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Church ‘cashes out’ canonization process

By Father Richard P. McBrien
Syndicated Columnist

Two of the most basic sets of questions

in theology have to do with sanctity and
sinfulness.

What is holiness? Who is a saint?

What is sin? Who is a sinner?

In attempting answers to such questions,
we reveal what we really think of ourselves
as human beings, and of the life of grace
bestowed on us through Jesus Christ.

Take the matter of human sexuality as a

case in pomt Is sexual intimacy as expres- -

sed in marriage an integral, God-given di-

(molumnists
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mension of human existence, or is it simply
a necessary evil for the sake of human re-
production?

Even great figures from the church’s
past like Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine
regarded the sexual impulse as a cause for
shame, and moral theology textbooks, still
in use as recently as a couple of decades
ago, continued to refér to the genital or-
gans as indecent and dishonorable (partes
inhonestae in the Latin).

This kind of thinking is generally re-
jected today, but its spirit lingers on in
many of the churches.

There are Christians, Catholics and
Protestants alike, whose list of serious sins
is still dominated by moral transgressions
related to human sexuality and human re-
production: homosexuality, pre-marital
sex, birth control, abortion, masturbation,
pornography, sterilization, in vitro fer-
tilization, and surrogate motherhood.

" They regard the church’s and the Bibie’s
teaching on these issues to be clear, abso-
lute, and non-negotiable, i.e., not subject
to any exception or compromise.

Theologians and other church leaders
who step ‘‘out of line”’ on any one or more

King David’s son chooses wisdom to rule Israel

By Cindy Bassett
Courier columnist

Just outside the king’s court, a huge
crowd of people waited to present their
disputes. They came secking justice in
their claims, and the outcome depended on
the king’s ruling in their cases.

This was the very first time King Solo-
mon would be peesiding. It was a big re-
spons1b1hty and he paused to reflect on his
dream.

‘““What would you hke for me to give
you?”” the Lord asked him.

‘‘My father, King David, was a good
king for your people, Lord,”” Solomon re-
plied. ‘I am young and inexperienced.
Please give me a wise 'and understanding
heart so that I can rule with justice.”

*“You could have asked for anything, So- -

lomon — great wealth, a long life, or vic-
tory over your enemies,”’ the Lord an-
swered. “‘Any of these things I would have
given to you. Because you have asked for
wisdom, not only will I give you a more
discerning heart than any.ruler before you,
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but I will bestow on you great wealth and
honor. If you obey my commandments, I
will give you a long life.””

King Solomon motioned for one of his
officials. *‘I am ready to begin the proceed-
ings. Bring the people in.”’

““Your Majesty, the first case concerns
two women and 2 baby,’” the official said.

““Tell them to come forward now,’” King
Solomon replied.

““Your Majesty, this woman and I live in .

the same house,”” one of them began.
“Never did I r‘;alxzc that she was capable
of such cruelty!”’

‘““That’s not true!’’ the other woman
shouted back. ‘‘She is the one who has
committed a great crime against me!”’

King Solomon called for order. ‘‘Please
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continue your story,’’ he said to the first
woman.

““We both had babies at about the same
time,”” she said. ‘‘Each of us had a son
bern to us. One night, while she slept, she
accidentally rolled over on her child and
smothered him. Before I awoke, she took
her own dead son and placed him beside
me. Then she took my baby and tried to

pre%nd that it was hers. Don’t you think I

know my own child?”’
‘‘She lies! The living baby is mine! Her

" child died!”’ the other woman screamed.”

“‘Silence!”’ King Solomon said, inter-
rupting the outburst.

*‘Since both of you claim to be the ba-
by’s mother, there is only one fair method
to settle your dispute,”’ he said. Turning to
his aid, he ordered, ‘‘Bring me a sword.”’

When he returned with it, King Solomon
commanded, ‘‘Divide the child in two.
Give half of the baby to each of them.”’

““No, stop!”’ the first woman pleaded.
‘It would be far better to let her have my

| baby than to see him kill

“‘Put the sword away,”’ King Solomon
said, rising to face the crowd. ‘‘I will give
the baby to the woman who was willing to
give him up to save his life. She has proven
by her love to be the real mother.”’

Scripture reference: 1 ngs, Chapter
3.
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ESAYS IN THEOLOGY
of these topics deserve whatever punish-
ment they receive, even banishment for life

~ from the practice of their academic or pas-

toral vocation within the church.

What doesn’t usually show up on such -

lists of sins — at least not in great quantity
— are those moral transgressions having to
do with injustice, violence, greed, self-
righteousness, bigotry, vindictiveness, and
the like.

For such Cinistians, the church’s and the -

Bible’s strictures on matters sexual are un-
mistakably clear and binding, admitting no

- variation in degree (parvitas materiae, the

old Latin textbooks called it), while the
church’s and the Bible’s teachings about
these other moral issues are subject to all
sorts of qualifications and exceptions.

This difference in understanding the

" nature of sanctity and sinfulness is ‘‘cashed

out’’ in the canonization S, (The
word “‘canon’’ means ‘‘list.”’ To eanomze
someone is to add him or her to the official
“‘list”” of saints.)

No matter what else we say as a church,
if the vast majority of people we canonize
as saints are priests, nuns, single lay per-
sons, or widows who later founded their
own religious order, we’re telling our fel-
low Catholics and the rest of the world that
the surest way to sanctity is through sexual
abstinence.

The church also says something impor-
tant to the world when it fails to canonize
other types of Catholics: married men and
women who didn’t happen to enter a con-
vent or seminary upon the death of their
spouse, but whose whole life was one of
heroic sacrifice for their families, friends,

associates, and the wider human commun-
ity.

The readers of this column could supply
hundreds of candidates for sainthood on
this criterion alone: mothers and fathers,
grandparents, siblings, relatives, friends,
acquaintances.

Their nominees might never havé foun-
ded a religious .order nor lived a life of

sexual abstinence. On the contrary, their

lives may have .been fired with a sexual
passion that was inspired and sustained by
their profound love for another human be-
ing. .

If we insist nonetheless on canonizing
mostly priests and nuns, then why not
someone whose sanctity is rooted in a
courageous commitment to justice rather
than in the mere avoidance of intimate hu-
man contact.

‘Why not someone like Archblshop Oscar
Arnuifo Romero of El Salvador?
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