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Although there are several differ-
ent ways to view the impact of the
{ Second Vatican Council, all Catholics
i can agree that the climate in the
" American Catholic Church changed
dramatically in its aftermath, ac-
cording to New York Times colum-
nist Peter Steinfels. American cul-
ture has also changed dramatically
§ in that time, causing the.church to
enter a crisis period,.and several
i steps need to be taken to prevent its
il further decline, he believes.

Steinfels, the Times' senior reli-
J gion correspondent from 1988-97,
E spoke at Nazareth College Sept. 30 as
4 part of “Vision, Reality, Challenge:
i Vatican I, Forty Years Latex\ alec-
i ture series marking Vatican I1I's 40th
i anniversary. His lecture, titled “In
{ the Wake of Vatican II: A People
Adrift?”  was  sponsored
% Nazareth's William H. Shannon Chair
3. s AR
; in Lut_hohc \Studl‘es‘

- Vatican 1, which took place from
*\ 1962-65, had very practical conse-
\, quences. for Amex ican Catholics,
» who tend to look at ‘it in-one of four
J ways, Steinfels maintained. These
3 perspectives, he said, range from ul-
»\ -traconservative (the council was an
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*unfortunate mlstake to be correct-
ed) to the radically libera] (the coun-»

_cilwasa halfhearted break from the
" past, naive of the requirements of au-

thentic reform).

According to the moderately con-
servative view, the council was mis-
represented by some but remained a
landmark event and the work of the
Holy Spirit, introducing badly need-
ed reforms, giving the church a jolt
of energy and niaking Catholicism a
global faith.

From a moderate liberal perspec-
tive, the council was a singular in-
spiration, with the Holy Spirit work-
ing through Pope John XXIII. From
this perspective, the council reached
out to those of other faiths and rec-
ognized the importance of change
and dialogue; among other thmga
Stemfelb said.

-Steinfels said he takes a middle-of-
the-road position, believing that
while Vatican Il did mark a break
from the immediate past, it also reaf-
firmed earlier expressions of the
faith, The “spirit of the council” can
be used.to help understand the docu-

* ments and apply them to unforeseen

circumstances, he said, noting that
the church has confronted many
such unforeseen issueq since 1968.
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Homelessness among children

- A homeless child sleeps under an old, rusty car on a street irv Cairo,
Egypt, Aug. 20. During a Vatican-sponsored conference on.street chil-
dren, Archbishop Agostino Marchetto said the United Nations and
Amnesty International estimate that there are between 100 miillion and -
150 million street children in the world.
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“Today, the Roman Catholic
Church in the United States is on the
verge of either an irreversible de-
cline or a thoroughgoing transfor-
mation,” Steinfels said, echoing the
first sentence of the introduction to
his recent book, A People Adrift: The

Crisis of the Roman Catholic Church

in America.

This decline would not be a sudden
collapse of the church, but rather a
gradual “hollowing out of the faith; a
soft slide into a kind of nominal
Catholicism,” Steinfels Said. In this
Scenario, faith and the church would
have little bearing on the way
Catholics lived their lives and raised
their children. :

The reasons for such a decline go
deeper than the recent clergy sex-
abuse scandals, shortage of parish
priests and declining Mass atten-
dance, although all are linked, Stein-
fels said. Theﬁ stem in part from the
church’s refusal to acknowledge cul-
tural changes, such as the global
movement for the equality of
women, religious illiteracy among

.younger Catholics, declining credi-

bility when the church teaches about
sex and the fact that clerical keader-
ship is giving way to lay leadership,
he said. The possible decline also

‘would relate to the sharp divisions

between liberal and conservative
Catholics.

“It's time conservatives and liber-

A

als gracefully recognized that here
and there, the other side in this
trench warfare may actually have
been proven right,” Steinfe.: said,
noting that American Catholics need
to break free.of the constricting
viewpoints that have existed since

- Vatican II.

In order to prevent Catholicism’s
decline, church leaders must balance
concern for theological principles
with attention to practical pastoral
‘realities, Steinfels added. Perhaps in-
stead of spending so much energy
debating the theology of hymn lyrics,
church leaders should pay more at-
tention to how many people in the
church are actually singing and how
many undeistand the significance of
what they're singing, he suggested.

“I think it helps to remember the
enthusiasm and the courage with

-which the council was received,”

Margaret O’Brien Steinfels said in a
short response to her husband’s lec-
ture. O’Brien Steinfels s an editor,
writer and commentator and previ-
ously served as editor of the Catholic
opinion magazine Commonweal.
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