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Catholic press needs more freedom 
By Father Richard P. McBrien 
Syndicated columnist 

There are many features of Catholi
cism in the United States that set it 
apart from Catholic life in other coun
tries of the world. 

One is the vast network of non
government-supported schools, col
leges, and universities. By and large, 
they are good schools; some are bet
ter than good; and a few have attained 
national and even international stature. 

Another is the extensive network of 
weekly newspapers, magazines, and 
journals. One has only to page through 
the annual Catholic Press Directory to 
appreciate its diversity and scope. 

It's more difficult, however, to ren
der an opinion about the quality of 
the Catholic press in the United States 
than it is to render a judgment about 
the quality of Catholic schools, col
leges, and universities. 

In the case of Catholic higher edu
cation, there are accreditation reports 
and comparative ratings in books and 
magazines, such as the annual review 
of colleges and universities in U.S. 
News & World Report. 

Some Catholic publications are very 
good. Many are ordinary. But one has 
the impression that too many are 
poor. If we had, proportionally, as 
many below-standard Catholic schools, 
colleges, and universities in this coun
try as we have inferior Catholic news
papers, the intellectual and profes
sional status of the American Catholic 
laity would be considerably less ex
alted than it is. 

SSAYS 
IN 
THEOLOGY 

Why the difference between 
Catholic education, especially higher 
education, and the Catholic press? 

Catholic colleges and universities 
are, for the most part, free institu
tions, administered and staffed by peo
ple who have passed the test of peer-
review. 

Institutionally, our colleges and uni
versities are autonomous, that is, not 
controlled by outside ecclesiastical au
thorities, and their faculties are pro
tected by academic freedom, that is, 
not subject to reprisal for occasional
ly expressing ideas at variance with 
ecclesiastical authorities. 

That is not the case with much of 
the Catholic press, particularly dioce
san newspapers and newsletters. The 
expression of opinion, whether in ed
itorials or columns, is in too many in

stances controlled — at least indirect
ly — by the views of the publisher, 
namely, the local bishop. 

The censorship is rarely overt. Pick
ing up on a variety of signals, editors 
develop a feel for what might be "too 
controversial," and so they engage in 
self-censorship. 

The self-censorship doesn' t stop 
with editorials and columns, howev
er. Even the choice and treatment of 
news stories are affected. 

Some might say, by way of rebuttal, 
that the secular press is no-different, 
that some secular publishers are just 
as much "involved" with die policies 
and content of their papers as the 
bishops. 

Undoubtedly, there are secular pa
pers whose publishers do exert that 
kind of control, but of what quality 
are those papers and what reputation 
do they enjoy among their peers? 

The best example to the contrary 
is The Wall Street Journal. It is a busi
ness-oriented publication with a 
strongly conservative editorial page. 
But nothing else in the paper is af
fected. Freedom and the highest stan
dards of journalistic excellence pre
vail on every other page. Which is why 
The Wall Street Journal is generally re
garded as one of the nation's best 
newspapers. 

It should be pointed out that the 
national Catholic press is different 
from the diocesan press. Except in the 
case of Our Sunday Visitor, there is no 
direct episcopal involvement in these 
papers' management. 

The Wanderer and Twin Circle have 

always been strongly conservative in 
orientation, with a decidedly polemi
cal tone. The National Catholic Regis
ter, once as notably conservative as 
the preceding, has moved closer to 
the center. The National Catholic Re
porter (NCR) is the only national paper 
with a liberal orientation. It also has 
the highest circulation of the four. 

O n e perennial cliche about the 
NCR and The Wanderer ought to be 
put to rest; namely, that they are ide
ologically equidistant from the cen
ter, with the NCR as far to the left as 
The Wanderer is to the right. 

A recent editorial in an Eastern 
diocesan paper, for example, refers to 
"ecclesiastical polarities of the right 
and left, The Wanderer and — its lib
eral cousin, The National Catholic Re
porter." Say what you will about The 
Wanderer, the NCR is not its "liberal 
cousin." No careful and objective read
er of both papers could sustain the 
judgment that the NCR is but a mir
ror-image of The Wanderer. 

On the contrary, I know of no week
ly Catholic publication that is more 
faidiful to the spirit of the Second Vat
ican Council, more open to the full 
spectrum of news and views in the 
contemporary Catholic Church, and 
more securely situated in the church's 
broad, moderately liberal-to-conserv
ative mainstream than is the NCR. 

U.S. Catholicism has been enriched 
by its impressive .network of au
tonomous and free academic institu
tions. Might not an autonomous and 
free Catholic press have a similarly 
positive effect? 

Forgiveness offered to all during Lent 
By Father Albert Shamon 
Courier columnist 

Sunday's Readings: (R3) John Bri
l l ; (Rl) Isaiah 43:16-21; (R2) Philip-
pians 3:8-14. 

The theme of Sunday's readings is 
confidence in the future. "Remember 
not the events of the past," proclaimed 
the Second-Isaiah (Rl). The past event 
he referred to was the exodus from 
Egypt. That, of course, was great, but 
Isaiah promised that, in the near fu
ture, God was going to do something 
even greater for his people who were 
languishing in captivity in Babylon. 

The liberation of their ancestors 
from Egypt was by violence; their lib
eration from Babylon would come 
about peaceably, simply by touching 
the heart of Cyrus. So wondrous 
would this liberation be that the Jews 
themselves would say, "We were like 
men dreaming... our mouth was filled 
with laughter;" and the nations would 
say, "The Lord has done great things 
for them." 

But the exodus from Egypt and the 
exodus from Babylon, both liberations 
from physical slavery, were only shad
ows of the greater exodus to be 
brought about by Jesus — the libera-

WORD 
FOR 
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tion from the far worse terrible slav
ery, that of sin. 

The dramatic story of the adulteress 
exemplifies how easy redemption is 
since Christ's coming. 

For the woman taken in adultery, 
her meeting with Jesus was a new 
start. The same grace is offered to all 
of us, this Lent, for Jesus is the same 
yesterday, today and forever. Consid
er this deeply moving event of the 
woman taken in adultery in light of a 

second chance. 
She had been caught in the act of 

adultery. Offhand, there is something 
unjust about the situation. The law 
which the Scribes and the Pharisees 
referred to ordered that both the man 
and the woman, caught in the act, 
should be stoned. Yet it was only the 
weaker person who was made to stand 
in front of everyone. The malevolence 
of the enemies of Jesus, Zeal for the 
law was not what had made them act, 
but hatred of Jesus — they posed the 
question to trap him. 

Jesus simply bent down. What a 
gentleman He was! He would not in
flict greater embarrassment on this 
poor woman. In response to their 
question, He simply doodled on the 
ground, like a man who scratches on 
a pad when he has to listen to some
one whose talk bores him to death. 

But they persisted. So Jesus straight
ened up and with a withering look drat 
penetrated their very hearts, He said, 
"Let the man among you who has no 
sin be the first to cast a stone at her." A 
second time he bent to the ground and 
doodled again, this time to release His 
mounting anger against these heartless, 
brazen and shameless hypocrites. 

When all had drifted away, and the 

poor woman stood there, waiting for 
the condemnation that never came, 
Jesus straightened up and spoke, not 
words of condemnation, but of for
giveness. He did not gloss over her 
sin; He forgave it and exhorted her 
to repentance. "Nor do I condemn 
you," He said softly. "But from now 
on, avoid this sin." And she went away 
with a song in her heart. "The Lord 
has done great things for me. I am 
filled with rejoicing." 

The strange, fascinating, and often 
overwhelming attraction of sexual de
sire is the heritage of original sin. Rare 
is the person who has not felt the sting 
of the flesh. If we have succeeded in 
using our bodies well, let us not glory 
but humbly thank God for having 
shielded us from temptation. We have 
all been tried, and we know that but 
for the grace of God there go I like 
the adulteress. 

Therefore, when anodier sins in the 
flesh, let us be truly humble, loathe 
to judge or to condemn. We need not 
approve of the sin, but surely we must 
love the sinner who so often turns to 
sins of the flesh precisely because true 
love has often been denied him .by 
those who profess to be Christ's fol
lowers. 
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