STRUCTURES OF THE CHURCH – A VISION1/

by Paul Lakeland2/

Background
All but for the most conservative Catholics see that there is something sadly wrong with the present structure of leadership in the Church.  Putting one’s finger on the exact problem is not easy, since there are many candidates.  Some would point to the anachronism of an absolute monarch appointed for life.  Others would single out the complex yet inefficient mechanism of the Roman Curia, through which the monarch watches and direct the world Church.  Still others might focus on the procedures for appointing bishops, finding them unlikely to produce the kinds of leaders the Church needs.  Yet others home in on the concentration of all power and formal leadership in the hands of a priestly caste defined by gender and celibacy.  Today, not a few would suggest that the problem is intensified by the passivity of the lay majority, who have for too long failed to voice their concerns for what is, after all, their Church.

Doubtless, no one of these explanations is the whole truth, and they probably all play a part in the current dysfunctional situation.  But it might be more helpful, rather than dwelling on the many contributory causes, to engage in a thought experiment about just what a structurally reformed Church might look like.  If we all took our responsibilities as Christians seriously, in the spirit of Vatican II, what could the Church look like?  Of course, I make no attempt to claim special insight here; but I do not believe that we can refuse the challenge to reimagine our Church in a fashion that would be faithful to its dynamic character.

The Parish
Because it is the parish community context that Catholics by and large celebrate the Eucharist and strengthen one another in faith, it makes sense to see parish life as the heart of the matter.  The Catholic Church would be far healthier if we stopped defining ourselves by episcopal oversight or papal rule and focused our attention on the quality of our own particular faith communities.  There, we are distinguished by our different mysteries.  The primary division in the community is not between priest and people, but between those who exercise a ministry within the community and those whose lay ministry is primarily carried out in the mission in the world.

All of these ministries are priestly, stemming from the common priesthood of the faithful.   But there is a difference between the two kinds of ministry: ad intra and ad extra.  The primary purpose is to build up the community of faith in the service of its mission.  The primary role of the latter is to carry out the mission.  Perhaps we can distinguish between ministers of the Church and ministers in the world.  The former are responsible for strengthening the community of faith, and this includes a variety of responsibilities, from the celebration of the Eucharist and the preaching of the Word, to visiting the sick, teaching the young, and managing parish finances.  The latter carry out the mission of the Church in the world, which foregrounds a kind of indirect evangelization through struggle in solidarity with others for the fuller humanization of the world and against all the works that devalue the human.

Ministers of the Church have been divided as priests, deacons and lay ministers.  This will no longer be satisfactory.   There will be full-time ministers and part-time ministers.  A large parish now might employ a full-time music minister, at the same time as it has part-time deacons, but it is not helpful to arrange them in a hierarchy in which the deacon is somehow higher than the music minister.  Priests can be part-time, as many Orthodox Church communities can testify.  Some music ministers are “married to the parish” even when they happen to be married to someone else and have a family to support, while there are probably a few full-time priests who have trimmed their responsibilities into part-time hours.

The parish of the future will be led by a small team of ministers, all of whom will have been ordained by the bishop to celebrate the Eucharist, though this role may not be their primary contribution to the community.  One of them may be gifted as a preacher, another a hospital chaplain, and another possesses a pronounced talent for administration.  Their ordination to preside at the Eucharist is simultaneously the recognition that they possess the charism of leadership.  These servant leaders will all possess training in theology and scripture studies, though perhaps in different degrees.  Not all will be theologians, since that too is a special talent.  Sunday and weekday masses will be led by one or another of the team.  One of them will usually preach, though the responsibility can be passed to others in the community for good reasons.  The entire team will recognize its accountability not only to the local bishop, who exercises the episcopal role of oversight (Greek episcope), but especially to the local community that they serve.

Alongside this leadership team there will be a host of other individuals exercising particular ministries within the community.  The list of these is not new: music ministry, youth ministry, bookkeeping, catechetical instruction, visiting the sick of the parish and those in the hospital, social justice ministry, and so on.  Some of these people may be full-time workers in the parish; others may combine part-time ministry with a lay life in the world.  None of them is currently ordained to celebrate the Eucharist for the community, though some of them may be in the course of time.  Since they are not ordained to preside at worship, they are not designated formally as servant leaders of the community.  But many may have fine leadership qualities and may, in the course of time, come to be appointed to leadership, and hence be ordained to preside at the Eucharist.  What binds them all together, and together with the leadership team, is that they all, paid or volunteer, understand their work for the Church as ministry rather than employment, and the community recognizes this too.

The third group in the parish, probably the largest, is those who exercise no particular ministry within the faith community, but whose ministry is carried out in their daily lives in the world.  These are the true lay ministers. but should be better known as ministers in the world.  Catholics are familiar with the notion that laypeople live their lives in the world, showing a good example to non-Catholics by the witness of holy lives.  This remains true, though what constitutes a holy life may be open to some elaboration.  In particular, we have to get beyond imagining that private piety is enough.  A holy life requires much more willingness to connect faith to the social and political realities of our world, and in that turn requires good formation in the ability to understand the connections.  One of the responsibilities of the parish community, then, must be to teach adult Catholics how to read the world.  The Catholic whose mission is in the world has a right to expect that the faith community will help him or her carry out the mission successfully.

All three groups are responsible together for the good governance and practice of the faith community.  Each must have its representatives on a genuine parish council.  The parish council will be a deliberative body, not merely consultative (or advisory, as it is in most parishes), charged with long-range and strategic planning for the community.  Day-to-day leadership decisions will be made by the servant leaders, but they are in the end responsible both to the parish council and to the bishop.  The bishop safeguards the freedom of the ministers to preach the gospel; the parish council protects the community’s values and standards.  Committees of the council will have particular responsibility for oversight of finances, education, social Justice ministry, liturgy, and so on; and those committees will work with the appropriate ministers.  The parish council symbolizes the responsibility of the whole community for the life of the parish and the accountability of its ministers to the community.

This picture of the Catholic parish of the future is different from the present situation in several ways.  First, there is n o cultic separation between those ordained to preside and those with other ministries.  Second, there is no mention either of celibacy or of gender, since both issues seem irrelevant to these models of ministry.  

Celibacy as a personal commitment, formally recognized by the Church, is in the first instance a defining characteristic of religious life.  There is only an accidental connection between ministry and membership in a religious order.  And there is absolutely no connection between ministry  and celibacy.  Celibacy is a statement about how I believe God is calling me to live out my life.  It has some practical advantages and disadvantages, though its meaning is not to be found here.

As for gender, after almost thirty years if thinking about the issues of ministry and women, I still cannot claim ever to have heard a good theological argument why the two do not mix, at any level in the Church.

The issues of cultic separation, on the one hand, and of celibacy an gender, on the other, are very closely related.  If particular ministries in the Church, those connected most to power and leadership, are reserved to celibate men, then intentionally or not, a cultic separation between these ministers and the rest of us will become a fact.  From the other side, if we wish to insist on a qualitative difference between the universal priesthood of the faithful and the hierarchical priesthood, then to define it according to lifestyle and gender can only buttress that separation.  But the opposite is also true.  Take away the requirement of celibacy, take away the prohibition on women, and the understanding of ministry will change.  Or change the understanding of ministry and watch celibacy and gender become irrelevant.

The cultic understanding of priesthood will change also if the patterns by which appointments are made are changed.  The parish of the future will appoint pastoral leaders through agreement between the community, represented by its parish council or the personnel committee of the council, and the local bishop.  The apostolicity of the Church is protected in two ways, by the practice of episcopal ordination of servant leaders to lead the Church, and therefore to preside at the Eucharist, and by the involvement of the apostolic people in the process.  The accountability of leaders is symbolized in the role the community plays in their appointment.

Obviously, this has to mean, on the one hand, that the bishop cannot simply impose a leader on a particular community, and, on the other, that the community cannot simply tell the bishop whom it wants as a leader.  The details of how such an arrangement might work would be matter for careful thought ad consideration.  But there is nothing in the suggested practice that contravenes a good theology of ministry. 

If appointments are made for the community, with the involvement of the community in the selection of candidates, this spells the end of the career structure of priestly ministry.  Such a change could only be a blessing to the Church.  Ideally, though not always, servant leaders would come from within the ranks of the local community, selected for the qualities they have displayed in other ministries.  In all probability, they would remain within the faith community for many years.  The notion that success in leadership leads to a bigger or wealthier parish simply must be eradicated, and was never part of the early Church’s understanding of ministry.  In our Church it has often led to the nastier side of ambition and the petty maneuvering for position that careerism entails.  It has also inevitably meant that more senior leadership positions have tended to go to those who have set out to achieve them.    Both these facts in themselves are strong arguments for change.

Changes such as these would also herald the end, finally, of the infantilization of the laity.  It is simply no longer acceptable for baptized adult Catholics to be treated as if they had neither expertise nor responsibility for their community.  The pattern of shepherd/sheep, while it is metaphorically appropriate to the description of the relationship between Christ and his Church, is destructive to the daily life of the community of faith.  Shared responsibility and accountability are the characteristics that need to replace this patriarchal and patronizing relationship.  It would be good for all, for the most passive members of the so-called laity most of all.

The Diocese
The bishop is the leader of the Church.  There is no higher authority in the local Church than the bishop, and in the universal Church than the bishop of Rome.  The term diocese, then, refers in the first instance to the Church here in this particular corner of the world, not to some bureaucratic or juridical structure.  The diocese is not a principality, not a corporation, and most definitely not a branch office of a transnational conglomerate.  The diocese is the Church in its fullness, an association of local communities of faith bound tone another by the gospel and by their common leader in the faith, the local bishop.  Episcopal responsibility extends to both internal and external ministry.  The bishop is responsible for the good order of the local communities of faith and for overseeing the commitment of Catholics to the mission of the Church in the world.  These are major responsibilities, and this is one ministry that cannot be part-time.  But it is no more all consuming than being president of Ford Motor Company or Secretary of State, and both of these positions can be held by married men or women.  Why not bishops?  The only reason to insist on celibacy is a continuing conviction that married holiness is not as good as celibate holiness.

Where will bishops come from in our Church of the future?  Like local servant leaders, they will normally be selected from among the local communities by regional or national associations of bishops with the involvement of the local communities in their selection.  The pattern we have described for the parish structure will apply also at the diocesan level.  Dioceses need to have diocesan councils that are not merely consultative (or advisory), presumably with elected representatives from the local communities.  Some would be ordained leaders, others ministers of the church, and still others ministers in the world.  It might be the responsibility of this diocesan council to formulate policy for the diocese, along with the bishop.  It or some ad hoc committee elected for the occasion would be charged with representing the interests of the local Church in the selection of a new bishop.  The preference should be for the selection of a candidate from within the diocese, with the expectation that he or she would normally serve until resignation or retirement.  It would obviously be necessary to select an individual who had shown good leadership in the parochial structure, and who is willing and able to work collegially with the whole membership of the Church.  The process of moving bishops to more senior dioceses needs to be severely curtailed.  It was never the practice of the early Church, and again only reinforces an unhealthy careerism.  While there might be exceptions, it is the pattern of the career structure that is destructive of the role of the bishop.

The diocese is the local community writ large, as it is also the universal Church in miniature.  Just as we described the parish, so should we envision the diocese.  It is the local Church, not the diocesan offices.  Surely, there is a measure of administration in any large organization, and there will be those whose ministry will be exercised at the diocesan level, as coordinators or facilitators of one type of ministry or another.  But the works of the diocesan administration are done for the local communities and are accountable to them.  It should also be obvious that while this work at the level of the diocese is a true ministry, it bears no connection whatsoever to ordination to lead the local community.  A diocesan administration with a preponderance of administrators who were formerly ordained to preside in parishes ought to be an anomaly.  A diocese should be led by a bishop in tandem with a genuinely deliberative diocesan council.  Financial responsibility for the diocese should be under the supervision of a diocesan financial council – canon law already envisions something like this.  Officers of the diocese should be selected for their talents as administrators, not because they held previous leadership responsibilities in local communities.

National or Regional Bishops’ Conferences
Assemblies of bishops from particular regions or countries currently take place in the Church, and there are good reasons for them to continue and, indeed, to be expanded.  Typically, they are annual meetings of all the bishops of the particular grouping, and they meet to discuss issues of common concern, sometimes to formulate a national policy on a particular matter.  As they currently stand, they cannot make policy for the national Church without submitting it to the Vatican for approval.  At least in the U.S. context, they have shown enormous deference to the Vatican, even on issues where they are clearly likely to be better informed.  They have large responsibilities, but little power to effect change on their own authority.  This would generally please those in the Vatican committed to the continued centralization of authority in the Church, and those bishops – presumably the more conservative – afraid of the tyranny of the majority over their personal authority within their own dioceses.

Changes in the structure of national conferences should follow the same pattern of checks and balances we have already envisioned at the parochial and diocesan levels.  In the first instance, there is  no good reason why national conferences should include only bishops.  It would seem helpful to establish more of a synodal structure, in which representatives of all four dimensions of ministry would be elected to participate: bishops, leaders of local communities, ministers of the Church, and ministers of the world.  Second, this should be a deliberative body with the power to act for the American Church, to speak on behalf of the Church, and to make the kinds of decisions that would make it easier for the gospel to be heard in the American context.  Clearly, it would need powers of discernment and direction from councils of the whole Church to determine what changes it could initiate on its own authority, and which would require approval of the whole Church.  So, for example, a change in the law on celibacy, which is purely disciplinary, might be a local option.  But a change that would admit women to leadership positions in the Church, since it would require rethinking some doctrinal positions, would have to be a decision of the whole Church.

The Universal Church
When we look at how the universal Church would need to be organized to reflect the shifts we have already described, we may be surprised how little needs to change, and how much the picture paint sheds light on the structures envisaged at more local levels.  Currently, the bishop of Rome is elected; he can call a general council, which is a truly deliberative and not a consultative body; and he has an administrative structure, the Roman Curia, to aid him in his task of oversight of the universal Church.  All of these elements would remain present in the future Church, though subtly changed.  The task of the Church at this universal level also remains the same as the central task of the pope today: namely, to safeguard the unity of the Church and to preserve sound teaching.  The parochial, diocesan and national levels of Church leadership have no responsibility for the formulation of doctrine.  That remains the responsibility of the whole Church led by the pope.

The pope is first and foremost the bishop of Rome, and is only the leader of the universal Church because he is the bishop of Rome.  However, because the bishop of Rome is the leader of the universal Church, the procedures that would normally be used for the selection of a bishop must be different.  Currently, the bishop of Rome is the only elected leader in the Catholic Church’s hierarchy.  This may well stay the same in the future Church, but future popes will need to be elected by a different body of individuals than the present one.  Cardinals are selected by the pope himself and are usually archbishops of major dioceses around the world or heads of curial departments.  Their only function is to elect a new pope.  A medieval development that had no connection whatsoever with apostolicity or the practice of the early Church, the College of Cardinals is clearly an anachronism and should be dispensed with.

Once the office of cardinal is retired, it becomes necessary to determine a more representative method for the election of a pope.  Clearly, every branch of the Church needs to be represented.  Senior bishops should be elected from national Churches, the number from each being based on the size of local Churches. .  This, incidentally, depending on the fairness of the count, would mean that the majority of the members of the Electoral College would be drawn from Latin America and Europe, and the fewest would come from Europe, which is virtually the reverse of the present situation.  It would also mean that the Vatican administration would be represented very little, or perhaps not at all.  We need to be open to arguments for their representation, perhaps on the grounds that Vatican administrators bring a more universal perspective to the assembly than would bishops from any particular country.  But there seems to be no sound theological reason why they should be involved, since, ecclesiologically speaking, the Curia has no standing.  It is simply a bureaucratic body.  Moreover, like the diocesan administration, the future Vatican bureaucracy should not be staffed by ordained ministers, but simply by Catholics with appropriate administrative skills.  The present structure, in which lesser positions are often held by priests or religious, mid-level positions have the rank of bishops – usually bishops of some long defunct see, and heads of departments are usually archbishops or cardinals, is a sign – if one were needed – of the hopeless confusion of Rome about the meaning of ordination.

What kind of person would such a revised electoral college choose to become bishop of Rome?  Since our future Church does not exclude women and married women from the ranks of servant leaders, presumably, any of them could be selected.  In principle, of course, any baptized adult Catholic could be chosen.  Even now, the cardinals could select a layperson as the next pope.  But the likelihood, then as now, is that the pope would be chosen from among those who had demonstrated their capacities as servant leader through long service at the diocesan level, or perhaps through service in a religious order.  The requirements, then as now, for a successful pope are obvious: sound teaching, charisma, good administrative skills, common sense.  Above everything else, above even the role of teaching, the pope is the one who in person symbolizes the unity, the catholicity of the entire Church.  Leadership may sometimes require difficult and even unpopular decisions, but more often it requires the skills of speaking for the whole group, summoning their courage and gifts to the tasks at hand, and inspiring them with the words of the gospel.  For these reasons, one who is centrist rather than conservative or liberal, one who is pastoral before being either profoundly intellectual or ethereally spiritual is to be preferred.

When we think today of the center of the Church in Rome, we tend naturally enough to think and speak of the Vatican.  This is a mistake.  The symbol of unity in the Church is undoubtedly gthe person of the pope, but the authority that goes with being at the center does not reside in Rome.  It is not the pope and the Curia who lead the Church, but the pope and the bishops.  In other words, it is a general council of the Church, not a set of administrative departments which teaches and strategizes for the whole Church.  Unlike a bureaucracy, the bishops are servant leaders who work in the local Churches.  In our future Church they will have been appointed through a deliberative process that will involve representatives of the whole community, not just ordained ministers, and they will work within an understanding of their accountability to the local Church which they serve.  Their collective responsibility, then as now, is to teach with the highest authority, in the name of Christ.  But they will do so as the voice of the whole community, not separated from it.  Clearly, they will need to meet more often than they have in the past, or they could delegate some of their responsibilities to a smaller synod of bishops, as envisioned by Vatican II, but with genuine deliberative status.

In this picture of the structure of the future Church, we have had little so far to say about doctrine, either faith or morals.  Principally, this is because there is nothing much to say.  It is not the teaching of the Church that is problematic or dysfunctional in our present situation.  We are not dealing with a crisis of faith.  On the contrary, our problems stem from the incapacity of the present ecclesial structure to lead with confidence and authority in the modern world.  Because the structure is unsatisfactory, teaching with authority is more difficult than it needs to be, and because it has become harder to achieve, it is now sometimes surrounded with authoritarian language that is counter-productive.  The erosion of authority can come plainly poor teaching – e.g., Humanae Vitae, Paul VI’s encyclical banning artificial birth control – or by way of trying to achieve the impossible – John Paul’s attempt to proclaim closed the discussion of women in the ministry.  Either simply undermines authority, and without authority, and without authority, good teaching is impossible, because it is not received.

Special Tasks
Not everything the Church needs can be achieved through the parochial and diocesan structures, either in their present form, or as we have envisioned them here.  There are some particular skills that may not be available in every parish community, some distinct tasks that a diocese does not have the resources to accomplish.  So, then as now, there will need to be special groups and organizations that have a certain independence from parochial and diocesan structure, though not of course from the community.  Three in particular deserve notice here: the role of religious orders, the standing of theologians, and the responsibilities of Catholic educational institutions.

Religious Orders.  Throughout the history of the Church, the orders of men and women have testified in a particular way to gospel values, which are the possession of all Christians.  Traditionally, the religious orders take vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, though the first two of these might be better phrased as simplicity of life in community and celibacy.  One could also envisage so-called secular institutions in which marries people might play a role.  But in all these cases, the orders highlight the responsibility of all Christians to devote themselves to the pursuit of a life in conformity with gospel values.  Attachment to personal possessions, disordered sexuality, and egotistic willfulness are primary ways in which all of us can be derailed in our progress toward God.  Members of religious orders are no less susceptible to these failings than the rest of us, but they make their lives into living symbols of the need we all have to strive for holiness of life.  That, by the way, is why their failings can seem so much more scandalous than those of ordinary Christians.  It is not that they are holier than the rest of us, but that they have committed themselves to public witness to values that we must all pursue.

Over the centuries, the roles of the religious orders have been principally focused on prayer, education, and the works of mercy.  They have founded and run schools and hospitals, enclosed themselves in monasteries to pray for the church an to seek their personal perfection, crisscrossed the world preaching and giving retreats, written profound theology and been spiritual directors to popes, and worked as missionaries, psychologists and financiers.

While some of these roles may have become less important and others more prominent, in every case they represent either institutions that serve across parish and diocesan boundaries or individuals whose personal expertise makes them valuable in more than one local context.  Moreover, historically speaking, the free commitment of members of religious orders to celibacy has given them a personal independence to go wherever the need is greatest.

While religious orders in the future might include married members, it has to be said that in the community context of religious life, celibacy makes sense.  It is a true sacrifice to good purpose, both in symbolic roles of religious men and women and in the practical dimensions of what tends to be their way of working for the Church.  Nothing we have said above about the lack of need of celibacy in the lives of servant leaders relates to the special conditions of the religious life.

In one respect the roles of religious might change dramatically in the Church of the future.  It will probably become far less necessary for them to be ordained to the priesthood.  In monastic life historically, ordination to the priesthood was by no means the norm. In religious orders founded more recently, ordination to the priesthood has been far more common, since the work of male religious has been in tasks that the Church of these more modern times deemed appropriate only to priests – preaching, professing theology, giving spiritual direction.  But male or female religious are not likely to be servant leaders of local Churches.  By definition, their roles cut across parishes and dioceses.  We see so many of them in the parochial structure today only because they are making up for the shortage of diocesan clergy, but this shortage will disappear with a shift to the servant leader model as we have envisioned it here.  Religious would then be freed to perform their true function for the Church.

Theologians.  The bishops are those who teach with final authority in the Church, but this does not mean that they are the only ones who contribute to the understanding of Christian doctrine.  All members of the community contribute, though bishops do so in one way, servant leaders in another, the whole believing community in yet another.  Some of those bishops, servant leaders and lay Catholics also happen to be trained theologians, and as theologians they have a responsibility to the Church that is not quite the same as their other roles.  Perhaps the difference would be clearest in the case of a bishop who is also a professional theologian.  As a bishop, the person in charge of preserving the tradition and expounding it in a way that makes sense to contemporary Christians.  As a member of a general council or synod of bishops, the bishop may have the even more solemn task of deliberating upon new teaching.  But as a theologian, the bishop is engaged in the intellectual exploration of the meaning of the tradition for Christian life today.  This is an important task, not at all the same as teaching with authority, and one that demands considerably more intellectual freedom, though no less sense of responsibility.

The theologian in the Church of the future may be a bishop, a servant leader, a minister of the Church or a minister in the world.  As a theologian, however, he or she is engaged in the task of thinking responsibly, creatively, with imagination, about ways in which the gospel can be made more accessible to contemporary people.  The task of the theologian is a ministry performed within the community and at the service of the community.  But, because the theologian’s work relates to doctrine, it is not authoritative in itself or for the community in which the theologian participates.  It is one voice in the general conversation of the Church through which the Spirit guides the community into new understandings of its ancient faith.  Given this understanding of theology, it is important that the theologian be free to pursue intellectual inquiry without being policed by some episcopal or Vatican watchdog organization.  There can surely be bad theology, just as there can be bad preaching or poor spiritual direction.  But the checks on bad theology are the conversations of theologians among themselves, episcopal teaching, and the sense of the faithful.  In other words, the Spirit that leads the Church into truth will filter out what is not of God.

Catholic Colleges and Universities.  Many though not most Catholic dioceses in this country have Catholic institutions of higher education within their boundaries.  Most though not all of these are separately incorporated in such ways that they are not directly under the control of, nor directly responsible to, the local bishop.  They also vary enormously in size, quality, financial stability, and the manner in which they promote their Catholic status.  Pope John Paul II’s 1990 Apostolic Constitution, Ex Corde Ecclesiae, stressed the importance of these institutions in the life of the Church and their responsibility to promote Catholicism’s commitment to intellectual life.  In some ways the value of the papal letter has been overshadowed by subsequent wrangling about the attempt to impose juridical norms governing the conduct of Catholics teaching theology in these institutions.  However, the central pointe of ExCorde is beyond dispute.  A school that claims the name Catholic is responsible to the Catholic community.

Catholic institutions of higher education are indeed responsible to the Catholic community, but we have to be clear about what they are responsible for.  They are not primarily places of catechetical instruction, nor where ministers are supplied with professional ministerial training, though both of these activities may go on to a degree in at least some Catholic colleges and universities.  Their primary [purpose is intellectual inquiry and the training of their students in habits of critical thinking.  This is what makes them colleges and universities.  What makes them Catholic is that this teaching function is conducted with an expressed commitment to the Catholic vision of the real.  They pursue scientific truth with the same unqualified commitment to truth that their secular counterparts possess.  They are committed to the moral truth of life that the humanities and the arts seek to express, but they also have profound existential commitments that grow directly out of their claim to be Catholic.

While secular academics may sometimes scoff at the possibility of being scientifically objective while committed to a particular vision of real, the real problem for Catholic schools tends to come from within the Church.  Some Catholics, including some in positions of authority, have trouble seeing how unfettered inquiry and faithfulness to the teaching of the Church can coexist.  Thus, theologians have recently been required to obtain a mandate, which testifies that they teach the Catholic tradition faithfully.  

Of Course, this is not the real issue.  Most Catholic theologians faithfully represent the tradition of the Church.  The problem arises when they wish to think and teach as theologians, which means that sometimes they press beyond what the Church teaches, not so much to criticize it as to seek new avenues of expression for what is the faith of the Church.  Theologians writing for their fellow theologians in learned journals have always been given great latitude by the Church; but when their words reach the simple faithful, it has been another story.  So in the life of Catholic institutions, the question comes down to one of what is going on in the classroom.  Are students in theology being taught catechetics, or are they being taught to think critically, in an informed manner, about how their faith relates to their lives.

The primary role of the Catholic university as Catholic is top teach the Church.  This inevitably means a creative and sometimes stressful role for the Catholic university.  Teaching is n ever simple rote repetition, but involves teaching people to think.  When the Catholic university teaches Catholics to think within tradition, it is training them for an informed but creative appropriation of than tradition and, it is hoped, giving them the tools to participate more fully in the life of the Church.  In these pluralistic days when Catholic schools do not only teach Catholics, it can only be one of his functions to educate good Catholics.  But insofar as that remains one of their responsibilities, they fulfill it only when the Catholic products of the schools have internalized the vision of the real that the school inculcates, are informed about their own tradition, and are ready to engage in their local communities in the fashioning of the tradition to meet the needs of the times.

Most Catholics graduating from Catholic colleges and universities will never exercise ministry to the Church, though all should be trained to see their Catholic identity requires that they minister in the world.  Readers will recall that we have suggested that mission in the postmodern world is in large part about dealing with the challenges of global capitalism, since this is the biggest force at the root of antihuman impulses today.  We should therefore expect Catholic institutions of higher education to train their students, Catholic or not, to understand these powers and structures in the world, and to know why and how to resist them.  All education is at the service of the human community, and all of it needs to be placed in a moral context.  This is why, though all academic institutions must be committed to scientific objectivity, all of them need to be explicit about the vision of the real by which they live.

Conclusion
The vision presented here may appear to be thinking outside the box.  Given the history of the last thousand years of the Church, the vision may seem futile to some, naïve to others, and plain heretical to not a few more.  But we have set aside nothing essential in order to think of the future of the Church in this way.  Papacy, episcopacy and ordained leadership remain.  Prayer, worship and doctrine are intact.  The parochial and diocesan structures continue.  Grace, holiness, saints, pilgrimage, incense and eucharistic adoration, veneration of the Virgin, the rosary, the liturgical year, all are untouched in this vision of the future.  If this vision presents consternation, it will be for one of both of the following reasons: either we do not take seriously the adult equality of all the baptized, or we are wedded to the outmoded cultural forms in which the indispensable office of ordained ministry is currently cloaked.

If we are called to be ministers, whether ministers to the Church or ministers to the world, does this mean that there are no laity ant longer?  And if there are no laity, are there no clergy?  Would this not be the laicization of the clergy and the clericalization of the laity that John Paul II warned against in Christifideles Laici?  If there are no longer distinctions between ordained and non-ordained, have we settled for the Protestant polity?  When we involve the community in the selection of their priests and bishops, are we not transgressing against the distinction between the two priesthoods?

The first response to this genuine and important question must be to clear away the deadwood of irrelevance.  When we talk of ordained ministry and other ministries, and we wish to recognize a difference between them, the difference has absolutely nothing to do with lifestyle.  Celibacy is not a mark of priesthood.  After all, the Church recognizes the orders of Orthodox priests, many of whom are married, and there are quite a number of former Episcopalian married priests now serving within the ranks of the Catholic priesthood.  Gender, I would also maintain, is not a mark of the priesthood, but there is no question the Church is mostly divided on this issue between conservatives who deny the possibility of ordaining women and liberals who welcome it.  More importantly, the details of the entire structure of the institution, which have developed over history, including the enclosed priestly culture, the princely trappings of episcopal office, and the regal splendor of the Vatican with its medieval court, even the city-state status of the Vatican – all of these have nothing whatsoever to do with priesthood.  To remove any or all of these features from the Church today would in itself say nothing about the nature of priesthood.  It would be possible to be absolutely committed to the qualitative distinction between ordained and common priesthood and still want to see an end to mandatory celibacy and dramatic reform of the Vatican.

The second point is that Yves Congar, a centrist theologian, came to see in his later years that starting from the clerical/lay divide is not helpful in discussing the role of laypeople in the Church.  Congar eventually reframed his views in terms of different ministries.  Moreover, he was happy to designate as ministry not only priestly ministry and those lay ministries that take place within the ecclesial community, but also both the ministries of Catholic Action and the ministries that individual Catholics exercise in the world in virtue of their baptism, without ecclesiastical supervision.  We are not suggesting that Congar subscribes to out vision of the future Church, but it does suggest that there is greater closeness between lay and clerical ministry than might formerly have been thought.  And it overcomes the suggestion that lay ministry within the Church is simply a matter of laity standing in form the clergy.

We can say that the vision of ministry described herein does indeed preserve a distinction between the ministerial calling of servant leaders and that of other ministers to the Church and to the world.  First, all of us who are baptized adults exercise a ministry in the world by working toward the vision of the real that the Catholic tradition proclaims.  No one in the Church calls us to that ministry.  Christ calls us to it in our adult membership in his Church.  Relative to this ministry, the Church’s responsibility is to provide us with a rich sacramental life and good teaching about the relation of the Catholic vision of the real to the realities of our contemporary world.  Second, some of us develop particular talent, which are utilized within the local community.  We become ministers to the Church, but we do not simply decide to become ministers.  We offer ourselves to the community, or the community comes to us and asks us to serve in whatever capacity.  The community thus confirms our calling to minister, but this is not strictly ordination.  We are called to be music ministers or financial overseers. But we are not ordained to those roles.

When the time comes for the community to have new servant leaders, or when the community is so moved by the qualities of one of its members that it wishes to have that person called to servant leadership, the bishop becomes part of the mix.  The Church is not just the local Church but also the universal Church, and the role of the bishop here is as the symbolic focus of unity of the Church and leader of the diocese.  It is the bishop who confirms the calling of the new servant leader in the laying on of hands, but he should never take this step except in response to the expressed will of the community that this particular individual be appointed to minister as a servant leader in their midst.  This two-sided process preserves the responsibility of the local community and of the bishop for protecting the genuineness of the calling.  The community says, “This one!” and the bishop answers, “Yes, in the name of the whole Church!”

The community’s role is an expression of their adulthood in the Christian life.  The bishop’s role is the confirmation of the apostolic tradition.  Whether or not the servant leader serves for life, turns out to be a howling success or an abject failure, goes on the become a bishop or even pope, the community has had its say, and the ordination by the bishop has come in the name of the universal Church.  The difference between the ministry of the servant leader and the ministries of the rest of us has surely been appropriately preserved, while the other values of equal importance have been expressed through the participation of the local community.

The vision of ministries outlined herein approximates that which seems to have marked the early Church.  A clergy/lay distinction was foreign to the consciousness of early Christians.  All were God’s people and all were heirs according to the promise.  Some were undoubtedly called to leadership positions that the majority would not occupy, but this in no way introduced a hierarchical distinction among Christians, still less tow separate orders of life.  Only later, when secular models of leadership and the holiness of the monastic vocation came to cloud the picture, did something like the lay/clerical divide become a reality in the Church.  Not everything that the early church did is neatly transferable to the present day.  But when its understand of ministry, put into modern dress, seems so well tailored to address the ills of our present ecclesial condition, perhaps the time has come to look again at the wisdom of the first Christians, imbued as they were with the Spirit, too young in faith to be hide-bound by custom.
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