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"For many people, to place the responsibility at the foot of a clerical culture seems to translate simply into blaming the clerics."

It has become commonplace for commentators and analysts to assign the major responsibility for the most recent spate of sexual misconduct to the "clerical culture" of our church. That's fair enough; there is
such a thing, and it is noxious to the health of the Catholic community.

But we cannot allow the analysis, as valid as it is, to stop there. If it merely proceeds to spell out all the moral consequences that follow upon such a culture (ambition, deceit, secrecy, etc.), the result will not contribute to the healing we all seek. In fact, it might actually set in harder concrete the behavioral patterns that must be changed if healing is ever to occur.

For many people, to place the responsibility at the foot of a clerical culture seems to translate simply into blaming the clerics: the bishops and the priests. It's a shortsighted view. To take that tack would mean adopting the non-productive policy named so aptly by Eric Berne in his best-seller from the 1960s, Games People Play. He called the game "Get the Leader." His presentation unmasked our human
propensity for absolving ourselves of the burden of complicity in bad outcomes by putting all the responsibility on persons in leadership positions. Playing "Get the Leader" — in this instance, blaming the
bishops — is an easy out, a form of cheap grace.


A SYSTEMIC REALITY
For human-systems practitioners, by contrast, it is a given that a "culture" is not some sort of abstraction; it is a single multi-role drama, a power-filled reality that conditions the ways people will tend to behave. A culture can only survive if it is nurtured by zillions of tiny behavioral interactions among all or almost all of
those implicated in the culture. If we may continue the metaphor of games, that means cultures are generated by all the players.

That word "all" includes not only the clerics who manifestly enjoy the benefits produced by the whole network of beliefs and behaviors that create and maintain the culture. It also embraces all those among the non-clerics who covertly derive rewards from playing their roles in the same single drama. Paradoxically, it includes even those laity who at a certain level are actually being harmed by the system. Whether that harm takes the form of economic injustice, or unwarranted exclusion from empowerment, or loss of their basic human potential for adulthood, they sustain the prevailing pattern by accepting the script the culture assigns to them. The unacknowledged benefit they derive from acquiescing in a diminished role outweighs the pain they are aware of; otherwise, they would take action to change the balance of roles that enacts the present drama.

A clerical culture is the product of everyone affected by — or implicated in — its continuance. Cultures, precisely because much of their causation is mainly unacknowledged, cling to existence tenaciously. The scripts by which the single drama is enacted have been "recited" so long they become second-nature to the participants. The whole story may appear on the surface to be a series of monologues voiced only by the lead players (the bishops and the priests). But it is actually a complex of set speeches, sotto voce sides, soliloquies and incoherent crowd sounds, all occurring simultaneously on multiple stages — in the chancery, yes, but also in the parish, and in the homes of parishioners. And the story line is affected even by the interior debates and dialogues rumbling within the psyches of any number of individual players: "unheard" by the other players but creating the outcome of the drama all the same, precisely because the
unheard conflicts reach the surface in other ways. The behaviors that emerge out of internal dialogues can overpower the lines people proclaim orally.


REQUIREMENTS FOR CHANGE
The scripts for a changed culture, one that will not be "clerical," will be terribly difficult to write, and more difficult to learn. Enacting them will take the concerted action of many players in a variety of roles. People — everyone — will have to stop playing old roles, and that can prove to be far more difficult than learning new ones. The inertial energy of long-established roles packs great power.  Each attempt at a new gesture or line will cause awkwardness for the individual trying it on, as well as uneasiness in those who occupy the same platform and are still reading from the former script. It may even turn out that the present leaders, the clerics, are the least consequential players of all, for they will soon exit stage-right.
More significant will be the youth, who, in subtle ways, are breathing in from all of us adults the previously established story line. If they are to participate in creating a new one, they will need us to model a new script and new roles. Hence a painful question: As we ask them to play new roles, are we prepared to acknowledge the ways each of us has been complicit in the destructive old ones?


AN EXAMINATION OF CONSCIOUSNESS
"The scripts for a changed culture, one that will not be "clerical," will be terribly difficult to write, and more difficult to learn. Enacting them will take the concerted action of many players in a variety of roles."

To be very direct and personal: We have all created and maintained the clerical culture that clouds our church's proclamation of the Gospel.  We have all played superior-inferior. And we will each have to work
diligently to unearth in ourselves the sinful dynamics at work in its continuance. We have all contributed to the same drama, but we have not all played the same roles. We have each played quite particular
roles in the one story. Our self-examination, then, though it contributes its share to the communal conversion that will be required of our faith community, must be tailored to our own part in the story
and our place on the stage.

The ordinary pew-person: Priests and bishops become autocratic and self-serving because the non-clerics in the faith community allow it.  A clerical mind-set develops in priests and bishops because laypeople do not challenge them to something different, and the laity behave in such submissive ways because they do not want to pay the price of Christian adulthood. Putting clerics on pedestals covertly serves the interest of the run-of-the-mill "consumer Catholic" by allowing him or her to evade the demands of one's baptism. "Father's got a direct line to God" is a way of devaluing one's own religious calling, putting oneself down and avoiding a responsible adult faith-life.

This should not be construed as an attack on the respect that is appropriately due to each community's leaders, whether they be priest, lay minister, bishop or pope. Respect is one thing, and a necessary
thing for the health of any community. Creating an unreal cocoon that shields the ordained from the give-and take that should characterize equals under God is quite another. Some writers have gone so far as to
call the way many Catholics relate to their bishops and priests as positively idolatrous.

We will all have to work diligently to sort through the distinctions between legitimate respect and inappropriate enabling of the clerical mind-set and its resulting attitudes and behaviors. The clerical
culture will not be eradicated by listing its shortcomings and crying "Tsk! Tsk!" The power of old cultures diminishes only when people pay the price of risking the behaviors that generate new ones. Non-clerics
will have not only to talk about but also to act toward the clerics in new ways. It could begin with as small a gesture as a layperson calling publicly for an open accounting of a parish's finances. (How
many laypersons, for example, are even aware that in some parishes the entire — quite tidy — Christmas collection has for years been considered the pastor's personal perk, to be used as he wishes with no
consideration of the good of the community?) Speaking up and challenging inappropriate claims to clergy superiority is not disrespect; it is simply claiming one's baptismal dignity as a member of the household of the faith.

The clerics' danger: Clericalism is not restricted to the church, to priests and bishops. All professional people are subject to its allures. Public recognition is heady stuff, whether for an academic degree or a business promotion or ordination. Richard Nixon's associate, Bryce Harlow, observed, "When they play `Hail to the Chief,' give a twenty-one gun salute, and everybody stands up when you come into the room, and nobody ever tells you to go to hell, you lose touch with reality." Getting the corner office morphs easily from being an honor to becoming an expectation. The ecclesiastical version, lording it over good Christians because one has earned a seminary degree, can be more subtle because it is enveloped in incense and mystification.

In Acts 14, when Paul and Barnabas worked a physical miracle well beyond the gift of most bishops and priests, the people cried, "Gods have come among us in the form of men!" The two apostles rejected the
pedestal, saying, "We are only men, human like you." Those priests and bishops who genuinely desire to be converted from the sinful clerical culture will have to work hard to convince the people that they
genuinely see themselves that way. It will mean rejecting all marks of privilege — which is quite different from respect — whether those be upscale cars, dining in the best restaurants serving the best wines or
enjoying vacations their parishioners couldn't begin to afford. It will mean simply listening with genuine respect to the views of people they consider misguided instead of presuming they know what's best for
their people. Those who want to avoid having their priestly calling turned into clergyhood will have to learn vulnerability and the willingness to be taught by the rest of the church.

"The power of old cultures diminishes only when people pay the price of risking the behaviors that generate new ones."

Pastoral leadership and care for the church must always be suited to the signs of the times. This is not the time for promoting a spirituality of the priest-asicon-of-the-ineffable. Ordination, with its risk of clergyhood, is dangerous enough for a priest's spirituality without burdening priest and laity with more incense. It should be possible to steer — with respect — between the Scylla of expecting a priest or bishop to serve as an icon and the Charybdis of treating him as one-of-the-guys. Our baptism demands no less.


HEALING THROUGH CONFESSION
As for the future, current efforts at training church professionals so as to ensure that our youth are never again subjected to sexual misconduct are praiseworthy and vital. It should go without saying that measures that inculcate and enforce observance of reasonable boundaries for all church personnel constitute a first line of defense against potential new instances of misconduct.

If that is all we do, however, we will have missed a moment of kairos (of crisis and opportunity), an opening onto a more profound communal conversion. We have all been wounded by these scandals. The most difficult challenge is to acknowledge — to confess — that a lot of our wounds are self-inflicted. If we are to allow the Lord to teach us new ways of relating we must begin by assuming our share of  responsibility for a culture that has begotten terrible evil.

We have not all personally violated children. Only a small percentage of priests and sisters have done those things. We have not wrongly covered up their actions. Only a small percentage of bishops did that.
But spiritually we all, cleric and non-cleric alike, stand in a circle around those who did those things, and in the middle of the circle stands another, the Master, who says, "Let the one who is without sin cast the first stone." Only the whole truth has the power to heal us.

