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POPE FRANCIS AND THE FUTURE OF CATHOLICISM IN THE UNITED STATES: THE CHALLENGE OF BECOMING A CHURCH FOR THE POOR

 

INTRODUCTION

 



ERIN BRIGHAM, DAVID E. DECOSSE, AND MICHAEL DUFFY, EDITORS



 

 

“A Church for the Poor” by then-auxiliary bishop of San Francisco, Robert W. McElroy, was published in America Magazine on Oct. 21, 2013. In it, McElroy, now the bishop of San Diego, challenges the American Catholic Church to see more deeply what Pope Francis is asking for when he calls the Catholic Church to be a church for the poor.

Bishop McElroy, who held the Lane Center’s Anna and Joseph Lo Schiavo Chair in Catholic Studies at the University of San Francisco for six months in 2008, generated significant discussion with his article. Following conversations with colleagues at Santa Clara University, the Jesuit School of Theology of Santa Clara University, and Faith in Public Life, the Lane Center pulled together a roundtable of scholars, activists, and religious leaders to meet with Bishop McElroy and discuss how best to support his challenge, engage the Catholic intellectual tradition, and transform the public political conversation across the western United States and the rest of the country.

On April 4, 2014, 20 participants, including Bishop McElroy and the authors in this volume, met on the campus of the University of San Francisco for a daylong gathering centered on the issue of poverty and the task of getting poverty back on the political agenda for the American Catholic Church. John Gehring of the Baltimore-based group Faith in Public Life presented findings from a 2013 study he conducted on the church in the public area and contemporary society in a report titled, “Be Not Afraid.”​1 Bishop McElroy outlined how his article, “A Church for the Poor,” developed and evolved. The conversation that followed centered on how we might assist in putting poverty and economic justice back on the agenda for the church in the United States and around the world. Throughout the day, participants shared relevant scholarship, as well as stories of people with whom they have worked, campaigns undertaken by organizations, and struggles they had encountered for a deeper and broader understanding and articulation of the Catholic social tradition.

Bishop McElroy summed up well in his article what many participants were expressing,

 

Both the substance and methodology of Pope Francis’ teachings on the rights of the poor have enormous implications for the culture and politics of the United States and for the church in this country. These teachings demand a transformation of the existing Catholic political conversation in our nation, a transformation reflecting three themes: prioritizing the issue of poverty, focusing not only on intrinsic evils but also on structural sin, and acting with prudence when applying Catholic moral principles to specific legal enactments.​2

 

One of the strategies the roundtable generated was a series of essays on these very issues. The group envisioned a volume that would present voices and perspectives in support of the message of Bishop McElroy and in support of the larger call from Pope Francis. The participants insisted upon writings that would be accessible to a broad audience of the American Catholic community and others who have resonated with Francis’ message. The resulting volume supports Bishop McElroy’s call from multiple perspectives.

The first part of this volume locates McElroy’s article in the historical and theological context of the U.S. Catholic Church. By highlighting some of the ecclesial and political realities that have shaped the public voice of U.S. Catholicism, the first four essays reinforce the significance of Bishop McElroy’s insistence on becoming a church for the poor. Perhaps nothing reinforces the relevance of this invitation more than stories from community organizers and activists working alongside the poor and marginalized, which the subsequent three essays feature.

Following Pope Francis, Bishop McElroy invites the U.S. Catholic Church to rediscover the consistent ethic of life—a tradition that recognizes the interconnectedness of moral issues related to human life and dignity. This is essential if the U.S. bishops are to lead the Catholic Church into becoming a church for the poor, John Gehring argues in his essay, “The Francis Effect: A Better Catholic Values Debate in American Public Life?” Gehring, who is the Catholic program director for Faith in Public Life, presents a historical overview of the U.S. bishops’ involvement in politics, which he characterizes currently as entrenched in a conservative political agenda. This agenda prioritizes certain moral issues over the full breadth of concerns that threaten human dignity. Embracing the consistent ethic of life, Gehring argues, will allow the church to reclaim its public significance in the United States. Furthermore, it is in line with Pope Francis’ vision for the church, a point argued by John Coleman in his essay, “Pope Francis and the Consistent Ethic of Life.” Coleman, an expert on the Catholic social tradition, summarizes Pope Francis’ writings, which delineate clear linkages between various life issues—the death penalty, abortion, torture, human trafficking, and poverty.

Pope Francis’ challenge to overcome the selective focus on abortion and same-sex marriage in order to fight poverty has been embraced by many Americans who have been disillusioned with the Catholic Church. As the number of people who do not affiliate with organized religion rises in this country, polls have shown that many Americans fault religious leaders who narrowly align themselves with conservative politics. Pope Francis’ theological understanding of the church speaks to this context, Erin Brigham argues in “The Church as a Field Hospital: The Ecclesiology of Pope Francis.” The image of the church as a field hospital challenges Catholics to engage deeply with the wounds of society, stepping out of their comfort zones to be transformed by the poor and the outcast. Expanding the moral discourse among U.S. Catholics to include social issues such as poverty invites a reconsideration of how the concept of intrinsic evil functions to prioritize certain issues over others. Ethicist William O’Neill unpacks this concept in “Intrinsic Evil—A Guide for the Perplexed.” Echoing McElroy, O’Neill demonstrates why structural evils such as poverty can be just as grave as intrinsic evils because realities engendered by poverty violate the very dignity of the human person.

The field hospital church—a church informed by the experiences of the poor and oppressed—is made visible by community organizers and activists informed by the Catholic social tradition. John Baumann, founding director of PICO (People Improving Communities through Organizing), writes about the significance of Pope Francis’ field hospital church in the context of faith-based community organizing in “Confronting the ‘Economy of Exclusion’ from the Ground Up.” Baumann identifies parallels between PICO and Pope Francis in their approach to empowering the poor through accompaniment. This approach models the kind of solidarity called for in the Catholic social tradition, a point reinforced by PICO organizer Joseph Fleming in “Solidarity and Community Organizing.” Through concrete stories of effective community organizing, Fleming distinguishes between shallow talk of solidarity and the kind of solidarity that bridges communities once separated by imbalances of power.

Like the Baumann and Fleming essays, the essay by Adriana Guzmán, Lorena Melgarejo, and Luis Enrique Bazán is rooted in concrete experience. In “Latino Immigration, Faith, and Community Organizing: The San Francisco Experience,” the three reflect on their own work as community organizers and advocates in vibrant and vulnerable Latin American immigrant communities. Here, the reality of structural sin that Bishop McElroy invites us to consider is experienced in the poverty that drives migrants to come to El Norte and in the many challenges faced on arrival.

Lisa Fullam’s essay, “Pope Francis, Women, and the Church for the Poor,” addresses a vexing challenge: How will it be possible to become the church for the poor while the church continues its discriminatory attitudes and practices toward women who in fact constitute most of the world’s poor? Fullam notes—as visionary as Pope Francis has been on many things—he remains locked within a traditional Vatican worldview in which “women are lauded for maternity, not political savvy, for intuition, not intellectual acuity.” And such a view, she argues, makes it difficult for the church to appreciate the enduring injustice marking many women’s lives.

The essay by Brian Cahill, “Pope Francis, Inclusiveness, and the LGBT Community,” explores the theme of becoming a church for the poor through a powerful lens: Cahill’s own journey of understanding for his gay son. That paternal journey revealed to him the limits of the church’s natural law ethic about homosexuality: The language of “intrinsic disorder” was fundamentally incompatible with what it meant to affirm the inherent goodness of his son. Reinforcing this revelation, as Executive Director of San Francisco Catholic Charities, Cahill witnessed how the same natural law ethic informed the official church’s discriminatory and destructive efforts to restrict gay and lesbian couples from adopting foster children, often among the poorest of the poor.

Bishop McElroy’s essay notes the need for a deeper engagement with structural sin on the part of American Catholics. Kristin Heyer’s essay, “Social Sin, Economic Inequality, and the Common Good,” highlights the powerful, complex ways in which sin and structure interact around the issue of economic inequality. Such an issue is never sufficiently addressed in the rarefied categories alone of supply and demand and the cultural baggage such categories carry in tow. Instead, as she puts it: “…distinct elements of social sin—dehumanizing trends, unjust structures, and harmful ideologies—shape complex dynamics at play in perpetuating inequalities.”

While Heyer’s essay examines how social sin fosters poverty, Thomas Massaro’s essay focuses on a practical issue of power that surely perpetuates poverty in the United States: The restriction of voting rights of the poor themselves. In the last years, legal strategists have devised increasingly sophisticated ways to impose such restrictions—and all of this despite no widespread evidence of voter fraud. So far, the Catholic leadership has not forcefully denounced such restrictions. Massaro’s essay, “Voter Suppression as a Priority: Fighting Disenfranchisement (Yet Again),” calls for that to change.

The final essay of the book by David DeCosse examines a fundamental topic underlying the challenge of becoming a church for the poor: The theology of conscience. In “Conscience, Missionary Discipleship, and a Church for the Poor,” he argues that the bishops’ election year document Faithful Citizenship needs to be revised to accommodate the theology of conscience articulated by Pope Francis—a theology more open to prudence and more conducive to the conversion needed to become a church for the poor.

Reflecting the diversity of perspectives at the roundtable gathering nearly two years ago, this volume combines the voices of theologians and activists, ministers and ethicists. Such collaboration, we believe, is crucial for taking on the challenge initiated by Pope Francis and contextualized in the U.S. context by Bishop McElroy because becoming the church of the poor and for the poor necessitates multiple levels of transformation—political, moral, theological, and personal.

 



Erin Brigham is the Coordinator of Research for the Joan and Ralph Lane Center for Catholic Studies and Social Thought at the University of San Francisco, where she also teaches in the areas of Catholic theology and ethics. Her published works include: See, Judge, Act: Catholic Social Teaching and Service Learning (Anselm Academic, 2013) and Sustaining the Hope for Unity: Ecumenical Dialogue in a Post-modern World (Liturgical Press, 2012).

David E. DeCosse is the Director of Campus Ethics Programs at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics at Santa Clara University, where he is also Adjunct Associate Professor of Religious Studies. He has written for academic journals like Theological Studies and journalistic outlets like National Catholic Reporter. With Kristin Heyer, he co-edited the book Conscience and Catholicism: Rights, Responsibilities, and Institutional Responses (Orbis 2015).

Michael Duffy is the Director of the Joan and Ralph Lane Center for Catholic Studies and Social Thought and the Interim Director of the Institute for Catholic Educational Leadership (ICEL). Dr. Duffy teaches as an adjunct faculty with the Catholic Educational Leadership degree programs and is an alumnus of ICEL, having received his doctorate in 2005. His dissertation was titled, “Directives within Catholic Social Thought for the Promotion of Justice through Educational Activities.” He is also co-chair of USF’s University Council for Jesuit Mission and serves on the national steering committee of the Commitment to Justice in Jesuit Higher Education conference as well as the executive board of Catholic Scholars for Worker Justice.

 



1 The report is available online at http://www.faithinpubliclife.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/FPL-CCHD-report.pdf.

2 Robert McElroy, “A Church for the Poor,” in America magazine (October 21, 2013).
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THE FRANCIS EFFECT: A BETTER CATHOLIC VALUES DEBATE IN AMERICAN PUBLIC LIFE?

 



JOHN GEHRING



 

 

Pope Francis is shaking up the Roman Catholic Church with an ambitious project of spiritual renewal and structural reform. In place of a self-referential culture of clericalism, the first Jesuit pope and the first to take his name from the poverello of Assisi wants a “poor church for the poor” that steps out of the security of the sanctuary into the messy uncertainty of the streets. By appointing bishops who share this vision and exploring systemic ways to decentralize power away from Rome, Pope Francis is renewing the commitments that shaped the Second Vatican Council. Reform, of course, is in the eye of the beholder. What many cheer as a new springtime for the church, others endure impatiently as “a temporary cold spell,” as German Cardinal Walter Kasper, often called the “pope’s theologian,” evocatively phrased it during a 2014 speech at the Catholic University of America in Washington.​1

Even as the Francis papacy shifts the internal power dynamics of the church, the papacy also has the potential to help breathe new life into a Catholic political narrative in the United States that, in recent decades, has been narrowly framed, out of balance, and driven by drearily predictable culture wars. An American hierarchy once known for laying the moral architecture that led to New Deal reforms in the 1930s and influential national letters on economic justice and nuclear weapons in the 1980s, has of late earned a reputation—fair or not—for being “firmly on the Republican side in American politics,” as Archbishop Emeritus John Quinn of San Francisco warned in a 2009 America magazine essay.​2 Quinn wrote his essay in the wake of the episcopal furor that erupted when the University of Notre Dame invited President Obama to give a commencement address. How did Catholic identity get reduced to a few hot-button issues? Why did the most strident figures in the U.S. Catholic Church often drown out the sanity caucus?

The remaking of the Catholic political narrative in our country is a story more than four decades in the making and defies simple description. It includes a landmark U.S. Supreme Court ruling on abortion, the towering papacy of John Paul II, a realignment of party politics, seismic cultural shifts in support for gay rights, and a new generation that rose to power at the U.S. bishops’ national headquarters in Washington. Along the way, activist Catholics on the right funded think tanks partnered with conservative evangelicals and built influential networks that brought together church leaders, Republican politicians, and wealthy philanthropists in common cause. In stark contrast, progressives in the post-Civil Rights era often mistakenly conceded faith-based advocacy and values debates to a politicized Religious Right movement that damaged the image of faith in the public square.​3

During the 35 years that Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI led the Catholic Church, a vocal minority of strident bishops, conservative intellectuals, and culture warriors wielded disproportionate influence in shaping the political voice of Catholicism in the United States. The late Rev. Richard John Neuhaus of First Things, George Weigel of the Ethics and Public Policy Center, Michael Novak of the American Enterprise Institute—and more recently Robert George of Princeton University—filtered church teaching through an ideological prism that baptized the Iraq war, made an idol of unfettered markets, and narrowed Catholic identity to a checklist that aligned neatly with the Republican Party’s agenda. These influential Catholic intellectuals, along with more pugnacious commentators like Bill Donohue of the Catholic League, played a key role in the steady erosion of a consistent life ethic championed by the late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago. A framework of “non-negotiable” issues began to replace a more expansive pro-life witness that recognizes myriad and interconnected threats to human dignity.

At a Washington conference attended by several American bishops in 2008, Robert George of Princeton—dubbed “The Conservative-Christian Big Thinker” in a New York Times magazine profile—advised church leaders that instead of wasting much energy on advocating for living wages for workers, health care reform, and other justice issues central to the common good, they should focus on what he called “the moral social issues”—abortion, marriage, and embryonic stem cell research.​4 “Whenever I venture out into the public square, I would almost invariably check it out with Robby first,” Archbishop John Myers of Newark told the magazine, noting that many bishops consider George “the pre-eminent Catholic intellectual.”​5

The distorted political theology favored by Robert George and some vocal American Church leaders who held influence under the previous two papacies, often became the context for Catholic values debates in the media and politics. During the 2004 presidential election, a San-Diego based group, Catholic Answers Action, released A Voter’s Guide for Serious Catholics that argued Catholics should only vote based on a candidate’s position on “five non-negotiable issues”: abortion, euthanasia, embryonic stem-cell research, human cloning, and same-sex marriage. Unlike the effects of war, inequality, and poverty, Catholic Answers and some church leaders argued, these were all “intrinsically evil.”​6 Ten million copies of the voter’s guide were distributed during the campaign.​7

Pope Francis himself is skeptical of this kind of theological and moral reductionism. “I have never understood the expression non-negotiable values,” Pope Francis told the Italian daily Corriere della Sera in a 2014 interview. “Values are values, and that is it. I can’t say that, of the fingers of a hand, there is one less useful than the rest.”​8

 

A BRAVE NEW WORLD

U.S. Catholic leaders have an unprecedented opportunity in the Francis era. The clergy sexual abuse scandals, the crass politicization of Communion during past presidential elections, and the hierarchy’s high-profile battles with the Obama administration over contraception funding have shaped an image of an American hierarchy that is hunkered down and embattled, more weary and wary than joyful. If bishops need a jolt of energy and inspiration as they search for a more effective public presence, the roadmap is clear. Pope Francis provides a model of pastoral leadership when it comes to prickly issues of sexuality and family, and his focus on structural injustice—what he calls an “economy of exclusion and inequality”—can help rescue American bishops from the dead end street of culture wars.
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