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Church needs to admit it abused authority 
We are about to begin another Lenten 

season, traditionally a time for taking spir
itual stock of our lives, doing penance for 
our sins, and preparing for the Easter cel
ebration of our baptismal rebirth in the 
Risen Christ 

The church itself must take spiritual 
stock of its communal and institutional 
life, do penance for its sins, and prepare 
for its own baptismal rebirth at Easter. 

Taking stock, however, is a waste of time 
if it isn't honest Unfortunately, honesty is 
not universally welcome in the church to
day. Too many want to hear (or read) only 
the good news: that the church is on the 
verge of a great institutional rebound, that 
vocations to the priesthood are rising in 
Asia and Africa and will eventually do so. 
here as well, that there is a new devotion
al fervor in the land, that young priests are 
prayerful and loyal. 

Many don' t want to hear about prob
lems: that millions of educated Catholics 
are in danger of becoming spiritually and 
intellectually disconnected from their tra
dition because many of those officially en
trusted with its transmission seem either 
unwilling or unable to do so in a manner 
mat respects their intelligence and lived 
experience, that women are increasingly 
alienated from the institutional church be-

essays in 
theology 

cause too many of its leaders are tone-deaf 
regarding women's aspirations, gifts and 
frustrations, that the sacramental life of 
the church rests now on die fragile ground 
of a quantitatively and sometimes qualita
tively inadequate presbyteral force. 

No problem, however, is more serious 
than the leadership's apparent lack of trust 
in the Holy Spirit and in die faith and com
mon sense of the laity at large. 

This lack of trust is shown in some of 
the leadership's continued efforts to si
lence anyone who dares to offer a theo
logical or pastoral viewpoint even mar
ginally different from their own. 

The viewpoints at issue are not at all 
matters pertaining to the core of Christ
ian, faith, for example, the divinity of 
Christ, the redemptive value of his cross 
and resurrection, die hope for eternal life. 

They concern, for die most par t die man
ner in which authority is exercised in die 
church. 
• To be absolutely clear about i t What is 

at issue is not the very existence of church 
authority, but the way in which diat au
thority is employed. And this is exactly the 
point mat die pope himself made in his 
1995 encyclical letter, Ut UnumSint ("That 
diey may be one"), where he clearly dis
tinguished between die papal office as 
such and die manner in which papal au
thority is exercised. He invited criticism 
of die latter and suggestions for improve
ment. 

The manner in which papal authority 
is exercised affects die type of men whom 
the Vatican elevates to the hierarchy or 
promotes widiin die hierarchy. It affects 
die manner in which die Vatican relates to 
local hierarchies, whedier it respects their 
legitimate pastoral autonomy or tries in
stead to micromanage diem. 

It affects the refusal to grant requests 
for laicization of married priests, even 
when those applications have been en
dorsed by me priest's bishop. 

It affects die decision to canonize one 
type of person (for example, die founder 
o£Opus Dei) rather than odiers (for ex
ample, ordinary married persons who did
n't happen to join a convent or found a re

ligious order following die deadi of their 
spouse). 

It affects die manner in which the Vati
can reacts to dieologians whose approach 
is different from its own, and yet entirely 
consistent widi that of die great majority 
of Catholic dieologians around the world. 

"When ecclesiastical authority rattles 
die chains that come widi monopolistic as
piration and forces confrontations widi 
diose who experiment widiin traditions, 
reinterpret scriptures, or stretch- the 
bounds of community," Martin Marty, the 
distinguished church historian, has writ
ten (Academe, January/February 1998), "it 
may smugly satisfy itself. 

"But in die eyes of .many," he continued, 
"both academy and church then lose. The 
academy suffers because it loses the voice 
of potentially creative conversation part
ners. The church loses because it has had 
to coerce where it could not persuade, to 
punish where it could not trust to expel 
and exile where it might have profited by 
listening." 

To die extent diat the official church 
has sinned in diis regard, it needs to ac
knowledge its failings and resolve to 
change its pattern of behavior. 

• • • 
Father McBrien is a professor of theology 

at the University of Notre Dame. • 

Gospels present a faith portrait, not history 
Q . Our parish Bible class is studying 

materials diat refer to die "historical Je
sus" as if he is different from die Jesus we 
know. Could you explain simply what the 
historical Jesus is? 

(Ohio) 
A. The "search for die historical Jesus" 

can help us understand some important 
elements of the church's teaching about 
die New Testament, die Gospels particu
larly. 

For starters, your group must be aware 
of die Catholic teaching that the four 
Gospels were formed in three time peri
ods or stages. 

First came die personal ministry of Je
sus himself, what he actually said and did, 
what concerns he had to deal widi, what 
types of people he was trying to motivate 
and so on. 

Second came die period of proclama
tion, when die apostles and odier early dis
ciples preached Jesus to the earliest Chris
tian communities, roughly between 35 
and 70 A.D.; how diey reinterpreted die 

words and actions of Jesus in a variety of 
new cultures, new situations, new lan
guages, all so die saving message, die 
"good news" of die risen Lord, would take 
root in new believers. 

The1 final stage was the actual writing 
of the Gospels, a period covering roughly 
the years 65 to 100 A.D. During these 
years, "from the many things handed 
down," die Gospel writers "selected some 
things, reduced odiers to a synthesis, oth
ers they explicated as diey kept in mind 
die situation of die churches." 

Thus they compiled a narrative con
cerning the Lord Jesus "with a method 
suited to die peculiar purpose each (au
thor) set for himself." 

Their purpose, dien, was not to com
pose a "biography" of die Savior, Jbut to 
create a portrait of Jesus diat would es
tablish a base of faith in the risen Christ 

(This church teaching, including the 
above quote, is found in die Pontifical Bib
lical Commission's "Instruction on the 
Historical Trudi of die Gospels" 1964, and 
in odier documents.) 

It is important to emphasize here our 
Christian'belief diat all this happened un
der die guidance and inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, the Spirit Jesus promised 
would be widi his community of believers 
through the ages (Jn 14). 

In no way, therefore, may we fear diat 
the "truth" about Jesus and his message 
became diluted or confused by die time 
die Gospels were written. 

On die contrary, die process leading up 
to dieir writing made die four Gospel por

trayals of Jesus clearer and infinitely more 
revealing dian would have been possible 
(from our human perspective at least) had 
diey been written die day after die resur
rection. 

From here on, die answer to your ques
tion is brief. The "historical Jesus" is the 
"actual" Jesus we might discover hidden 
behind die words and events of die pre
sent Gospels. 

Scholars (with varying motives and de
grees of faith) ask: If we dissect and search 
beneadi the words of die Gospels, what 
"real" Jesus — what literal words and ac
tions of Jesus as he walked diis eardi — 
might we uncover there? 

Whatever diat Jesus m a y ^ , however, 
he will never replace or detract from die 
Jesus we know and love by faidi, die Jesus 
passed over to us by die Spirit die Jesus of 
the Gospels. 

Questions for this column should be sent to: 
Father John Dielzen, Holy Trinity Church, 
704 N. Main St., Bloomington, IL 61701. 
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Announcements 

ADOPTIONS The Catholic 
Courier does not publish 
adoption advertising. To obtain 
a list of agencies that serve 
birth mothers and adoptive 
parents, call 716-328-4340; 
Agencies wishing to be includ
ed on this list may send infor
mation to the Catholic Courier. 

Help Wanted 

EARN MONEY READING 
books! $30.000/yr. -income 
potential: Details 
800-513-4343, ex t Y-1467. 

Situations Wanted 

AIDE WANTED72 year old 
widow seeks female to share 
home. May have outside job. 
Light aide duties. Call 
716-338-2434. 

Houses 

Looking for <a place to: Uve^? 
check the Courier classifieds ~>iZ%f: 

Help Wanted 

Job Opening - Principal - St. Maiy's High School 

St. Mary's High School, a Catholic, co-educational high school, invites applications for the position of 
Principal. Located in the Village of Lancaster, NY, St. Mary's has an enrollment of 370 students with 
a faculty and staff of 34. Candidates must be a practicing Roman Catholic with a Master's degree in 
school administration. The applicant should have or be working toward New York State Certification 
in school administration and have administrative experience. Salary is competitive. Please send an 
application including a resume naming three references,, together with an essay expressing your 
vision for Catholic education and the three accomplishments of which you are the most proud. 

Please respond to: SMH Search Committee 
St. Mary's Rectory - 1 St. Maiy's Hill - Lancaster, NY 14086^2094 

Applications must be received by March 5,1998 
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ANDY KANE REALTY 
Serving the diocese for 25 
years! Selling, buying, renting. 
716-482-3200. 

Apartments 
Unfurnished 

FAIRPORT/Large 1 BR newly 
redecorated, walk to village, 
quiet street, off street parking,. 
$560 includes heat and water, 
non-smoker, references, avail
able now. Call 388-1477. 

Condos 
Townhouses 

FOR SALE: WEST 
COASTRorida Condo 1st Fl_ 
2 BR, 2 baths, clubhouse & 
pool 813-376-4390. 

Carpeting 
& Floor Care 

CARPET CLEANING 

CHEM-DRY8 

Of 
ROCHESTER & FINGER L A K E S 

716-458^5797 • 716-396-1076 
Mention this ad for a CC Discount! 
Soiving Monroe. OnUno & L»rtig*on Countei 

Independent Owned S Operated 

Home Improvement 

BASEMENT WALLS 
repaired, painted; Wet base
ment problems. Small jobs 
welcome. 20 yrs. exp. Al 
Meyvis Jr. 716-392-4435 or 
323-2876. 

Moving & Hauling 

Ceiling Repair 

TEXTURED/SWIRLED CEIL
INGS 9' x 12' ceiling only $59. 
Water Damage, drywall, plas
ter repairs. Quality work; rea
sonable prices. 716-392-5076. 

Heating & 
Air Conditioning 

K-D Moving & 
Storage, Inc. 
Experience in office, 
household moving and 
deliveries. 

Bir or SmnH We dn Ihrm Ml! 

473^610/4734357 
23 Arlington Si. Rocheslcr NY 14607 

NVDOT«9H57 

Adult Care 
LIVE-IN PERSON: for older 
Catholic woman. Prefer same. 
Can pay small weekly salary 
plus free room & board. Call 
716-889-3362. 

Hicks H o m e H e a t i n g 
Call us for Winter Comfort! 
Heat & Air Conditioning 

Specialists . 
• Slid • Service • Installation 

Family Owned df Operated 
424-4848 

Painting 
& Wallcovering 

B U R G - M A S T E R 
PAINTING/PAPERHANGING, 
texture ceilings, walls, ceilings 
repaired, rugs shampooed. 
Insured, powerwashing. Dan 
Burgmaster, 716-663-0827. 
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