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Praise for A People Adrift


“Peter Steinfels has written the essential book on the crisis in American Catholicism. All who care about the church, Catholic and non-Catholic alike, must read this moving and disturbing volume.”


—E. J. Dionne, Jr., Brookings Institution and syndicated columnist


“If I were to choose one book to pass to those who look for a fair-minded analysis of Catholicism in the United States today, it would be Peter Steinfels’s A People Adrift. . . . This is a book full of pain, a love letter to the church, not the subject of Oedipal rage but of balanced analysis.”


—Martin E. Marty, Sightings


“A judicious, sensitive, and perceptive book. . . . The Catholic Church, Steinfels argues, is on the verge of either an irreversible decline or a thoroughgoing transformation. His evidence for this argument is persuasive and his argument is urgent.”


—The Rev. Andrew Greeley, author of The Catholic Imagination


“Steinfels . . . has avoided easy sensationalism, sneering church bashing, and gleeful finger pointing. . . . His book has implications for all American religious groups.


—Rabbi A. James Rudin, Religion News Service


“All Catholics may not agree with everything Steinfels says but all can be edified and stimulated by his good judgment and total dedication to the Kingdom of God on earth. I am happy to endorse this latest work of wisdom on Peter Steinfels’s part.”


—The Rev. Theodore M. Hesburgh, president emeritus, University of Notre Dame


“Everyone who aspires to church leadership—Catholic or Protestant, priest, prelate, professor or parent—should devour this book.”


—The Rev. Raymond A. Schroth, S.J., The Star-Ledger (Newark)


“Steinfels . . . presents an encylopedia knowledge of the church in America. His intellectual book with thematic chapters would offer months of challenging discussion ideas for parish groups.”


—Patricia Rice, St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“At once a journalist and a historian, Peter Steinfels is uniquely qualified to diagnose the current crisis in American Catholicism, which goes well beyond clerical sex abuse. A People Adrift provides a way to recovery that should set the agenda for everyone concerned about the future of the church.”


—Kenneth L. Woodward, contributing editor, Newsweek


“The sex scandals of the Catholic Church are not just about sex but about a scandalous abuse of authority. Will the scandal change the governance of the church? Some say that’s anybody’s guess. I say: Listen to Peter Steinfels. He’s got a better guess than anybody.”


—Jack Miles, author of Christ: A Crisis in the Life of God


“Steinfels enjoys a well-deserved reputation for equable and exacting reporting and analysis. . . . He is also a seriously committed Catholic intellectual, for whom the late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, Archbishop of Chicago, stands as a model of consensus-building, moderately liberal episcopal leadership.”


—R. Scott Appleby, The New York Times Book Review


“In this important work, Peter Steinfels tells us the Catholic Church faces a crisis. With great lucidity, he tells us why and how the church must apply its theological underpinnings to current realities.”


—Mario Cuomo


“Steinfels’s book must be read by men and women of other churches, of the synagogues, and of the mosques. They all have the same problems, and all will be inspired by this vision of what spiritual life can mean.”


—Arthur Hertzberg, Bronfman Visiting Professor of the Humanities, New York University


“Deeply informed, fair-minded, and willing to take a stand and make pertinent suggestions.”


—The Rev. Robert Imbelli, America


“Steinfels is a model of fairness while at the same time making it clear where he believes the proper direction lies. . . . A People Adrift constitutes an ideal casebook for dialogue toward a Catholic ‘common ground.’ ”


—Dennis O’Brien, The Christian Century


“Steinfels puts his vast and varied experience to good use. . . . In the efforts to take control of the drifting ship and get it back into the trade winds, Catholics could hardly do better than to take Steinfels’s book as their sailor’s almanac.”


—Patrick Allitt, Commonweal


“Thoughtful, balanced, and provocative. . . . American bishops, priests, seminarians, the Vatican hierarchy, and anyone who cares about the Catholic Church in our nation should read this book.”


—Joseph A. Califano, Jr.


“Steinfels’s masterful and sympathetic study of the complex forces at work among Catholics is required reading for anyone interested in looking at the counter-weights and counterforces that continue to play a vital role in U.S. foreign policy.”


—Walter Russell Mead, Foreign Affairs


“Steinfels’s approach is remarkably even-handed, criticizing right and left for squabbling rather than attending to deep-seated challenges. And he shows real concern for the implications of these problems in the day-to-day lives of practicing Catholics at the most local level, the parish.”


—David Myers, Chicago Tribune


“Steinfels is as good a religion writer and columnist as we have in the United States. . . . Fair and balanced—and frequently profound. . . . A must-read for American Catholics and others.”


—Leo Sandon, Tallahassee Democrat


“This is a wise book by a man of faith, posing questions that church leaders will struggle to answer for a generation to come.”


—Jason Berry, author of Lead Us Not into Temptation


“Obligatory reading for anyone concerned with the future not just of Catholicism, but of Christianity in the United States.”


—Philip Jenkins, Books & Culture


“Peter Steinfels, one of the nation’s most astute analysts of religion, tells the story of the Catholic Church—with all it problems and promise—in a way that makes us all sit up and listen.”


—Ari L. Goldman, author of The Search


“A beacon of hope for all who despair of the possibility of change. Steinfels offers a set of specific, practical, and achievable steps for moving away from paralyzing polarities over such matters as priestly celibacy, ordination of women, causes of the sex scandal, and the role of the laity, and toward common ground. . . . This is a wise and indispensable book, not just for Catholics, but for anyone who seeks a deeper understanding of the challenge of change.”


—Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, co-director of the National Marriage Project at Rutgers University and author of Why There Are No Good Men Left


“Steinfels is ideal for the task. He is deeply knowledgeable through research and experience of his formidably vast subject, and he brings personal loyalty to his faith, moderated by the detachment of his profession. . . . This book will be hailed by many, and with good reason; it should not be ignored by Catholic officials.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Steinfels covers the whole gamut of issues. . . . A People Adrift will be celebrated for its keen understanding, its clear vision, and its hope in what the future can hold.”


—Frank J. Macchiarola, president, St. Francis College (NY)


“A refreshingly balanced perspective often missing from both conservative and liberal jeremiads about the troubles in this venerable institution.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A People Adrift takes what has been a horrible moment and places it in the wide context of the varied and roiling life of American Catholicism. . . . Steinfels handles all of this with insight and honesty.”


—Cyril Jones-Kellett, The San Diego Union-Tribune


“Peter Steinfels is not an alarmist, but a sober and thoughtful religion columnist for The New York Times. He has interviewed people of all the American religions and people on all sides of the issues in his own church, the Roman Catholic one. He treats his fellow believers fairly and analyzes issues that go far beyond headlines about scandal or coverup.”


—Austin-American Statesman
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To Peggy,


friend, spouse, lover,


with whom I have been thrashing out these matters since we were seventeen.




He got into a boat and his disciples followed him. Suddenly a violent storm came up on the sea, so that the boat was being swamped by waves; but he was asleep. They came and woke him, saying, “Lord, save us! We are perishing!” He said to them, “Why are you terrified, O you of little faith?” Then he got up, rebuked the winds and the sea, and there was great calm.


Matthew 8: 23–27


(New American Bible)





Author’s Note
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AT six-fifteen on the morning of November 20, 1996, I left the hotel by the Chicago River and walked to Holy Name Cathedral. The dawn sky was cloudy and pale blue. The air was cold but still, as though the Windy City were holding its breath for the day’s events: the funeral Mass and burial of Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, Roman Catholic archbishop of Chicago.


Zigzagging north and west from the hotel, I quickly reached the familiar streets named for the Great Lakes: Ontario, Erie, and finally Superior. Every intersection brought me closer to my earliest memories. Here was the block where I rode my tricycle at the age of three. And here, beyond the archdiocesan offices where I would later pick up my press credentials to attend the cardinal’s funeral, was the busy corner where, at more or less the same age, I had dashed across the broad sweep of Michigan Avenue. I recalled my still-shaken mother describing this transgression over the telephone to her mother, while I worried that my title of “Grandma’s little darling” was in serious jeopardy.


Anyone needing evidence of Catholicism’s place in the life of the United States should have witnessed Chicago’s mourning for Cardinal Bernardin. For a week, the event overshadowed everything else in the news media. Mourners lined up around the clock for three days and nights to pay their respects. With Chicago temperatures hovering just below and above freezing, people waited five hours to enter the yellow stone Holy Name Cathedral, where they prayed, wept, and signed the books of condolence. Old women layered themselves with sweaters. Families bundled children in parkas and drove in from the suburbs. A fourteen-year-old Baptist boy who planned to be a missionary came on crutches. At times the lines stretched for six blocks.


Now, however, less than two hours before the cathedral would be closed and readied for the midday Mass of Christian Burial, the line of mourners extended only a few ranks beyond the cathedral doors. I joined the people moving briskly through the doors and up the central aisle. At the head of the aisle, the body of Cardinal Bernardin lay in white vestments, his bishop’s miter on his head, his crozier and other symbols of authority on a table closer to the altar.


I stayed only a moment. The vested body lay there in the frozen manner of a thousand stone bishops atop their tombs in the world’s cathedrals. This properly honored corpse was only a reminder of the churchman I had come to admire more and more since the early 1980s, when he chaired the committee that drafted “The Challenge of Peace,” a landmark 1983 pastoral statement by the American hierarchy on the morality of nuclear armaments. He had already played a key role in the American hierarchy as the general secretary of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops from 1968 to 1972 and then, while archbishop of Cincinnati, as elected president of the conference. In 1982, Bernardin was named by Pope John Paul II to head the church in Chicago, for many decades the nation’s largest archdiocese.


I covered some of his major talks on religion and politics, developed friendships with several of his advisers, and joined them and him on occasions when he could relax and chat off the record. More such opportunities arose when my wife worked on a project the cardinal sponsored in his last year, a project he had put on hold while undergoing, with apparent success, surgery and treatment for pancreatic cancer. At the end of August 1996 she had been with me in Chicago for a meeting of the Religion Newswriters Association when we got a call to come to the archdiocesan office. At the press conference, Cardinal Bernardin announced that the cancer had returned and was incurable. “We can look on death as an enemy, or we can look on it as a friend,” he said. “As a person of faith, I see death as a friend, as a transition from earthly life to the eternal.” Over the next two months, we had several more brief opportunities to be with him before he died.


So it was more than just another assignment as a reporter that brought me to the line of mourners. But it was not the man alone. For me, the deceased cardinal was part of a vast tangle of associations and memories and hopes. There were his friends who were also my friends. The city that had become his city and that had once been my city. This church that had shaped me. The Roman Catholic Church. The American Catholic Church. The Chicago Catholic Church. Holy Name Cathedral itself. As an infant, I had been baptized in this building. The old baptistery and baptismal font were gone now. Inside the cathedral only the wooden latticework of the vaulting seemed to have survived the renovations undertaken in 1968 and 1969. (Many Catholics might have taken that as an image of the church as a whole after Vatican II.) My memory, however, needed no more. In 1950, as a fourth-grader, I had come here to see my father’s painting of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin into heaven stretched from altar to ceiling. He disparagingly called it a “poster,” commissioned and quickly painted for the celebration of Pope Pius XII’s solemn definition of that dogma. Later he would take us from our suburban parish to solemn high pontifical Masses here; I learned how Palestrina can stand your nerves on end and transport your spirit to that very latticework and beyond. The summer after high school, I worked nearby, sweeping the floor and filing clippings from the Congressional Record for the monthly publication of the Catholic Council on Working Life. A product of Catholic involvement in the labor movement and one of many change-minded groups that gave Chicago Catholicism a special character, the Council on Working Life tried to inject Christian principles into labor relations, business practices, and economic policy. After work, I would meet Peggy O’Brien at the cathedral. Only a few feet from this corner where reporters covering the Bernardin funeral were now jammed, the two of us would kneel together for evening Mass before finding a cheap movie or walking along the lake.


All that morning I went about my assignment, getting my press credentials, finding a spot in the gaggle of reporters from which, with sufficient stretching, I could observe the ceremony and fill a notebook with scribbles. The tears that now and then welled in my eyes were not only tears of sorrow but of acknowledgment and gratitude for all these influences. Sacrament, edifice, art, doctrine, parental example, youthful devotion, adolescent romance, a teacher here, a mentor there—all part of passing on the faith from person to person, generation to generation. For millions of people in Chicago and elsewhere in the nation, the cardinal had done his part. Some he touched deeply and decisively, particularly in his last years’ struggle with cancer, but for many others it was a nudge, a fleeting word on television, a phrase or concept like “seamless garment” or “consistent ethic of life,” a message delivered indirectly through parish pulpits or parochial schools, or even through his management and consolidation (of which most Chicago Catholics would never be aware) of the institutions that helped their faith survive or flourish.


A longtime aide to the cardinal, Monsignor Kenneth Velo, delivered the funeral homily. Velo reached beyond the mourners in the cathedral and explicitly addressed himself to people listening on car radios or in their kitchens, in nursing homes or classrooms. “You are all dignitaries,” he reminded them, “and I greet you as family and friends.” He was personal, heartfelt, lovingly humorous at times. He also managed to evoke matters that appealed strongly to different groups within the church and the city, from concern about abortion and assisted suicide to compassion for those on death row, including even an old-fashioned appeal to young people to consider a life of service, like the cardinal’s, as priests or sisters.


For the seventeen miles that the funeral cortege carried Cardinal Bernardin’s body to Mount Carmel Cemetery in the western suburb of Hillside, people lined the streets, waving, weeping, praying. Construction workers doffed their hard hats. A purple-clad Rollerblader paused, bowed, and folded his hands in prayer. A man in a blood-smeared apron came out from his job at a meatpacker’s. Sometimes the praise was simultaneously sincere and stereotyped. The cardinal was “a good man,” Chicagoans told reporters. He was “like a father,” a friend to all. And so on. (Four years later, New Yorkers would also talk that way about the deceased Cardinal John O’Connor.) In no small measure, people were projecting their own pains and struggles onto a religious leader whose losing battle with cancer and open and honest confrontation with death had stirred waves of identification and affection. Many people had been brought to touch again the roots of their own faith, whatever it might be, and to realize that they drew the same kind of strength from those roots as the cardinal had. For the Catholics those roots were not only personal and internal but communal and institutional—that whole network of parishes, schools, clubs, agencies, ethnic links, core beliefs, shared rites, and embedded practices that knit the church together.


The mourning and the funeral displayed the full reach of American Catholicism. Jewish leaders had conducted an unprecedented service in the cathedral the day before. The funeral itself was marked by prayers in a half dozen languages, by polyphony as well as gospel music and full-voiced congregational hymns; and the cortege to the cemetery passed elderly women sprinkling themselves with holy water as well as kids holding up signs saying, BYE JOE. The cardinal was laid to rest amidst solemn and ancient blessings, folk religiosity, and spontaneous farewells.


In a hotel room high above the Chicago River, I tried to squeeze the day’s events—and even more, their meaning for the city and the church—into a story for the Times. The television was still following the funeral procession through Chicago’s streets. Of my own bottled-up feelings, I could let out just enough to fuel the sentences and keep me hunched over my laptop. It was later, when the phone calls to the copy desk and the second edition revisions were finished, that I could sink into my emotions, soaking in them as in a hot bath. The snow was falling steadily now. I thought of James Joyce’s closing to “The Dead” in Dubliners—the snow covering Ireland and the lonely churchyard—and as I drifted off to sleep, like Gabriel Conroy in Joyce’s story I could imagine snow falling: falling on the Chicago River, on Holy Name Cathedral, on the cemetery where Bernardin had been laid to rest, snow indeed falling throughout the whole universe, as Joyce wrote, “upon all the living and the dead.”


I woke at dawn. There was yet no sun, no pink streaks in the southeast. The ground was white with the night’s snow. The sky, the lake, and the river flowing like a broad, straight road beneath the hotel window were all different shades of gray. The buildings were black-and-white grids. A few tiny black figures moved, silhouetted against the snow or standing out from the wet, shiny sidewalks. A gull soared by my window.


I LIKE TO IMAGINE that this book was conceived that night. Not because I wanted to write about Cardinal Bernardin, although he plays a prominent role at points in the story, as he necessarily must in any account of recent American Catholicism. Indeed, his pioneering efforts to confront the problem of sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests (as well as the dramatic episode of being falsely accused of abuse himself) have proved far more relevant to the church’s current situation than I realized in 1996 or even when I finally began writing several years later. Yet what was visible in Chicago’s cathedral and streets that day was the furthest thing from the church in crisis so often portrayed in the media, especially since the beginning of January 2002. This was a Catholicism alive and rooted, public in its service to the city and the city’s poor and suffering, united in mourning with Baptist and Jewish neighbors, and speaking to the most traditional and personal of mysteries: death and the apparent unfairness of life. It was the way that the day’s events wove together for me the personal and the public, the past and the present, and focused my mind on the whole fabric of American Catholicism that may have planted the seed for this project.


As senior religion correspondent for the New York Times since 1988, I had, of course, covered American Catholicism extensively, from papal visits to abortion politics. I had come to the paper from the editorship of Commonweal, a liberal journal published by Catholic laypeople, where I had toiled in the 1960s while pursuing graduate studies in history at Columbia University and before moving on to the field of bioethics and then political journalism. In 1978, I returned to Commonweal, serving first as executive editor, then as editor in chief. My parents were Commonweal readers, a species of Vatican II Catholics before their time, so distinctive in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s that they were typically, sometimes derisively, called “Commonweal Catholics.” My parents were also intellectuals and artists. My father was a muralist; the offspring of a Jewish-Irish marriage, he had been raised a Catholic and had consciously chosen to devote himself to church art. In our home, the heritage of Catholic Christianity, its liturgy, theology, and history, was the stuff of everyday life, translated into fresco, mosaic, oil on wood panels, and the painted and glazed ceramic tiles that were fired in the basement kiln. This faith was obviously serious but never beyond critical examination and discussion.
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MY CONCLUSIONS about Catholicism have been influenced by the marvelous opportunity, afforded by nearly a decade of reporting religion for the Times, to encounter the experiences of other religious groups in the United States, primarily of evangelical and mainline Protestant Christianity, of Eastern Orthodoxy, and of Judaism in its several varieties, but also of the world faiths newly implanted here, like Islam and Hinduism, and of indigenous American faiths like Mormonism and Christian Science. I have drawn freely on my reporting for the Times in this book as well as on articles, reviews, and talks published in Commonweal and elsewhere. Where it seemed relevant, I have actually quoted these articles; more often I have simply noted the original version; but always, when I felt I said something right the first time around, I have not tried to alter my words. Two stints as a visiting professor, at the University of Notre Dame and at Georgetown, have given me a chance to reintroduce myself to scholarly work on the history and sociology of religion in Europe and the United States and to work within two Catholic institutions struggling to define and maintain their religious identity while upholding freedom of inquiry and honoring the values of diversity and pluralism.


Participation in the Lilly Seminar on Religion and Higher Education from 1997 to 2000 and in several related projects funded by the Lilly Endowment provided encounters with major scholars and educators from different religious perspectives (and none) who have grappled with issues of faith, pluralism, and intellectual life. Similarly, issues of faith, pluralism, and political, cultural, and economic activity were the meat and potatoes of a three-year study, American Catholics in the Public Square, that I codirected between 2000 and 2003, one of a family of projects supported by the Pew Charitable Trusts examining the role of major religious traditions in civic life.


This book reflects a lifetime of influences—people, publications, and events. Only a small fraction have made their way into the text or notes. Even to begin listing the others—theologians, historians, social scientists, activists, editors, writers, teachers, and just friends, as well as important books and conferences—would be impossible, and in the case of some very thoughtful, devoted, and helpful church officials, might associate them with conclusions for which they are in no way responsible. I would like to acknowledge them all collectively while thanking, in particular, two individuals whose capacity for intellectual analysis, concern for justice, responsiveness to pastoral needs, and commitment to the gospel have inspired me over many years.


The Reverend J. Bryan Hehir, student and teacher of ethics and international affairs, explicator of papal texts and church-state theory, has served at different times as an adviser to the bishops, professor at Georgetown and Harvard, pastor of Saint Paul’s Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts, consultant to Catholic Relief Services, head of the Harvard Divinity School, and most recently of Catholic Charities USA. The Reverend Monsignor Philip J. Murnion was one of the remarkable priests my wife and I met decades ago at Saint Gregory the Great Parish in Manhattan, where he presided at the First Communion of our children. I am convinced that through his work as director of the National Pastoral Life Center and related endeavors he knows more than any other one person about what is happening at every level and in every region of the Catholic Church in the United States. He should have written this book, if he didn’t have better things to do. Although I discussed this book with both Bryan and Phil at various points in its writing, neither of them has read a word of it, let alone endorsed its framework or conclusions. There is not a chapter, however, that is not marked by their ideas or written without thought to their potential criticism.


Finally, my deep gratitude to Alice Mayhew. Her guidance, patience, and persistence as an editor made this book possible. Her friendship made it, amazingly enough for such a drawn-out and sometimes painful project, fun.
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TODAY the Roman Catholic Church in the United States is on the verge of either an irreversible decline or a thoroughgoing transformation.


A few years ago, that proposition might have seemed melodramatic, typical journalistic sensationalism. Then, in the first half of 2002, the church was hit with a gale of revelations about sexual molestation of minors by priests, and as the winds of scandal continued to howl and howl, it seemed that no statement about the Catholic Church was too melodramatic or exaggerated to get a serious hearing. My own analysis of the sex scandal, somewhat different from the standard versions, will come later. But the important point is that the church faced these rather stark alternatives of decline or transformation before the revelations and would do so today even if this shocking sexual misconduct had never occurred. The reasons the church faces major choices about its future, while not unrelated to aspects of the scandal, go even deeper, to two intersecting transitions in American Catholic life. How the church responds (or fails to respond) to those transitions will determine its course for much of this century.


That future is obviously of great interest to devout Catholics. It should be of interest, in fact, to other thoughtful Americans, and to non-Americans who recognize the place that the American church occupies in both the world’s most powerful nation and the world’s largest single religious body. The fate of American Catholicism will have a significant impact on the nation’s fabric, its political atmosphere, its intellectual life, and its social resilience. It will have a significant impact on worldwide Catholicism; in short, on the world.


The American Catholic Church is a unique institution. In ways obvious or mysterious, profound or trivial, the Catholic Church provides a spiritual identity for between 60 and 65 million Americans, approximately one-fourth of the population. These millions are Catholic in amazingly diverse ways. For some, their faith is the governing force of their lives. For others, it is a childhood memory with little impact (so they think) on their adult existence, something casually evoked by a poll taker’s question, for want of any other religious label. There are Catholics for whom the church is the source of peace and joy, and Catholics for whom it is the cause of fierce anger and outrage. Not infrequently, these are the same Catholics. In recent years, if the Gallup poll is believed, approximately 30 million Catholics go to Mass at least once a week, although this total appears to have at least temporarily dropped by several million because of the sex scandal. Other measures put the number at Sunday Mass on an ordinary weekend at somewhat under 20 million. Another 15 to 17 million go to Mass regularly, some at least monthly, many of them “almost” every week. Even in the year of the sex scandal, half of the nation’s Catholics say that their religion is “very important” in their lives, and another third say it is “fairly important.”


The church spans the nation with its parishes, elementary and secondary schools, colleges and universities, hospitals and clinics, and a social service system second only to the government’s. Despite the impact of the sex scandals, Catholicism remains a powerful moral force in a society with fewer and fewer moral authorities of any sort.


Like virtually no other American institution, the Catholic church is a bridge. Unlike the nation’s second largest religious body, the Southern Baptist Convention, or many other geographically concentrated faith groups, the Catholic church links regions: Catholic New England with Catholic New Mexico, by way of the urban Midwest—Cleveland, Chicago, Milwaukee, Saint Louis. What is more crucial, the church bridges races and classes, suburban neighborhoods and inner-city ghettoes. It links power brokers on Wall Street or Capitol Hill, whose grandparents were immigrants from Europe, with newly arrived immigrants from Latin American, Haiti, the Philippines, and Southeast Asia.


In Los Angeles, for example, the cardinal archbishop, Roger Mahony, has mixed easily with the city’s newspaper editors and Hollywood executives, but he is also viewed as an advocate for struggling Hispanics and other outsiders. In his archdiocese’s 287 parishes, Mass is said in thirty-eight languages. More than half of the Brooklyn diocese’s parishioners are said to speak English as their second language. In Holland, Michigan, the home of the tulip festivals and a daunting number of denominations descended from Dutch Calvinism, Saint Francis de Sales Catholic Church often greets callers with a phone message in both Spanish and English—and has a special monthly Mass in Vietnamese.


A church that embraces so many different groups inevitably becomes not only a bridge but also a battleground for the culture wars dividing American society. Many of the issues facing Catholicism mirror those of the larger society: anxieties over rapid change, sexuality, gender roles, and the family; a heightening of individualism and distrust of institutions; the tension between inclusiveness and a need for boundaries; a groping for spiritual meaning and identity; doubts about the quality of leadership.


THE SIZE AND STRETCH of American Catholicism would have been unthinkable, probably even appalling, to most of the leading citizens of the young United States two centuries ago. At the time of the American Revolution, the twenty-five thousand Catholics in the former colonies constituted but one-tenth of 1 percent of the population, and their church, in the eyes of many of their countrymen, embodied everything that the brash new nation was striving to escape. Catholicism was the hereditary foe of the liberty in whose name the Revolution had been fought. It was the seedbed of superstition and the sworn enemy of Protestant conscience, enlightened reason, and scientific advancement. Worldly, corrupt, and cynical, the Church of Rome was viewed as a stronghold of priestcraft, moral corruption, medieval obscurantism, and monarchical tyranny. New England piety and Enlightenment rationalism, however divided in other respects, could unite on this.


Those Revolutionary-era forebears could scarcely have imagined, certainly not with equanimity, that in a little more than a century, the Catholic Church would become the nation’s single largest religious body. On the eve of the nation’s bicentennial, Catholicism would be implanted in 18,500 parishes; the church had created a skein of flourishing institutions, with 8,500 elementary schools and 1,600 high schools, 245 colleges and universities, 750 hospitals and health clinics that, along with a network of social services, treated or assisted over 35 million people each year. In many a Northern and Midwestern city, Catholic spires defined neighborhoods the way that Congregational, Presbyterian, Methodist, and Baptist steeples had anchored rural villages and small towns.


What would have assuredly baffled those first generations of Americans even more is the fact that by the middle of the twentieth century, Roman Catholicism, the once alien creed, had become virtually identified with Americanism. In the 1940s and 1950s, there was scarcely a more reliable indicator of being patriotic, it seemed, than being Catholic. It would not be long before the last barrier fell: in 1960, John F. Kennedy was elected president.


Having confounded the assumptions and expectations of early Americans about Catholicism’s American destiny, history now did the same to Catholics. The church had won its vaunted place in the American mainstream by standing apart, by celebrating and inculcating democratic and conventional middle class values, but in its own way—at arm’s length and within its own all-embracing institutions. Now the defensiveness could be relaxed; the permeable membrane with which the church had guarded its members could be officially dissolved. But barely had the American Catholic Church sunk back for a few moments of comfort into the soft upholstery of acceptance than it was thrown into turmoil.


The sources of that turmoil were both internal and external. First and foremost, the Second Vatican Council upended Catholicism’s theological and liturgical certainties. But it was the church’s fate that such an unprecedented effort at self-scrutiny and renewal coincided with all that was summed up in the shorthand phrase “the sixties.” In the United States that meant the civil rights struggle, the rise of a youthful counterculture, and the conflict over Vietnam. The civil rights struggle, although it began in the South, where Catholics were lightly represented, posed painful questions about widespread attitudes and practices to which Catholics had individually and institutionally often accommodated. Eventually the campaign against racial discrimination sent tremors through the urban neighborhoods that had long been Catholic ethnic strongholds. Likewise, the countercultural revolt that dumped the gray flannel suit, “I like Ike,” and Leave It to Beaver for drugs, sex, and rock ’n’ roll struck hard at the moral restraint and respectability that the church had taught to waves of immigrants and their suburban children, sometimes as though equivalent to the gospel itself. Finally, America’s engagement in Vietnam, denounced by Catholic priests and church-bred antiwar activists, tore at American Catholics’ confidence that their faith and their enthusiastic Americanism coincided.


American Catholicism, in other words, would not have escaped conflict and change even if there had been no Second Vatican Council. Inner-city parishes would have felt the consequences of suburban growth and white flight. The religious patterns of immigrant subcultures would have been frayed by the educational and economic successes of the postwar generations. Catholic marriages, sexual mores, and attitudes about male and female roles would have been shaken by the pill, the sexual revolution, and the women’s movement. But the Council magnified the theological repercussions of these developments. It emboldened critics within the church and legitimated new thinking that ultimately touched even the most intimate recesses of spiritual life.


Americans, regardless of their religious loyalties, were fascinated by the Second Vatican Council and by Pope John XXIII, the pontiff who called it against the advice of his Roman bureaucracy. The country had changed since anti-Catholicism contributed to the defeat of Al Smith’s 1928 presidential campaign. Non-Catholics had come to appreciate, although still with a trace of envy and foreboding, the size of the church and its place in their communities. At the same time, Catholicism retained for many people an aura of mystery, of the exotic, even of the forbidden or sinister. And for Catholic and non-Catholic alike, the church had come to symbolize unyielding permanence, whether interpreted as an anachronistic obstacle to modern progress or as a solid rock in a convulsive landscape. The Council suddenly revealed the church less as the unmovable rock of Peter than as the barque of Peter, a ship being trimmed and re-trimmed to catch breezes and ride out tempests, stanching leaks and undertaking repairs even as it navigated treacherous currents.


What happened in Rome when the world’s Catholic bishops gathered in four separate sessions of roughly two months each from 1962 to 1965 summoned up deep feelings about permanence and change, steadfastness and adaptation. Americans also realized that the Council and its aftermath had very practical consequences for their own society. Almost immediately it eased long-standing tensions between Catholics and Protestants and between Catholics and Jews. It promised to alter the tonality of the nation’s morals, to create new alliances in civic life, to bring new energies to neighborhoods.


Yet enthusiasm about ecumenism and “aggiornamento” (John XXIII’s Italian for “updating”) rather quickly turned to talk of “a church in crisis.” In the name of the Council, priests and lay leaders were demanding changes that startled bishops and alarmed Rome. Catholic scholars set about digesting two centuries of theological thought and biblical exegesis that church authorities had managed to keep at bay. A drawn-out debate about the church’s condemnation of contraception led a papal commission to urge a change in the teaching; and when, after several years of suspense, Pope Paul VI rejected the commission’s conclusions, his 1968 encyclical, Humanae Vitae, only spurred questioning by the clergy as well as by the laity of the church’s moral competence in matters of sexuality. Theologians publicly dissented from official teaching; priests quietly or not so quietly resigned from the priesthood to marry; nuns shed not only their peculiar head-to-foot garb but, in many cases, their traditional roles as schoolteachers and nurses, and not a few left their strife-ridden religious orders altogether.


All these developments were accompanied by volleys of accusations and counteraccusations along with dire predictions from all directions about the church’s future. Church authorities had assiduously cultivated the image of a church united in its beliefs; now that image appeared shattered by poll data revealing wide differences between the faithful and official teachings. As the sixties passed into the seventies, moreover, the fact that the church became a leading actor in the bitter national dispute over legalized abortion meant that any evidence that the hierarchy was losing its hold on the flock would inevitably be underlined.


No wonder the word “crisis” was so widely heard. Catholicism in the United States, perhaps as much as anywhere in the world, was being swept by conflicting visions of everything from prayer and morality to the nature of the church, even to the nature of God. The church was prodded and buffeted not only by social movements and political moods but, since 1978, by a papacy that is at once dynamic in its leadership and conservative in its policies.


EVERY VISIT OF Pope John Paul II to these shores, in 1979, 1987, 1993, and 1995, has been the occasion for taking the church’s pulse, blood pressure, and temperature—and for issuing ominous diagnoses. Yet each time, the crowds and the fervor marking the visits, combined with the documented reservations of many Catholics about the pope’s teachings, indicated how difficult it was to pronounce any simple verdict on the current strength and future prospects of American Catholicism.


Quite apart from Catholicism’s endurance through two millennia of ups and downs, Catholics were continuing to grow in numbers in the United States. By the end of the century, there were at least 12 million more American Catholics than in the years after the Second Vatican Council. As a percentage of the national population, Catholics had fallen back in some years, rebounded in others, but overall held their own. The record of recent years might be compared unfavorably to Catholic growth rates at earlier points in the century, but it could hardly be viewed as an augur of a diminishing population. The number of students in Catholic schools, having dropped precipitously from the mid-sixties to the 1980s, leveled off and even increased; new schools were started even though the system’s underlying finances remained tenuous. And ironically, even as Catholic schools, once the special object of non-Catholic suspicions, struggled for survival, they were increasingly viewed as models of educational effectiveness, particularly for disadvantaged children, and as anchors of inner-city neighborhoods. Likewise, although the gap between the hierarchy’s official positions and the views of many Catholics on topics like contraception, divorce, and the restriction of the priesthood to celibate males has continued to widen, the bishops issued pastoral letters in the 1980s that became centerpieces for national debates about the nation’s defense policies and the workings of its economy.


The instruments for carrying out these periodic checkups on the health of Catholicism in the United States have been extremely limited. Opinion polls have concentrated on the news media’s narrow range of favorite topics—Catholic views on contraception, abortion, the ordination of women, and a handful of other popular issues. Lurking behind these measuring sticks has usually been the assumption that the church must modernize, become up-to-date, adjust to America—or fall by the wayside.


I do not accept that assumption, at least not in the form it usually takes. While it would be silly to deny that to be meaningful a faith must have at least some plausible fit with its cultural surroundings, much talk of getting in step with the times cloaks unstated or unexamined beliefs about just what the times require, usually along the lines of accommodation to secular worldviews. That being said, I also do not accept what has increasingly become the opposing assumption: that only religious groups that define themselves sharply and stubbornly in opposition to the prevailing culture are destined to flourish and grow. Both assumptions, although rooted in important truths, are oversimplified and misleading. So are evaluations of American Catholicism based on nostalgia for a Catholic “golden age” of the 1950s.


THE STARTING POINTS for this analysis are somewhat different. First, any honest examination of what might be called “leading Catholic indicators”—church attendance rates, ratios of priests to people, knowledge of the faith, financial contributions—reveals a church at risk. On closer examination, some of these trends prove to be more ambiguous and susceptible to varying interpretations than may at first seem the case. Nonetheless, American Catholicism, to put it bluntly, is in trouble. Absent an energetic response by Catholic leadership, a soft slide into a kind of nominal Catholicism is quite foreseeable. Not that Catholics will suddenly flee from the church, repudiate its creed, or spurn the solace to be found when needed in its familiar ministrations. But they will participate in its communal worship and service more and more irregularly and occasionally. Their faith will become an increasingly marginal or superficial part of their identity, bearing less and less on the important choices of their lives—about work and career and sacrifice on behalf of others, about sex and marriage and how they raise children or forgive their parents for the way they were raised. At the outside, there is even the possibility of a sudden collapse, in a single generation or two—such as has been seen in Ireland and, earlier, in French Canada—of what appeared to be a virtually impregnable Catholicism.


Second, although the issues highlighted by the media as crucial to the future of American Catholicism are not unimportant, especially when they are recognized as symptoms of deeper questions, they give a very partial sense of the challenges the church faces. The standard topics—sex, gender, priest shortage, papal authority—must be supplemented, even framed, by other concerns, especially questions of worship and spiritual life, of religious education and formation, and above all, of leadership.


Third, just as the assumptions and topics featured in media coverage of American Catholicism have grown frozen over the years, so have the analyses favored by leading figures within the church itself. Liberals and conservatives raise the same fears, make the same complaints, offer the same arguments as they did twenty years ago. Has the world stood still, one wonders, since the Second Vatican Council? Can nothing be concluded from more than three decades of postconciliar experience? Wouldn’t it be a remarkable coincidence if liberals were proven right about absolutely everything and conservatives wrong—or vice versa? The time has come for analyses and recommendations that freely cross liberal-conservative party lines—and that also seek insight in the experiences of other religious groups.


Fourth, and most important, while the future of the Catholic Church in the United States is by no means sealed, American Catholicism must be seen as entering a crucial window of opportunity—a decade or so during which this thirty years’ war between competing visions is likely to be resolved, fixed in one direction or another or in some sort of compromise for at least a good part of the twenty-first century.


Change, of course, will continue; it always does. But at some moments in history the options narrow; the range of possibilities jells; and barring the jolt of an extraordinary event like the Second Vatican Council, any further breaks in the pattern or changes in direction become painfully difficult and excruciatingly gradual. The Catholic conviction that the church will persevere, in one form or another, until the end of time—“The gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18)—is compatible with both vigorous health and sorry decline. It is compatible with any number of alternative futures, just as it has been compatible with any number of contrasting pasts, eras of disarray and decay no less than eras of growth and influence.


WHY DO THE NEXT ten to twenty years constitute one of those moments when the mold is being set? The answer is that the church is currently and simultaneously negotiating two key transitions.


The first transition is a passage in generations. Already a leadership formed in the dense subculture that characterized American Catholicism before the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) is being replaced by a leadership formed entirely after the Council, indeed largely in the most tumultuous period immediately following that landmark event. This succeeding leadership generation arrives with new questions but increasingly without old knowledge. And the Catholic generations that follow, the twenty-somethings and thirty-somethings now inching their way toward leadership in Catholic thought and institutions, remain a religious blank. They await a definitive religious imprint, whether from the New Age or MTV culture, the media, the Vatican, or rival forms of liberal and conservative Catholicism.


The second transition is the passage from clergy to laity. At every level of Catholic life, from parishes to hospitals and universities, from administering dioceses to providing spiritual counsel, leadership has traditionally been in the hands of priests and nuns—that is, of people who underwent an intense, shared religious formation and who, because of celibacy, lived almost entirely within the framework of Catholic institutions. The ranks of those people are shrinking. Leadership is steadily passing into the hands of laypeople, and certainly at many levels of church life this change will be permanent. The spiritual, intellectual, and psychological formation of these new lay leaders will be highly diverse; their loyalties (and economic ties) will be to families, communities, professional groups, and so on, in a completely different fashion than was the case with priests and nuns. As the papacy asserts the claims of central authority and uniform norms at the top, the conditions that traditionally allowed that authority to be exerted effectively are disappearing at the bottom. Will these contrary pulls balance one another—or prove mutually destructive?


The combined effect of these two intersecting transitions will be enormous, but the exact outcome is not predetermined. The transitions will generate a whole series of choices for American Catholics, leaders and faithful, but the future depends on what choices are made, or left to default, as this double passage is negotiated.


So far I have referred to the Catholic Church in the United States or American Catholicism, with only glancing mention of the pope and the Vatican. Obviously, it would be fanciful to suggest that the future of the church here might be determined without regard to the directions and decisions of the church’s supreme pontiff. Those decisions will be major determinants of the eventual outcome. And yet to consider the church here (or in other parts of the world) as a passive recipient of papal policy is to misapprehend Catholicism, both theologically and sociologically. American Catholic leaders have repeatedly shaped both the way that papal policy is formulated and the way it is implemented. While this book will recognize the importance of papal initiatives and constraints, the emphasis will be on how the American church responds to them.


THIS BOOK, it should be made clear, does not aim at plumbing spiritual depths or proposing a new theological vision. If the news media tend to probe Catholicism by means of opinion surveys, there are a plethora of books, usually written by and for Catholic insiders, that diagnose the church’s problem and prescribe solutions strictly in terms of spirituality or theology, with scarcely any attention to the nuts and bolts of Catholic life. Whether the perspective is conservative or liberal, the problem is bad spirituality or theology and the answer is good spirituality or theology (the author’s). The emphasis here, by contrast, is frankly on the institutional rather than the profoundly spiritual or theological. There is a familiar gibe that Jesus came preaching the gospel and ended up with the church. The gibe expresses an important truth. Love of God and love of neighbor, discipleship, self-emptying service, forgiveness, life led in unending praise and gratitude, life modeled on Jesus’ union with the Father, on his call to conversion, on his invitation to a new kingdom, on his teaching, healing, death, and rising—the church exists not for its own sake but to be the witness, the instrument, the locus of this Spirit-filled sharing in divine glory. In that perspective it is possible to dismiss everything in this book as superficial.


But there is another truth. Even Jesus relied on institutions to announce his message and propel it into the world. He was a Jew, thinking, speaking, and acting within the story of Israel. He spoke the language of that story, and with his followers he took for granted its patriarchs, prophets, practices, and Law. Whether in affirmation or innovation, he observed his covenanted people’s holy days, read their scriptures, utilized their sacred spaces, employed their roles and titles. For the institutions of Judaism, it was a time of great flux. But institutions there were, nonetheless, and when Judaism and Christianity went divergent ways in the half century after Jesus’ life, it was necessary for the fledgling Jesus movement to evolve its own institutions, often modifications or extensions of the old.


Despite the tendency of people to speak, usually dismissively, of the “institutional church,” there is simply no church that is not an institutional church. What other kind could there be? The idea of a noninstitutional church is thought-provoking but also oxymoronic, like a non-food meal or a non-water rainstorm. The Second Vatican Council’s description of the Catholic Church as “people of God” may have been attractive precisely because it seemed to minimize the formal structures that had come to burden Catholicism. But it certainly did not abolish them. A people is not a population. A people is not an undifferentiated mass but a group with a sense of itself, a collective memory, a solidarity, an anticipated destiny—all of which must be preserved in formulas, rituals, written or recited epics, lines of authority, prescribed and proscribed behaviors.


This book focuses on that institutional, practical dimension of Catholicism’s life. It does not deny that an institution’s vitality may begin in hidden wellsprings of prayer, insight, and mysticism, and that Catholicism’s vitality must issue into lives of love, sacrifice, and worship. But every great church renewal has had an institutional expression and every great church failure has institutional sources. Mystical, intellectual, and charitable energies operate within institutional frameworks, indeed sometimes spring from the frustrations of institutional shortcomings. The Catholic Church can succeed as an institution while failing as a church. But it cannot succeed as a church while failing as an institution. That, at least, is the working premise of this book.





Part One
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Chapter One
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The Battle for Common Ground


NOT everything surrounding Cardinal Bernardin’s funeral in November 1996 testified to the vitality of American Catholicism. The cardinal himself had become convinced that the future of Catholicism in the United States was seriously threatened by acrimony, polarization, and a paralysis of leadership. He had given much of his dying energy to addressing that threat. Yet his efforts had given rise to more discord. At one dramatic moment during his funeral, those divisions suddenly erupted into view.


Three months earlier, on August 12, 1996, with the backing of twenty-five prominent Catholics, including seven bishops, the cardinal had announced an initiative to restore constructive discussion between conservative and liberal factions in the Catholic Church in the United States. A little over two weeks later, he learned that the pancreatic cancer had returned and spread to his liver. Knowing he possibly had only a few months to a year to live, he remained determined, he told close associates, to make this project, known as the Catholic Common Ground Initiative, a final priority and part of his legacy. It was, in fact, the subject of his last major public address, on October 24, some three weeks before he died.


By that time, the Catholic Common Ground Initiative had generated wide attention in both the Catholic and secular press and stirred both enthusiasm and opposition. In announcing the effort, Cardinal Bernardin had released a three-thousand-word statement, “Called to Be Catholic: Church in a Time of Peril.” The statement was the product of three years of discussions among a group of laypeople and clergy. Bernardin offered it as an accurate description of the church’s situation and a guide to the Common Ground effort.


“Will the Catholic Church in the United States enter the new millennium as a church of promise, augmented by the faith of rising generations and able to be a leavening force in our culture?” the statement had asked. “Or will it become a church on the defensive, torn by dissension and weakened in its core structures?”


The outcome, the statement went on to say, depends on whether the church can reverse the polarization and overcome the ideological litmus tests that were inhibiting candid discussion. What kinds of problems were going unaddressed? The statement listed more than a dozen, without claiming to be exhaustive:


• the changing roles of women


• the organization and effectiveness of religious education


• the Eucharistic liturgy as most Catholics experience it


• the meaning of human sexuality, and the gap between church teachings and the convictions of many faithful in this and several other areas of morality


• the image and morale of priests, and the declining ratios of priests and vowed religious to people in the pews


• the succession of laypeople to positions of leadership formerly held by priests and sisters, and the provision of an adequate formation for ministers, both ordained and lay


• the ways in which the church is present in political life, its responsibility to the poor and defenseless, and its support for laypeople in their family life and daily callings


• the capacity of the church to embrace African-American, Latino, and Asian populations, their cultural heritages, and their social concerns


• the survival of Catholic school systems, colleges and universities, health care facilities and social services, and the articulation of a distinct and appropriate religious identity and mission for these institutions


• the dwindling financial support from parishioners


• the manner of decision making and consultation in church governance


• the responsibility of theology to authoritative church teachings


• the place of collegiality and subsidiarity in the relations between Rome and the American episcopacy


The list is interesting. It includes items typically of concern to liberals in the church (women’s roles, sensitivity to minority groups, consultation and relations between Rome and the American church), along with items typically of concern to conservatives (religious education, the survival of Catholic schools with a distinct religious identity, theological accountability to authoritative teachings). The list includes problems that both conservatives and liberals equally recognize—the declining number of priests, for example—although they might diagnose the causes quite differently and offer dramatically different solutions. Areas of controversy like the quality of liturgies or the church’s political role are indicated without suggesting a particularly liberal or conservative remedy. The statement points to the gap between church teachings and the convictions of many Catholics on human sexuality without taking sides on how it should be closed.


ONE DOESN’T HAVE to search far to find support for the statement’s claim that the Catholic Church in the United States is polarized and beset by acrimony and suspicion. It is not at all unusual for leading conservative figures to suggest that liberals are preaching heresy and promoting moral corruption, and for liberals to charge that conservatives are betraying the gospel and rebuffing the Holy Spirit.


Driving this polarization of American Catholicism is a dynamic born of Vatican II and its aftermath. The drama of the Council itself sensitized Catholics, as never before, to behind-the-scenes maneuvering and to subtle shifts in church policy. Since those who had opposed the conciliar decrees remained entrenched in the Vatican, they were suspected of stubbornly sabotaging, or at least contesting, each effort to implement the Council. And rather than clearly seize the lead of the postconciliar momentum, Pope Paul VI preferred to take two steps forward, one backward, always trying to moderate the pace of change and maintain unity by placating contending factions. It was not an unreasonable strategy. But the fear that the Council’s work was being undermined and might ultimately be reversed was never dissipated. Mounting distrust fed harsher, more radical criticism, and more radical criticism fed greater resistance. Stir in the highly political, questioning, confrontational mood of the 1960s and early 1970s. Soon every Vatican pronouncement, every new theological proposal or pastoral innovation, every critical observation from left or right was scrutinized through the lens of suspicion, interpreted as a shift toward one or another extreme.


Earlier in the year in which the Common Ground Initiative was announced and Cardinal Bernardin died, two popular novels exemplified the polarization tearing at American Catholicism. White Smoke was written by the Reverend Andrew M. Greeley, a distinguished sociologist of religion and prolific author of popular fiction and wide-ranging commentary. Windswept House was written by Malachi Martin, an Irish-born former Jesuit and Vatican official. Although he had left the priesthood in 1965, Martin’s novels and nonfiction dealing with religious and geopolitical conspiracies made him a darling of some conservative Catholics (he served for a while as religion editor of the conservative biweekly National Review). Both books could best be called papal potboilers. Greeley’s conjured up the conclave called to elect a successor to Pope John Paul II. Martin’s conjured up a plot in the Vatican to force John Paul to resign.


Appearing at virtually the same time, the two books were mirror images. The liberal heroes of White Smoke are advocates of pluralism in the church who want to decentralize papal power. The villains are members of a sinister “Corpus Christi Institute.” (No informed reader could fail to think of Opus Dei, the controversial Catholic movement that flourished in Franco Spain and has formed an international elite of conservative Catholic leaders with the blessing of John Paul II.) Rich, secretive, and ultrareactionary, in league with thugs and criminal bankers, the institute has infiltrated the Vatican. In Windswept House, it is the liberal enemies of papal authority who have infiltrated the Vatican and are conniving with mysterious forces of global finance. The ultraconservative heroes are but a faithful handful, sustained by a wealthy family and forced to operate clandestinely.


What is arresting, however, is not just the symmetry but the starkness of the depictions. There is not a saving grace, for instance, among Greeley’s conservatives. When they are not patent liars and vicious criminals, they are oafs or toadies. They are complicit with a kidnapping, attempted murder, and near gang rape. A woman-hating, psychotic antiabortion militant who tries to assassinate the new pope (for being insufficiently pro-life) is thrown in for good measure.


That turns out to be mild compared to Martin’s villains. The leadership of the Catholic Church in Windswept House is riddled with rings of homosexual pedophiles and, yes, satanic covens. The novel begins with a blasphemous ritual in which high papal officials enthrone Satan within the very precincts of the Vatican. This brood of vipers is sapping the Catholic faith of millions and systematically replacing it with a humanistic enthusiasm for a new world order run by secret Masonic lodges and other shadowy string pullers. If Greeley’s Corpus Christi Institute was intended to call to mind a real organization, some of Martin’s satanic characters were thinly disguised renditions of real church leaders.


To be sure, this is the stuff of thrillers, and no one expects thrillers, even Vatican thrillers—maybe especially Vatican thrillers—to be realistic. But both these authors were also writing with didactic purposes. They were playing with characters and plots, but they were quite serious about the underlying conflict. Did they believe the bad guys were really that bad? I asked them separately, and each said yes. Historians have often viewed popular literature as a window on what is churning, often irrationally, below the surface of a society or institution. Greeley and Martin provided a glimpse into the fierce emotions—the overheated id, if you will—of American Catholicism.


THE COMMON GROUND INITIATIVE was premised on a conviction that not only was this polarization destructive, it was also deceptive. Feeding on itself, it suppressed a silent middle, made up of moderate conservatives and moderate liberals. Despite intuitive reservations, they were regularly appealed to and spoken for by more militant voices in their own camps, roped into the dynamic of mutual distrust and worst-case interpretations. The dynamic was powerful because the silent middle was by no means of one mind; yet even though the moderates who constituted it had serious disagreements among themselves, they chafed at the polarization. The initiative was meant to articulate their reservations and give them a platform on which to engage their differences while resisting the pressure to extremes.


Cardinal Bernardin was widely perceived as a leader of the liberal wing of the Catholic hierarchy as well as a skillful mediator between entrenched blocs. Both traits explained why he had gone out of his way to ensure that conservatives were visibly represented along with liberals on the committee overseeing the initiative.


Its charter members included Mary Ann Glendon, the Harvard Law School professor who had been tapped by the pope to head the Vatican’s delegation to the 1995 World Conference on Women held in Beijing. The committee also included Sister Elizabeth A. Johnson, an award-winning feminist theologian. Archbishop Rembert Weakland of Milwaukee, who had overseen the drafting of the bishops’ controversial 1986 pastoral letter on the American economy, was on the committee, along with Bernardin himself, who had done the same for the 1983 bishops’ letter on nuclear arms. But so was Michael Novak, author and theological defender of American capitalism, who had spearheaded the opposition of politically conservative laypeople to both those documents.


The other cardinal on the committee, Roger Mahony of Los Angeles, and several of the other bishops on it were viewed as distinctly more conservative in church matters than either Bernardin or Weakland. And still other committee members had national reputations as opponents of abortion: former Pennsylvania governor Robert P. Casey had been shut out of the 1992 Democratic convention for his antiabortion views; the legal scholar and historian John T. Noonan Jr. had written critiques of legalized abortion that explained, at least in part, why President Reagan named him to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals. The committee had its businessman, Barry Sullivan, a Chicago banker and later public official and utilities executive in New York, and its labor leader, John Sweeney, president of the AFL-CIO. Some of its clergy members were best known for scholarship and spirituality, others for social activism.


What was missing from this committee was certainly the firebrands, but also just the regular standard-bearers of both left and right. This was a committee of moderate liberals and conservatives, men and women with strong disagreements who could be counted on to discuss rather than denounce. And with two cardinals, two archbishops, and three bishops on the committee, along with papal favorites like Glendon and Novak and certified right-to-lifers like Casey and Noonan, it was hardly a group to start endorsing heresy.


That is what made the immediate response from other high-ranking church leaders so startling. If there was any doubt that the American church was riddled by the kind of suspicion and conflict that the Common Ground Initiative set itself the task of healing, the reception given the initiative ironically provided more than ample proof. Although Cardinal Bernardin had included other bishops and another cardinal in the Common Ground Initiative, he had not wanted it to become an official episcopal project. The initiative was going to provide a forum for contending views, and to invest that with the episcopacy’s collective authority would either put the bishops in an untenable position or remove all flexibility from the initiative’s proceedings. Still, Bernardin, always the consummate diplomat, carefully informed Rome of his intentions, specifically the Vatican’s secretary of state, Cardinal Angelo Sodano, and the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger. Bernardin also gave Bishop Anthony Pilla of Cleveland, then the president of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, and all the other active American cardinals advance notice of his plans, sending them copies of the “Called to Be Catholic” document and the names of those enlisted in the effort. Bernardin knew well two standard operating rules among the Catholic hierarchy: (1) Don’t take your fellow bishops by surprise. (2) Settle differences privately rather than mount public disagreement.


WITHIN HOURS OF Bernardin’s announcement of the Common Ground Initiative, Cardinal Bernard Law of Boston publicly criticized it, denouncing in particular the “Called to Be Catholic” statement, which he termed “unfortunate” and showing “an ideological bias which it elsewhere decries in others.”


“The fundamental flaw in this document,” Cardinal Law stated, “is its appeal for ‘dialogue’ as a path to ‘common ground.’ ” Yet that “flaw” could hardly be tactfully limited to the document. It was central to Cardinal Bernardin’s entire initiative.


“The church already has ‘common ground,’ ” Cardinal Law continued. “It is found in sacred Scripture and tradition, and it is mediated to us through the authoritative and binding teaching” of the church. “Dissent from revealed truth or authoritative teaching of the church,” the cardinal said, “cannot be ‘dialogued’ away. Truth and dissent from truth are not equal partners. . . . Dialogue as a way to mediate between the truth and dissent is mutual deception.”


By the usual standards of episcopal protocol, Law’s response was more than blunt; it was brutal. His rejoinder was designed to strike and strike hard. The next day Cardinal James Hickey of Washington, D.C., issued a statement repeating Cardinal Law’s charges even more emphatically: “True ‘common ground’ is found in Scripture and tradition as handed on through the teaching office of the Holy Father and the bishops.” Talk of dialogue only obscures these realities, he warned. “We cannot achieve church unity by accommodating those who dissent from church teaching.”


Like Cardinal Law, Hickey read into the Common Ground statement the danger of determining church teaching by opinion poll. His closing salvo targeted “compromise” of the gospel and “the church’s undiluted teaching,” a remarkable rebuke to the integrity of a fellow cardinal. On August 22, Cardinal Anthony Bevilacqua of Philadelphia weighed in with a similar statement, and on August 23 so did Cardinal Adam Maida of Detroit. Both statements appeared on the front pages of their archdiocesan newspapers.


Cardinal Bernardin felt compelled to reply. On August 29, he released a statement composed in question-and-answer form. He provided more detail about the genesis of the “Called to Be Catholic” statement in conversations held under the auspices of the National Pastoral Life Center. Founded and directed by a New York priest, Monsignor Philip J. Murnion, the center was devoted to the improvement of parish life through consultations, publications, and research. The cardinal noted the many favorable responses his initiative had received, including ones from Bishop Pilla and other bishops. He then candidly addressed the criticism that had issued from his fellow cardinals and defended dialogue against the charge that it was a way to erode or elude church teaching.


“The primacy of Scripture and tradition is fully recognized” in the Common Ground statement, he said, and quoted its rejection of any approach ignoring the authoritative teaching office “exercised by the bishops and the chair of Peter.” Cardinal Law had wound up his critique by complaining that the centrality of Jesus, the necessary beginning of any authentic church renewal, was not introduced into “Called to Be Catholic” until the eighteenth paragraph out of twenty-seven. Without naming Law or wondering how his Boston colleague could miss something in the first, not eighteenth, paragraph, Cardinal Bernardin noted that “the statement begins by asserting that the very first condition for addressing our differences constructively must be ‘a common ground centered on faith in Jesus.’ ” This question-and-answer statement was released, as it turned out, on the day after Bernardin had learned that his cancer had returned. He was already working on the announcement he would make to the press the next day: he was dying.


ONE WOULD HAVE to go back to the nineteenth century to find such a public challenge of a high-ranking American Catholic official by equally high-ranking colleagues. Naturally people began to doubt that this campaign was entirely spontaneous. If it had been orchestrated, by whom? And why?


Rome was one answer, and Pope John Paul II’s consistent worry about departures from unpopular church teachings. But Rome did not typically react so swiftly or with such imprecise scrutiny of a suspect document. Nor did Rome ordinarily countenance, let alone encourage, public disputes between cardinals. Sometime later, moreover, Cardinal Ratzinger was reported to have expressed puzzlement at the brouhaha to an American bishop, and the pope himself encouraged Cardinal Roger Mahony to participate in the project.


A simpler, if not mutually exclusive, explanation led not to Rome but to Cape Cod. Evidently, as Cardinal Bernardin sent out advance word of his initiative, three other cardinals—Hickey, Bevilacqua, and William Baum, Hickey’s predecessor in Washington, who had gone to work in the Vatican—were on the Cape vacationing with Cardinal Law. It seems likely that they had discussed the Common Ground proposal there and determined to oppose it.


That likelihood leaves unanswered the “Why?” of these cardinals’ rebuke, and particularly the “Why so public?” Was it sheer power politics—Cardinal Law wishing to assert his emerging preeminence among the American cardinals over against Cardinals Bernardin and Mahony? Was it offended amour propre—Cardinal Bernardin, following other precedents, had given them notice of his plans but without asking for their approval? Was it the tug-of-war that had gone on for years between Bernardin and Law over whether policies for the American church should be established through the deliberations of the entire bishops’ conference and its elected officers, as Bernardin firmly believed, or within the smaller circle of cardinals, named by the pope, as Law preferred?


Or was it, as several conservative Catholic publications suggested, something still more serious—the specter of a concerted liberal offensive, a drive to entrench views otherwise on the wane, possibly even to provoke an American schism? The year 1996 had seen a not very successful petition drive for a vague list of church reforms by Call to Action, a protean Catholic Church reform group that rather indiscriminately embraces thoroughly radical critics of the church alongside moderate Catholic liberals and even a few bishops, and by Catholics for a Free Choice, an abortion-rights lobby that consistently attacks the hierarchy. The same year, Archbishop John Quinn, the retired archbishop of San Francisco and a former president of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, gave a lecture at Oxford diplomatically but unmistakably criticizing the centralization of power in the Vatican during John Paul II’s papacy.


Only fanciful suspicions of court intrigue could link the petition drive, Archbishop Quinn’s lecture, and the Common Ground Initiative. But suspicion had become the order of the day in many Catholic circles. The anti–Common Ground cardinals, though they probably did not sniff the sulfuric odor of schism, may have envisioned some snowballing of initiatives that, in one way or another, imperiled the existing lines of authority and all the doctrines that authority upheld. Hence their alarm. It is the same alarm that seven years later made conservative bishops in the United States and Rome immediately denounce the Boston-based lay group Voice of the Faithful that arose in the wake of the sex scandal.


Whatever the exact explanation, the episode confirmed the Common Ground Initiative’s diagnosis of a church in which, at the leadership level if not in the pews, everyone was operating on hair trigger, mental muscles tensed to think the worst, ready to perceive a doctrinally cautious appeal for dialogue as a subversive act.


The reaction of his fellow cardinals deeply wounded Cardinal Bernardin and added another burden to his last months. His close associates were well aware of this, and a much larger group of Chicagoans and Bernardin sympathizers nationally felt the sting of the assault on “their” cardinal. Those were the feelings that momentarily but unforgettably erupted at the cardinal’s funeral.


Monsignor Kenneth Velo was halfway through his homily. He had recalled many of Cardinal Bernardin’s traits and deeds. He had just mentioned the cardinal’s readiness to take “hard stands”—on nuclear disarmament, health care for the poor, racial injustice—even in his dying weeks protesting partial-birth abortions on the Capitol steps and writing to the Supreme Court in opposition to the legalization of assisted suicide. Both inside and outside the church, the cardinal “took initiatives,” the homilist continued. That word signaled what was coming. “He had a hard time with people who directed lives by using rearview mirrors,” Velo said. “He wanted people to come around the table to see not what divides us but what brings us together,” he went on. “He wanted to make common ground holy ground.”


The words “common ground” later appeared without capitalization in Velo’s text. But the instant they were uttered, the cathedral shuddered with a flash of affirmation. Few people had any doubt about the reference. The congregation rose, applauding, hundreds of robed priests, choir members, and dignitaries. Facing them about 150 bishops sat in ranks behind the altar, prominent among them the very cardinals who had criticized Bernardin’s Common Ground Initiative. Some bishops quickly—but many hesitantly, uncertainly—got to their feet; and then they too were all standing, even if a bit sheepishly. There was no escaping the crossfire of feelings in the American Catholic Church.


NOT EVEN A massive display of affection and grief for perhaps the most influential Catholic churchman in the United States since the Second Vatican Council could mask the deep divisions in the church. Ultimately, those divisions rest on divergent readings of what has been happening in Catholicism generally and the American church in particular. And what has been happening? The full answer, as Cardinal Bernardin’s funeral demonstrates, involves psychological and spiritual realities that are very real although they elude easy measurement. Yet one simple starting point might be some leading Catholic indicators.


• In 1965, there were 46.6 million Catholics in the United States. In 2002, there were 65.3 million. In 1965, they constituted 24 percent of the population. In 2002, they constituted 23 percent.


• In 1965, approximately 65 percent of Catholics attended Mass every Sunday. In 2002, the rate was approximately 34 percent. In 1965, probably half or fewer of those attending Mass received Communion. In 2002, probably 90 percent received Communion.


• In 1965, there were 58,132 priests. In 2002, there were 45,713. In 1965, there were 994 ordinations. In 2002, there were 479 ordinations.


• In 1965, there was one priest for approximately every 800 Catholics. In 2002, there was one priest for approximately every 1,400 Catholics. Because priests are aging, there is one nonre-tired priest for approximately 1,900 Catholics.


• In 1965, the average age of diocesan priests in active ministry was 46. In 2002, it was almost 60. In 1965, almost half of all diocesan priests were under 45. In 2002, less than 20 percent were under 45.


• In 1965, there were 179,954 sisters in religious orders. In 2002, there were 75,000. In 1965, there were 12,271 brothers in religious orders. In 2002, there were 5,690.


• In 1965, there were no married or single men ordained to be permanent deacons and almost no laypeople employed full-time in pastoral work by the church. In 2002, there were 13,764 permanent deacons and another 14,000 full-time lay “ecclesial ministers” working alongside sisters in pastoral posts.


• In 1965, there were 17,637 parishes. In 2002, there were 19,496. In 1965, there were 15,00 Catholic parish elementary schools, with 4.5 million students, who constituted almost 50 percent of the Catholic school-age population. In 2002, there were 7,000 schools, with 2 million students, constituting less than 25 percent of the school-age population.


• In 1965, there were 304 Catholic colleges and universities, with 385,000 students. In 2002, there were 238 Catholic colleges and universities, with 724,000 students.


• In 1965, there were 952 hospitals and health facilities, treating 17 million individuals annually. In 2002, there were 1,000 hospitals and health facilities plus 1,500 special-care homes, treating almost 90 million individuals annually.


• In 1965, one person converted to Catholicism for every 362 Catholics. In 2002, one person converted for every 405 Catholics.


• In 1965, Catholics gave an estimated 2.2 percent of their income to the church. In 2002, they most likely gave less than half of that.


To ignore these indicators would be folly. To pretend that they are self-interpreting would be delusory. In some cases, the trends are confusing. In other cases, they have leveled off or possibly reversed themselves. In almost all cases, their meaning cannot be discerned apart from the factors that are proposed to have caused them. Should Catholics take comfort in the overall increase in their numbers? But if that increase is due largely to immigration from Catholic countries, what does it say about the health of the church here? What does it say about Catholic participation in the church’s liturgical life of prayer if Mass attendance has significantly decreased but the proportion of worshipers receiving Communion has shot up? Can we interpret figures about Mass attendance without some theory about why it has declined—or why it was once so much higher? Can we interpret figures about increased reception of Communion without plumbing the meaning this has in the spiritual lives of the partakers? Does the change in the ratio of yearly conversions to the size of the Catholic population reflect a decline in evangelizing fervor—or an ecumenical spirit that has reduced the pressure on spouses in “mixed marriages” to convert? Given that ecumenism, isn’t the number of converts impressively high?


A great many of these leading Catholic indicators appear to trace a pattern of decline and to signal the onset of crisis. When conservative Catholics have made these figures—for example, the decline in Mass attendance or the closing of Catholic schools—part of their criticism of recent changes in the church, liberal Catholics have often preferred to ignore the data or find silver linings in the clouds. When liberal Catholics have cited these figures—for example, the shrinking numbers of vocations to the priesthood—as grounds for further changes, conservatives have challenged the accuracy of the data or minimized their import. Those strained reactions strike me as whistling past the graveyard.


AT THE SAME TIME it must be admitted that the different interpretations of these leading Catholic indicators flow from something deeper and larger—from how they are fit into different narratives, different explanatory accounts, of what has happened in Catholicism over the last half century. The pivotal event in those accounts is always, and quite rightly, the Second Vatican Council.


One narrative line—it could be labeled ultraconservative—is entertained by a hard core of influential Vatican officials and ultraconservative American laity like those agitating for the restoration of the Latin Mass. For them, the Council was an unfortunate mistake, rooted in mischievous theological enthusiasms and perpetrated by naïve bishops. Events have amply demonstrated that the “prophets of doom” who warned Pope John XXIII of the Council’s dangers were right. With perseverance, however, the Council’s innovations can be restricted, then reversed, even if it requires the paring away of millions of nominal Catholics who are “American” rather than loyally “ Roman.” John Paul II’s papacy has provided an opportunity for some of this restoration, but the pope, unfortunately in this view, has never endorsed the effort.


Far more widely held—in fact, possessing almost official status—is another, moderately conservative, story line: the Council was indeed the work of the Holy Spirit, a landmark event, but one badly misrepresented by politicized media, liberal theologians, and restless clergy.


On the one hand, the Council introduced badly needed reforms, gave the church a jolt of energy, and expedited Catholicism’s transformation from a European-based to a genuinely global faith. On the other hand, in the name of a vague “spirit of the Council” rather than its actual documents, all sorts of established teachings and practices were opened to challenge. Hierarchy was to give way to democracy, traditional morality to current opinion, established doctrines to the latest consensus of theologians and biblical scholars. In the United States, conciliar changes accelerated the Catholic population’s cultural assimilation and the erosion of a distinctly Catholic subculture and its supportive institutions.


This narrative takes a turn in 1978 with the election of Karol Wojtyla to the papacy. Pope John Paul II embarked on a firm course of consolidation. In tireless journeying and dramatic, media-friendly events, he reached over the heads of questioning clergy or independent-minded hierarchies to touch Catholic populations directly. He fired warning shots across the bows of those groups in the church that challenged Vatican leadership. Religious orders were put on notice when, in 1981, he suspended the Jesuits’ internal procedures to put his own man temporarily at their head. Theologians were warned with official disavowals of a few leading dissenters. National conferences of bishops were reined in. Some, like the Dutch and Brazilians, were summoned to Rome for papal review; all were subject to firm instructions during papal visits and gradually reshaped by the pope’s power to appoint men to his liking as bishops retired or died. A steady stream of encyclicals from the pope and doctrinal injunctions from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith gave official cues to interpreting the work of Vatican II. A revised Code of Canon Law (1983) and a comprehensive Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992) codified the Council’s actions, integrated them into past teachings, and signaled that the period of their open-ended interpretation was being brought to a close.


Consolidation, in this view, is by no means a return to the status quo ante. The church’s advocacy of religious freedom and human rights, it is said, is a permanent conciliar gain. So is a new and fearless evangelization. If John Paul sometimes had a more confrontational edge than the Council fathers, that was only a necessary corrective, born of his Polish experience and the lessons of postconciliar disarray. In contrast to liberal accommodation, he exemplified a kind of heroic Catholicism likely to stir the hearts of young people. It will take time, of course. The resistance to his vision is deeply entrenched. The fruits of his papacy have barely begun to emerge, let alone ripen.


AT LEAST TWO opposing stories of the Council and its aftermath come from the other side of the Catholic spectrum. The first, the liberal narrative, is probably the most widely recounted. The Council was a singular inspiration, the Holy Spirit working through the “good” Pope John XXIII. The Council concluded a real armistice in the war that the church, for at least two centuries, had been waging against modernity. It tore down the ramparts that Catholicism had been erecting since the Reformation and the Scientific Revolution and within which it had felt almost claustrophobically besieged since the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. The Council had reversed the tendency to structure the church, whether in governance or at prayer, in ever more hierarchical, centralized, and juridical terms rather than communal, local, and mystical ones. The Council had affirmed freedom of conscience and religion, sought common ground with Protestant and Orthodox Christians, reached out to other faiths and especially to the Jewish people, and declared solidarity with the present age.


True, the Council fathers had reaffirmed past teachings. That was to be expected. What was stunningly new was something else. Arriving in Rome in October 1962, the bishops had been handed a conventional set of warmed-over condemnations and a tightly plotted procedure for approving them, all the work of those “prophets of doom.” And the bishops overwhelmingly rejected it. They took charge of the agenda, they chose their own leaders, and they discarded the predigested texts in order to develop fresh ones. Again and again, in the course of the Council’s work, the Vatican conservatives raised objections, forced delays, created obstacles—and were repeatedly outflanked and outvoted. The ambiguities and compromises in the Council’s documents do not disguise the fact that the outcome represented a dramatic new thrust in the church’s life and an unmistakable departure from the defensive past. The church had acknowledged its historicity. Change, not immutability, was recognized as the law of life. Dialogue, not condemnation, governed the church’s relationship to the contemporary world. There was, indeed, an underlying “spirit of Vatican II” that quite legitimately provided an interpretative key to resolving the ambiguities in its documents and a framework for approaching other issues that the Council had not engaged.


Entrenched in their Vatican posts, however, the curial conservatives maintained their dogged opposition, bottling up legitimate change and provoking overreactions. It was this begrudging obstructionism, not a runaway zeal for adaptation to the zeitgeist, that was the context for the frustrations, excesses, and drift; for the loss of priests, nuns, and brothers; for the breakdown of institutions. Indecisive and fearful of breaking with the conservatives, Pope Paul VI had been bullied into paralysis or worse. And while John Paul II was an attractive figure of global stature who had shaken the foundations of the Soviet empire and challenged the complacency of the rich West, his internal leadership of the church had given new life to the old conservatism and only put off the day of reckoning with necessary changes that the Council had prefigured. Meanwhile, the essential struggle—between the party of the Council and the party against the Council—continues.
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