CHURCH STRUCTURES IN EARLY U.S. HISTORY

In the 17th century Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci came to China.  He attempted to meld the basic truths of Christianity with the customs, traditions, and even the spiritual practices of the Chinese people.  He thought that what was already true and noble in Chinese culture might be grafted onto the Catholic faith.  At one time, despite wars, persecutions, earthquakes, and growing concern by the Vatican, China reportedly held half a million Confucian Christians.  This officially ended in 1739 with a papal decree forbidding the mingling of Catholicism with “pagan practices.”

Ricci never used the term inculturation, but that’s what he was doing.  Inculturation was not unique to Ricci.  In the United States inculturation occurred just after the Revolution – a prolonged effort to graft the values and ideals of the American experience into American Catholicism.

The Great Enlightenment in the 18th century with its preeminence on reason, the inevitability of human progress, and the rights of the individual affected the entire Western world.  Naturally, the new thinking impacted religion as well.  While Catholic leaders regarded the Enlightenment with extreme alarm, the ideas of the Enlightenment crept into the hearts and minds of Catholics and took root there.  America proved an especially fertile ground.

At the time of the American Revolution the Catholic population was small, some twenty-five thousand clustered in Maryland and Pennsylvania.  There. Catholics, who had long endured prejudice and discrimination from the Protestant majority in the colonies, rejoiced in the events of 1776 and beyond, as full toleration became the law of the land.

When Catholics began to organize themselves after the Revolution, they did not have to contend with the time-honored tradition of clergy and church as was true in the Old World.  The idea of church as a clerical preserve was not part of the clerical heritage, and the absence of a bishop undercut the tradition of a monarchical rule in the Church.  For this reason it was much easier to graft the spirit of democracy onto the Church during the period of reorganization.2/

This they did, imitating their Protestant neighbors in casting aside deference due to aristocracy, wealth or power.  There is no evidence that post-colonial Catholics planned to cast aside old dogmas and religious practices as well, but they expected priests to act differently, more open-handedly and cooperatively in this new, democratic age.  Give the scarcity of priests and their heavy schedules, such expectations might have counted for little were it not for John Carroll, a priest who, due to a series of unusual coincidences, assumed leadership of the American Church after the Revolution.

John Carroll clearly saw obvious compatibility between his Catholic beliefs and republican principles, like securing the blessings of liberty, establishing justice, and promoting the general welfare.  Born in Maryland, John Carroll became a Jesuit priest and was living in Europe when in 1773 Pius VI suppressed the Jesuit order.  John Carroll returned to America in 1773.  He and all ex-Jesuits were advised by their former superiors to either join a local diocese or enter a religious order in their area.  But there was no diocese in America and no religious order in the area, so John Carroll by this odd circumstance became a freelance priest.

In 1776 John Carroll accompanied Benjamin Franklin to Canada to urge Canada to join the Revolution.  While the venture was unsuccessful, John Carroll formed a lasting friendship with Benjamin Franklin that would prove beneficial later on.  When the hostilities ended, John Carroll served the Catholic community for the next five years.  With the increasing flow of immigrants from Europe, accompanied by their priests, he feared that the American Church of the future would be fashioned according to the old model and the thrust toward a new, democratic model would be lost forever.  In 1783 he rallied the priests together – moat of them former Jesuits like himself – at a meeting near Georgetown and presented a plan of action.  Together, they drafted a constitution for the clergy and assisted John Carroll in drafting a letter to Pius VI.

The letter strongly advised the pope against appointing an apostolic delegate, i.e., a papal representative to the new country.  The letter urged the pope “to place the episcopal powers, at least as such are most essential, in the hands of one amongst us, whose virtue, knowledge and integrity of faith shall be certified by ourselves.”3/

The letter might in all likelihood been instantly rejected by the pope as an exercise of audacity by this little coterie of unknown priests, since it flew in the ace of established precedent.  But it so happened that Benjamin Franklin, who was on diplomatic duty in Paris at the time, heard of the unusual request and exerted his influence to press for his good friend’s appointment.4/  In 1784 the Vatican appointed John Carroll “Vicar Apostolic and Superior of the Mission to the United States.”  These foreign-sounding titles made him the papal representative in the United States, the very thing John Carroll wanted to avoid.

For the remainder of the 1780s the blueprint of an inculturated national church emerged under John Carroll’s leadership – one committed to democracy and to the Catholic faith.  Among its characteristics was endorsement of a separation of church and state as an ideal and not as a temporary concession to political reality.  The blueprint included the creation of Georgetown Academy as a nursery for American vocations to the priesthood St. Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore for the preparation of candidates for the priesthood.  It encouraged the celebration of mass and the administration of the sacraments in English, and insisted that all foreign priests learn to speak English and become sensitized to the American culture.  It also provided for laity to nominate pastors for their parishes, encouraged settlement of disputes by parish arbitration committees, and urged friendly relations with Protestant congregations.  Perhaps the most enduring aspect of the plan was the spread of the lay trustee system in Catholic parishes.

Trusteeism has often been portrayed in American Catholic history as a terrible innovation, even a heresy, because of some of the more spectacular failures.  In fact, it proved highly successful most parishes for years to come, and it was anything but innovative in its origins.  With only a handful of clergy serving them, the original Catholic settlers passed on their experiences and their expectation of full congregational involvement and control.  John Carroll saw good reason to make it the norm.  

The system involved a separation between parish temporal and spiritual matters, with elected trustees having broad authority in the temporal area.  There were parish business managers, and their major concern was financial – collection of pew rents, purchasing an organ, selling gravesites in the parish cemetery, determining the salary of the priest, and paying off debts.  They also supervised the work of those who worked for the parish, such as the organist and the priest.  The priest was responsible for the parish’s spiritual affairs.  When the priest and the trustees did not agree on some issue, be it salary or the quality of preaching, then conflict did occur, and it could be bitter and prolonged.  Such conflict, though, took place in relatively few Catholic parishes.  The trustee system worked well, and it remained the people’s choice for local church government.5/

On one point, John Carroll was adamant.  He sternly opposed the idea that trustees on their own authority could fire a priest.

After two years as vicar apostolic, John Carroll and his colleagues decided to petition for a bishop to be selected from their own ranks.  In his letter to the head of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, John Carroll said what is most needed in America is a bishop with his own authority operating out of a distinct geographical diocese.  Protestant fears arose, he argued, when the Church’s leader is seen as the delegate of the head of a foreign state, and this fear will increase if they know that an ecclesiastical superior is so appointed as to be removable at the pleasure of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, or any other tribunal out of the country.6/

Correspondence continued slowly between Rome and Baltimore until in 1788 the pope said yes, the priests could select their own bishop, and yes, they could decide which city would be the diocesan headquarters.  The priests met and elected John Carroll as their choice.  Finally, in 1790, John Carroll traveled to England to be consecrated bishop, since there was no bishop in the United States to perform the consecration.

Once he had accepted the bishop’s miter and crosier, John Carroll became suddenly cautious.  At the priests’ synod in 1791 regulations regarding the mass and sacraments and the financial support of the clergy were determined, but they appeared to be little more than copies from old European synods.  John Carroll admitted the absence of any innovations.  The synod did concur that the practice of electing bishops should continue, agreeing with John Carroll that “otherwise we never shall be viewed kindly by our government here, and discontents, even among our own clergy, will break out.7/

Indeed, by then it was clear new bishops were needed in Boston, Philadelphia, New York and Bardstown, Kentucky (near Louisville).  However, no elections were held.  Instead, John Carroll consulted with the “older and more worthy” clergy and then personally submitted his recommendations for bishop to Rome.  None of his choices were native-born Americans.  He used the same process in selecting a coadjutor bishop for his own diocese of Baltimore.  As time passed, the idea of electing bishops was dropped and eventually forbidden, as was the practice of celebrating the mass in English.  In 1810 John Carroll and the new bishops ordered the priests under their jurisdiction to celebrate the whole mass in Latin.  Emphasis on other characteristics of the blueprint disappeared.  Later, when the need arose for more new dioceses and more new bishops, John Carroll wrote to the pope, asking him in a most uncharacteristic tone to “instruct us how we are to provide in the future [for bishops] and how should the bishops be chosen.”8/

Historians have wondered what happened to this charismatic churchman who devoted himself to grafting the spirit of democracy onto Roman Catholicism in the new world.  Did Vatican officials possibly threaten him if he continued developing the blueprint?  The more likely answer is that the man who returned to Baltimore in 1790 discovered that circumstances had changed.  

· First, there is evidence that the fallout from the French Revolution frightened him, as it did many Catholic leaders.

· Second, due to the growing Catholic population, John Carroll had to attract foreign priests.  And they came in large numbers, many of them French clergy fleeing the excesses of their own revolution.  Many of these were horrified to discover that ideas of freedom and independence similar to those that raged in France were germinating inside the very body of American Catholicism.  And they were outspoken in their opposition to them, thus causing tensions and quarrels in parishes where the democratic had taken root.

· Third, though the trustee system was generally successful, the catastrophic, headline-generating cases where it did not work tended to exhaust the energies of its best episcopal supporters.

Despite his apparent disenchantment, John Carroll left a mark on the American Catholic Church – a certain sense of independence, a flair for innovation, and resentment for dictates from above – that stayed with the Church after his passing in 1815.

John England of Charleston, South Carolina was John Carroll’s immediate successor in carrying on the legacy.  He was an Irishman who adapted to democratic ideas with ease and extraordinary enthusiasm.  During his twenty-two years as bishop of Charleston, beginning in1820, John English was better known to the larger American public than John Carroll had ever been.  He was a prolific writer, the publisher-editor of the first weekly diocesan paper in the United States, and a skilled rhetorician who used every opportunity to speak publicly about the compatibility of Catholic and republican ideals, one time giving a two-hour address to the U.S. Congress on the subject.  He said:

“The bishop of each diocese holds his place, not as the deputy of the pope, but as the successor to the apostles; as the governor of each state holds his place not as the deputy of the President, but as vested with the same power which vests the President with his own authority.  And all the states are bound together in one federation of which the President is the head, so are the dioceses collected into one church, of which the pope is the head.”9/

John England drew up a comprehensive constitution based largely on that of the Church of England.  It called for a vestry of elected lay trustees in each parish to oversee temporal matters, including the salaries of pastors and the oversight, hiring and firing of lay employees.  He also inaugurated in his diocese a yearly convention, with a house of clergy composed of all priests, and a house of laity made up of elected delegates from the parishes.  Each house met separately and passed its own resolutions, but the resolutions became valid only if a majority of both houses and the bishop agreed on them.  This extraordinary exercise in yearly collegiality continued until John England’s death in 1842.

John England also determined that these democratic and collegial initiatives should spread beyond one diocese, so he pressed for the creation of a provincial council of the bishops from all the eastern dioceses.  The first was held in1823 and six more through 1849.  John England pressed on.  He believed plenary councils, including all the bishops of the United States, should meet regularly, since the Catholic population was growing at a rate requiring the creation of two or more dioceses a year.  Though John England did not live to see it, the first plenary was convened in Baltimore, and two more were held in 1866 and 1884.  These served to unite the hierarchy and preserve at least touch of that independence that John Carroll in his earlier days and John England thought so important.

Meanwhile, the trustee system faded from the scene in many dioceses and was roundly condemned in others, as newer bishops and immigrant priests preferred the old monarchical approach.  Yet it continued to operate at the local level in large numbers of ethnic parishes throughout the 19th century.  In 1904 arguments over lay ownership of church property escalated to the level of a major schism in the United States.  The controversy is still alive and heated in 2007.10/

In the last decade of the 19th century Leo XIII issued two encyclicals sharply criticizing American Catholics for too easily accommodating modern ideas, for claiming that church and state ought to be separate, for stressing activism, and for praising human progress to the detriment of inner spirituality and humble obedience.  He called these tendencies “Americanism,” and urged bishops and priests to speak strongly against them.  So it happened that through much of the 20th century obedience to authority became the principle Catholic virtue, the most reliable sign of holiness, and the basic requirement for leadership and promotion in Catholic parishes and schools and in the larger Church.  That was destined to change in the second half of the 20th century.
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