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Divisions within liberal Catholicism 
This week all I'm doing in this column 

is to refer readers to another column: Pe­
ter Steinfels' piece in the Nov. 19, 1999, 
issue of Commonweal entitled "Reinvent­
ing Liberal Catholicism: Between pow­
erful enemies and dubious allies." The 
article is one of the best I have read, and 
I recommend that everyone read it. 

The most interesting points, to my 
mind, highlight divergences between 
progressive Catholics (liberals in Stein­
fels' terms) and what he calls the 
Catholic left. Ordinarily I assume that 
the majority of American Catholics are 
most accurately classified as moderately 
progressive when it comes to Catholi­
cism. 

Five characteristics identified in the ar­
ticle as characterizing such progressive 
Catholics in the United States are: (1) 
Rather than simply condemning every­
thing modern as anti-Catholic, prefer­
ring to make distinctions between good 
and bad aspects of modern culture; (2) 
Instead of denying or fearing change, ac­
cepting change as a normal condition of 
life and faith; (3) Having confidence in 
truth such that free and open discussion 
is sufficient to conquer error without re­
pression of new ideas; (4) Letting the 
distinct spheres of human activity de­
velop on their own and freely, whether 
talking about politics, religion, science, 
art or literature; (5) Connecting the in­
ternal reform of the church to efforts to 
evangelize and reform culture. 

Steinfels characterizes the style of pro­
gressive Catholicism as stressing dia­
logue, mediation, compromise and 

the , 
moral 

life 

gradualism. Its basic spirituality has 
been incarnational more than counter-
cultural, grounded in the common lay 
experience of work, family and politics 
more than radical or extreme move­
ments elsewhere in the church. 

In contrast, Steinfels characterizes the 
style of the Catholic left as evangelical: 
measuring society, culture and the 
church starkly against Gospel standards 
and trying to repair the resulting con­
trast with little attention to compromise, 
incrementalism, or extended analysis 
and debate. While the Catholic left is 
seen as an offspring of liberal Catholi­
cism, it has adopted more of the dra­
matic appeals of the 1960s and is linked 
to Third World liberation movements. 

According to Steinfels and his sources, 
the Catholic left has become increas­
ingly marginalized from the rest of the 
church. It has become more sectarian, 
severing its links with liberal Catholi­
cism. The Catholic left is "increasingly 
defined by internal church questions 
like gender, sexuality, ecclesiology, wor­
ship and spirituality, a near rejection of 

hierarchy and a consistently political 
style of lobbying and mobilization orga­
nized around the demands of special 
constituencies rather than any sense of 
the whole." Women's ordination, cleri­
cal celibacy, homosexuality and abor­
tion, all tied to larger questions of papal 
teaching authority have become hall­
marks of the movement. Questions of 
race, economics, international affairs 
and general culture are hardly dealt with 
at all. 

While both liberals and the Catholic 
left would agree that as a church we 
need to rethink such issues as the role of 
women in the church, collaborative de­
cision making in the church, and issues 
of sexual morality, Steinfels .thinks that 
a significant gap now separates the two 
groups. 

He highlights several factors that have 
contributed to this cleft between them, 
and to the general difficulties charac­
terizing even progressive Catholicism at 
the present time. One is what he calls 
"the crisis of inclusiveness." He thinks 
that inclusiveness has become a byword 
of the Catholic left, "a cant word 
charged with political leverage." He 
asks: "Is anyone against inclusiveness? 
Could anyone be against it? The prob­
lem is that inclusivity is a concept that 
loses meaning apart from some sense of 
specified and bounded identity. Inclu­
sive in what?" In fact, Steinfels suggests 
that "some groups flying the banner of 
inclusiveness are extraordinarily exclu­
sive of those they consider insufficient­
ly inclusive." He thinks the entire em­

phasis on inclusivity separated from 
questions of identity is questionable at a 
time when the celebVation and preser­
vation of identity is such a strong theme 
among oppressed groups, and when the 
basic stance of Catholicism is more ecu­
menical and tolerant of other religions 
and groups than it ever has been. 

Steinfels' article also develops a biting 
critique of the anti-intellectualism 
among all Catholics today. He charges 
that "the activism of the postconciliar 
culture, combined with the therapeutic 
turn in culture, have produced a new 
form of anti-intellectualism." Rather 
than systematically analyzing cause and 
effect, underlying principles, relation­
ships to other evidence or to the her­
itage of theory, doctrine and wisdom, 
contemporary debates tend to dismiss 
all this as irrelevant abstraction and 
move into using various authorities sim­
ply as ammunition for preexisting posi­
tions. The hard work of good theologi­
cal and ecclesial thought and the 
development of ideas is simply not be­
ing done, so that an atmosphere of fear 
and suspicion keeps all "parties" — con­
servative, liberal and the Catholic left -
isolated and ultimately unproductive. 

It's an odd use of a column, perhaps, 
to so extensively cite another. Still, I 
found that reading Steinfels helped me 
to understand a big part of what's hap­
pening in church life today, and I en­
courage all to give it a critical read. 

• • • 
Sister Schoelles is president of St. 

Bernard's Institute. 

ST . ANN'S 
A D U L T 

DAY S E R V I C E S 
Full of Life 

HOME & HEART OF PEN FIELD 
St. Ann's Community, Rochester's premier provider of Senior Services, is proud to announce 
their newest Social Adult Day Center, located in the Parish Hall of Holy Spirit Church, 1355 
Hatch Road at Plank Road. 

Home & Heart ofPenfield can benefit older adults with chronic illness, memory problems, 
depression, or social isolation. Caregivers also receive much needed rest. 

Our range of services for $42.50 a day include: 
** Main meal at noon with nutritious snacks 
^ Personal care and hygiene 
*P Supervision and monitoring 
O Health promotion and wellness programs 
** Medication reminders 
V Religious and educational activities 
*t Social and intergenerational activities 
O Arts, crafts, and music 
^ Daytime respite and information for caregivers 

Transportation available at a special rate. 

FOR INFORMATION AND A PERSONAL TOUR, PLEASE CALL 

Home & Heart ofPenfield at 671-6290 or fax at 671-5902 
Come and experience the daytime friendship and professional care that 

' Home & Heart of Penfield Adult Day Center has to offer! 
This COUPON entitles you to ONE FREE DAY including lunch 

(A $42.50 Value) Call 671-6290 
No Expiration Date Limit One Coupon per Family Introductory Offer 

Kids'Answers 
s from page 12: 
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Pilgrimage to Rome & Lourdes 
November 6, 2000 • 10 Days 
Visit the Vatican • Basilica of St. Peter 

• Roman Forum & Coliseum 
• Basilica of St. Paul • Assisi • Florence 

• Monte Carlo • Nice • Lourdes • Paris • Lisieux 
LOCAL PRIEST FR. PETER ENYAN-B0ADU 

Fully Escorted • Breakfast and Dinner Daily 
^jS-S \ For brochure: 

AH Seasons Travel 
(716) 637-2119 

Part-time positions 
available with the 
Catholic Courier, 

Editorial Assistant to proofread 

pages, prepare "Recognizing" listings, 

edit Kids' Chronicle and other tasks. 

Requires excellent spelling and gram­

mar skills. Flexible hours primarily 

Monday and Tuesday, Hourly rale. 

Send resume to Editor, Catholic 

Courier, PO Box 24379, Rochester, 

N.Y. .14624-0379 or fax to 328-8640. 

Telemarketers to sell subscriptions 

from qualified lists. In-office after­

noon and evening shifts available. 

Hourly rate plus commission. Fax 

resume to Donna at 328-8640. 

visit us on the web: www.cathoiiccourier.com 

http://www.cathoiiccourier.com

