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An assertion is not the same as an ar

gument. An assertion is simply an opin
ion unsupported by reasoning and evi
dence. 

One assertion that has been making 
the rounds in recent months is that "lib
eral Catholicism is exhausted." (The as* 
sertion is not unrelated to another, root
ed in the prejudice of ageism, that the 
leaders of liberal Catholicism are a dwin
dling and aging group of "elitists" whose 
time has passed.) 

The first difficulty with the' assertion is 
that liberal Catholicism is never defined. 
Second, we are not told what specifically 
has been "exhausted." And third, no clear 
alternative is offered. 

Forty years ago Robert D. Cross, then 
a professor at Swarthmore College and 
later its .president, published The Emer
gence of Liberal Catholicism in America. 

Cross identified liberal Catholicism, 
both in Europe and the United States, 
with an openness to truth, wherever its 
path might lead, and a readiness to en
gage modern society and modern culture. 
He pointed out that its leaders included 
high-ranking members o f die hierarchy 
(Cardinals John Henry Newman and 
James Gibbons, and Archbishop John Ire
land, for example). 

He argued that "on no point were the 
liberal and conservative factions within 
American Catholicism more at odds than 
on die proper policy for the Church to 
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adopt towards Protestants." Liberals fa
vored mutually respectful dialogue; con
servatives, die course of separation and 
defensiveness! 

Cross's book appeared less dian four 
years before die opening of die Second 
Vatican Council. Had he been able to con
tinue his historical survey through die 
council, he would have found diat die cen
tral values he identified with liberal 
Cadiolicism were carried forward in die 
documents of die council itself. 

If that is indeed die case, a series of 
questions might usefully be put to diose 
who have been asserting that (an unde
fined) libera] Cadiolicism has lapsed 
somehow into a state of "exhaustion." 

1. The liberal majority at die Second 
Vatican Council held that die church is 
primarily a mystery ("a reality imbued 
with die hidden presence of God," in die 
words of Pope Paul VI) radier than a hi
erarchical institution, as the conservative 
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minority insisted. If liberal Catholicism is 

indeed "exhausted," are we W conclude 
that die church is no longer to be under
stood primarily in sacramental radier 

than institutional categories? 
2. The liberal majority at die council 

held that the church is the whole "People 
of God," and not just the hierarchy or the 
clergy. If that is also an "exhausted" idea, 
is "the Church" once again to be equated 
with die hierarchy, with die rest of the 
community viewed as dutiful followers of 
its directives and passive recipients of its 
spiritual ministrations? 

3. The liberal majority at Vatican II 
held that die laity directly participate in 
die mission of die church radier dian sim
ply in die apostolate of die hierarchy. Are 
die laity to be viewed once again as mere
ly instruments of die hierarchy? 

4. The liberal majority at die council al
so made it clear diat diere are not two sep
arate and distinct realms of die aposto
late, die temporal and die sacral, widi die 
former being die special responsibility of 
die laity and die latter die exclusive re
sponsibility of die hierarchy. According 
to die liberal Cadiolicism reflected in die 
conciliar documents, the laity have as 
much responsibility for die internal life of 
die church as diey do for temporal affairs 
outside die church, and members of die 
hierarchy, in dieir turn, also have an im
portant role to play in providing moral 
leadership in die political order alongside 

die laity. Has d i e force o f such ideas b e e n 

"exhausted"? 
5. The liberal majority at die Second 

Vatican Council taught that the social 
apostolate is an integral part of die mis
sion of the church, alongside its teaching, 
preaching and sacramental worship. If lib
eral Cadiolicism is truly "exhausted," are 
we to conclude that none of the church's 
work on behalf of social justice, human 
rights and peace is essential to its evange
lizing mission? Is evangelization once 
again apolitical, as die 19th-century Eu
ropean and early 20th-century American 
conservatives insisted? 

6. The liberal majority at Vatican II 
taught diat die church is larger dian die 
Catholic Church, that it includes die 
Protestant, Anglican, Orthodox and sep
arated non-Orthodox Eastern churches as 
well. If liberal Cadiolicism is "exhausted," 
are we once again to equate "die Church" 
widi die Cadiolic Church alone? 

7. Finally, die liberal majority at Vati
can II mandated diat die church's entire 
liturgical life be renewed and reformed to 
make it more intelligible and, tiierefore, 
more accessible to all. Has die liturgical 
renewal also been "exhausted"? 

If none of die above, what possible 
meaning can we place on die assertion 
diat "liberal Cadiolicism is exhausted?" 

• • • 
Father McBrien is a professor of theology at 

the University of Notre Dame. 
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No Entrance Fee Require J. Call Today! 

"I Fell in Love witn the 
Convenient Location. 
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* f he French call it joie de vivre, or love of life. 

" That ability to approach life joyfully and fully 

appreciate all that each day has to offer. Every day, 

residents of Chapel Oaks, Rochester's newest ana 

finest rental retirement community, are finding the 

joy of retirement living. Once you've experienced 

life at Chapel Oaks, you may find yourself falling 

in love with the true joy of living ail over again. 

« t ^ a l l in love with the tradition of S t Ann's of ; 

" Greater Rochester, Inc., who for 1 2 5 years 

has provided senior adults with a truly fulfilling 

retirement lifestyle. The location of heing perfectly 

situated on 14 beautiful, secluded acres of the 

St Ann' s campus and just minutes away from 

Rochester's finest shopping, entertainment and 

cultural activities. The independence to continue 

an active lifestyle without routine maintenance and 

tiresome daily chores. The valine of a rental concept 

with no entrance fee, which makes Chapel Oaks 

Rochester's most affordable retirement living 

option. The convenience d exceptional services and 

amenities, and the spacious one - and two-bedroom 

apartment homes. Or, fall in love with the security 

and peace oj mind mat comes from having priority 

access to a full con t inuum of heal th care services 

n glit on the S t A n n s campus. 

« j^ / e t i rement is your time to seize the day and 

" j enjoy life to its fullest; to experience your 

"joie de vivre." P l e a s e c a l l ( 7 1 6 ) 3 4 2 - 3 0 5 2 

f o r m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t C h a p e l O a k s 

o r t o a r r a n g e y o u r p e r s o n a l t o u r . O n c e 

y o u s e e all that w e n a v e t o o f fer , y o u m a y 

j u s t r i n d y o u r s e l f r a i l i n g i n l o v e w i t h t n e 

t r u e j o y o f l i v i n g a l l o v e r a g a i n ! 

A GROWING TRADITION. 

1 5 5 0 Portland Avenue Rochester, NY 14621 

(716) 3 4 2 - 3 0 5 2 

Ah affiliate of St. Ann's of Greater Rochester, Inc. 
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Kids' Answer from page 12- Jesus loves you. 
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