American Catholic Council

ARCC has for years advocated a U.S. national Catholic council, at times even using the term "Constitutional Convention"– which the founder of VOTF, Nobel Prize laureate Dr. James Muller, also used publicly in 2002. Around three years ago several U.S. bishops spoke publicly about a U.S. national council. Recently the idea of a national synod surfaced as a possible focus of VOTF.

Obviously we can no longer look for Catholic reform leadership from above. I think it is time we took the project of an American Catholic Council off the back burner and bring it up front!  What would be the result of such a Council? We would aim to raise the consciousness of millions of American (and other) Catholics about what Vatican II Catholicism should look like in the 21st century. It would mainly be an educational effort, which in turn would put practical pressure on the leaders of the Catholic Church. We would need to change the minds of thinking Catholics, who would also stay in the Catholic Church and struggle to bring about reforms–leaving would leave the billion-plus Catholics in the world worse off than before.

To start the reflections here are some of my thoughts:

1. I suggest that we speak not of a "synod," but of a "Council," the American Catholic Council. The vast majority of ordinary Catholics are not very familiar with the term synod, but are much more so with council.  Moreover, we have the precedent of the Baltimore Councils of the 19th century.

2. I suggest that we not speak of a "lay" council, or use any other limiting term. Presumably the great majority of the participants will be laity, women and men, but I would also like to see it open to all Catholics, whether lay, religious, or clerical. We should recall that often priests are oppressed by the Vatican and their bishops.

3. I suggest that the American bishops also be invited. I assume that none of them would initially participate, but I believe that the virtue of openness demands that they at least be invited. Who knows, perhaps the likes of a Bishop Gumbleton would come....

4. I suggest that the documents of Vatican II plus the resolutions of the 1976 Call to Action–Liberty and Justice for All in Detroit be used as the resource documents for the American Catholic Council. The Detroit Conference included such recommendations as:

a. That church authorities on all levels, including official agencies and church-related institutions, hold themselves accountable to the people of God for their financial policies and practices, including investments and the ownership and alienation of property....

b. The local church must be involved in the selection of bishops and pastors....

c. Shared responsibility in policy making provides that leaders in the church should utilize

procedures of consultation, dialogue and participation in the development of policy....Consequently, we strongly encourage the further development of both structures and practices of consultation and shared responsibility at every level of the church....

5. I suggest that we take a page from the 1976 Conference and arrange for Public National Hearings in a half dozen major representative cities, as well as encouraging every kind of gathering of recommendations from organizations, parishes....

6. I suggest that there be at least a 3 to 5 year recommendation gathering process leading up to the American Catholic Council. The prior process will be at least as important as the Council itself.

7. I suggest that all the Catholic reform organizations focus their national meetings on the American Catholic Council as a contribution to the Preparatory Process.

8. I suggest that a Steering Committee will have to be established to foster, facilitate, and organize the Process and the American Catholic Council itself, and its follow-up.

9. I urge everyone reading this to promote the idea every way possible privately, publicly, and in every organization you have a connection with. 

These are just some thoughts. I am sure that others will have much wiser ones, but these can serve as pump primers.

May I hear from you?

Leonard Swidler

ARCC President

dialogue@temple.edu

 

