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EPISCOPAL CONFERENCES IN THE
CONTEXT OF COMMUNION:
SOME NOTES ON THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

EUGENE DUrry*

In A Report on the Crisis in the Catholic Church in the United States,
The Ndll()l’]dl Review Bourd for the Protection of Children and YounL
People' made numerous observations about the cxercise of the cpiscopal
ministry that indicated u serious lack of accountability among bishops,
an unwillingness to heed advice [rom the bishops’ conlerence, from their
own clergy, and [rom the taithful at large. The authors claimed that “the
hishops fatled to make effective use of the accountability mechanisms al-
ready built into the Church’s structure by Church law,” whether these be
the diocesan consultors, the finance council, the metropolitan, or the na-
tional conference of bishops.” They draw attention to a statement of John
Paul Il in Pastores gregis, to the ellect that, “[T){ communion expresses
the Church’s essence, then it 18 normal that the spirituality of communion
will tend to manifest itself in both personal and community spherces,
awakening cver new forms ol participation and shared responsibility
in the faithful of every category.”™

This particular erisis has indirectly thrown into question again the role
of the episcopal conference and its modus operandi. This paper will look
at the American bishops’ conference during the first twenty-five years of
its existence and highlight how in that period it placed significant value
on lessons o be learned from the wider American socio~political culture.
This discussion will be situated within the context of an ecclesiology of
communion as this bears on an understanding of episcopal conferences.,
Following this basic introduction, it will be shown how the bishops
placed a high value on the spirit of purticipative democracy so character-
istic of their territory. Although the bishops regularly uppealed 1o this
socio-political reality as a way of justifying their modus operandi us
teachers, they [ailed to reflect on and to articulate the theological ground-

Western Theological Institute, Galway, Ireland.,
" {Washington, DC: United States Conference of Catholic: Bishops. 2004) (A Re-
por}t).
* Ibid., 125-139. Cf. Stephen Pope, “Accountability and Sexual Abuse in the United
States: Lessons l'or the Universal Church.” frish Theological Quarterly 69 (2004)73-78.
A Repor, 132,
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ity is as genuine at the local or regional level as it is at the universal level
in the Church. Sccondly, “the decisions of an episcopal conference taken
in asscmbly are formally acts taken by the bishops in the name of their be-
fonging o the colleginm, and due to the solicitude for all the churches to
which they are calted. These arc also actions in implicit communion with
the entirety ol the coflegium .. ' Thirdly, the historical fact is that con-
ferences have enabled the Church to be rooted in a variety of different cul-
tures. In this way they have contributed to the development of the local
church and salcguarded diversity within the koinonia of the Church. Re-
spect for cultural diversity is integral to the very naturc of the Church,
which in turn is to respect a fundamental principle of the incarnation and
satvation history, namely, that people are graced und saved in particular
social, cultural and historical situations; that salvation respects the traiss
of human reality which are compatible with grace, but which arc ditfer-
entiated by nature.'” Thus it makes sense that those bishops who share re-
sponsibility for a local church should work with other bishops who share
with them care for a people with similar problems, traits, characteristics,
talents, and gifts. Matters which concern only certain geographical arcas
should not necessarily involve the whole collegium but can be dealt with
by the episcopal conference ol that area.’” Finally, Tillard notes that the
conferences are not there simply to translate the will of Rome into other
cultural situations but (o give to Rome the fruit of the experience of the
Chrristian community in their ownterritory, so that the diversities of the in-
carnations of grace can be more fully appreciated. Communion with
Rome is not simply obedience; it is the reciprocal exchange of gifts.

Thus for Tillard the source for an understanding of the ecclesiological
foundations of the solidarity and collegial spirit of episcopal CODfCI‘E[]LCS
is 10 be located in the solidurity and communion of the local charches.!
The conferences enable the Church to give witness Lo its rich diversity

I'église en un liew,” in Initiation & la pratigue de la théologie, publié sous la direction de
Bernard Lauret et Francois Reloulé (Paris: Les Editions du Cert, 1983) 322-324.

" Ibid.

1> Similarly, according to Angel Antdn the episcopal conferences can guarantee dif-
ference in the Church, which prevents unity becoming a mat(er of uniformity and catholic-
ity from becoming simply a question of geography. See Le conferenze episcopali. Instanze
intermedie? (Milan: Edizioni Paoline, 1992) 315, See akso comments by Mark E. Chap-
man on the importance of time and space in the exercise of ecclesial ieaching aucherity:

“The Splrll and the Magisterium,” The Ecumenical Review 42 (1990) 268-278.

o L'fft'm’ locale: Ecclésiologie de communion et catholicité, (Paris: Les Editions du
Coerf, 1995) 474

Y Ihid. 471,



EPISCOPAL CONFERENCES IN THE CONTEXT OF COMMUNION 141

and catholicity and to the reality that people are graced and saved in their
particular cultural and historic situations.

Apostolos suos

In his apostolic letter, Apostolos suos, Pope John Paul IT says that epis-
copal conlerences “admirably help to foster a spirit of communion with
the Universal Church and among different local Churches.”!? He sees
them as “contributing effectively Lo unity between the Bishops, and thus
to the unity of the Church, since they are a most helpful means of strength-
ening ecclesial communion.”'® However, he emphasizes the cultural or
social reasons for their existence, thus downplaying their theological sta-
tus, when he says:

they bring together the bishops of one country only, since the
links of culture, tradition and common history, as well as the in-
terconnection of social relations among citizens of the same na-
tion require more constant collaboration among the members of
the episcopate of that territory than the ecclesial circumstances
of another territorial entity might require.'”

The theological reality and the authority of the conferences are already
limited by the statement that:

The binding effect of the acts of the episcopal ministry jointly
exercised within Conferences of Bishops and in communion
with the Apostolic See derives from the fact that the latter has
constituted the former and has entrusted to them, on the basis of
the sacred power of the individual Bishops, specific areas of
competence. 13

This, as Francis Sullivan has pointed out, does not match the history of
the conferences, the conciliar perspective on their place in the life of the
Church, or the post-conciliar instruction on the establishment of confer-
ences.'” Furthermore, the teaching authority of a conference is limited to

5 e . i gy g
15 Apostolos suos, Eng. trans. The Theological and Juridical Nature of Episcopal Con-

ferences. (Sherbrooke, QC.: Médiaspaul, 1998) #8.

o Ibid., #o0.
7 Ibid.. #16

B Ibid., #13

1" “The Teaching Authority of Episcopal Conferences,” Theological Studies 63 (2002)
472-493. For a comprehensive history of the emergence and development of episcopal
conferences, see Giorgio Feliciani, Le conferenze episcopali (Bologna: Societa Editrice Il
Mulino, 1974).
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those situations where the bishops agree unanimously on an issuc or,
where this unanimity is lacking, the Apostolic Sec approves the confer-
cnee statement. This effectively hmits the exercise ol an cpiscopal mag-
isterium Lo two mstances: the universal magisterium of the entire college
with the pope, or the individual bishap (caching within his own diocese.
Thus an intermediary teaching authority is preciuded by this document,

Anunderlying principle of Apostolos sios 1s that the universal Church
has priority over the local churches, and the latter are understooed as de-
pendent on the former. This hus been a concern of the Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith for some time, as evidenced in a letter it issued
in May 1992 entitled “Letier 1o the Bishops of the Catholic Church on
Some Aspects of the Church Considered as Communion.™ ' In that letter
the CDF drew the conclusion that the universal Church “is not the result
ol the communion of the churches, but in its essential mystery it is 4 re-
ality ontologically and temporally prior to every individual particular
Church” (no. 9), This letier was seriously criticized by Bishop Walter
Kasper, in 1999.7% because he saw it as an attempt o imply that the uni-
versal Church was to be identified with the pope and the curia. In partic-
ular he noted how this thinking found its way into Apostolos suos and is
astonished that the conferences of bishops are nat even recognized as
partial realizations of the collegiality of the episcopate. Like Sullivan, he
finds this a theologically thin document and consequently regards 1t as a
provisional position on the teaching authority of the conlerences.™

Kasper in the ensuing dehate with Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger is insis-
tent that the universal and lecal churches exist simultaneously in a peri-
choretic relutionship, one of mutual inclusion and reciprocity. Ratzinger

2 IV - - - . - - .
" The same criticisms that were made of The original instrumentum laboris, following

the 1985 synod of bishops, can stll be made of this apostolic leker. See Joseph Komon-
chak, “The Roman Working Paper,” in Episcopal Conferences: Hisiorical, Canonical &
Theotogical Studies, cd.. Thomas 1. Reese, (Georgetown Universily Press, 1989) 177~
204. An English text of lhe instrumentum laboris appearcd as “Draft Statement on Epis-
copal Conferences™ in Origing 17 [1988] 731-737.

T Origins 22 (Junc, 25, 1992) 108-112,
“Zur Theologic und Praxis des bischéflichen Amtes,” 1 Auf newe Art Kirche Sein:
Wirklichkeiten-Herausforderungen-Wandlungen (Munich: Bernward bei don Bosco,
1999) 3248

= Ibid,, 46. A Tull report of 1he ensuing debate hetween Kasper and Ratzinger on the
guestion of the priorily of the universal or local church is 10 be found in Kilian McDon-
nell, 0.5.B.. “The Ratzinger/Kasper Dehale: The Universal Church and Local Churches.”
m Theological Swclies 63 (2002) 227-250: see also Medard Kehl, "Der Disput der
Kardiniile.” Stimmen der Zeir 128 Hell 4 (2003) 219232,

»
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agrees, provided that the universal has priority in the sequence; he
equates the pre-existent Church and the universal Church. Kasper dis-
agrees noting that il one insists that the pre-cxistent Church is only the
universal Church apart from the local churches, then one has opted for an
ecclesiological abstraction. At the root of the exchange between the two
prelates is a concern to safeguard the reality of the Church as a commu-
nion. However, Kasper’s fear is that the 1992 letter s a dismissal of the
reality of communion and an atlempt 1o restore Roman centradism. This
latter practice throws off balance the proper relationship hetween the
universal and local churches,

Ghislain Lafont highlights the need for an ccclesiology of communion
to be conscious of the Church as Body of Christ and as People of God,
both of which were images prominently used by Lumen gentium.™ In
this way both the inner life of the Church and its historical realization can
be safcguarded. Like Kasper, he claims thal the inner life of the Church
remains an abstraction unless it finds expression in the concrele local cir-
cumstunces in which people live out their lives:

When we speak of particularity we touch on the coneretencss of
the human: the family of God, the {lock of Christ gathers men
and women in a particular place, with their language, and their
local customs, starting in a determined geographical place, with
a certain social structure, and a definile political form. The
Church adopts this ensemble of elements, and by the might and
holiness coming from the Spirit, offers its eriticism, contests
some clements, heals others, and so in the end promotes it. Here
is the place where the tone and colour of specific rituals, a proper
cthical accent, and an art of living remain always open to further
refinement.™

Episcopal conferences, then, can be viewed as means whereby the
Church can be encouraged and supported in realizing itself in ways that

Latont 1s conscious of the fact that the use of commurio can have its own dangers:
“Left 1o tsell. the term “communion” offers too “spiritual” an impression not 10 awaken
certain suspicions on our part. {l can remind us of the anti-institulional ecclesiologies of
former times, ecclesiologies founded exctusively on holiness or the Bible alone. But it can
especially awaken the fear that. once we have defined Chureh as communion, we feel
quite free o develop a juridical siructure that is even more resirictive and burdensome than
the idea of communion will hear. That is why ! maintain that the body of Christ and the
People of God, used in tandem, attain a certain equilibrium.™ hnagining the Carofic
Church, 94.

3 hmagining the Charch, 95
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make it understandable, accessible, and appealing 1o the variety of
peoples who constitute the human family. 1t also provides the context
within which o cxamine the self-understanding of the American bish-
ops’ conlerence.

The Establishment of the NCCB

When the American bishops returned from Vatican 11 they had to reor-
ganize their conlerence, previously known as the National Catholic Wel-
farc Conference (NCWC), in conformity with the principles of Paul VI's
motu proprio, Ecclesiae sanclae., 0 The hishops commissioned a consult-
ing firm 1o advise them on the reorganization of their conlerence. At their
November 1966 meeting they created the National Conference of
Cutholic Bishops (NCCB) to deal with ecclesial matters and the United
States Catholic Conference (USCC) o deal with puhlic policy issues. On
the basis of the consulting firm’s recommendation, a National Advisory
Council was established in 1971 to advise thc Administrative Board and
Committee in the preparation of the agenda for the general meetings of
both the NCCB and the USCC. This council had 63 membcrs: bishops,
diocesan priests, religious und lay members. The council’s contribution
was important because it ensured input from a wide speetrum of opinion
into the work of the conference and {rom the outset shows a desirc on the
part of the bishops to engage more than their own expertisc in their guid-
ance of the Church in their territory.” 1tis also worth noting that from the
inception of the NCCB/USCC the conference president was elected by
the bishops, rather than the most senior cardinal ex officio assuming the
role as was the case in the NCWC. This already indicated a mindsct that
wus more democratic in attitude than its predecessor.

Membership of the Conference

In drawing up the statutes {or the Conference the members were anx-
ious 1o grant membership and voting rights to retired bishops. Rome ob-

20 Textin Viatiean Council H: The Concitiar and Post Conciliar Documents, ed. Austin
Flannery Northport, New York: Costello Publishing Co, 1975) 591- 610.

27 For a full account of the siruciures of the conferences see Thomas J. Recse, A Flock
of Shepherds: The National Conference of Catholic Bishops (Flock ol Shepherds)(Kansas
City, MO: Sheed & Ward, 1992). The Advisory Council made a significant contribution in
1973 when it advocated that diocesan bishops write pastoral letters on the topic of shared
responsibility, See “The Quest for Shared Responsibility,” Origins 2 {1973] 693, 695,
T05-708: Michael Sheehan, “Aspects/Prospects: Shared Responsibility,” Origins 4
[1974] 59-61.
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jected to both praposals. The Americans conceded the point on voting
nights but for mare than a decade vigorously challenged the Roman de-
mand to deprive retired bishops of membership, In 1978 when the
statutes were being revised, Bishop John Sullivan argued that American
citizens are allowed to vole alter they retire and, so, it scemed that such a
civil nght should also be rellected in the Conference. This summed up
the bishops” dilTiculties with the Romun position. Despite the opposition,
howcver, the statutes were amended o read:

Retired bishops, although no longer de ire members of the Con-
ference, arc encouraged and invited to attend all sessions of the
bishops” mectings, and to make available to the Conference their
SpCCiEiL wisdam and cxpericnee by speaking 1o the issues al
hand.~

Mgembership and voting rights touched on agendas significant to
Americans, namely, the right to participate in decision making, to have
one’s voiee heard, and to be able to influence the owtcome of a debate.
Thus it can be secn the bishops did not lose sight of their own American
traditions and despite appeals rom Rome were very slow to concede
whal for them were deeply held principles.

Open Meetings

As early as 1969, Russell Shaw, press secretary to the Conlerence,
wrole to Bishop Bernurdin suggesting that the bishops open their mect-
ings to the public or at leust to the press and selected groups.> Eventu-
ally, at their mecting in November 1971 the bishops agreed to the pro-
posal on the basis that the climate in the United States establishes a
unique relationship with the press which would make their admission
particularly appropriate. It was suggested that the hierarchy should not
fear the American desire for openness and accountability and that the
opening of their meetings 1o the press would turther their credibility as
teachers in the United States. ™ Once again the local culture significantly
iniluenced the ethos of the Conlerence.

o Flock af Shepherds, 23.
" Letter of Russell Shaw 1o Bernardin, Novemnber 18, 1969, (NCCB Archives).

Y The main poinis of the commitice’s recommendations are to be found in "Observers
1 be Admilted to Bishops™ Meeting,” Origins 1 (1971 398, An overview of this debate 1s
also 1o be feund inthe “Bishops to open meclings to press,” Nadional Catholic Reporter

{November 26, 19711 6.
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The Self-Understanding of the NCCB

An important key (o the Conference’s sclf-understanding are the ad-
dresses given by the various presidents of the NCCB,| because they en-
joyed the confidence of their fellow-bishops and in turn exercised a very
important influence over the workings of the Conference [or their three
yeurs tenure.! A briel survey of their statements over the twenly-live
years being reviewed will show that they were anxious o fit the leaching
mini}:ltry of the Conlerence into the context ol American socio-political
.-

The first two presidents ol the Conference, John Dearden and John
Krol, were convinced that the National Advisory Council was an impor-
tant means of cnsuring a more participative style of lcadership for the
Church. Deuarden said that the National Advisory Council was a means
whereby “religious and laymen are enabled to collaborate with us in de-
cision-making to a degree that has been impossible until now ... we
have only begun (o tap its potential as a prototype for participation and
shared responsibility in the Church.”" Krol in turn pointed to the Advi-
sory Council as playing an important part in ensuring a wide collabora-
tive effort on the part of the bishops as they exercised their joint pastoral
role within the Church in the United States. He emphasized the necds and
cxperience of the wider Church membership as an important contrihu-
tion to the work of the Conference.™

Krol also saw the value of the Conference in the context of the univer-
sal Church: “Tt serves as an instrument for decentralization; tor providing
intensive care to particular arcas, for multiplying and adapting various
forms of pastoral action to local needs and certainly for manifesting the
unity and solidarity of the Church** A decade later John Roach re-
marked in similar vein that “Part of our task is to interpret the teaching
and policy of the Holy Father to the Church in the United States . . . but

' The dulies of the president are outlined in “The Presidentia! Dutics,” Origins |
(1971)403-405.

; Joseph P Chinnici has interpreled the change in bishops™ approach as a tum to the
“pastoral” [ollowing the lead of John X X111 and Vatican [1, See idem, “"Reception of Vati-
can I in the Uniled Stawes,” Theological Studies 64 [ 2003] 461494, While thisis true, the
bishops™ sensitivity 1o their sociv-political environment was also an important determinanl
in their post-conciliar methodology.

B Minutes of the Eleventl General Meeting of the Naional Conference of Carholic
Bishops, November {519, 1971, (NCCB Archives) 94.

B Minutes of the Twelftlh General Meeting of the Nationa!l Conference af Cathelic
Bishops, April 11-13, 1972, (NCCB Archives) 52.

B Ihid.

2
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another part ol our task is to interpret the experience and insights of the
Church in the United States to the Holy Father™

The most significant contrthution of the NCCB over the first lwenty-
five years of ils existence was the leaching methodology which it devel-
oped, a feature its presidents regularly highlighted. The process of con-
sultation and discussion which the Americans developed was encouraged
cspecially by Joseph Bernardin, who had played a pivotal role in the Con-
[erence from its inception. He was conscious thai the American conlex!
shaped the content and style of the bishops” minisiry, which correspond-
cd to what Lumen gentinm calls the “ubilittes, resources and customs’ of
the people. An important American ‘custom’ of governance is to have
public hearings on issucs of scrious public concern before enacting legis-
lation to govern these matters.”” This function of the Confercnce’s gover-
nance was In part fuliilled by the Advisory Counctl: but it was also
achicved through professional research and wide ranging consultations
with theologians and experts in the arcas which the bishops wished to
address.**

Bernardin spoke of the need for continual dialogue, even with those
whose opinions differ from those of the bishops. Unity can be affirmed
and etfected “through calm, candid, patient and charitable dialoguc in
which we engage on these occastons. Through this dialoguc we can share
our insights and evolve collaborative responses o the questions hefore
us”™? Atthe 1977 general meeting he encouraged the bishops Lo dialogue
more intensively with theologians and the scholarly community in gen-
eral, to benelil from their insights and wisdom. Such consuliation in no
way diminishes the distinction in roles between bishops and scholars but
complements euch in turn.* The most celebrated example of this con-

¥ “The Bishops and the Yatican: New. Positive Chapier,” Origing 13 (1983) 403.

7 See Jaseph F. Zimmerman, Participatory Democracy: Pluralism Revived (New
York: Praeger, 1986) for some comments on the tradition of town hearings in the United
Stales.

™ The points noted here were in Bernardin®s address to the NCCB at a meeling in
1976, The full text appears as “Bishops Discuss their Mission,” Origins 6 (1976) 9-14.

¥ “Pastoral Sensitivity and Fudelity to the Gospel]” Origias 7 (19773 31, In 1975 he
had made a similar appeal to the bishops ot their gencral meeting. Sec “Pastaral Chal-
lenges,” Origins 5 (1975) 357, In his very lirsl address to the Conference Bernardin had
deseribed the NCCB as “an excellent torum lor the exchange of ideas and lor reaching
comscnsus on those tssues which transcend diocesan boundagies.” Sce “New President/
Episcopal Confercnce,” Originy 4 {1974) 373.

Bernardin said: "1 make a speeial plea thal we establish a close relationship, both as
aconference and as individual bishops, with theologians, social scientists and other schol -
ars. ... A closer relationship and a more intensive dialogue would help 10 avoid some of
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sultation and collaboration was in the preparation of the joint pastorals
The Challenge of Peace® and Economic Justice for Al

On the occasion of presenting the sccond draft of The Challenge of
Peace 1o the general meeting of the bishops, he said:

Within the Church the contribution of the pastoral should be as-
sessed in terms of the process and the product. The process of dis-
cussion, wriling andwitness whichalready has been generated by
the statements of bishops and particularly the pastoral may be the
most important long-range conscquence of our elforts. ... The
process has already begun and needs to be continucd ¥

When the archbishops of the United States met with the pope in 1989
for a dialogue on matters which had caused some tension between Rome
and the NCCB, Bernardin gave the opening address. His central -~ nt
was that the culture of the United States is unique and that an awa: Jiioss
of it is indispensable for an understanding of how it prociaims the
Gospel. He pointed out that:

Americans arc accustomed to “government in the open”, that is,
most of our institutions debate and dec:de the major issues in
public with maximum participation by the governors and those
governed. Americans are accustomed o electing their public of-
ficials and those who will actuahise their noblest hopes and aspi-

the crises and confromation inthe past. . " in “The Most Important Task of a Bishop.” Ori-
gins 71977 372,

W Pastoral Letters of the United Stares Catholic Bishops. ed. Hugh . Nolan. val. 1V
1975-1983 (Washingion, DC: USCC, 1983) 493-581.

42 Pastoral Letters of the United States Catholic Bishops, ed, Hugh ). Nolan.vol. V
19831988 (Washington, DC: USCC, |989) 371492,

¥ =18, Bishops Debate War and Peace Pastoral” Origins 12 (19823 398, The impor-
tance nf the consullative process is highlighted by Webster T. Patterson in his comments
on the preparation of the pastaral. He makes the important point that: “Communal dis-
cernment does not depend upon spme concession from the bishops, but tlows from the sta-
1us of the laity as an integral part of the Church and fram the whole community’s partici-
patien in the prophetic office of Christ” Sce “Nuclear War, the Bishops, and the Sensus
Fidelium: A New Process tor Consensus?™ Chicago Studies 22 {1983) 136. See also the
analysis of Kenneth Himes, “The Challenge of Peace and Economic Jusiice for All: Re-
lleetions Twenty Years Lacer,” in David A, Stosur, ed., Unfaiiing Paticnce and Sound
Yeaching: Reflections on Episcopal Ministry in Horour of Rembert G, Weakland, OSB
{Cotlegevitle, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press. 2003); Camilla ), Kari, Public Wimess:
the Pastoral Lerters of the American Catholic Bishops (Collegeville: The Liturgical
Prycss, 2004).
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rations. Americans arc accustomed to exercising their basic free-
doms by civil discourse, open o inquiry into any issuc that
touches upon the common good or the rights of the individual. As
U.S. bishops we value highly the founding principles of our
country and its democratic traditions. . .. "

Similarly, James Malone noted that “} is our process as much as our
product that makes us unigue.”™** The process of debate and clarification
then are important means for engaging public inicrest in the agendas
which the bishops bring forward. Malone spoke of the need {or the assis-
tance of theologians, religious, pricsts, and laity in the work of preparing
a document. Unless there 15 public discussion und consultation then their
insights will not be availuble. In addition the time devoted to this public
consultation and diseussion allows, what he called, “a certain gestation
period which provides the atmosphere for a position to grow and de-
velop.”* The further point which he made was particularly significant:

I believe this particular methodology did more to wach our
Catholic people and to interject our voice in the American public
debate than would have happened if we had simply published a
final version. Qurs becume a five-year project rather than a five-
minute news story. People read, discussed, debated. Bishops
taught; people learned: even bishops learned. ¥

Again, like Bernardin and Malone, when addressing the pope about
the American situation, John May emphasized how important it was lor
their Conference (0 take seriously the socio-political context within
which they carricd on their ministry:

Perhaps most significant of all, the spirir of democracy courses
through Amcrica and miluences our lives. Authoritarianism is
suspecl in any arca of lcarning or calwre. Individual freedom is
prized supremely. Religious doctrine and moral teaching are
widely judged by these criteria. Therefore, (o assert that there is
a Church teaching with authority binding and loosing for eternity
15 truly a sign of contradiction o many Americans who consider

“ “Opening Comments by Joseph Cardinal Bernardin,” in Evangefization in the Cul-

ture and Society of the United Stares and the Bishop as Teacher of the Faith: Meeting of
His Holiness Johw Paw! T with she Archibishops of the United States, March 811, 1989
(Washington, D.C.: USCC, 1989) 2.

** ~Episcopal Conlerences: Whal Does the Future Hold?” Origins 19(1989) 371.

¢ Ihid.

7 Ibid.
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the divine right of bishops as outmoded as the divine right of
kings. Accordingly, the bishops live and work constantly in this
aemosphere.*®

Under the presidency of Daniel I. Pilarczyk, 1989-1992, the Conler-
ence 1s regarded as having become more introspective and concerned
with internal ceclesial affairs and less with social issues.* However, he
was fike those belore him, carelul 1o link the work of the bishops with
American ways and 1o show that their “concerns were also those ol good
citizenship: . . . when our bishops™ Conference teaches about a plcthora
of social issues we do so as . . . conscientious Church lcaders and good
citizens speaking 1o those who will hear us about the implications of the
principles which all Americans hold in common.”?

The Theological Underpinning for the Methodology of the NCCB

In the light of the above survey it can be seen that the NCCB was
keenly awarc of iis situation in a particular socio-political context, one
that prized its tradition of participative democracy. This encouraged
the Conference to adopt a process of consultation and discussion in the
preparation of its eaching statements. The bishops had a sensc of the
value of decentralization in the Church, of the fact that there is a recipro-
cal relationship between Rome and the local conferences of bishops, that
their role is not simply to rclay the teaching of the papal or universal
magisterium, At the same time they were keen (o maintain unity and sol-
idarity among themselves, with other conferences and with Rome. They
valued the contributions that theologians and other experts could ofier
themn as they formulated their positions, thus showing a collegial spirit
not just among themselves but with the community of scholars, both in-
side and outside the Church and even with those who may not agree with
them. They demonstrated an openness to discovering truth in a wide
rangze of sources, not conflined o magisterial avthorities.

These factors then conditioned the methodology employed by the
Conference in the exercise ol its tcaching magisterium, one which cre-
ated a certain tension with the Roman authorities. The Americans were
particularly awarc of the valuc of the local chureh and of the need to give
expression to the gospel in a way that could be heard, understood and ap-

® I Evangelization in the Culture aiid Society of the United States and the Bishop as

Teacher of the Fairli. L.
¥ A Flock of Shepherds. 62-65.
M “The Bishops” Conference: Introspective Mood,” Origins 21 (19911 380.
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propriated by their people. They were quite sure that if their people did
not have some sensc of participation in the preparation and formulation
ol teaching that alfected their lives then the reception of that teaching
would be indeed problematic, a position not easily understood by Rome.
Yel it was one position [rom which the Americans were not casily
deflected.

While the strength of the bishops” methodology is evident, it suffers
from a serious shortcoming. Indeed, as carly as 1971, Dearden was able
Lo identify it, viz., that they needed a betler theological underpinning for
the activity of the Conference. This underpinning was not explicitly pro-
vided by the Conference but in fact it was implicitin their work. This can
be explored under the following headings: the importance of the local
church, the theology of inculturation, the role of Holy Spirit, a listening
magisterium, the sensus fidelium—sensus fidei and the reception of
teaching. Each of these can now be viewed in turn.

The Importance of the Local Church

While there is general agrecment about the meaning ol the universal
Church, there is no consistency, even in magisierial documents, about the
precisc meanings of locul church or particular church. The Code of
Canon Law uses particular churches 10 mean dioceses.”' Cardinal Henri
de Lubac also used the designations *particular chureh’ for the diocese
and *local church’ for groupings of dioceses within a nation or region. a
position adopted hy Joseph Komonchak, with some qualifications.™
Komonehak is not at case with the sharp distinction that de Lubac makes
between the designations particular and local. For de Lubac the particu-
lar belongs 1o the [undamental strueture of the universal Church: the
local 1s accidental and belongs more 1o the socio-cultural order than the
theological. “The result is that the particular church appears to fioat in
mid-air, constituted solcly by theological, divine, supernatural elements,
while socio-cultural ocality represents at best the natural and human va-
ricty within catholicity, indispensuble ad bonum Ecclesiae, and al worst
centrifugal tendencies.™* While it can be agreed that the Word, Spirit,
sacrament and apostolic ministry are generative of the Church, they must
be received in specific historical, geographieal, social, and cultural con-

3 Sec 1983 code, v, 368,

" “The Local Church and the Church Catholie: The Contemporary Theological Prob-
lematic,” The Juriss 52 (19925 416—447: Henri de Lubac, Les églises particuliéres dans
I'!é',gl'i.\‘e aniverselle (Paris: Montaigne, 1971).

3 Komonchak, 436,
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texts. Human expenience as conditioned by these factors shapes the re-
ception of God's gills and consequently the expression that the Church
will be given in any time and place. This is not to underestimate the other
side of the reality whereby the particular culture or situation s itsell
changed by the Church’s presence. In its encounter with a given culture
the gospael meets clements that are in need of purification and elevation
as well as elements that it can promote and nclude in s praclumation
(LG 13). Here, we will follow Komonchak’s usage und therefore speuak
of the Church-in the United States as a local Church.

In this anualysis, then, the Church is constiteted by divine and human
clements, the later not being purely passive but also constitutive of ity
historical reality. There is a uniqueness about cach local Chureh i so far
s 1L emerges from a unigque encounter between the Word of God and the
pre-existing subjeclivity and (reedom of men and women in particular
socio-cultural sitwations. Therefore the locality of the Church is of
signilicance in its self-cxpression and self-realization, and thosc socio-
cultural elements which contribute o this are of significance and value.

At the same time the local expressions of the Church have to be situ-
ated very detinitely within a context of communion; otherwisc there is
the real danger of national or ethnic churches that can readily sunder the
unity of the Church, a hazard signaled by Komonchak.> In (his regard
the Petrine ministry can play a crucial role by ensuring that “the basic ec-
clestal choices of belicvers in one community must be able (o be harmo-
nized with those of the [aithful in other communitics, in order to allow
that communion ol minds and hearts for which Christ prayed at the Last
Supper.”™ In this way not only are natural and culwral gifts shared but
the special Christian expericnces generated by the encounter between
gospel and culture are also shared. This ensures that the catholicity of the
Church is realized. An ecclesiology of communion then acts both as a
corrective on the excesses that locality might introduce and as a promoter
ol what is good.

% Culture and History as the Malerial Condilion of the Genesis of the Local Clurch™

in Changing Churches: The Local Church and Siructures of Change, ed. Michacl Warren.
(Portdand, Oregon: Pasloral Press, 20003 55.

& Pope John Paul 11, in a speech 1o Australian ahorigines: Qriging 16/26 {December
11, 1986} 476, quoted in Komonchak, “The Local Church and the Church Catholic,” 441,
Avery Dulles argues that a strong Pelrine minastry is tmportant in ensuring the unlty of the
Church in the face of nationalistic ar ethnic tendencies that surface at various points in his-
lory. See “The Universal and Particular Church™ in CLSA Proceedings 65 {2003) 3941,
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The American bishops ook seriously those clements that constitute
the local church. They Factored into their teaching methodology a sensi-
livity lo the socio-political realities of their country while at the same
time carefully attending to their communion with other local churches
and especially the sce of Rome. They saw the value of collaboratton
among their particular churches on issues that they had in common but
not necessarily shured with the universal Church, while at the same time
maintaining that wider communion on essentials of doctrine and morals,

A Theology of Inculturation

Once vne begins to give value and significunce o the local church as
the place where the gospel is (o be proclaimed and lived, the question of
the encounter between Word, Spinit, sacrament and ministry, and a cul-
wre comes into sharper focus. This in turn raises the question of incul-
wration.”® The need for the Church to engage in the process of incultur-
ation is rooled in the mystery of the Incarnation as articulated in Lumen
genrium 13, This means that the Church engages respectfully with the
culture that is there while at the same time not imposing elements of an-
other culture unnecessarily on it

Francis A. Sullivan in his comments on Lasmen gentium 13 notes:

In the light of the post-conciliar development of the notion of in-
culturation, onc might find the council’s emphasis on ‘taking to
herself’[the ability, resources and customs of cach people] some-
what one-sided. The Church realises her catholicity in the first
place by her insertion into cach culture, allowing herself to he
taken into that culture, and not merely “taking to herself” what is
there. Inculiuration may be described as “incarnation with a view
to redemption.” . .. The more fully inculturated its particular
churches are, the more catholic the universal Church will be,
provided that in the process the essentiul bonds of communion
arc not weakened.”’

36 . . H :
" For an overview of the problem sec: John A, Coleman, “Inculturation and Evange-

lization in the North American Context.” in CTSA Proceedings 45 (1990) 15-29: Cart F.
Strklofl, “Incutturation and Culiural Systems. Theological Studies 55 (1994) G6-81,
274-94; Christopher O Donnell, Ecclesia: A Theological Encyclopedia of the Church
{Collegeville, MN.: The Liturgical Press, 1996) s.v. Inculturation; Tan Thompson. “Open-
ing up Discussion on the Theotogy of Culture,” Australasian Cailolic Record 74 (1997)
5-14.

T The Chutreh We Believe I (Dublin: Gilt and Maemillan, [988) 93,
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It1s a task of the Church to reflect on the revealed word of God and (o
reformultate it anew for cach culture in a language and a way ol Hic that
can be understood and appropriated by those who belong Lo it. This is a
particular responsibility for cach local church. It has 0 incarnate the
Christian faith in a way that maintains continuity and communion with
the universal Church of the past and present

It1s in this context that Cardinal Avery Dulles sees the episcopal con-
lerences playing a particularly signilicant role, being indispensable or-
guns for evangelization in the light of the need for inculturation when
teaching the gospel today. Here he emphasizes the pastoral magisterium
ol the conference and distinguishes it more clearly from the strictly doc-
trinad magisteriem. The doctrinal magisterium is concerned with cstab-
lishing “pcrmanent and universal truth as something to be accepted with
firm intellectual assent™The pastoral magisterium, on the other hand,
“secks to make the truth of the gospel accessible and fruitful in the lives
of the faithful™™ Given the complexities of contemporary lifc and cul-
ture, the individual bishop, despite his inalienable right as the chicf
leacher in his diocese, cannot be expected to teach in isolation. He cun be
assisted and strengthened by co-operating with neighboring hishops who
arc coping with similar issues. Neither can a central or universal teaching
authority be expected to address all the local peculiaritics of language
and culture which must be reckoned with when teaching the doctrine of
the faith. So, Dulles conctudes that:

It s atmost cssential, therefore, that there be a pastoral teaching
agency intermediate between the residential bishop and the Holy
See. This could in principle be a particular council, but since ple-
nary and provincial councils have become exceedingly rare, . . .
1t 18 clearly advantagcous for the episcopal conlerences to as-
sume the pastoral teaching role on the regional and national
level ™
3 “The Doctrinal Authority of Episcopal Confercnees,” in Reese, Episcopal Confer-
ences. 224, Hawever, as should be nbvious from this, the pastoral und the doctrinal cannot
be casily separated. Dulles himself said i an cariier article: ©1 do not see how the pasioral
can be defined ina way which excludes the doctrinal, for within the Chureh of Chrisl all
pastoral activity has, or should have, a docirinal basis.” See “The Teaching Authority of
Bishops' Conferences.” America 148 (1983) 453,
™ Ibid., 226. Kar] Rahner had argued carlier that not only might there be intermediary
struclures between the local church and the universal Church but that “an essential sinac-
lure of the Chusreh firris divind can be putinto cllect and made concrete, cven though in a
histrically determined form.” He was also supportive of the idea that the conferences
have as much aulonomy as possible, even in their relationships with Rome. Sce “On Bish-
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Dulles, here, seems to follow a hine proposed earlicr by Karl Rahner
with regard 1o the value ol episcopul conferences. Rahner had suggested
that the old ecclestastical provinees were out ol date and that:

[ T]he individual State is today a force which influcnces and pen-
etrates every sphere ol human life. So much docs it impress iself
upon all spheres of life in accordance with its own particular his-
torical and political chuaracter that the Church must have a repre-

sentation of this particular country.®

This representation ts most aptly provided by the national conference
ol bishops. In a similar vein, Dulles argues for the value of the national
conference of bishops by taking the example of the NCCB. He provides
a number of examples which hightight the peculiaritics of the American
sttuation, which its national conference is capable of addressing ina lan-
guage and style which is understandable and acceplable to the American
faithful. Hc mentions the interest in ccumenism, women’s issucs, the
American achicvements in science and technology, and very signifi-
cantly the American interest in freedom and independence. Amcricans
“expect communications 1o he free, frank, and open. They want their
public officials w0 explain why they take the positions they do and 1o be
accountable in their actions.™!

Dulles also highlights the value of the consultative process used by ihe
NCCB in the preparation and publication of many of its most important
documents and statements. This process 1s itself educative:

By inviting participation and engaging in dialogue with moratly
and religiously concerned persons, the bishops stimulate reflec-
tion on the issues of the day in the light of the gospel. By means
such as this they can perform a true teaching role even belore
they formulate the conclusions to which, in their judgment, the
process leads,®

ops” Conferences,” in Theological Investigations, Vil 6 (London: Darton, Longman &
Todd, 1969 379 and csp. 387. Thomas Esselman provides a helptul treatment of episco-
pal conferences in ehe task of mcwdturation in “Episcopal Conferences: An Application of
the Principle of Functivnalily,” The furisr S1{1991) 311-325 .

O Theological nvestigarions 6: 381,
“The Doctrinal Authority ol Episcopal Conferences.” 226. For a further develop-
ment of this theme see his “Catholicism and American Collure: The Uneasy Dialogue,”
America 162 (1990) 54-59.

0 ~The Doctrinal Authority of Episcopal Conferences,” 230.

1]
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This tcaching mcthodology which the bishops followed was firmly
rooted in the democratic tradition of the United States.® The authors of
Habils of the Heart have shown that the American desire lor participa-
tion in public life, whether at the mosi local level or au the national Jevel,
a feature recorded by de Toequeville in the middle of the fast century, is
still an important feature of the American temperament.® This desire for
discussion and debate among the citizens was at the heart of civilization
according 10 John Courtney Murray.® He was convineed that the Amer-
jcan consensus about democratic government was consisient with the
best Caiholic principles on the matter “because the contents of this
consensus—ihe ethical and political principles drawn from the tradition
of natural law—approve themselves to the Catholic intelligence and
conscience. 0

53 The distinctiveness of the American sicuation from thae of Burope sinee the French

Revolution runs thiough much of the writing of John Couriney Murray, cspecially We
Holch These Truths {New York: Sheed and Ward, 1960). Among others who discuss this
issuc are: Robert N. Bellah, Bevond Belief: Essays on Religion in a Post-Traditional World
(New York, Evanston, and Landon: Harper & Row, 1970): idem ot al., Habits of the Heart;
Individualism and Commitment in American Life, (New York: Harper & Row, 1985); A
Demaocratic Chirch: The Reconstruction of Roman Catholicism, ed. Bugene Bianchi and
Roscmary Radford Reuther, (New York: Crossroad, 1992); Jobn A, Coleman, An Armeri-
can Strategic Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1982); Jay P. Dolan, In Search of an
American Catholicism: A History of Religion and Culture in Tension (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2002); Robin W, Lovin, ed., Religion and American Public Lije: Infer-
pretations and Public Life (New York: Paulist Press, 1986} Richard McBrien, Caesar’s
Coin: Religion and Politics in America (New York: Macmillan, 1687y, Dennjs P MeCann,
New Experiment in Democracy: The Challenge for American Catholicism (Kansas MO.:
Sheed & Ward. 1987), Thomas T. McGreevey, Catholicism and American Freedom: A
History (New York and London: W, W. Norton & Co., 2003} David O'Brien, The Re-
newal of Apericen Carholicisen (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972). Genrge
Weigel, Catholicism and the Renewal of American Demaocracy (New York: Paulist, 1989).

“ Habits of the Heart, 204. The authors weat of democracy and the desire for greates
participation in the civie life of the country in chapters 7 and 8, A comprehensive review
of the sown meeting mechanism in American puhlic life is t be found in Joseph E Zin-
merman, Participatory Democracy: Plurakism Revived (New York: Prucger, 1986). Sec
also Kenneih Janda and Jetfrey M. Berry, Jerry Goldman, The Challenge af Democracy:
Gevernmeni in America, 2nd ed., (Boston—Toronto: Houghton Mitflin Company. 1994).
A survey of American Catholic laity showed that a majority in every age group surveyed
and at least two-thirds of those under 35 wanted a Church that would be more demuocratic
in its decision making. Sce William D’ Antonie et al,, American Cathofic Laiiy in «
Changing Church { Kansas City, Mo: Sheed and Ward, 1989 109-111.

Y We Hold These Truihs, 13,

5 Thid., 4). Murray devotes onc of his essays o the guession of consensus., namely,
“The Origins and Authority of the Public Consensus.” in We Hold These Truilis, 97-123.
Karl Lehmann amplifics Murray s position when he says: . . . there are certain sustaining
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John A. Coleman suggests that the episcopal conflerence is a means by
which this democratic cthos can be expressed in the Church, and in fact
has been expressed by the American bishops in their Confercnce. He
Suys:

... the Amcrican experience of wide consultation process at the
United States Catholic Conlerence hus shown procedures for de-
mocratization can be institutionalized. Attention o cpiscopal
conferences at the national and regional level might heed Alexis
de Tocqueville’s insistence that the most effective institutional
guarantee for democratic [recdom consists in local freedoms cm-
hodied in intermediale bodies, the sort of intermediate hierarchi-
cal authority the canon faw speaks of when it refers to episcopal
conferences @7

The American bishops did not attempt to introduce a dermocratic struc-
turc as such into Church governancee in the post-conciliar period; and any
attemnpts by others, whether through the Call to Action project, in priests’

clements in the basic natare ol the Church which exhibit points of contacl with Lhe ethos
ol democracy as a form of life. The freedom of the children of God, the universal priest-
heod. the imparting of the Spiril 1o all (charismata). the conscious holding of faith in com-
mon on the part of belicvers, the basic equalily of Christians, he cquality of dignily al-
tached to the name of Christian and other clements provide a basis for this fundamental
struclure. See “Dogmatic Justification for a Peocess of Demoeratization,” Concifium 3
{1971) 68. Another presentalion ol these comparisons is provided by Johann Auer,
“Church and Democracy,” in idem and Joseph Ralzinger, Dogmatic Theology: The
Chuerch (Washington: Catholic University Press, 1993) 167-173.

" “Not Democracy bue Democratization” in A Democratic Church, ed.  Eugenc
Bianchi, and Rosemary Radiord Ructher, 238-239. For a comment on the principle of
democracy in the Church and s relalionship (v the comnsensus fidelium sce Leonard Swi-
dler, “Demo-kratia, the Rule of the People of God, or Consensuy Fidelivm,” Journal of
Eeumenical Studies V9 (19823 226-243. Mure recently, Brian Tiemey has shown how the
Church has adopted and adapted varipus forms of secular govemance and in the process
has contributed significantly Lo the development of constitutionat theory in general. He
Suys

“The modern praclices ol representation and consent that characterize secular con-
stitutional government are nol alien Lo the tradition of the Church. And if in the lu-
ture the Church should choose e adapl such practices to meet its own needs in a
changing world thal would not be a revolutionary departure buta recovery ol a Jost
part of the Church’s own carly radition . . - the task has always been to find & con-
sttutional structure for the Church thal reflects its own infrinsie cotlegial nature as
acommunity of the faithiul” “Church Law and Alternpative Structures: A Medieval
Perspeclive”, in Governance, Accountability and the Futere of the Catholic
Chutreh, ed. Francis Oakley and Bruce Russett, {New York: Continuum, 2004} 61.
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gatherings or anywhere clse were quite livmly rejected. Nevertheless, in
the exercise of thetr own teaching minisiry they were at case appealing (o
the American tradition of democracy as a justification for the consulta-
tve processes that they used in the lormulation of some of their more im-
portant pastorals and other documents.®® So, while they may have re-
Jeeted an overtly democratic ordenng of the Church they did embody
something ol a democratic or participative approach in their teaching
ministry. In so fur as they followed this approach they were true o the
principles of inculturation, building on local strengths and holding unity
in communion with the universal Church.

The Role of the Holv Spirii

It is the Spirit who effects and sustains the unity of the Church as the
Body of Christ, enabling it to be a communion of persons, at once united
and diverse. First ol all, it has to be granted that the Spirit is given both to
the Church as a whole and to the individuals who are its members.* Yves
Congar complained that in more recent times the Cathoite Church has
ncglected this personal sphere of the Spirit’s action and even distrusted it
due to an excessive emphasis on the role of authority and a “juridical ten-
deney to reduce order w an obscrvance of imposed rules, and unity to
uniformity.””’ The Spirit is the source of diversity in the Church and this
diversity has to be held together in unity. The task of maintaining this
unity belongs to the pastoral hicrarchy, which is enabled to achieve this
unity by the Spirit. "He does not bring about unity by using pressure or
by reducing the whole of the Church’s life to a uniform pattern. He docs

it by the more delicate way ol communion.”’!

The Church in its universality was cstablished in the world by the
power ol the Spirit at Pentecost and “this was achieved not by means ol
a uniform extension, but by the fact that everyone understood and cx-

% The author has shown clsewhere that in dealing with issues touching on the priest-

hood the bishops adopled a widely consultalive process, which was effective in address-
ing many of the practical aspeets of priestly minisiry in the United States. Sce his doetor-
al diss., The Exércise of the munus docendi of ¢ Bishops' Conference: A Case Study—the
National Conference of Caiholic Bishops of the United Siates on the Presbyterdte
{ F990-1990 ) (Dublin: The Milltown Institute of Theclogy, 1997).

# AtPentecos! the Spirit descends on 1he gathered cormmunity first and then comes to
rest on the head of cach of those present (Acts 2:1-4).

M f Believe in the Huoly Spivit, vol IT (New York: Seabury Press and London: Geoftrey
Chapman, 1983) 16.

" Ihid, 17.
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pressed the marvels of God in his own Janguage (Acts 2: 6-11). Through
the mission and gilt of the Holy Spirit, the Church was born universal by
being born manifold and particular”™* The Spirit ensures that the Church
is gifted with a variety of charisms for its up-building and for the good ol
all its members. The varicty ol peoples, languages and cultures which arc
an aspect of the Church’s lile are themsclves expressions of the Spirit's
gilts. These aspects of the Church™s existence add a new urgency to rec-
ognizing the importance and significance of the local and particular
churches. The Church benelits from the diversity of peoples and cultures
that characterize its membership.

This diversity ol cultural elements in the Church, already mentioned in
Lumen gentium. was viewed posiavely by Gaudium er spes, which saw
them as ways ol deepening insight into the human person and inta truth
usclf. “Fhe church fearncd carly in its history to express the Christian
message i the concepts and language of different peoples and tried o
clarify it in the light of the wisdom of their philosophers.””? This is still
a task for the Church wday. “to create n every country the possibility
of expressing the message of Christ in suitable terms”. Under the guid-
ance of the Spirit itis the task of the whole people of God, especially pas-
{ors and theologians “to listen to the many voices of our times and to in-
terpret them in the light of the divine Word, in order that the reveualed
truth may be more deeply penetrated, better understeod, and more suit-
ably presented.”™

A Listening Magisterinm

Karl Rahner has noted that in the teaching ministry of the Church most
emphasis has been placed on the prerogatives of the magisterinm to
teach, while tar less atiention hus been paid 1o the Church as “hearing and
believing.”” Lumen gentium, chapters 2 and 4, attribute infallibility of
laith to the whole people of God und to the people of the Church us the
recipients of tcaching. Those who lcach are themselves members of the
believing community wherein revelation is vested and their own author-
ity grounded. While this 1s not the same as saying that the Church is a
democracy, in which those who excrcise authority do so on the basis of
an authority vested in them by the Church’s membership, it still ac-

™ Ibid., 25-26.

TGS 44,

™ Ibid.

“The Teaching Olfice of the Church in the Present-Day Crisis ol Authority,” Theo-
fogical Investigations 12 (London: Daron Longman Todd, 1974) 5.
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knowledges the ecclesial source and dimension ol that authorily as ulti-
mately coming from Christ. The faith which the magisterium teaches de-
pends on the entire Church. Its memhers, “who by their lives, the conles-
sion of their faith, their prayers, their concrete decisions, the theology
which they work out [or themselves,” contribute to the development of
doctrine, which the Church teaches.”® Rahner was conscious of the dan-
ger that the Church can o casily have recourse Lo its formal and juridi-
cal framework and lose sight ol the importance of its concrele exislence
in human society whercin it takes on ity institutional form. Conscquently,
“the officially appointed teachers of the Church have to apply the appro-
priate human means in order o arrive at the truth in official decisions on
matters of doctrine.”” It is incumbent on those who cach in the Church,
then, to maintain contact with the living awareness of the laith which
manifests itself in the Church as a whole.

A concrete fear on the part of the magisterium is that if people are
made aware of these very human means employed in arriving at the ex-
pression ol divine truth, then somchow confidence in the divine assis-
tance promised to the oflice holders in the Church will be undermined or
compromised. Such an approach is to deny the fact that God acts in and
through human eflore and activity and not apart from this. Thereforc, ac-
cording o Rahner, these human fuctors should be brought into the open
and their rcal worth assessed.™ Furthermore, the credibility of the
Church’s teaching office is enhanced by such a way of proceeding.

In this overview, Rahner provides an important theological grounding
[or what the NCCB was doing. In its processes of discussion and debate
it wus seeking clarification, especially from the lecal chuech, about how
best 1o present the truths of the faith in a way that this Church could un-
derstand. Tt was not a matter al abdicating its responsibility to some form
of popular agrcement on matters of morality governing warfare, eco-
nomic policy or matters of doctrine to do with the Church or its ministry.
It was more a matter of fistening so as to find a way o making the
Church’s teaching more casily understood and accessible lor the culiure
within which they were working. But even that practical consideration
had sound theological warrant in an appreciation of the Church as a
whole being gifted with an unerring faith. In the case of the local church
it must assume that the bonds of communion are in place with the other

* Ibid., 8.
7T Ibid., 1.
o hid., 12,
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local churches and with the Church of Rome, because no local church
can claim to interpret the faith of the Church on its own, independent of
this genuine communion. Rather than relying on the fact that it is em-
powercd Lo teach, the magisterium, at whatever Ievel it is being exer-
cised, needs Lo be sensitive 1o the wider conditions within which its
teaching is hetng proclaimed. In this respect the Amenican bishaps al-
tempted o engage seriously with their cultural milieu in a way that
would lend further credibility Lo their teaching.

The NCCB and the Sensus lidelium-—Sensus fidel

The sensus fidelium—sensus fidei™ are rooted in the Spirit of God who
animates the entire Church giving o all its members a variety of gifts and
charisms lor the up-building of the community and the spreading of the
Kingdom in word and deed. It is further grounded in the notion of the
Church as a communion, a community of love and fellowship which
shares in the life of the Triunce God. The locus classicus Tor understand-
ing the idea of the sensus fidei in the post-conciliar crais Lumen gentium
12, although the idea 1s one deeply rooted 1n the life and tradition of the
Church.® Cardinal Walter Kasper commenting on this article said:

[This passage] maintains that the witness to the ruth of the
Gospel is not only the task of the magisterial otfice of the Church
in the narrow sense. but is also the task of the whole People of
God. . .. The day-to-day experiences of the faith by believers,
thercfore, arc constilutive ol the Church’s wilness to the faith.
But this also means thut the truths of the faith must be understood
in their Sitz im Leben. . . . Belief and fidelity do not depend in the
first instance on a person’s giving assent to specific propositions

™ These two terms are oficn uscd inferchangeably although they can be distinguished

formally: the sensus fiddei velers 10 “an aspeel of the knowability of faith: faith posscsses
what is calied a ‘connatural’, or instinctive knawledge of its object {(God).” The sersuis fi-
delivm is “the inwitive grasp on the truth of God that is possessed by the Church as a
whole, as aconsensus. It is both an adhercnce Lo the public teaching ol the Church and an
active charism of discernment, a power of practical and possessive knuwledge belonging
to the body ol the Tatthfual by virwe of their conerete living of the faith in response 1w God
as Spint.” Sce Roger Haight, in The Harper Colling Encyclopedia of Catholicism. ed.
Richard McBrien (New York. NY: Harper Colbing, 1995), s.v, sersus fidelium.

% For a good overview of the undersianding and development of the “Sensus ficleli-
unt" sce Jean MLR. Tillard, "Sensus Fidelium.” One in Christ LE (1975) 2-29. The relat-
cd issue of the consensus fidelivm is weated by Robert Eno in “Consensus and Doctrine:
Threc Ancicnt Views,” Egfise ef ithéolugic 9 (1978) 473—483.
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and concepls which have been invested with authority, What is
truly normative is the entire life of the whole Church. %!

Christopher O'Donnell umplifies Kasper's interpretation by highlight-
ing the force of the verbs used by Lamen gentivm in describing the uctiv-
ity of both the Spirit and the faithful in ensuring the ucceptance and
proclumation ol the Word of God:

the sense of faith is uroused und sustained (excitatur and susie-
natur) by the Spirit; it is under the guidance of the magisterium
(sub ductu sacri magisterii), the people receives (accipit) the
word of God and adheres {adhaeret), penetrales inlo (penetrat),
and applies it (applicar). There is a ¢lear role for the magisterium
but this pussage envisuges that all in the Church can tcach and all
must learn: in chapter 2 of “The People of God” (not just
“Laity”™), there is no room for a division in the Church which
would have the hicravchy only teaching and the laity only listen-
ing, though the purticular teuching ministry of the hicrarchy is
detailed Tater (LG 25).%

Central to the revitalization of an appreciation for the sensus fi-
delium—sensus fidei at Vatican 1 way a rediscovery ol the pneumatolog-
ical principle at work in the Church. Tillard clarifies further the impor-
tunce of this principle:

only a theology centred upon the relation of the Spirit to the body
of the Church as 4 whole makes it possible to pass beyond the
dead-end into which one is led by a downward view which pic-
tures the whole ecclesial reality as hanging upon a participation
by the ‘simple (aithlful” in a knowledge of the Christian mystery
which is first communicated to the hierarchy and given iniits full-
ness only 10 the latter. The Holy Spirit himself, who gives each
belicver new life, leads him to a knowledge of the mystery ol
Christ in a lushion thatis meant 10 benefit the whole body ol be-
lievers. The whole of the ecclesial body, by a sort of interaction

8 »Zum Problem der Rechigliubigkeit in der Kirche von morgen,” F. Haarsma, Wal-

ter. Kasper and Frane. X, Kautimann, Kivehliche Lehire Skepsis der Glaubigen (Freiburg:
Herder, 19703 44-45, quoted in John Burkhard, “Sensis Firei: Mceuaning, Role and Future
of a Teaching of Vatican IL" Losvain Stwdies 17 (1092) 18,

82 Eeclesia, 423,
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and complementarity of charisms and functions, must cnter into
the truth.®*

Titlard shows that the [aith which believers come o possess 1s not just
a grasp of the truth which remains & some ntellectual level but that it
finds expression in the very way in which believers live their Lives. Faith
finds its expression in love; this love s evident in the quality of relation-
ships which exist between belicvers and God, and among believers them-
sclves in the communion ol lile which they share. Thus itis by living in
a community ol [aith that onc begins to develop the sensus fidelium,
which is more thun a keen sensce for right doctrine; “it creates a climate,
acollective instinet, which will be as it were the lived data to which cach
believer will feel himself more or less consciously linked Irom the very
fact that he means to avoid any breach with his original background ™
Thus the sensus fidei and the sensus fideliwm cannot be casily divorced
[rom their lived expressions and the cultural forms which they assume. It
is precisely becausc the fuith germinates in specific cultural situations
that one must be attentive 10 the cultural forms which it assumes and in
which it is expressed. This attentiveness is required ol those who wish to
discover what the truths of faith are; it is also required of those whose
task it is to communicate that truth.

These considerations of the sensus fidelium—sensus fidei are impor-
tant in the present discussion about the methodology followed by the
NCCB. Aparl from there being a sound culwural basis for extensive con-
sultations on matters to be spoken about by the bishops there was also o
profoundly significant theological reason for so doing, although the bish-
ops do not seem to have attended o this or articulated it in any cxplicit
fashion. The theological foundation for their method has to be a serious
regard for the sensus fidei and the sensus fidelivm which are gills and
characteristics of the entire membership of the Church by virtue of bap-
tism. All the members share in the lile of saving truth and live [rom its re-
sources. Thus itis only litting that the American bishops should attempt
Lo see and hear how that faith is lived, understood, and expressed by the

B “Sensus Fidelium,” Ore in Christ 1 (1975} 11. The importance ol pneumaology
n any discussion ol leaching and believing in the Church is particularly well developed in
the Orthedox theological tradition. For two helpful perspectives on this see: John D.
Zizioulas, “The Theological Problem of Reception,” One in Chrisi 21 (1985) 187-193;
Faul O’Leary, “Authortly to Proclaim the Word of God, and the Consenl of the Church,”
Freihurger Zeitschrift fiir Philosoplic und Thealogie 29 (1982) 239-251.

" “Sensus Fidelium.” 25.
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faithful in the United States before they make any pronouncements on it
This is not like the taking of a Gallup poll or a counting of votes. Rather
it is “a being-with and a listening (o the living and vital tradition.”™

The Reception of Teaching

Apart {rom the conlent, ong has also Lo Lake serious account ol how the
teaching ol the Church is received. Cardinal Johannes Willebrands hag
suggested that reception:

can be circumseribed as a process by meuans of which the People
of God, in its difierentiated structure and under the guidance of
the Holy Spirit, recognises and accepls new insights, new wilness
of truth and their forms ol expression because they are deemed o
be in the line of the apostolic tradition and in harmony with the
sensus fidelium of the Church as a whole. Because such witness
of new insights and experiences are recognised as authentic ele-
ments of apostolicity and catholicity, they basically aim at accep-
tance and inclusion in the living faith of the Church.®

The process of reception in the Church is one which embraces all the
members and all aspects of the laith as lived and communicaled in the
community of believers. All are involved in the unfolding truth of God’s
word: the theologians do so by means of their rescarch work; the general
bady of the faith{ul by their perseverance in lives of fidelity and service;
the bishops through their witness o the tradition and their judgments of
the authentic faith of the Church.®

One could say that reception is a characteristic of the Church in so far
as it is born from a process of reception. It recelves its life from God,
through Christ in the Holy Spirit. It also receives shape and form from
the history and culture of the world in which it is incarnated. In wrn, the
worfd also reccives from 1t the gilt of God’s love shown forth in Christ
and sustained by the Holy Spirit.®™ The Church exists so that what it has
received can in turn be received by the world: the gitt of divine love. This

8 Pan) O’Leary. “Authority 1o Proclaim the Word of God, and the Consent of the
Church,” 230.

8 ~The Ecumenical Dialogue and its Reception,” One in Christ 21 (1985)221-222,

ST Christopher O’ Donnell, “Receplion,”™ in Eeclesia, 400. For a comprehensive review
of the term see Gilles Routhicr, La receprion d’un concile (Paris: Les Editians du Cerf,
1993).

S Jphn D. Zizioulss, “The Theplogical Problem of Reception,” (me in Christ 21
(1985) 189,
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gift is communicated in the gospel and in the creeds of the Church butl
also in a very concrete fashion in and through the people who embody
that love in the circumstances ol their lives.*” Thercefore, reception in-
volves more than the handing on and acceptance of propositional truth
statements. Itis rather the integration of the message of divine revelation
by cuch succeeding gencration and cultural grouping into their particular
contexts. Each generation and each cultural grouping has 10 recognize
lor itsell and actualize in concrete circumstances what has been ollered
by God, once lor all in Christ Jesus.

Reception operates in two directions. The hierarchy receives [tesh in-
sight and new perspectives from Lhe faithful at Jarge and vice-versa.
Sinee reception is scen Lo olten as a quasi-juridical notion, or merely as
having, or not having, happeited, itis important 1o note its profound the-
ological and pneumatolvgical roots.™ For Congar reception “derives
froma theology of communion, itscll associated with a theology of local
Churches, a pneumatology and a theology of (radition and a sensc of the
profound conciliarity of the Church.” °' If attention is given simply 1o the
magisterial aspect of reception to the exclusion of these other important
considerations, then onc obscures the role of the Holy Spirit and ends up
with a view of the Church “us a mass totally determined by the sum-
mit*% This in turn would lead to a primacy of autherity over the primacy
of the truth.

The search for the truth is conducted in the lived experience of the
community which is a communion of love among the members (hem-
selves and between them and God. Indeed the possession of the truth is
verified in the love which the members show towards onc another {1In
4:16). This 18 10 respect the incarnational nature of the Church, which
finds its most immediate scll-expression and sell-understanding in the
local communily. Yet this is never adequate because what it finds to be
true of the love at the heart of 2 local community it must cxpress in rela-
tionship to the neighboring community. Itis called to sharc that local ex-
perience of love with those around it and ultimately with the universal

¥ Reception is an important word in the contcxt of the ecumenical dalbgue and

agrecd stalements; and in fact, it is largely through his channel that the word has gained
prominence in theological vocabulary in recent decades.

A survey of seme dectrines” reception and non-reception is provided by Luis
Bermejo in Church, Conciliarity and Communion {(Anand: Gujarar Sghitya Prakash,
1990 214-275,

i “Reception as an Ecclesiological Reality,” Coneilivun 77 (1972) 60,

Y Ihid.
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Church. This love at the heart of the Church is a sign of the Spirit’s pres-
cnce animating it. And if the Spirit Ieads people into all truth (Jn 16: 13),
the Spirit does so in accord with the Spirit’s primary work, effecting
communion. This means that the cxperience ol deep communion in love
clarifies the truth of the divine sell-communication n Jesus.™ So any at-
lempt to grasp the truth of revelatton apart from the life ol Christian com-
munion is false, Moreover, the teaching of the Church must then be seen
as something which ts continually developing as it is lived out in now
contexts with-new opportunitics and challenges.

The theology of reception provides another important theological un-
derpinning for the way in which the American bishops have exercised
thetr teaching ministry as a Conference: as in the ease of the sensus fulei,
they did not explicitly advert to this theological category. The hishops’
patiern al consulting widely in the course of preparing their statements
shows an implicit recognition of the {act that the Church, in all its mem-
bers, 15 a Spirit-lilled and gifted community. Itis not a question of simply
consulting the members of the Church but of testing the faith of the
Church on the matters on which they wished to speak. The process of di-
alogue and conversation which characterised so much of their activity,
through the instrumentality of various committees, was an important
mcans ol establishing how that faith was being lived, expressed and ar-
ticulated.™ At the same time they also listened to the faith of the Church
at large us that was expressed in the teaching of Vatican 11, post-conciliar
deerees, papal teaching. and in the teaching experiences of other episco-
pal conferences. So, in addition to atlempting to hold a vertical consen-
sus In leaching with the past, the bishops also attempted (o find and ex-
press a horizontal consensus with the living faith of the Church in the
United States and with the Church at large. In doing so they were ensur-
ing that the local church could more readily accept the Church’s teaching
than if it were simply proclaimed with an appeal to the authority of thosc
proclaimimg it.

Conclusion

This survey indicates that the American bishops® conference hud for
the most part a genuine sensitivity Lo the socio-political context within

** Michacl J. Himes, “The Beclesiological Significance of the Receplion of Doctrine,”

Hevthrop Jowurnal 33 (1992) 152,
* On the mmportance of dialogue in the Church see Karl Rahner, “Dialogue in the
Church” Theological Iavestigations 102 103-121.
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which it exercised a ministry of teaching and governance. This was evi-
denced in the initial strucwring of the conference and in the addresses
madc by its various presidents over its [irst twenty-five years, This sensi-
tivity manilfested itself in the methodology followed by the conference in
some ol its more public moral stalements, but also in several other arcas
of a more doctrinal nature. The bishops were quite explicit in providing
a socio-political grounding for their methodology but less so in provid-
ing a serious theological underpinning. Nevertheless, they had an im-
plicit theology operative in their work.

They showed a real appreciatiaun lor: the place of the local church in
ceclesiology, the theological significance ol inculturation, the theologi-
cal values tatent in a democratic ethos, the role of the Hely Spirilin guid-
ing the entire membership of the Church in the way of truth, the valuc of
a Bstening magisterium, the importance of the sensus fidelium—sensus
fidei in discerning truth, and the significance of reception in the teaching
ministry of the Church. All of these valucs arc consistent with a sound
communion ¢celesiology. However, it was a weakness of the Conference
that it never really provided a clearly articulated theological underpin-
ning for its work. II'it had done so, the bishops most likely would have
enhanced their credibility with Rome and rendered an even richer service
10 the universal Church. They would have provided encouragement to
other conferences af bishops in their work of inculturating the gospel in
their own local churches.

Further work needs to be done to establish the extent to which other
conterences of bishops have been successful in adapting thetr method-
ologies of tcaching and governance Lo their cultural circumstances. Also
within the local churches it would be helpful to discover the extent 1o
which the charches at diocesan level appropriated the methodologics
followed by the conlerences to which they belonged. One suspects
that, even in the Amcrican context, not all of the bishops in their individ-
ual dioceses were as sensitive W the peculiarities of the American cul-
tural environment as was the NCCB in the first twenty-five years of its
cxislence.
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