implications of Unity and the Divine in Nicholas of Cusa.
David L. De Leonardis. ISBN 1565181123 (paper).
I.11 Ethics at the Crossroads: I. Normative Ethics and Objective Reason.
George F. McLean, ed. ISBN 1565180224 (paper).
I.12 Ethics at the Crossroads: II. Personalist Ethics and Human Subjectivity.
George F. McLean, ed. ISBN 1565180240 (paper).
I.13 The Emancipative Theory of Jürgen Habermas and Metaphysics.
Robert Badillo. ISBN 1565180429 (paper); 1565180437 (cloth).
I.14 The Deficient Cause of Moral Evil According to Thomas Aquinas.
Edward Cook. ISBN 1565180704 (paper).
I.15 Human Love: Its Meaning and Scope, a Phenomenology of Gift and
Encounter. Alfonso Lopez Quintas. ISBN 1565180747 (paper).
I.16 Civil Society and Social Reconstruction. George F. McLean, ed. ISBN
1565180860 (paper).
I.17 Ways to God, Personal and Social at the Turn of Millennia: The Iqbal
Lecture, Lahore. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181239 (paper).
I.18 The Role of the Sublime in Kant’s Moral Metaphysics. John R.
Goodreau. ISBN 1565181247 (paper).
I.19 Philosophical Challenges and Opportunities of Globalization. Oliva
Blanchette, Tomonobu Imamichi and George F. McLean, eds. ISBN
1565181298 (paper).
I.20 Faith, Reason and Philosophy: Lectures at The al-Azhar, Qom, Tehran,
Lahore and Beijing; Appendix: The Encyclical Letter: Fides et Ratio.
George F. McLean. ISBN 156518130 (paper).
I.21 Religion and the Relation between Civilizations: Lectures on
Cooperation between Islamic and Christian Cultures in a Global
Horizon. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181522 (paper).
I.22 Freedom, Cultural Traditions and Progress: Philosophy in Civil
Society and Nation Building, Tashkent Lectures, 1999. George F.
McLean. ISBN 1565181514 (paper).
I.23 Ecology of Knowledge. Jerzy A. Wojciechowski. ISBN 1565181581
(paper).
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I.24 God and the Challenge of Evil: A Critical Examination of Some Serious
Objections to the Good and Omnipotent God. John L. Yardan. ISBN
1565181603 (paper).
I.25 Reason, Rationality and Reasonableness, Vietnamese Philosophical
Studies, I. Tran Van Doan. ISBN 1565181662 (paper).
I.26 The Culture of Citizenship: Inventing Postmodern Civic Culture.
Thomas Bridges. ISBN 1565181689 (paper).
I.27 The Historicity of Understanding and the Problem of Relativism in
Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics. Osman Bilen. ISBN
1565181670 (paper).
I.28 Speaking of God. Carlo Huber. ISBN 1565181697 (paper).
I.29 Persons, Peoples and Cultures in a Global Age: Metaphysical Bases
for Peace between Civilizations. George F. McLean. ISBN
1565181875 (paper).
I.30 Hermeneutics, Tradition and Contemporary Change: Lectures In
Chennai/Madras, India. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181883
(paper).
I.31 Husserl and Stein. Richard Feist and William Sweet, eds. ISBN
1565181948 (paper).
I.32 Paul Hanly Furfey’s Quest for a Good Society. Bronislaw Misztal,
Francesco Villa, and Eric Sean Williams, eds. ISBN 1565182278
(paper).
I.33 Three Theories of Society. Paul Hanly Furfey. ISBN 9781565182288
(paper).
I.34 Building Peace in Civil Society: An Autobiographical Report from a
Believers’ Church. Paul Peachey. ISBN 9781565182325 (paper).
I.35 Karol Wojtyla's Philosophical Legacy. Agnes B. Curry, Nancy Mardas
and George F. McLean ,eds. ISBN 9781565182479 (paper).
I.36 Kantian Form and Phenomenological Force: Kant’s Imperatives and
the Directives of Contemporary Phenomenology. Randolph C.
Wheeler. ISBN 9781565182547 (paper).
I.37 Beyond Modernity: The Recovery of Person and Community in Global
Times: Lectures in China and Vietnam. George F. McLean. ISBN
9781565182578 (paper)
I. 38 Religion and Culture. George F. McLean. ISBN 9781565182561
(paper).
I.39 The Dialogue of Cultural Traditions: Global Perspective. William
Sweet, George F. McLean, Tomonobu Imamichi, Safak Ural, O.
Faruk Akyol, eds. ISBN 9781565182585 (paper).
I.40 Unity and Harmony, Love and Compassion in Global Times. George F.
McLean. ISBN 978-1565182592 (paper).
I.41 Intercultural Dialogue and Human Rights. Luigi Bonanate, Roberto
Papini and William Sweet, eds. ISBN 9781565182714 (paper).
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Series II. African Philosophical Studies
II.1 Person and Community: Ghanaian Philosophical Studies: I. Kwasi
Wiredu and Kwame Gyekye, eds. ISBN 1565180046 (paper);
1565180054 (cloth).
II.2 The Foundations of Social Life: Ugandan Philosophical Studies: I. A.T.
Dalfovo, ed. ISBN 1565180062 (paper); 156518007-0 (cloth).
II.3 Identity and Change in Nigeria: Nigerian Philosophical Studies, I.
Theophilus Okere, ed. ISBN 1565180682 (paper).
II.4 Social Reconstruction in Africa: Ugandan Philosophical studies, II. E.
Wamala, A.R. Byaruhanga, A.T. Dalfovo, J.K.Kigongo,
S.A.Mwanahewa and G.Tusabe, eds. ISBN 1565181182 (paper).
II.5 Ghana: Changing Values/Changing Technologies: Ghanaian
Philosophical Studies, II. Helen Lauer, ed. ISBN 1565181441 (paper).
II.6 Sameness and Difference: Problems and Potentials in South African
Civil Society: South African Philosophical Studies, I. James
R.Cochrane and Bastienne Klein, eds. ISBN 1565181557 (paper).
II.7 Protest and Engagement: Philosophy after Apartheid at an Historically
Black South African University: South African Philosophical Studies,
II. Patrick Giddy, ed. ISBN 1565181638 (paper).
II.8 Ethics, Human Rights and Development in Africa: Ugandan
Philosophical Studies, III. A.T. Dalfovo, J.K. Kigongo, J. Kisekka, G.
Tusabe, E. Wamala, R. Munyonyo, A.B. Rukooko, A.B.T.
Byaruhanga-akiiki, and M. Mawa, eds. ISBN 1565181727 (paper).
II.9 Beyond Cultures: Perceiving a Common Humanity: Ghanaian
Philosophical Studies, III. Kwame Gyekye ISBN 156518193X
(paper).
II.10 Social and Religious Concerns of East African: A Wajibu Anthology:
Kenyan Philosophical Studies, I. Gerald J. Wanjohi and G. Wakuraya
Wanjohi, eds. ISBN 1565182219 (paper).
II.11 The Idea of an African University: The Nigerian Experience: Nigerian
Philosophical Studies, II. Joseph Kenny, ed. ISBN 978-1565182301
(paper).
II.12 The Struggles after the Struggle: Zimbabwean Philosophical Study, I.
David Kaulemu, ed. ISBN 9781565182318 (paper).
II.13 Indigenous and Modern Environmental Ethics: A Study of the
Indigenous Oromo Environmental Ethic and Modern Issues of
Environment and Development: Ethiopian Philosophical Studies, I.
Workineh Kelbessa. ISBN 9781565182530 (paper).
II.14 African Philosophy and the Future of Africa: South African
Philosophical Studies, III. Gerard Walmsley, ed. ISMB
9781565182707 (paper).
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Series IIA. Islamic Philosophical Studies
IIA.1 Islam and the Political Order. Muhammad Saïd al-Ashmawy. ISBN
ISBN 156518047X (paper); 156518046-1 (cloth).
IIA.2 Al-Ghazali Deliverance from Error and Mystical Union with the
Almighty: Al-munqidh Min al-Dadāl. Critical Arabic edition and
English translation by Muhammad Abulaylah and Nurshif AbdulRahim Rifat; Introduction and notes by George F. McLean. ISBN
1565181530 (Arabic-English edition, paper), ISBN 1565180828
(Arabic edition, paper), ISBN 156518081X (English edition, paper)
IIA.3 Philosophy in Pakistan. Naeem Ahmad, ed. ISBN 1565181085
(paper).
IIA.4 The Authenticity of the Text in Hermeneutics. Seyed Musa Dibadj.
ISBN 1565181174 (paper).
IIA.5 Interpretation and the Problem of the Intention of the Author: H.G.Gadamer vs E.D.Hirsch. Burhanettin Tatar. ISBN 156518121
(paper).
IIA.6 Ways to God, Personal and Social at the Turn of Millennia: The Iqbal
Lectures, Lahore. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181239 (paper).
IIA.7 Faith, Reason and Philosophy: Lectures at Al-Azhar University, Qom,
Tehran, Lahore and Beijing; Appendix: The Encyclical Letter: Fides
et Ratio. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181301 (paper).
IIA.8 Islamic and Christian Cultures: Conflict or Dialogue: Bulgarian
Philosophical Studies, III. Plament Makariev, ed. ISBN 156518162X
(paper).
IIA.9 Values of Islamic Culture and the Experience of History, Russian
Philosophical Studies, I. Nur Kirabaev, Yuriy Pochta, eds. ISBN
1565181336 (paper).
IIA.10 Christian-Islamic Preambles of Faith. Joseph Kenny. ISBN
1565181387 (paper).
IIA.11 The Historicity of Understanding and the Problem of Relativism in
Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics. Osman Bilen. ISBN
1565181670 (paper).
IIA.12 Religion and the Relation between Civilizations: Lectures on
Cooperation between Islamic and Christian Cultures in a Global
Horizon. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181522 (paper).
IIA.13 Modern Western Christian Theological Understandings of Muslims
since the Second Vatican Council. Mahmut Aydin. ISBN
1565181719 (paper).
IIA.14 Philosophy of the Muslim World; Authors and Principal Themes.
Joseph Kenny. ISBN 1565181794 (paper).
IIA.15 Islam and Its Quest for Peace: Jihad, Justice and Education.
Mustafa Köylü. ISBN 1565181808 (paper).
IIA.16 Islamic Thought on the Existence of God: Contributions and
Contrasts with Contemporary Western Philosophy of Religion. Cafer
S. Yaran. ISBN 1565181921 (paper).
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IIA.17 Hermeneutics, Faith, and Relations between Cultures: Lectures in
Qom, Iran. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181913 (paper).
IIA.18 Change and Essence: Dialectical Relations between Change and
Continuity in the Turkish Intellectual Tradition. Sinasi Gunduz and
Cafer S. Yaran, eds. ISBN 1565182227 (paper).
IIA. 19 Understanding Other Religions: Al-Biruni and Gadamer’s “Fusion
of Horizons”. Kemal Ataman. ISBN 9781565182523 (paper).
Series III. Asian Philosophical Studies
III.1 Man and Nature: Chinese Philosophical Studies, I. Tang Yi-jie, Li
Zhen, eds. ISBN 0819174130 (paper); 0819174122 (cloth).
III.2 Chinese Foundations for Moral Education and Character Development: Chinese Philosophical Studies, II. Tran van Doan, ed. ISBN
1565180321 (paper); 156518033X (cloth).
III.3 Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity and Chinese Culture:
Chinese Philosophical Studies, III. Tang Yijie. ISBN 1565180348
(paper); 156518035-6 (cloth).
III.4 Morality, Metaphysics and Chinese Culture (Metaphysics, Culture and
Morality, I). Vincent Shen and Tran van Doan, eds. ISBN
1565180275 (paper); 156518026-7 (cloth).
III.5 Tradition, Harmony and Transcendence. George F. McLean. ISBN
1565180313 (paper); 156518030-5 (cloth).
III.6 Psychology, Phenomenology and Chinese Philosophy: Chinese
Philosophical Studies, VI. Vincent Shen, Richard Knowles and Tran
Van Doan, eds. ISBN 1565180453 (paper); 1565180445 (cloth).
III.7 Values in Philippine Culture and Education: Philippine Philosophical
Studies, I. Manuel B. Dy, Jr., ed. ISBN 1565180412 (paper);
156518040-2 (cloth).
III.7A The Human Person and Society: Chinese Philosophical Studies, VIIA.
Zhu Dasheng, Jin Xiping and George F. McLean, eds. ISBN
1565180887.
III.8 The Filipino Mind: Philippine Philosophical Studies II. Leonardo N.
Mercado. ISBN 156518064X (paper); 156518063-1 (cloth).
III.9 Philosophy of Science and Education: Chinese Philosophical Studies
IX. Vincent Shen and Tran Van Doan, eds. ISBN 1565180763 (paper);
156518075-5 (cloth).
III.10 Chinese Cultural Traditions and Modernization: Chinese
Philosophical Studies, X. Wang Miaoyang, Yu Xuanmeng and
George F. McLean, eds. ISBN 1565180682 (paper).
III.11 The Humanization of Technology and Chinese Culture: Chinese
Philosophical Studies XI. Tomonobu Imamichi, Wang Miaoyang and
Liu Fangtong, eds. ISBN 1565181166 (paper).
III.12 Beyond Modernization: Chinese Roots of Global Awareness: Chinese
Philosophical Studies, XII. Wang Miaoyang, Yu Xuanmeng and
George F. McLean, eds. ISBN 1565180909 (paper).
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III.13 Philosophy and Modernization in China: Chinese Philosophical
Studies XIII. Liu Fangtong, Huang Songjie and George F. McLean,
eds. ISBN 1565180666 (paper).
III.14 Economic Ethics and Chinese Culture: Chinese Philosophical Studies,
XIV. Yu Xuanmeng, Lu Xiaohe, Liu Fangtong, Zhang Rulun and
Georges Enderle, eds. ISBN 1565180925 (paper).
III.15 Civil Society in a Chinese Context: Chinese Philosophical Studies XV.
Wang Miaoyang, Yu Xuanmeng and Manuel B. Dy, eds. ISBN
1565180844 (paper).
III.16 The Bases of Values in a Time of Change: Chinese and Western:
Chinese Philosophical Studies, XVI. Kirti Bunchua, Liu Fangtong,
Yu Xuanmeng, Yu Wujin, eds. ISBN l56518114X (paper).
III.17 Dialogue between Christian Philosophy and Chinese Culture:
Philosophical Perspectives for the Third Millennium: Chinese
Philosophical Studies, XVII. Paschal Ting, Marian Kao and Bernard
Li, eds. ISBN 1565181735 (paper).
III.18 The Poverty of Ideological Education: Chinese Philosophical Studies,
XVIII. Tran Van Doan. ISBN 1565181646 (paper).
III.19 God and the Discovery of Man: Classical and Contemporary
Approaches: Lectures in Wuhan, China. George F. McLean. ISBN
1565181891 (paper).
III.20 Cultural Impact on International Relations: Chinese Philosophical
Studies, XX. Yu Xintian, ed. ISBN 156518176X (paper).
III.21 Cultural Factors in International Relations: Chinese Philosophical
Studies, XXI. Yu Xintian, ed. ISBN 1565182049 (paper).
III.22 Wisdom in China and the West: Chinese Philosophical Studies, XXII.
Vincent Shen and Willard Oxtoby †. ISBN 1565182057 (paper)
III.23 China’s Contemporary Philosophical Journey: Western Philosophy
and Marxism: Chinese Philosophical Studies, XXIII. Liu Fangtong.
ISBN 1565182065 (paper).
III.24 Shanghai: Its Urbanization and Culture: Chinese Philosophical
Studies, XXIV. Yu Xuanmeng and He Xirong, eds. ISBN 1565182073
(paper).
III.25 Dialogue of Philosophies, Religions and Civilizations in the Era of
Globalization: Chinese Philosophical Studies, XXV. Zhao Dunhua, ed.
ISBN 9781565182431 (paper).
III.26 Rethinking Marx: Chinese Philosophical Studies, XXVI. Zou Shipeng
and Yang Xuegong, eds. ISBN 9781565182448 (paper).
III.27 Confucian Ethics in Retrospect and Prospect: Chinese Philosophical
Studies XXVII. Vincent Shen and Kwong-loi Shun, eds. ISBN
9781565182455 (paper).
III.28 Cultural Tradition and Social Progress, Chinese Philosophical
Studies, XXVIII. He Xirong, Yu Xuanmeng, Yu Xintian, Yu Wujing,
Yang Junyi, eds. ISBN 9781565182660 (Paper).
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IIIB.1 Authentic Human Destiny: The Paths of Shankara and Heidegger:
Indian Philosophical Studies, I. Vensus A. George. ISBN
1565181190 (paper).
IIIB.2 The Experience of Being as Goal of Human Existence: The
Heideggerian Approach: Indian Philosophical Studies, II. Vensus A.
George. ISBN 156518145X (paper).
IIIB.3 Religious Dialogue as Hermeneutics: Bede Griffiths’s Advaitic
Approach: Indian Philosophical Studies, III. Kuruvilla Pandikattu.
ISBN 1565181395 (paper).
IIIB.4 Self-Realization [Brahmaanubhava]: The Advaitic Perspective of
Shankara: Indian Philosophical Studies, IV. Vensus A. George.
ISBN 1565181549 (paper).
IIIB.5 Gandhi: The Meaning of Mahatma for the Millennium: Indian
Philosophical Studies, V. Kuruvilla Pandikattu, ed. ISBN
1565181565 (paper).
IIIB.6 Civil Society in Indian Cultures: Indian Philosophical Studies, VI.
Asha Mukherjee, Sabujkali Sen (Mitra) and K. Bagchi, eds. ISBN
1565181573 (paper).
IIIB.7 Hermeneutics, Tradition and Contemporary Change: Lectures in
Chennai/Madras, India. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181883
(paper).
IIIB.8 Plenitude and Participation: The Life of God in Man: Lectures in
Chennai/Madras, India. George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181999
(paper).
IIIB.9 Sufism and Bhakti, a Comparative Study: Indian Philosophical
Studies, VII. Md. Sirajul Islam. ISBN 1565181980 (paper).
IIIB.10 Reasons for Hope: Its Nature, Role and Future: Indian
Philosophical Studies, VIII. Kuruvilla Pandikattu, ed. ISBN 156518
2162 (paper).
IIB.11 Lifeworlds and Ethics: Studies in Several Keys: Indian Philosophical
Studies, IX. Margaret Chatterjee. ISBN 9781565182332 (paper).
IIIB.12 Paths to the Divine: Ancient and Indian: Indian Philosophical
Studies, X. Vensus A. George. ISBN 9781565182486. (paper).
IIB.13 Faith, Reason, Science: Philosophical Reflections with Special
Reference to Fides et Ratio: Indian Philosophical Studies, XIII.
Varghese Manimala, ed. IBSN 9781565182554 (paper).
IIIC.1 Spiritual Values and Social Progress: Uzbekistan Philosophical
Studies, I. Said Shermukhamedov and Victoriya Levinskaya, eds.
ISBN 1565181433 (paper).
IIIC.2 Kazakhstan: Cultural Inheritance and Social Transformation:
Kazakh Philosophical Studies, I. Abdumalik Nysanbayev. ISBN
1565182022 (paper).
IIIC.3 Social Memory and Contemporaneity: Kyrgyz Philosophical Studies,
I. Gulnara A. Bakieva. ISBN 9781565182349 (paper).
IIID.1Reason, Rationality and Reasonableness: Vietnamese Philosophical
Studies, I. Tran Van Doan. ISBN 1565181662 (paper).
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IIID.2 Hermeneutics for a Global Age: Lectures in Shanghai and Hanoi.
George F. McLean. ISBN 1565181905 (paper).
IIID.3 Cultural Traditions and Contemporary Challenges in Southeast Asia.
Warayuth Sriwarakuel, Manuel B.Dy, J.Haryatmoko, Nguyen Trong
Chuan, and Chhay Yiheang, eds. ISBN 1565182138 (paper).
IIID.4 Filipino Cultural Traits: Claro R.Ceniza Lectures. Rolando M.
Gripaldo, ed. ISBN 1565182251 (paper).
IIID.5 The History of Buddhism in Vietnam. Chief editor: Nguyen Tai Thu;
Authors: Dinh Minh Chi, Ly Kim Hoa, Ha thuc Minh, Ha Van Tan,
Nguyen Tai Thu. ISBN 1565180984 (paper).
IIID.6 Relations between Religions and Cultures in Southeast Asia. Gadis
Arivia and Donny Gahral Adian, eds. ISBN 9781565182509 (paper).
Series IV. Western European Philosophical Studies
IV.1 Italy in Transition: The Long Road from the First to the Second
Republic: The Edmund D. Pellegrino Lectures. Paolo Janni, ed. ISBN
1565181204 (paper).
IV.2 Italy and the European Monetary Union: The Edmund D. Pellegrino
Lectures. Paolo Janni, ed. ISBN 156518128X (paper).
IV.3 Italy at the Millennium: Economy, Politics, Literature and Journalism:
The Edmund D. Pellegrino Lectures. Paolo Janni, ed. ISBN
1565181581 (paper).
IV.4 Speaking of God. Carlo Huber. ISBN 1565181697 (paper).
IV.5 The Essence of Italian Culture and the Challenge of a Global Age.
Paulo Janni and George F. McLean, eds. ISBB 1565181778 (paper).
IV.6 Italic Identity in Pluralistic Contexts: Toward the Development of
Intercultural Competencies. Piero Bassetti and Paolo Janni, eds.
ISBN 1565181441 (paper).
Series IVA. Eastern and Central European Philosophical Studies
IVA.1 The Philosophy of Person: Solidarity and Cultural Creativity: Polish
Philosophical Studies, I. A. Tischner, J.M. Zycinski, eds. ISBN
1565180496 (paper); 156518048-8 (cloth).
IVA.2 Public and Private Social Inventions in Modern Societies: Polish
Philosophical Studies, II. L. Dyczewski, P. Peachey, J.A.
Kromkowski, eds. ISBN. 1565180518 (paper); 156518050X (cloth).
IVA.3 Traditions and Present Problems of Czech Political Culture:
Czechoslovak Philosophical Studies, I. M. Bednár and M. Vejraka,
eds. ISBN 1565180577 (paper); 156518056-9 (cloth).
IVA.4 Czech Philosophy in the XXth Century: Czech Philosophical Studies,
II. Lubomír Nový and Jirí Gabriel, eds. ISBN 1565180291 (paper);
156518028-3 (cloth).
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IVA.5 Language, Values and the Slovak Nation: Slovak Philosophical
Studies, I. Tibor Pichler and Jana Gašparí-ková, eds. ISBN
1565180372 (paper); 156518036-4 (cloth).
IVA.6 Morality and Public Life in a Time of Change: Bulgarian Philosophical Studies, I. V. Prodanov and A. Davidov, eds. ISBN 1565180550
(paper); 1565180542 (cloth).
IVA.7 Knowledge and Morality: Georgian Philosophical Studies, 1. N.V.
Chavchavadze, G. Nodia and P. Peachey, eds. ISBN 1565180534
(paper); 1565180526 (cloth).
IVA.8 Cultural Heritage and Social Change: Lithuanian Philosophical
Studies, I. Bronius Kuzmickas and Aleksandr Dobrynin, eds. ISBN
1565180399 (paper); 1565180380 (cloth).
IVA.9 National, Cultural and Ethnic Identities: Harmony beyond Conflict:
Czech Philosophical Studies, IV. Jaroslav Hroch, David Hollan,
George F. McLean, eds. ISBN 1565181131 (paper).
IVA.10 Models of Identities in Postcommunist Societies: Yugoslav
Philosophical Studies, I. Zagorka Golubovic and George F. McLean,
eds. ISBN 1565181211 (paper).
IVA.11 Interests and Values: The Spirit of Venture in a Time of Change:
Slovak Philosophical Studies, II. Tibor Pichler and Jana Gasparikova,
eds. ISBN 1565181255 (paper).
IVA.12 Creating Democratic Societies: Values and Norms: Bulgarian
Philosophical Studies, II. Plamen Makariev, Andrew M. Blasko and
Asen Davidov, eds. ISBN 156518131X (paper).
IVA.13 Values of Islamic Culture and the Experience of History: Russian
Philosophical Studies, I. Nur Kirabaev and Yuriy Pochta, eds. ISBN
1565181336 (paper).
IVA.14 Values and Education in Romania Today: Romanian Philosophical
Studies, I. Marin Calin and Magdalena Dumitrana, eds. ISBN
1565181344 (paper).
IVA.15 Between Words and Reality, Studies on the Politics of Recognition
and the Changes of Regime in Contemporary Romania: Romanian
Philosophical Studies, II. Victor Neumann. ISBN 1565181611
(paper).
IVA.16 Culture and Freedom: Romanian Philosophical Studies, III. Marin
Aiftinca, ed. ISBN 1565181360 (paper).
IVA.17 Lithuanian Philosophy: Persons and Ideas: Lithuanian
Philosophical Studies, II. Jurate Baranova, ed. ISBN 1565181379
(paper).
IVA.18 Human Dignity: Values and Justice: Czech Philosophical Studies,
III. Miloslav Bednar, ed. ISBN 1565181409 (paper).
IVA.19 Values in the Polish Cultural Tradition: Polish Philosophical
Studies, III. Leon Dyczewski, ed. ISBN 1565181425 (paper).
IVA.20 Liberalization and Transformation of Morality in Post-communist
Countries: Polish Philosophical Studies, IV. Tadeusz Buksinski.
ISBN 1565181786 (paper).
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IVA.21 Islamic and Christian Cultures: Conflict or Dialogue: Bulgarian
Philosophical Studies, III. Plament Makariev, ed. ISBN 156518162X
(paper).
IVA.22 Moral, Legal and Political Values in Romanian Culture: Romanian
Philosophical Studies, IV. Mihaela Czobor-Lupp and J. Stefan Lupp,
eds. ISBN 1565181700 (paper).
IVA.23 Social Philosophy: Paradigm of Contemporary Thinking:
Lithuanian Philosophical Studies, III. Jurate Morkuniene. ISBN
1565182030 (paper).
IVA.24 Romania: Cultural Identity and Education for Civil Society:
Romanian Philosophical Studies, V. Magdalena Dumitrana, ed. ISBN
156518209X (paper).
IVA.25 Polish Axiology: the 20th Century and Beyond: Polish
Philosophical Studies, V. Stanislaw Jedynak, ed. ISBN 1565181417
(paper).
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