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Letter from the Pastor 
 

        September 20, 2012 

 

Shalom! 

 

We seem to have a lot of New Year celebrations. There is Jan 1, of course, but there are also Liturgical 

New Year (1
st
 Sunday of Advent), Jewish New Year (Rosh Ha-Shanah, just celebrated this year on 16-

17 Sept.), Chinese New Year, and a number of others. But most events seem to revolve around the 

Academic Year, which traditionally begins the day after Labor Day, though most schools open before 

that now. 

Even we, whom you might think would be centered on the liturgical year, do most of our planning and 

programming around the Sept.-June cycle. So it is that this is in many respects my first letter to you of 

the New Year. So I will outline our plans for the year. 

We begin with our patronal feast, the Feast of St. Vincent de Paul, which we will celebrate this year on 

Sunday, September 30. This year we are having a Homecoming Mass, and special invitations have 

been sent to people who have moved away, drifted away, or whom we just haven’t seen in a while. The 

Committee tried to identify as many such as possible, but if you know of someone who used to 

worship with us but doesn’t anymore, for whatever reason, please invite them to our 10 AM Mass that 

day. 

Yes, I said 10 AM! As a way to bring as many of us as possible together, we are having only one 

liturgy that day, a 10 am in place of both the usual 9:30 and 11:45. 

A major feature of the year will be the celebration of the 50
th

 anniversary of Vatican II, which 

convened for the first of its four sessions in October 1962. Because it has been 50 years now, only the 

seniors among us remember what the church was like before Vatican II, and most younger people, 

while they know that this was when the Mass was put into English, don’t know a whole lot more about 

it, and are not really sure whether there is anything important to learn about it or to learn from it. 

Well there is. In fact, there is a lot more to know about it and from it than most of the old-timers who 

lived through it know or remember. The Council was a major sea-change in the history of the church, 

and returned us to a number of key insights and themes from our founding centuries that had gotten 

obscured over the years. So we will be exploring its history and its documents to see what we can 

learn. 

One way will be a special edition of the National Catholic Reporter on the Council, which will be 

given to every parishioner when it comes out in October. It has been put together by our parishioner, 



 

Arthur Jones, former editor in chief of NCR and an authority on the Council himself, and it will 

contain analyses by various scholars, and some non-scholars, including yours truly. 

Another will be a major lecture series by first class experts on the Council, co-sponsored by our parish 

and the other four parishes of the Central City Catholic Churches (Basilica, St. Alphonsus, Corpus 

Christi and St. Ignatius). One presentation will take place in each of our churches, giving everybody a 

chance to see all the other churches as well as gain some insight about what the Council means for the 

direction of the Church, for the last 50 years, and for the next 50 years. 

We will also have a presentation by our pastoral associate, Chris McCullough, on the historical Setting 

of the Council, and a Roundtable discussion on issues and challenges then and now, open to those who 

remember the Council and those to whom is it some they read about in the history books. All of this is 

important for refining our vision of the church, and I hope you will participate. For dates and times of 

all these events, see the “educational opportunities” section at back of this issue. 

We will also have some Days of Recollection and Workshops offered by Anne Maura English, as a 

part of her new role. Anne suggested last year that her old position as Minister of Education for Adults 

be abolished, and that she take on the role of a consultant instead. She will continue to work with the 

RCIA, she will direct the aforementioned Days of Recollection and Workshops, and she will contribute 

content for this periodical, starting with the reflections offered in this issue. We thank her for her work 

in her old role, and welcome her in her new one.  For details on her contributions see the flyer in the 

gathering space, or check it out on our website, www.stvchurch.org. 

And of course we will be doing as our usual things as a Community of Word, Sacrament and Service, 

all of which depend on volunteer ministers. One of our priorities this year will be recruitment of new 

volunteers, especially younger folks. While we are grateful for everyone’s participation, it is not 

healthy for the long run for too large a proportion of our lay ministry volunteers to have hair the same 

color as mine. So, especially if you are under 40, think about where your gifts lie and how you can 

help. We need you. 

  

      

        Peace and Love, 

 

        Dick 
        Pastor 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

September 10, 2012 

 

Dear Fellow St. V’s Parishioners, 

I greet you on this a welcome cool day as we turn the corner from a summer of heat, vacations and 

Orioles play to the fall of routines, school and Raven’s play.  With the turn of that corner, I venture 

deeper into my second year here at St. V’s as your pastoral associate.  It is hard to believe that a year 

has gone by.  In that year, we have accomplished much.  Many of those things have involved building 

issues, such that it feels like was hired to be a building manager instead of pastoral associate.  We have 

gone from damage due to a lighting strike, an earthquake, August and September rains from the 

hurricanes and damage due to break-ins to plaster repairs, window repairs, A/C and boiler repairs and a 

baptismal font project.     

But it has not all been building stuff.  I have entered into the fun of the parish too: there is the 

Christmas pageant; there is the parish retreat, there is the annual pool party, and of course the Holy 

Week celebrations I had heard so much about, especially the Seder and the Vigil.  My family enjoyed 

participating in all of those events.   

What I am impressed with mostly, is the robust community in which all of our worship and ministry 

happens.  In knew of the volunteerism that exists within this community, but witnessing it first hand is 

awesome.  I have never been in such a place as this.  We even added a new ministry with the proposal 

of and beginning of The Resource Exchange which helped to house 25 individuals faced with the 

challenge of a lack of a place to live.  The spirit and energy within those efforts is impressive.   

As I look to the future of St. V’s my prayer is that we can carry on our communal celebration of word, 

sacrament and service.  My hope is that our spirit of living the gospel will inspire new leadership to 

step in to that flowing stream of life that we extend to others.  They will fortify the many ways we 

already seek to live out the gospel in service to others with their time and talent.  I am heartened by and 

welcome those new parishioners.  I am hopeful that this new generation may be able serve along with 

those who have been here for a while in supportive and new or different ways.   

I look forward to walking with you into this second year.  Please feel free to contact me with any of 

your thoughts, concerns or issues.  My door is always open.   

 

Peace, 

Chris 



 

By Anne Gibson 

July twenty-third through the twenty-seventh was an amazing week at St. Vincent’s.  It was our annual 

Vacation Bible School.  Our theme for this year was “Beyond the Gold” which was chosen because of 

the Olympics being held in London the following week.  Each day focused on a different Olympian or 

team from past Olympics and a virtue that they possessed.  Their stories were paired with a person 

from Scripture who possessed the same virtue.  The themes for each day were: Teamwork, 

Perseverance, Respect, Sacrifice and Strategy. 

In the mornings students worked on their own 

grade level.  Thank you to Ms. Debbie Potts (Pre-

K), Ms. Joanne McLoughlan (K-1), Ms. Rita 

McMullin (2-5), and Ms. Kathy Jeffra 

(Middle).  Because of all their hard work, the 

Scriptures really came alive for the students.  In 

addition, the Middle School students learned about 

the rosary and even made their own rosaries. 

After lunch, students worked as a whole group on 

many different activities.  They planned Sunday’s 

liturgy which included dramatizing the gospel 

story of the feeding of the 5,000, making scenery 

and writing the theme statement and Prayer of the Faithful.  Ms. Erin Lalime taught them to sign 

“Awesome God” and Ms. Peggy Myer worked with them on music. We also had a puppet show by 

Ms. Joanne Vizzini.  The children loved it and the puppets also reflected the 5 themes for the week.  

During Arts and Crafts the students enjoyed making Olympic-

related items such as torches and flags from around the 

world.  They proudly waved their flags at the entrance 

procession on Sunday at the 9:30 Mass. 

On Thursday parents prepared an international luncheon 

with dishes from across the world.  Everything was 

delicious and a good time was had by all.  Following 

lunch we had our St. Vincent’s Olympics.  Some of the 

events were: egg and spoon race, sack race, pass the 

baton and soccer.  All participants received a gold medal. 

 

 



 

 

On Friday morning we began our day with 

Mass.  Then it was on to Fells Point.  Some of us 

rode the Charm City Circulator.  We had a picnic 

lunch at the Thames Street Park.  After lunch 

students were transformed into pirates and sailed on 

the pirate ship “Fearless”.  Thank you to all the 

parents who went with us to help chaperone. 

 It truly was an amazing week.  The children learned 

many valuable lessons and had fun doing it!   

   



 

One question that is often asked about the Bible concerns the difference between the Catholic and 

Protestant’s Bible: What is it that difference and how did it come to be?  What follows is an 

explanation of that difference. 

 

We are not talking about a difference in translation. This difference exists in which books of the Jewish 

scriptures are included in the “Old Testament.” The books of the New Testament are exactly the same 

in both Catholic and Protestant Bibles. 

Catholic Bibles include as revealed biblical texts the books of Baruch, 1 & 2 Maccabees, Tobit, 

Wisdom, Sirach, Judith, and certain additions to the books of Daniel and Esther. In Catholic Bibles, 

these books are integrated into the arrangement of books in the Tanach.  In Protestant Bibles, these 

books are nowadays almost always included, but grouped together at the end of the Tanach in a section 

called “Deuterocanonical,” or more rarely “Apocrypha.” 

(Note: “Tanach” is the term we prefer at St. Vincent for the Jewish Scriptures. It is the Jewish 

term. It is an acronym for “Torah,” the 1st 5 Books of the Bible = T, “Nebiim,” the prophets = 

N, “Ketubim,” the writings + K. TNK made into Tanach, or Tanakh, so it can be said.) 

Here’s how the division came about.  

In the ancient world, “books” were actually scrolls. When it came to the biblical scrolls, synagogues in 

Israel might not be able to afford or obtain a scroll for all the “books” of the Bible.  Additionally, there 

was no central authority defining which books were “biblical.” By common consensus and tradition 

priority was certainly given to the Torah and to certain of the prophets but individual synagogues 

might differ as to which of the other books they had in their collection. All scrolls used however were 

composed and passed on in Hebrew. 

From about 9th century BCE until the time of Christ, Jewish communities were established throughout 

the Mediterranean world. This is referred to as the diaspora from the Greek for “dispersion” or 

“scattering.” Mostly this came about because of successive conquests of Israel and the resultant flight 

or expulsion of Jews from Israel. As communities became settled other Jewish émigrés joined 

voluntarily. In time there came to be large, thriving communities in most of the great cities of the 

Mediterranean: Alexandria, Rome, Athens, etc. 

At this time the general language of the Mediterranean and Middle East was Greek, following the 

Greek conquest of those lands. As time went on, the descendants of the original Jewish emigrants 

spoke little or no Hebrew. The diaspora synagogues had the Scripture scrolls translated into Greek. In 

addition, some communities acquired new books which had not been written originally in Hebrew and 

the use of these books spread throughout the Greek-speaking communities of the Diaspora. Sometime 



 

in the 3rd century BCE, the list of these books (both those from the original Hebrew and the newer 

additions) came to be fairly standardized. This is called the Septuagint allegedly because 70 scholars 

worked on the translations. 

Within decades after the Resurrection of Christ, the majority of Christian converts were from the 

Greek-speaking gentile population. Naturally, when these Christians used the Jewish Bible, they used 

the Greek translation—the Septuagint. The Septuagint thus became the Christian “Old Testament” 

with the books listed above. There was still some debate among Christian communities about the 

inclusion of the additional books but a few regional Western church councils upheld the full Septuagint 

and this remained the standard Christian O.T. until the time of the Protestant Reformation.  

After the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple by the Romans in 70 CE, the major rabbis gathered 

to determine what made Jews, Jews without the Temple.  This was the birth of rabbinic Judaism, or 

Judaism as we know it today. Among their decisions, was a rejection of the Septuagint (and therefore 

its additional books) in favor of a canon of the books originally written in Hebrew. 

The Reformers adopted the Jewish listing for the O.T. of their Bibles, although the “extra books” along 

with other old texts such as The Shepherd of Hermas or the Letter of Clement were often included at 

the end of the Tanach in a section called “Apocrypha.” The King James Bible includes them this way. 

At the Council of Trent, the council which both cleaned up a number of the 

abuses the Reformers had pointed out and which prepared a defense against 

Protestantism, the Catholic Church officially made the Septuagint listing the 

OT of the Catholic Church and Catholic Bibles. Thus the “additional” books 

became part of the Catholic canon (i.e., the authoritative list, by church law). 

Today, Bibles prepared by the major Protestant Churches routinely include the 

“missing” books in a section entitled “Deuterocanonical,” i.e. deutero = 

second, canonical = authoritative list. The term “Apocrypha” is now mostly 

used for Christian books which were for a time included in some Christian 

New Testaments but which had gradually been dropped until by the time of the 

early Middle Ages the list of N.T. books we now use had become standard. 

Like the two other books in our summer series, Wisdom was originally written in Greek and was 

included in the text of the Jewish Scriptures circulated among Greek-speaking Jews of the mid-East 

(the Septuagint). This collection was adopted by the early Christians as their “Old Testament.” By the 

end of the 1
st
 century CE, the Palestinian rabbis had excluded from the Jewish canon any book not 

written originally in Hebrew. Their list was the one adopted by Protestants for their Bible although 

today’s Protestant Bibles often include books from the Septuagint as deutero-canonical or apocryphal:  

inspirational but not technically part of Scripture. Catholics and some Orthodox churches have 

continued to accept the longer Septuagint list of inspired books. 

 



 

This summer we concluded our 12 year project of exploring the books of the Hebrew Bible.   The 

books for this year were from those books considered to be Deuterocanonical: Judith, Sirach and 2 

Maccabees.  Excerpts about them follow. 

 

(The Bible’s answer to The Hunger Games)   

Suzanne Collins explains that she was not looking just to write an action-thriller. Rather, she wrote the 

Hunger Games trilogy to help young people understand what war is really like. Her unlikely female 

protagonist Katniss has no real interest in becoming a heroine, but fidelity to her own self and her 

values propels her into that role. 

The writer of the Book of Judith also uses potentially sensational fiction to work out a serious theme: it 

is trust in God that truly brings victory; only trust in the living God can overcome fear. Judith also is 

initially no warrior-heroine but circumstances and her deepest convictions—in her case faith in the 

God of Israel—make no other choice possible. 

Written sometime before—and possibly close to—the first century BCE, the Book of Judith is the only 

biblical book which unabashedly announces itself as fiction in the first sentence. “It was the 12
th

 year 

of Nebuchadnezzar who reigned over the Assyrians in the great city of Nineveh.” (Chapter 1, verse1). 

Only the historical Nebuchadnezzar ruled over Babylon, a fact of which Jewish people were well-

aware, since he had sacked their beloved Jerusalem and sent the cream of its survivors into fifty-some 

years of exile in Babylon. Additionally, Nebuchadnezzar’s father had destroyed the Assyrian capital of 

Nineveh some 25 years before the son attacked Jerusalem. Right away the Jewish listeners knew they 

were in for a story—and one laced with ironic humor at that.  

Religious Themes:  The story as a whole stands as an outstanding witness to God’s choice of the 

“weak” to confound the seemingly powerful. Judith’s discourse to the elders also provides a 

theological argument against attributing any bad fortune as punishment and thereby contributes one 

more note to the scriptures struggle with the problem of God and evil. Early Christians often saw a 

Christological pre-figuring in Judith’s presentation of adversity as a test of fidelity.  

The importance of prayer and liturgical festivals, and Judith’s observance of kosher food laws, has 

been used to argue that the author may have been an early Pharisee. The spirituality Judith espouses 

definitely does embody the personal piety characteristic of pharasaism at its best. However, others 

have pointed out that the significance given to the pagan Achior (who converts to the Jewish faith) 

would have been abhorrent to true Pharisees since he is an Ammonite, a group expressly prohibited 

from converting in the Deuteronomic code. Achior’s conversion does, however, for that very reason, 

provide an approving note for a universalist approach to the Jewish faith—one which will be picked up 

in some of the gospel strains. 

The Woman “Judith:”  The name “Judith” can be seen as a feminine version of “Judah,” often used 

as a generic name for the people of Israel referred to as an individual. In that sense she is the Jewish 

“everywoman.” At the same time, however, she is radically and deliberately an atypical woman of her 

culture. As noted above, many of her actions are unconventional; (one commentator points out that the 

original Greek shows even the donkey she rides is female!). She is in many ways a “dangerous 



 

woman,” not the least for the sly strategy she employs to set the 

stage for her defeat of Holofernes. Judith herself makes much of 

the fact that she accomplishes her goal without allowing the 

Assyrian to seduce her. She rejects the “traditional” way a woman 

is supposed to achieve power in favor of stealth and using the 

man’s own weapon. It is perhaps the author’s supreme irony that 

Judith is both model for “every Jewish woman” and an example 

no good Jewish father would want his daughter to emulate! 

All of this might raise an interesting question. Could this book have been written by a 2
nd

 century BCE 

male? Or is it possible that . . . ? 

Liturgical use:  The Book of Judith is the only book of the Jewish scriptures (Tanakh or deuteron-

canonical listing) from which no texts are drawn for any weekday or Sunday Masses in the Catholic 

lectionary. This is true despite the fact that much of the praise text applied to Judith might easily be 

adapted to a Marian theme (e.g. the phrase “blessed are you among all women”). 

 

 

The title “Sirach” originates from the author’s name. In Latin translations the book is known as 

“Ecclesiasticus” (church book) because of its use in the early Christian church as moral guidance for 

the newly baptized.  Wise instruction, appropriate proverbs, I have written in this book, I, Jesus, son of 

Eleazar, son of Sirach, as they gushed forth from my heart’s understanding.  Happy the person who 

meditates upon these things, wise the person who takes them to heart!  If one puts them into practice, 

one can cope with anything, for the fear of the Lord is a lamp.  50: 27-29 
 

The Book of Sirach was originally written in Hebrew between 200 and 175 BCE and translated into 

Greek sometime after 132 BCE by the author’s grandson.  Although quoted in the Talmud, sometimes 

with the formula “it is written,” the usual sign of a canonical work, it was not included in the canon of 

the Hebrew Bible.  It was likely excluded because it was clearly written long after the end of the 

Babylonian exile which was the historical ending for the last books of the Hebrew canon (Ezra / 

Nehemiah / Second Chronicles).  The Book of Sirach is recognized as divinely inspired by both the 

Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions. Since the book was not included in the Hebrew canon, 

Protestant traditions do not include it in their canon.   

 

Is Sirach Meaningful Today?  It is a fair question to ask. When Sirach was written, the Hebrews were 

being confronted by their Greek conquerors to give up their religious traditions and fully adopt Greek 

culture.  Sirach was written to emphasize the wisdom of Jewish tradition and the absolute importance 

of staying loyal to their God and their responsibilities under God’s covenant.  In a way, today’s 

Christians are being challenged by the cultural attractions of materialism and secularism.  Christians 

need to demonstrate the continuing meaningfulness of Christian beliefs in modernity.  The intensity of 

the challenge was far greater for the Hebrews because they truly were vigorously persecuted.  

However, the pressures on today’s Christians are far less harsh yet far more alluring.  Maybe God’s 

answer in Sirach to cultural challenge is valid for both the ancient Hebrews and today’s Christians. 
 



 

Fear of the Lord:  Fear of the Lord is glory and splendor, gladness and a festive crown.  Fear of the 

Lord warms the heart, giving gladness and joy and length of days.  One who fears the Lord will have a 

happy end;  . . . 1: 9-10.  What is meant by “Fear” of the Lord?  There are many different Hebrew 

words in the Old Testament for fear, terror, or dread.  The “Fear of the Lord” in Proverbs 1:7 uses the 

Hebrew word yirah which means a fear that is far closer to reverence or awe.  

  

Fear of the Lord is identified in the current Catechism of the Catholic Church as one of the seven gifts 

of the Holy Spirit. With this gift we are better aware of the glory and majesty of God.   “Awe”, 

“reverence”, and “wonder” better describe the true meaning of “fear” of the Lord. Fear of the Lord is 

the beginning of wisdom (Prov 1:7) because it puts our mindset in correct relationship with respect to 

God: we are the finite, dependent creatures, and God is the infinite, all-powerful Creator. 

 

Moral Guidance:  Humankind’s relationship with God is not the only aspect of Wisdom addressed in 

Sirach.  In many ways, this book is very similar to the Book of Proverbs in that it provides moral 

guidance in areas such as:  friendship, family life, use of wealth, free will and responsibility, wisdom 

and temperance. 
 

Historical Aspects of Sirach:  Chapters 44 - 50 provide an overview of Israel’s history from the early 

patriarchs up to the rebuilding of the temple upon the return from the Babylonian exile.  This “Praise 

of Ancestors of Old” celebrates the heroes of Israel where Wisdom resides.  Some scholars believe this 

historical detail helped in determining which books were included in the Hebrew canon.   
 

Problematic Aspects of Sirach:  Although parts of Sirach are still very meaningful to today’s 

Christians, parts are tainted by over emphasis on a patriarchal culture or on an under developed 

theology.  The following passage rightly appears overtly chauvinistic:  No poison worse than that of a 

serpent, no venom greater than that of a woman.  With a dragon or a lion I would rather dwell than 

live with an evil woman.   25: 14-16 
 

Many parts of the Hebrew Bible, as well as Sirach, do not have an understanding of an afterlife as later 

revealed in the New Testament.  Who in the nether world can glorify the Most High in place of the 

living who offer their praise?  No more can the dead give praise than those who have never lived; they 

glorify the Lord who are alive and well.  17: 22-23 

 

 

 

This book is the second of this title in the Deuterocanonical or Apocryphal books of the Catholic 

canon of the Jewish Scriptures. The title ‘Maccabee’ was given to the book by the early Christian 

fathers from the nickname given to Judas (The Hammer; maqqabi). This title 

is not used in Jewish tradition. 

We studied 1 Maccabees last summer and learned it was an historical book 

covering the second century before Christ when the relative peace enjoyed by 

the Jews under Alexander the Great and later under the Ptolemies was 

disrupted by the reign of the Seleucids. While the former rulers brought Greek 



 

culture to Judea and many Jews embraced it to the dismay of the orthodox, the Seleucid rulers, in an 

attempt to ‘unify’ their kingdom culturally as well as politically, enforced Greek culture and forbad 

Jewish dietary and circumcision practices.  This enforcement became outright persecution, defiling 

the Temple, and murdering when they met with Jewish resistance.  

In this mix, the priest, Mattathias, exhorted his five sons to mount armed resistance. Judas took 

command and won many victories before falling in battle. He was followed by his brothers Jonathan 

and Simon. By the end of the book, three generations had fought for Judea’s independence, making 

strategic alliances with the Spartans and the Romans against their enemies, and had established a 

ruling dynasty (the Hasmoneans) that remained in power until the Roman occupation in 63 BCE. 

  

This book was originally composed in Greek and focuses on the Seleucid history of persecution, 

detailing some horrific atrocities and Judas Maccabee’s victories over the enemy. It is written as a 

letter urging the Jews in Egypt to celebrate the feast of Hanukkah to commemorate Judas’ 

purification and rededication of the Temple of Jerusalem in 164 BCE. 

 Written in Greek, the book has Hellenic threads: it portrays the Jewish heroes as Hellenistic 

gentlemen, its central martyr as a Jewish Socrates, Jerusalem as a polis besieged by barbarians who 

forbid its ‘citizens’ from obeying their ‘laws.’  

 But it is also a very Jewish book echoing the ‘Song of Moses’ from Deuteronomy: God hiding 

God’s face when the Jews sin and allowing persecution until atonement is made, then God’s 

subsequent revenge on the enemies and restoration of God’s providential care. 

 Threads that carried into early Christianity: there is a relative lack of interest in Temple rituals, an 

emphasis on God’s residence in heaven, high esteem for martyrs, priority of people over place, and 

finally the concept of the resurrection of the dead and how praiseworthy it is to pray for them 

(today’s reading). 

 

Source: The New Oxford Annotated Bible –NRSV with Apocrypha  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Sacrifice

The One Who Loves You  

Does not seek more pain for your sweet heart, 

And does not want you 

To wrap yourself 

In shame, 

Or fear, 

Or the belief that you can never be 

What you need to be. 

That Great Love only wants 

To hold you close  

And fill you. 

That Great Love 

Wants to wash away the fears and pain 

That have clouded the eyes of your soul, 

And gently, steadily 

Pry open the fingers 

That have clutched the heaviness  

that weighs on your heart. 

If you could see yourself 

With the eyes of that Love, 

And behold the goodness, holiness, and 

Profound beauty 

That is woven, inextricably,  

Into the fabric of your being, 

You would realize that 

All of your weaknesses, 

And failings,  

And hopeless acts 

Cannot compare to the gifts you hold. 

 

If you must do penance, 

Do not add to the burden of 

Guilt and pain that you already carry. 

Learn to let go of the voices that diminish you 

And the stories you tell yourself 

That make you believe 

You cannot be whole, 

Or loved, 

Or free. 

The only sacrifice you need to make 

Is to let go of the things that keep you from 

knowing 

You are God’s beloved. 

Follow your deep longings and the love 

That pulls at your heart and soul. 

They will lead you Home. 

 

Fall into the tender embrace 

Of the Love that longs to hold you. 

Drink it in, 

Breathe it in, 

And surrender. 

—by Donna Dannals 

 

 

 

 



 

“Church Ladies with Typewriters” 

 Those wonderful church bulletins!  The following excerpts actually appeared in church bulletins. 
 

The Fasting & Prayer Conference includes meals. . . 
   

The Sermon this morning: Jesus walks on the Water.   

The Sermon for tonight:  Searching for Jesus.                         
  

Ladies, don’t forget the rummage sale.  It’s a 

chance to get rid of those things not worth 

keeping around the house.  Bring your husbands. 
  

Don’t let worry kill you off – let the Church 

help. 
  

For those of you who have children and don’t know 

it, we have a nursery downstairs. 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

  

The recent Vatican move against the Leadership Conference of Women Religious has prompted one more 

outburst of exasperation and outrage from many Catholics. At times it seems contemporary Catholicism is a 

constant maelstrom of such incidents, splitting those who are supposed to be the Body of Christ into camps. 

Many people find it hard to be Catholic in such times; others find it just wearying. What is faith to make of all 

this? What does it mean to be faithful in such an environment?  

It’s in this context that I’ve put together a series of inter-related articles, all grounded in the current pain, 

confusion , frustration occasioned by those questions but reflecting on them from different starting points. The 

essays fall into two categories. The first five essays examine and critique some of the fundamental assumptions 

that underlie the unrest in the Church over specifics. The second seven offer some speculation on ways of 

responding to that. 

I don’t subscribe to the myth that anyone can write “objectively” so my own biases should be fairly obvious as 

you read. Despite that—or maybe as a result of it—my hope is that these articles will provide some specifics to 

ponder and discuss.  However, if you’re looking for genuine illumination, you won’t find it here. In the long run, 

these articles may raise more questions than they answer. Vatican II called us a Pilgrim Church and we continue 

on the journey. Please feel free to forward your own responses or further questions on anything in these essays. 

 



 

Obedience and Authority  

Disagreement among Catholics over a Vatican action usually involves one of two areas. There may be a 

disagreement over the issue itself. Not all Catholics who accept the Vatican position on birth control or 

divorce—or on war or the death penalty—do so “because the pope says so.” Some do so because their own soul-

searching, or their examination of Rome’s reasons, leads them to a conclusion about the moral justification or 

moral evil of certain actions. Arguments over whether this is an area the Church should “keep out of” will not 

bring these two groups closer together, because that is not the basis for their disagreement. 

Many times, however, attempts to talk about a controversy founder on the issues of “obedience” and “authority” 

so it seems important to start with those topics. 

What is “obedience” anyway, and why is it a value? In the Judeo-Christian religious tradition, obedience is 

ultimately—and exclusively—directed toward God. The premise on which the value of such obedience rests is 

that God, our Creator, has our best interest at heart—truly at heart—and will lead us in love to what makes for a 

wholly and holy human life. Other rules or commandments are not tests; they are not comparable to the “Simon, 

says” game we played as children. Rather moral imperatives can be compared to the manufacturer’s label on 

that expensive sweater or new sports car we bought.   Statements like “wash in cold water only” or “unleaded 

fuel only” are not attempts to exercise arbitrary control over us. They are simply a way for the manufacturer to 

share with us her or his intimate knowledge of what will enhance or harm the product, a knowledge based on 

having developed it in the first place. 

In a real sense, we only have a moral obligation of obedience to God. All other uses of the word “obedience” are 

derivative. Our use of the word in a secular or civil context once fit right in with that. Government leaders were 

believed to have been placed there directly by God and it was God’s will that people were to do what they 

commanded. Even one’s status in society was directly orchestrated by God so it was divine will that people 

follow social norms about who could exercise control (aristocracy, land or factory owners) and who should be 

controlled (everyone else).  

Yet even with that overwhelming cultural ethos, there were glimpses of an alternate standard. Augustine, one of 

the greatest Christian theologians, would write, “An unjust law is no law at all.” And repeatedly in Christian 

thought the supremacy of individual conscience was upheld. Aquinas went so far as to claim that if a person 

accused of heresy gave in to ecclesiastical coercion even though the “heretic” believed wholeheartedly that s/he 

was right and the ecclesiastics wrong, then that person would be condemned by God because they have violated 

their own conscience. 

Eventually, of course, our understanding of how God acts in the world changed; we gave up our belief in the 

divine right of kings and all its corollaries. Unfortunately we did not develop a new vocabulary to go with that 

change. To anyone other than an anarchist it is obvious that we need social order and we have a communal 

moral obligation to cooperate with that order. We may believe that God’s will is that we work together in 

harmony much the same way we believe it is God’s will that we provide a good education for our children or 

practice stewardship of our bodies by healthy eating and exercise. That does not mean, however, that we endow 

a specific law or school or diet with a supernatural aura that makes us afraid to discern a better choice. In a 

religious sense our use of the term “obedience” in relation to any secular system or person is a figure of speech. 



 

True obedience, religious obedience, can be given only to God. The Hebrew word in the Scriptures which we 

translate as “obedience,” means “deep listening.” It involves an ongoing, active search by the individual and the 

community to discern those choices which foster God’s vision of what the human individual and the human 

community can be.  

We have been encouraged by our belief that God is with us in this endeavor, that God actively helps us. That is 

the basis for our trust in the Scriptures—and in being Church together. But it was perhaps inevitable that our 

understanding of that help would be influenced by our understanding of God’s work in other areas of our life. If 

God went to the trouble of deliberately picking kings and granted divine sanction to their actions, would not 

God do just as much for the Church. Can’t we trust that ecclesiastical authorities and their judgments also rule 

by “divine right.” 

Having abandoned a belief in the “divine right” of kings and civil rulers, do we continue to hold on to it in 

regard to Church leaders?  We long for that discernment process, for the discovery of answers to that “deep 

listening” to be easy. We want a more secure path for religion. We may accept the reality that other human 

endeavors can take a lot of work: finding a cure for cancer, reforming tort law, building relationships, even 

buying a car. But surely God should have made it easier to find the answers to the most important issues: Who 

are we? Who is God? What is our relationship with God supposed to look like? 

What we are seeking is authority. We want something we can trust. However, “authority” is another word that is 

prone to being invested with a life all its own. All genuine “authority” comes from God—which leads us right 

back into the discussion of how God acts through human mediators. In the 14
th
 century, a simple but pointed 

comment on the issue of authority comes from Juan de Torquemada (not to be confused with Tomas de T of the 

later Inquisition). A church leader honored for his learning and personal spirituality, this Torquemada was active 

in the ongoing attempt to work out the Church’s legal framework (canon law)—and actually an early defender 

of the primacy of the pope. Asked about the “authority” of canon law, Torquemada responded, “Only the truth 

has authority.” 

Only the truth has authority—not cults, not a literal reading of Scripture, not fundamentalism of any stripe. But 

there is also no guarantee that it is to be found in the latest theological opinion or Catholicism as refracted 

through contemporary U.S. cultural assumptions. If that statement, “Only the truth has authority” can foster a 

healthy skepticism about the claims of those with whom we disagree, it must also be willing to foster a healthy 

skepticism—or at least humility—about those assumptions that seem most obvious to ourselves.  

 “Obedience” is “deep listening.” It is an endeavor which can be carried out only through dialogue—through a 

willingness to seek a relationship with God and a willingness to listen to each other and to the voice of the Spirit 

in ourselves and in others. In the wake of our re-discovery of the gospel’s justice concerns, attention has been 

drawn to Luke’s older wording of the first beatitude, “Blessed are the poor.” But perhaps the Spirit had an 

equally important message for our time in Matthew’s reworking: the first step is “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” 

We don’t get exempted from the call to the “obedience” of “deep listening” because it is hard and because it 

carries no built-in guarantees. It does not grant us permission to ignore concerns of community and charity and 

simply write off anyone in the Church community, including its hierarchy. But faith does promise us that there 

is something—and Someone—to listen for. And it promises that we do not make the journey alone. “Behold I 

am with you all days.” 

 



 

What about Infallibility?  

In any Catholic discussion of authoritative teaching and obedience, the question of the infallibility of the pope 

inevitably arises. The explanation of this term may make it sound fairly simple, but on closer examination may 

raise more questions than it answers.  In The Catechism of the Catholic Church prepared by the Vatican at the 

request of the world bishops—and purportedly with a fair amount of input from them—and released by John 

Paul II in 1992, “Infallibility” is first introduced in the context of the Church as a whole. 

In order to preserve the Church in the purity of the faith handed on by the apostles, Christ who is 

the Truth willed to confer on [the Church] a share in his own infallibility. By a “supernatural sense 

of faith” the People of God, under the guidance of the Church’s living Magisterium, “unfailingly 

adheres to this faith.       Paragraph 889 

This “sense of the faithful” deserves its own discussion and will receive it later in these series of articles. 

However, there are several questions that can be posed here. What exactly is meant by “the faith handed on by 

the apostles”? There would be little controversy if one claimed that it includes the tenets of the Apostles’ Creed 

and the tradition of celebrating Eucharist, but these are hardly hot spots of debate today. If one approaches this 

paragraph with historical consciousness, one can’t help being aware that many things we take for granted were 

not formalized by the death of the apostles, including the official list of the New Testament books and the 

organizational structure of the Church itself. While the Church as a whole would hold that we continue to be 

grounded in that apostolic faith, faithful Catholic Christians have been arguing for nearly 2000 years over how 

that is to be incarnated in actual practice. 

What is being described here actually sounds more like “indefectibility.” This term expresses the belief that the 

Church, the People of God as a whole, will—as fruit of Resurrection and the gift of the Holy Spirit—remain 

faithful to Christ until the end of time. This idea is not applied to individual Christians or articulations of faith, 

nor does it deny that Church as a whole can be sinful or experience its own “Dark Ages,” but that God will not 

abandon the Church and will relentlessly bring it back to the core of its faith. 

For most Catholics, however, the infallibility issue centers on the papacy. Although the topic had been 

discussed—and argued—since the Middle Ages, it was officially defined as a Catholic doctrine at Vatican I 

which met in 1869-70.  

 The Roman Pontiff, when he speaks ex cathedra, that is when discharging the office of pastor and 

teacher of all Christians, and defines with his supreme apostolic authority a doctrine concerning 

faith or morals that is to be held by the universal Church, through the divine assistance promised 

him in St. Peter, exercises that infallibility which the divine Redeemer wished to endow his Church. 

. . .. 

In the supposedly more rigid days of my pre-Vatican II childhood, ex cathedra was explained (probably 

inaccurately) as a specific ceremony in St. Peter’s, but we were taught that in the last century plus there had 

been a total of two of these occasions: the proclamation of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception of the 

Blessed Mother (1854—actually prior to Vatican I) and the proclamation of the dogma of the Assumption of the 

Blessed Mother into Heaven (1950). 

The New Catholic Encyclopedia notes there is a fair amount of discussion over interpretation of the above 

paragraph. The term “infallibility” itself is not defined. Vatican I does not say the pope is infallible but that he 



 

exercises infallibility on specific occasions. The phrase “a doctrine . . . that is to be held” is ambiguous and does 

not really clarify what can or cannot be “defined.”  

Vatican II made a point of stating that papal exercise of infallibility must be “in accord with revelation” and 

“extends as far as the deposit of revelation extends.” [Lumen Gentium 25]. Catholics, of course, in contrast to 

Protestant Christians, hold that God’s revelation is given through Scripture and tradition and we have come to 

see that tradition as ongoing. According to the New Catholic Encyclopedia,  

the deposit of faith includes all that God has entrusted to the Church. . . . The Church guards the 

deposit by making it relevant to every age and mentality. Hence, [the apostles] made relevant the 

deposit to the needs and problems of the various communities they encountered. (This ultimately led 

to four forms of the one gospel.) . . . In subsequent ages the Church refuted erroneous 

interpretations of the deposit and gradually unfolded some of its inexhaustibly rich significance in 

accordance with the needs of the times. 

Vatican II also taught that infallibility was exercised by the bishops (1) when they met in an ecumenical council 

and (2) “even when they are dispersed around the world, provided that while maintaining the bond of unity 

among themselves and with Peter’s successor, and while teaching authentically on a matter of faith or morals, 

they concur in a single viewpoint. . . .” [Lumen Gentium 25. Emphasis mine]. (Since Vatican II itself could not 

achieve the second of these criteria, it seems unlikely they thought this would be a common occurrence.)  

In its article on “Infallibility” the New Catholic Encyclopedia includes some post-Vatican II critiques of 

infallibility, including Brian Tierney’s The Origins of Papal Infallibility: 1150-1350 (New York: 1972). 

According to NCE, Tierney maintains that before the 14
th
 century, 

canonists argued, sometimes in extravagant terms, for papal sovereignty, but never for papal 

infallibility. Popes, they taught, could be either sovereign, that is, free to revoke the decrees of their 

predecessors, or infallible, that is, capable of making irrevocable decrees and therefore binding on 

their successors; they could not be both. 

Tierney demonstrates that papal infallibility was pushed into the limelight by a Franciscan theologian, Peter 

John Olvi, who wanted to protect the notion of poverty approved by Pope Nicholas III. While acknowledging 

the validity of Tierney’s historical work, critics have claimed he  

[overstates] the opposition between sovereignty and infallibility, [does not attend] to the 

relationship between ecclesial infallibility and papal infallibility, and [overlooks] the ways in which 

many elements of [the] doctrine were present earlier than 1300. 

Tierney’s work continues to be discussed and debated within the theological community. 

What seems significant here is that the NCE, which strives for the straightforward presentation characteristic of 

an encyclopedia, finds it important to mention attacks on infallibility. We usually don’t expect an encyclopedia 

to delve into controversy unless it is felt this is needed for a basic explanation of the item. What may be 

important here is not the individual critiques cited, but simply the illustration that the subject of infallibility 

continues to be a thorny one outside the boundaries of Vatican City.  

There actually was debate at Vatican I over the issue of infallibility. One major critique was the danger of 

“creeping infallibility.” The bishops who argued this were fearful that, despite assurances of proponents to the 



 

contrary, little by little every statement the pope made would be treated as if it were infallible. It is hard not to 

believe that has happened in the attitudes of some Catholics—both clerical and non-clerical alike. 

The Vatican itself, however, does not insist that all its statements are infallible, only that they must be accepted. 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church, mentioned above, follows up its paragraph on papal infallibility with the 

following. 

Divine assistance is also given to the successors of the apostles,[i.e., the bishops] teaching in 

communion with the successor of Peter, and, in a particular way, to the bishop of Rome . . . when, 

without arriving at an infallible definition and without pronouncing in a “definitive manner,” they 

propose in the exercise of the ordinary Magisterium a teaching that leads to better understanding of 

Revelation in matters of faith and morals. To this ordinary teaching the faithful “are to adhere to it with 

religious assent” which, though distinct from the assent of faith, is nonetheless and extension of it. 

Why?  I am reminded of an incident in my own life in1976-77 when I was teaching high school religion. I made 

the cleric who was department chair that year very nervous even though I was actually much more concerned in 

fostering personal faith among my students than with making them Catholic radicals. In an effort to reassure 

him, I encouraged him to come observe my class. “Come anytime, just walk in and sit down, you don’t have to 

tell me ahead of time.” This was his reply. 

I don’t have to observe your class. I am ordained and you are not. The grace of teaching is part of the 

grace of office so therefore it is a metaphysical impossibility that you could be a better teacher than I 

am. The students like your classes and they don’t like mine. so the only explanation must be that you are 

pandering to their baser instincts.  

The mindset in this seems to be similar to that expressed in the Catechism statement. And the circular 

reasoning—like the circling of the wagons in a 50’s Western—seems aimed at forestalling any breach in that 

mindset.  

Setting aside the historical and biblical problems in the Catechism statement (seeing the Twelve as “ordained” 

and the Twelve as synonymous with “apostles,” e.g.) the paragraph seems to claim an almost magical 

intervention for bishops (including the bishop of Rome). Is this to make of episcopal teaching merely an in-

house theological “wikipedia” with no need to subject it to the kind of critical scrutiny real theologians regularly 

encounter? Is it to claim for episcopal or papal utterances a freedom from human error or weakness we no 

longer even claim for the authors of the Bible? And, quite frankly, if the claim is meant to extend retroactively 

to statements by previous bishops and popes, it shows a thorough ignorance of previous glaring errors—and at 

times absolute howlers—in such statements as well as the numerous reversals in “official” positions. 

This article does not claim deny that the Spirit continues to assist and guide the People of God. But it is to 

suggest that we as a Church need to ponder how we are to understand that guidance in light of the call to the 

obedience of “deep listening.” Perhaps, the relevance to individual Catholics of the idea of infallibility depends 

on whether it is seen as the end of the discussion or its beginning. 

Note: 

To the extent that the two previous essays have dealt with ecclesiastical leadership—the hierarchy—their focus 

has been on content. Is there a wider perspective to consider? The next two brief essays will look at the 

structure of hierarchy itself. 



 

Toward a Theology after Nuremburg 

The Nazi attempted extermination of the Jews, “the Holocaust” as it has come to be called, was an event of such 

magnitude that it has occasioned a major disruption in theology—both Jewish and Christian. It left a number of 

religious thinkers in both faiths calling into question the Jewish and Christian understandings of God, of human 

community, of ethical responsibility. Out of wrestling with these issue has come a distinctive branch of theology 

termed “Theology after the Holocaust.”  

In 1945 many of the perpetrators of the Holocaust were put on trial in Nuremburg. A chilling refrain of those 

trials was the defense argument which has come to be called “the Nuremburg defense”: “I was only following 

orders.” 

Unlike the impact of Holocaust itself on theological issues, the Nuremburg defense occasioned no similar blow 

to theology’s entrenched beliefs about “obedience” and “authority.” That in itself seems out of balance. The 

atrocities of the Holocaust could call into question our fundamental beliefs about God but not our convictions 

about the structures of power and control. Is it more important to us humans to keep the latter intact? 

Particularly in religious circles, “excesses of freedom” seem to be much more greatly feared than excesses of 

fascism. The French Revolution and its guillotine bloodbath tend to stand as emblem of the dangers of freedom. 

(As late as 1992, I heard a June 14
th
 “homily” on that theme—not, of course, at St. V’s).  I would argue, of 

course, that the Reign of Terror was not an exhibition of freedom but a re-invention of tyranny under a different 

banner.  

Obviously there is nothing to admire about freedom taken to the extreme of license, in which everyone is free to 

do as they please with no regard for anyone else. We seem careful to guard against that happening. One way we 

do that, as a society, is to persist in maintaining that—despite the flaws we recognize in order and following 

orders—they represent a safer path. The fact that Hitler came to power through a free and thoroughly legal 

election should, perhaps, caution us about relying too heavily on that presumption. A theology after Nuremburg 

might further challenge those assumptions, warning us to approach any demand for unthinking acquiescence 

with the caution and skepticism such a potentially dangerous requirement deserves. A theology after Nuremburg 

might challenge us to question demands for unquestioning compliance by unabashedly letting ourselves see the 

capacity of such demands to incarnate the demonic.  

 

Feminist Thought – It’s Not Just About Women Priests 

The contributions of feminist thought and practice have touched every aspect of religion and theology. In 

biblical studies, we have become more aware of the stories of women and of Jesus’ counter-cultural attitude 

toward the women of his time. We are also more cognizant of misogynist bias in the bible—or its translation. 

(Hebrew: God says “I have gone into labor and given birth to Israel”; the verb used is a highly specialized one 

whose only possible meaning is “going into labor and giving birth.” English translation: “I have become a father 

to Israel.”) We have taken baby steps toward viewing relationality and relationships as fundamental to human 

life, morality and spirituality—and to our understanding of God. We have expanded our descriptions (and 

occasionally our images and language) of God to include feminine characteristics. We have incorporated more 

historically “feminine” attributes in our understanding of what makes a whole and holy human person. We have 



 

unearthed from our history as a Church both contributions of women and evidence of oppression and hatred of 

women. We have expanded our social justice issues to take in domestic violence and sexual slavery and have 

given greater play to these in morality. (Through at least the 1960’s the moral theology texts used in seminaries 

to train future priests in dealing with sin and confession issues did not include domestic abuse as a sin. Nor 

rape.) There is more attention to inclusive language. There are more attempts to involve women in leadership, 

and the issue of ordination of women refuses to shrivel up and go away. 

When we think of the impact of the feminist movement on how we understand and live our Christian faith, 

concrete examples like these—and numerous others that could have been included—are the ones that come most 

readily to mind. But as feminist philosophy and theology dealt with these issues, it was impelled—like all 

serious scholarship—by its own inner quest for understanding to keep probing deeper and deeper into the 

underpinnings of anti-female realities.  

What has resulted is a fundamental critique of patriarchy—the rule of the “fathers.” The use of this specific term 

is not necessarily tied to a view that men are inherently evil or irredeemable (although there are feminists who 

hold that). A more balanced feminist view simply points out that historically this is the reality of our world. It 

was not an inevitable outcome of there being men and women on this planet but is it the historical outcome. 

Most of human history has been characterized by the domination of men over women. 

As feminist thought continued to probe that historical reality, it came to see the roots of patriarchy in the need to 

deal with the unavoidable fact that men and women are different. Human beings, it turns out, do not deal well 

with diversity among themselves. At some primal level in individuals and groups, someone who is different—

alien—can provoke feelings of repugnance and fear. Historically that has been handled by the applying the 

categories “superior” and “inferior.” When one group has some advantage which makes conquest and 

subjugation possible, the “superior” sees that as a mandate to control the “inferior.” Eventually the “other” often 

comes to be viewed as not fully human—subhuman—which further justifies domination. This is a pattern that 

has been used historically well beyond the categories of male and female. Differences in race, ethnicity, religion, 

physical or mental ability, gender orientation—wherever there have been differences, the “other” is despised, 

feared, dominated and, not infrequently, slated for extermination.  

Why, then, does feminist theory give such emphasis to the way this has been played out in male-female relations 

via patriarchy? There are two reasons. First of all is its prevalence. There are very homogenous cultures which 

have managed to fairly well isolate themselves from “alien” individual or groups. There are even some historical 

instances in which different groups have managed to live in equality—at least for a while. The one fundamental 

difference that no culture can avoid, however, is that between male and female. And the overwhelming 

testimony of history is that that difference has consistently been dealt with by subordinating women to men. 

The second reason lies in the nature of social conditioning. We are not born with innate patterns for social 

interaction, nor with innate biases—favorable or unfavorable. These are learned. The first and most fundamental 

experience the infant human has traditionally had with difference has been with difference in treatment by 

gender. Before the child has contact with other races, ethnic groups, religions—before s/he is even aware that 

such otherness exists, the child has already encountered a model for the treatment of differences. (Depending on 

the culture or family circumstances, the immediate family may also present models of varying treatment based 

on age or handicap, but even here the gender model will also be present and most often will be the model with 

which an infant has most contact.) It may well be that the difference in treatment plays its own part—along with 

physical characteristics, dress, etc.—which teaches the child that there are differences. 



 

The significance of this, however, goes beyond its impact on how the developing child will view men and 

women—and her/his own self. The developing infant, the young child is in the process of figuring out the nature 

of the world, how to understand and survive in the environment into which s/he has been thrust. What the 

traditional subordination of female to male gives the child is a template for dealing with differences between 

human beings. By the time the child encounters difference—be it of race, religion, tribe, nationality or any other 

standard—the child already has a pattern for how to deal with that difference.  

Thus, feminist theory contends, patriarchy has through history served as foundation and introduction to 

countless other isms which have plagued humanity. What patriarchy supplies is a framework, a template, for 

dealing with difference. The term for that framework is hierarchy. 

This use of the term “hierarchy” follows the abstract use of the term which Webster defines as “a graded or 

ranked series.” A Feminist Theory Dictionary defines “hierarchy” as 

a ranking system that organizes itself on arbitrary values. Hierarchies posit one kind of thing at the top 

of the system and have a set list of gradations that end at a bottom point. . . . Hierarchies allow people 

to view other human beings as if they exist on a “scale,” making it easy to identify the value (or worth) 

of someone. 

Central to this definition is the phrase “arbitrary values.” Feminism is not arguing against ranking per se. 

Someone whose actions or ideas promise a positive contribution or outcome should be taken more seriously than 

someone who has nothing to offer. But the “rank” someone is accorded in that situation is directly tied to the 

worth of what they propose or do. It is not arbitrarily assigned on a general category such as gender or race—nor 

on their title. “Authority” in a non-hierarchical setting is not something automatically conferred or given once 

and for all. This does not mean that experts or leaders are not allowed to make mistakes, but it does mean they 

are accountable for their actions and are liable—like the British Prime Minister—to be replaced if a series of 

actions leads to a widespread opinion of “no confidence.” Consequently non-hierarchical—authentic, in the 

feminist perspective—leadership tends to be carried out in a more collegial setting, with genuine input and 

attempts at consensus building. Non-hierarchical leadership also lends itself to a team approach, even if there is 

a central leader or coordinator. In this approach, responsibilities tend to be divided up so as to draw on different 

persons’ strengths and talents, rather than presuming that one person will be the best at everything. 

The Christian feminist theologian must consider patriarchy, hierarchy, and their concrete societal consequences 

from the perspective of biblical and doctrinal principles of justice and the intrinsic value of each human person. 

She—or he (there are men who do theology from a “feminist” perspective)—must take into account such values 

as the Bible’s pro-liberation bias; the New Testament’s concern with stewardship of “gifts," vision of an 

unfettered Holy Spirit, and presentation of Jesus’ own statements about and practice of leadership; and the belief 

that humans are made in the image of a Triune Unity-in-Diversity God. Their work is also influencing and 

influenced by a theology of God which sees God’s power as “empowering” and attracting rather than 

controlling. 

As the Church, the People of God, continues its quest for “deep listening,” feminist theologians surely must be 

included among those whose insights we need to take seriously even as we ponder, wrestle with, and critique 

them.  

 



 

Sensus Fidelium 

Sensus fidelium, the sense of the faithful, is a topic that inevitably arises in many heated discussions objecting to 

the latest dictum from Rome (or the local Chancery).  

There are three closely connected concepts here. First is the sensus fidei: the sense of the faith possessed by the 

individual. It is sourced in the gift of the Spirit given at baptism. By it, the person receives an “instinct or 

intuition” which assists them in “correctly understanding Christian revelation.” (The Modern Catholic 

Encyclopedia, Liturgical Press, 2004). 

If individual Christians possess this gift, then it is understandable that there is also a collective sensus fidelium: a 

sense of the faithful. This the communal equivalent of what the individual has, assisting the “Christian 

community to discern what is truly a matter of faith.” 

And lastly there is the consensus fidelium, which is the application of the previous two gifts to “specific matters 

of faith or practice.” 

Belief in the sensus can be traced through a number of theologians from the earliest Christian era. Most recently 

it was asserted by Vatican II in Lumen Gentium (the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church) paragraph 12. 

However, that paragraph also safeguards hierarchical decisions from any attempt to use the sensus as an 

argument against them, as indicated by the underlined portions [mine] below.  

The holy People of God also participates in Christ’s prophetic office. It spreads abroad a living witness 

to Him, especially by means of a life of faith and charity and by offering to God a sacrifice of praise. . . . 

The body of the faithful as a whole, anointed as they are by the Holy One cannot err in matters of belief. 

Thanks to a supernatural sense of the faith [sensus fidei] which characterizes the People as a whole, it 

manifests this unerring quality when, “from the bishops down to the last member of the laity,” 

[Augustine] it shows universal agreement in matters of faith and morals.  

For by this sense of faith which is aroused and sustained by the Spirit of truth, God’s People accepts not 

the word of human beings but the very Word of God. It clings without fail to the faith once delivered to 

the saints, penetrates it more deeply by accurate insights, and applies it more thoroughly to life. All this 

it does under the lead of a sacred teaching authority to which it loyally defers. 

. . . . Allotting the Spirit’s gifts “to everyone according to the divine will” (1 Cor: 12:11), the [Holy 

Spirit] distributes special graces among the faithful of every rank. By these gifts the Spirit makes them 

fit and ready to undertake the various tasks or offices advantageous for the renewal and upbuilding of 

the Church. . . . 

. . . . Judgment as to [these gifts’] genuineness and proper use belong to those who preside over the 

Church, and to whose special competence it belongs, not indeed to extinguish the spirit, but to test all 

things and hold fast to that which is good. (1 Th. 5-12, 19-21). 

However, there are problems with automatically invoking the sensus as an argument which have nothing to do 

with protecting hierarchical prerogatives. In the half century since Vatican II, serious thought, including 

Catholic theology, has profited from the input of the psychology and sociology of human knowledge. The 

possibility of “objectivity” has been under attack on all fronts from the ubiquitous quoting of , “We don’t see 



 

things as they are, we see things as we are,” (attributed to everything from the Talmud to the writings of Anais 

Nin) to Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle noting the effect of human activity on particles under observation. 

Heidegger’s “We all live in the prison-house of language” perhaps epitomizes the role that cultural assumptions 

play in our understanding as enshrined in our use of words, images, the “metaphors we live by.” Liberation 

theology has made a major contribution here by unmasking the way in which even religious discourse inevitably 

incorporates the biases and advances the interests of the writers—even when done unconsciously. Psychology 

continues to point out to us the influence the subconscious, denial, repression, etc. have on our own thought and 

actions. Our own Christian tradition cautions about the need for awareness of how sin—our own sins or the 

pervasive sins of society—can influence our perception. 

Common sense and our awareness of history can lead us to the same conclusions. Consider the St. Vincent’s of 

the 1840’s, with its double-balconied separation of the worshipping community into white, free people of color, 

and slaves. If there had been a parish “Town Meeting” at which someone argued that slavery was against the 

gospel, how many good St. V Catholics would have been outraged? How many would have been sincerely 

convinced in their heart of hearts that there was nothing morally wrong with slavery, or that in fact it was God’s 

will? That would have been the “sense” of those faithful. 

In our own time, how many of us have been puzzled and dismayed to find that a fellow Catholic we admire 

doesn’t agree with us on abortion or the death penalty. “X is such a good person; how can s/he not see that. . .?”  

In addition, the description of the corporate sensus fidelium in Lumen Gentium (and in many of the earlier 

theological discussions) runs into the same problem noted above regarding infallibility, i.e. the need for 

universality of the agreement. Beyond a very narrow list based on the Creed, is there anything we could all 

agree on? And even if there is agreement on a creedal belief (e.g., Jesus is our Savior), we may find a wide 

variety in what those believers consider the “correct understanding” of that belief. (Rooting the sensus in the 

grace of baptism also raises a question of the definition of the “faithful.” Does the authentic sensus fidelium 

need to include all validly baptized Christians, not just Catholics?) 

This essay is not an attempt to deny or disparage the reality of the sensus fidelium nor the importance of the 

prophetic voice of the laity. Nor, if we take the biblical witness seriously is one individual voice to be 

discounted as prophecy just because it speaks alone. The Holy Spirit is not some bird imprisoned in a cage in the 

Vatican but untameable fire and wind which burns and blows where It will. What is being cautioned against 

here is an automatic invoking of the sensus. To hear the voice of the Spirit speaking through the laity requires 

the same high standards we would require to be convinced it was speaking through the hierarchy—or a single 

passage of the bible. An opinion poll or vote among like-minded individuals is not sufficient. This is a religious 

quest, a spirituality of discernment. Some speculation on what that might require will be discussed later in these 

essays. 

Closely related to a theology of the sensus is the theology of freedom of conscience. The sacredness of the 

concept in the history of Catholic Christianity has been mentioned earlier in the essay on obedience and 

authority. A recognition of the sacredness of conscience has always been accompanied by an insistence on the 

responsibility of the individual to form that conscience correctly. The principle here is the same as that applied 

in Catholic moral theology. If, for example, I don’t believe that torturing people is wrong, that moral theology 

has taught, there is no sin in my carrying it out. However, there may be moral culpability in my refusal to listen 

to arguments against torture.  



 

Freedom itself is a multi-layered concept. Freedom as autonomy—the ability to make decisions—seem to be a 

given. The human infant begins to exercise some limited choice almost immediately. Given a pacifier to keep 

them quiet until real nourishment can be readied, some babies will spit it out in disgust and continue shrieking. 

Objecting to the feel of booties on their feet, some babies will resolutely work them off. As we mature, the 

scope of our autonomy also grows. However, we recognize that autonomy may be crippled. A child who is 

consistently exposed to abusive humiliation or criticism, may seemingly lose the ability to choose. Societal or 

cultural constraints, economic deprivation and lack of opportunity may place barriers to choice.  

From the New Testament writings, Christianity has considered freedom in a different framework. True freedom 

is a gift of grace and psychologically not a given, but a process.  One of the tasks of becoming a mature 

Christian was to become freer. All of the factors described above as possibly clouding the sense of the faithful 

can also be at work in limiting freedom. Exercising one’s conscience then to be authentically free must also be 

more than a knee-jerk reaction. To be authentically exercised in the Spirit freedom of conscience also, like 

exercise of the sensus, requires authentic spirituality and discernment.  

The previous essays have addressed some of the major concepts which underlie our decisions to comply with, 

ignore, or actively work against decisions by ecclesiastical leaders. In the next issue the essays will address the 

questions, “So what?” “What do we do about it?”  
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