VATICAN PSYCHOLOGY

How the Vatican Thinks1/
To some, Vatican decisions can seem not just debatable, but almost inexplicable.  But when challenging a Vatican decision, or just not agreeing with it, it may be helpful to have some insight as to how the Vatican might arrive at such decisions.  Incomprehension greets many documents or disciplinary moves from Rome.  It's almost axiomatic that everything the Vatican does is motivated by power or fear, if not both.  Yet, when one understands the value system of the Holy See, the Instruction may make all the sense in the world.   For example:

· Periods when the Church has been fuzzy about the identity of its clergy have tended to coincide with crises.  The corruption that paved the way for the Protestant Reformation was made possible by absentee bishops who let their priests go to seed.

· The Vatican makes policy for the whole world.  Vatican officials quietly say, to assume that something is not a problem in New York of Cologne, it's not a problem for anybody.

· From the Vatican point of view, protecting the identity of the priesthood is about being faithful and accountable to Catholic tradition.

· Laypeople who insist on wearing chasubles and giving homilies sometimes end up just as clericalized as the clerical caste they set out to dislodge.

· Vatican officials realize that universal prescriptions may not make sense in every context on the planet, and they are willing to turn a prudent blind eye when the situation calls for it.

If one wishes to challenge the instruction, that challenge would be more effective if one can show how an alternative strategy could better serve the legitimate values the Holy See is trying to uphold, rather than scolding the Vatican for arrogance.  this vision is the difference between analysis and judgment.  One has to understand why a choice was made, what historical and psychological factors are at work, before a judgment can be based on anything more than one's own biases.  This means having the intellectual self-discipline to set aside one's assumptions and to take the perspective of the other seriously.

In an attempt to get inside the head of the Roman Curia, we offer a list of ten Vatican values.  While Vatican officials might quibble, most people in the Holy Se would recognize these as a fair expression of their institutional culture.  Taken in themselves, each value describes a genuine good.  It is when the value is pushed too far that virtue can turn into vice.

This list of values  is an invitation to more fruitful conversation between the Holy See and Catholics around the world.  thus, the next time the Vatican is contemplating a policy measure of concern to English-speaking Catholics, it would be useful to phrase arguments not in imputed Vatican motives, such as power or fear, but rather to show how an alternative course might better satisfy these common values.  these might lead to surprising areas of common ground.
TOP TEN VALUES
Authority
Cardinal Godfried Daneels of Belgium observed that the developed West is allergic 

to the concept of authority; and nowhere is this more true than in English-speaking countries, where Enlightenment-inspired individualism has made self-assertion the heart of what it means to be free.  Obedience is often seen as a kind of cowardice or moral surrender.  It is regarded as something unworthy of educated, emancipated adults.  Cultural critics would note that Americans are a nation of rugged individualists.

That is not how things look within the Holy See.  Like most bureaucracies with a clear chain of command, there is an emphasis on following orders.  Yet the roots of the attitude toward authority in the Vatican run much deeper.  Taking something on authority is not the sacrifice of one's own conscience, but a decision to shape one's conscience with the tradition, on the theory that doing so will lead to greater clarity and insight.  For most Westerners, doing something because they are told to do so by an authority would be irrational.  For someone who accepts the claim of a tradition, submitting to the decision of authority, even when its logic is not clear, is an affirmation of faith in that tradition.

That philosophical conviction is bolstered by the church's theology of authority.  Power within the church, according to the perspective widely held in the Vatican, comes from the risen Christ, and is entrusted to the apostles and to their successors in the apostolic college, first and foremost to the successor of Peter, the Pope.  there is a strong emphasis on accepting the authority of one's superiors, especially the prefects and secretaries of the various dicasteries, who draw on both the pope's authority and on their own as bishops.

For most of the men and women of the Curia, their respect for authority is not dependent upon any particular exercise of it, it rests on the philosophical pillar that the tradition is usually wiser, that it sees further, than the individual.  this is coupled with the theological conviction that ultimately authority in the church comes from God.  Submission to authority, even when one cannot in the moment see the logic for its choice, is usually a higher value  that assertion of one's own vision.

The Vatican's respect for authority rests on two other foundations: one moral, the other historical.  the moral element is the conviction that authority is intended to foster virtue, leading to the practice of a moral life and, ultimately, to salvation.  the historical component comes from a recognition that the Catholic church tends to rise and fall in tandem with how the authority of the bishops and other clergy has waxed and waned.

Policy measures or theological proposals that seem to undercut ecclesiastical authority will almost always trigger suspicion in the Holy See.  this is not merely a matter of defending clerical power, but about making sure the people of God have the tools they need to form future generations of faith and to defend the Church when it is under threat.

Bella Figura

The cult of the bella figura, meaning beautiful figure, is loosely translated as the importance of always looking good.  The bottom line is that no matter what happens, one has to keep up appearances.  Many Catholics would say that this value played a role in the failure of some bishops to react vigorously when some priests were guilty of sexual abuse, contenting themselves with secret payouts that prevented public scandal.

Bella figura is undeniably influential in Vatican psychology.  Public discussion of problems can be discouraged simply out of reluctance to air one's dirty laundry in public, an instinct sometimes rationalized as a desire to protect the faithful from shock or hurt, or to avoid scandal..  Aside from the rather patronizing nature of such concerns, experience shows they almost always backfire, as the stonewalling generates far more hurt than disclosure would have in the first place.

Scandal, in Catholic terminology, has a more technical definition that the term commonly used by the media.  Scandal means inducing someone to sin against the faith or morals of the Church.  When the Church says it wants to avoid scandal, it doesn't mean bad publicity.

The bella figura can sometimes be an impediment to dealing honestly with disagreements or problems.  No one wishes to embarrass a colleague or create negativity, and sometimes this means that errors, poorly reasoned decisions, and even rank incompetence go without challenge.

In the world of the Roman Curia, one encounters bella figura in several different forms.  If there is a choice between doing something quickly and doing it beautifully, beauty is going to beat speed every time.  In bella figura there is insistence on maintaining a degree of formality in working relationships that would be curious by conventional American standards.  Bella figura has a profound impact on curial psychology in its attitude toward law, where law is regarded as the expression of a human ideal, a descriptor of a perfect state of affairs, and everyone realizes that most people will fall short.  This is very different from the Anglo-Saxon approach, which expects the law to reflect what people actually do.  Thomists believe the purpose of law is to promoter virtue; in the social contract theory underlying Anglo-Saxon jurisprudence, the law represents the minimum infringements on personal liberty necessary to regulate social life.  Confusion arises continuously when Americans interpret Church law or regulations through the eye of English common law, i.e., bottom line vs. ideal.

This value system means that while Vatican officials often project a stern moral image on a public stage, in more pastoral settings they can be quite patient and understanding.  The law's ideal must be upheld, but individuals have to make the choices that correspond to their unique situation.  Whether that is hypocrisy or humanism will depend on one's point of view.

Cosmopolitanism
Critics of the Vatican complain that Curia officials are too far removed from local situations to really understand the issues.  But if closeness to the scene is a virtue, its corresponding vice would be provincialism, an incapacity to see the forest for the trees.  From the Vatican point of view, provincialism is often the most besetting vice they have to confront in their contacts with bishops, clergy and lay Catholics from different parts of the world.  People see issues through the lens of their own experience without considering how it might cohere with policies developed elsewhere or with problems faced by other groups within the Church.  Yet, the idea that in the age of the Internet one can isolate issues in a local church is naïve.  Inevitably, decisions made in one place have immediate repercussions elsewhere.

Vatican officials are thrust into positions of contemplating how policies will resonate all over the world.  The complexity can be staggering.  In the Roman curia, there is a deep awareness that Roman Catholicism is a worldwide communion of one billion people, representing every culture, language and worldview on earth.  To be part of this global family of faith means sacrificing a bit of one's own vision for the sake of maintaining bonds of communion.  For example, Western reformers are passionately convinced in the justice of the ordination of women.  Large majorities of Catholics in developing countries disagree.  This question can pose a special challenge for American Catholics, who can be somewhat jingoistic when it comes to ecclesiastical matters.  From Rome's point of view, they are saving the rest of the Church from being involuntarily Americanized.

A danger in cosmopolitanism is that it can end up in paralysis, since the simplest way not to rock the boat in a complex global system is not to do anything.  Sometimes cosmopolitanism is more honored in the breach than in the observance.  The Vatican's cosmopolitanism can also breed a kind of arrogance, a sense that "we here in Rome" always see farther and deeper than anyone else.

At bottom, however, this cosmopolitan perspective, kept in proper balance, is valuable for the Holy See because it reflects a real justice issue.  The Vatican is the only agent in the Church in a position to ensure a kind of rough global equilibrium, seeing to it that the sensibilities of all parties, all local churches and all cultures, are taken into consideration when decisions are made.  Inside the Church it shouldn't be the case that 'money talks," that those national churches with the most resources and the biggest media megaphones always get their way.  the culture of "thinking globally" that characterizes the Roman Curia, when it works the way it is suppose to, is a guarantee of Catholicity critical in a Church becoming steadily more global.

Loyalty
Italians in curial service have a shorthand way of referring to someone they trust.  They say that he or she is della famiglia, "of the family."  What they mean is that this person can be counted on to be loyal, not to betray the institution or its members, to stand by them in times of trouble.  This saying reflects the deep emphasis on loyalty within Vatican culture.  Loyalty in ecclesiastical life can be a noble instance of gratitude, trust and common purpose; it can also become an insistence on muzzling legitimate criticism.  Where one ends and the other begins is difficult to distinguish.

For certain offices in the Church, this bond of loyalty is formalized in what is known as an "Oath of Fidelity."   Canon 833 of the Code of Canon Law obliges vicars general, episcopal vicars, pastors, rectors, and professors of theology and philosophy at seminaries, rectors of universities, and anyone who teaches subjects dealing with faith and morals, and superiors of religious orders to take this oath along with a Profession of Faith.

For the men and women of the Vatican, the primary object of loyalty is the Pope.  Vatican officials feel a tie to the office of the papacy and to the particular Pope they serve.  While Vatican officials and senior Church leaders may have private disagreements with the pope's policies, they will rarely air t5hem publicly.  This is a special struggle for Vatican officials when they go home and friends draw them out on, "What's really going on?"  On the one hand, officials want to be able to talk openly, and in some cases are anxious to demonstrate that they understand why Catholics in the trenches sometimes become frustrated with the hierarchy.  On the other hand, the tug of loyalty is deep; officials do not want to seem ungrateful or flippant about the trust the pope has placed in them.  They sometimes find themselves walking through a minefield, not wanting to seem less than a "team player." 

The emphasis on public solidarity is one of the most oft-criticized aspects of Vatican culture.  Fr. Richard McBrien stated, "The Vatican looks for complete, utter, uncritical loyalty to the Holy See, especially as it pertains to hot-button issues like the ordination of women, celibacy for priests, and the whole spectrum of sexual and reproductive issues.  They are not going to appoint anyone who has ever expressed a doubt, much less a criticism, about these issues."  Some would question the extent to which the Holy See "suffocates" debate in the name of loyalty.

Loyalty in the Curia may apply to one's friends and colleagues, including those with whom one studied, those with whom one entered curial service, and those with whom one has a special bond. Appointments can often be explained by whose patronage the individual is under.  Many men and women in the Vatican are not conscious of having a special patron or protector, and frankly don't want one if it means being evaluated on the basis of personal connections rather than the quality of their work. 

Objectivity
Tensions are generated in any bureaucratic system when a higher level of authority intervenes with a lower one.  Thus it is also in the Catholic world whenever the Holy See issues a directive, or responds in the negative, to some request from a local church.  Then voices are heard complaining, "The Vatican is out of touch," that it is absurd that officials thousands of miles away in Rome, living in different culture and speaking a different language, should make decisions about a local church.

Seen from Rome, local officials sometimes seem too close to the local scene to think straight.  Pastors and bishops can sometimes be overwhelmed by political pressures or personal sympathies into fudging the teaching or discipline of the Church.  Naturally, some degree of pastoral flexibility is appropriate in trying to resolve complicated hu8man situations.  How much is too mush, however, is in the eye of the beholder; and it's probably true that the closer one is to the situation, the greater the danger of losing perspective.

Vatican officials are generally not out of touch, ignorant of local situations, in the sense critics often mean.  Actually, the officials of the Holy See tend to be quite well informed about affairs in local churches, especially the larger ones.  Every dicastery of the Roman Curia has a least one American on the staff, and often that individual has responsibility for tracking issues in the English-speaking world within the dicastery's area of competence - liturgy, doctrine, clerical discipline, etc.  This official may also be responsible for explaining American situations to colleagues who may be called upon to deal with them, or simply when conversations come up.  With the Internet, they are able to read the American press each morning, e.g., the New York Times; and they see U.S. bishops when they happen to be in Rome.  They may also participate in meetings and conferences in the U.S. or in video conferences on their issues.  All this means is that Vatican officials have an acute sense of the issues, the players, and the trends in the local church.

Seen from the Vatican point of view, the passions surrounding a particular point of view sometimes have the effect of overwhelming rational judgment.  It is precisely the benefit of having some distance from the "rattle and hum" that allows the Holy See, its defenders argue, to bring a more objective, a more serene judgment of the matter.  Thus, Vatican officials would insist that they are not isolated in the negative sense that critics intend, i.e., ignorant of local realities.  There is, however, a positive kind of isolation, they believe, comes with their office, and that is, being insulated from the political and cultural pressures that tend to intrude on sober reflection when one stands too close to the flame.  distance, the theory goes, buys the Vatican precious insulation from local reaction.

When a particular document is issued by the Pope or by one of the dicasteries, it is almost always treated as a document of the Holy See rather than a product of individual authors.  The Holy See never officially acknowledges individual authorship, because it does not want the authority of the document to depend on the personal qualities of its authors.  Its authority depends upon the fact that it has been duly promulgated.  Authority is dependent on due issuance, not on the personality of any one figure.

Vatican behavior has to do with secrecy.  Aside from privacy concerns, the primary logic of nondisclosure is to protect the objectivity of those who must make judgment based on information.  If case files were a matter of public record, lobbying and spin doctoring would be the result.  The culture of the Holy See resists exposing its decisions to the pressures of public relations or interest group politics, neither of which are viewed as reliable means for arriving at the truth.

Populism

Populism may be the most difficult for many outside observers of the Vatican to understand or accept.  People are accustomed to thinking of the Holy See as "the world's last absolute monarchy,"  a place where a tiny ecclesiastical aristocracy makes decisions based on their own vision of how the Church and the world ought to be run.  Whether this is considered a good or a bad thing will vary with the observer, but there is a measure of truth to such perceptions.  Vatican officials are not subject to the same scrutiny as personnel in other governments, nor to the commercial pressures of the bottom line faced in the corporate world.  At the same time, Vatican personnel do not see themselves as imperialists imposing their will on the rest of the Catholic Church.  They see themselves defending the people against elites running roughshod over their rights.  Vatican officials see themselves as the last line of defense for the "simple faithful" against avant-garde theologians who would betray the faith, against experimental liturgists who risk transforming the Mass into something profane of banal, or against ecclesiastical bureaucrats, including bishops, who fancy themselves above the law.  They see themselves, in other words, as populists.

One may hear about diocesan bishops being pushed around by junior curial officials.  Yet, in most cases, curial officials are loathe to confront bishops, and will do so only in order to vindicate the rights of lower clergy or laity when there has been what seems to them a clear abuse of power.  The bishop's complaint about process may ignore the deeper question of whether the Vatican was right on content.

One way this concern for the little guy shows up is that few institutions on earth take their mail more seriously than the Holy See.  Every letter that comes into the Vatican is registered and processed, even if the decision is eventually made not to respond.  Letters complaining about various abuses or difficult pastoral situations will elicit more sympathy from Vatican officials when those letters express a point of view that coincides with their own.

One will misunderstand the psychology of the Roman Curia by believing that they send faxes around the world dictating details for liturgical celebrations, or ordering a halt to publications of theological journals, simply for the thrill of issuing orders.  More often, they perceive themselves to be defending the rights of Catholics around the world to have faith transmitted in its integrity, to have mass celebrated according to the rules, to be sure that Catholic schools are in synch with the Church, and so on.  So from a Roman point of view, the men and women of the Holy See regard themselves as the real Voice of the Faithful in the Catholic Church.

Realism
Though Vatican officials may have a high-minded sense of service to the Holy Father, they also believe in having their feet on the ground when it comes to how things work in the real world.  Vatican officials generally have spent most of their lives inside the institutional Catholic Church, and are under no illusion that ordination or religious vows makes people more generous, or honest, or patient, or forgiving.  They know people in the Church can be petty and mean-spirited, and sometimes can fail in spectacular ways.  If the official works in a congregation with responsibility for discipline in some area of Church life, such as liturgy, doctrine, clerical life or education, he or she may spend a good part of each day documenting instances of moral or theological corruption.  One could make the argument that no one is in a better position to understand and appreciate the imperfect character of the Catholic Church than the personnel of the Holy See.

This ecclesiastical realism was clear during the American sex abuse crisis, when many Vatican officials initially had a hard time grasping just what the American Catholics were upset about.  Were Americans in 2002 just discovering that priests too are marred by Original Sin?  They wondered if the outrage in the American press related to the Catholic sex abuse scandal was a reflection of the same Calvinist hysteria about sex that was displayed during the Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinski farce.  It took time for many Vatican officials to grasp that the real source of American anger was not so much the sexual misconduct of some priests, but the moral, and perhaps criminal, failure of bishops to intervene when they should have known better.

Vatican realism also applies to international relations.  When John Paul II visited Chile in 1988, he administered communion to then president Augusto Pinochet, and appeared with him on the balcony of the Moneda Palace to cheers of Pinochet supporters.  The imagery scandalized human rights activists, given that some 3,191 people were confirmed either killed or disappeared under Pinochet's regime.  Yet Vatican officials argued that the Pope cannot nominate the rulers of the countries he visits, and the price of bringing his message to the world is sometimes "doing business" with unsavory regimes.

Vatican realism also applies ton the internal management of the church, especially how far and how fast one can move at any time.  Many Vatican officials, when pressed for their own ideas about how things in the Church ought to operate, will offer a vision that is different from current realities.  When pressed as to why they don't do more to try to shake things up, they will smile and patiently explain a few of the thousand and one political, sociological and institutional reasons why doing so, for now, is impossible.  Vatican officials have been taught by their experience to be realistic about utopian ecclesiastical proposals that sound great, but whose impact is anybody's guess.

Rule of Law

The bella figura used earlier means that Vatican officials can have a surprising tolerance for human failure, but they will defend the law tenaciously at the level of principle.  That's the essence of the rule of law.  However difficult applications of the principles of the Code of Canon Law may be in practice, it must always remain the norm and goal of Church life.  Vatican officials often come across as sticklers form the law, with a strong by-the-book approach.

Law is, from this point of view, the translation of the church's principles of justice into the practical realm.  A high percentage of Vatican officials are by training canon lawyers rather than theologians, philosophers or biblical scholars.  Even personnel whose background is in other fields will usually have a working knowledge of the Code of Canon Law, because much of what the Holy See doers is the application of the Code to specific situations in local churches.  From the Vatican's point of view, the Code of Canon Law and its parallel Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, governing the twenty-one Eastern rite churches in communion with Rome, are foundational tests for understanding how the church is suppose to work.

Vatican officials become annoyed when critics oppose canon law to pastoral instincts, as if the law isn't itself pastoral.  It is frustrating to curial personnel that many Catholics have never bothered to so much as crack a copy of the code.  Even many of the world's 4,500 Catholic bishops have, at best, a rudimentary understanding.  This was a frequent complaint inside the Roman Curia at the peak of the American sex abuse crisis.  For many Vatican officials believed that the American bishops were wasting their time drafting a new set of norms and procedures for the removal of abuser-priests.  The existing Code of Canon law already gave the bishops all the tools they needed  had they been serious about applying them.  The problem, from their point of view, was never the absence of law, but the absence of nerve.

Vatican officials tend to be protective of the code.  This spirit of protectiveness sometimes means Vatican officials are sticklers for the fine print of the code.  Reverence for episcopal authority can give way to irritation when bishops neglect the requirements of the law.  One of the great untold stories of the Vatican is how often bishops find their decisions challenged by lower clergy or laity and overturned.

This passion for law must be understood in its proper psychological context.  It is a matter of defending a uniform standard of justice.  This philosophy is that the hearing one gets from the church should not depend on accidents such as how a bishop is feeling that day, or whether the tribunal in a particular is liberal or conservative.  Beyond this level of consistency lies an even more fundamental concern for the just ordering of relationships in the Church.  The mind of canon law has as its prime directive a balance between the rights of the individual and the well-being of the entire community.  Insistence on the law, seen through the eyes of Vatican officials, is a protection of the common good, as well as of the little guy in the Church whose only defense against the abuse of power is the Code.

Time

A large part of the reason that things can take such a long time in the Vatican is not because Vatican personnel are lazy, but because of the work they are trying to do, the Roman curia is understaffed.  The second section of the Secretariat of State does the work of a fully functional foreign ministry, but with a staff of only thirty.  The congregation for Worship has roughly twenty-five officials whose job is to try to monitor and shape liturgical texts and rituals in every language on the surface of the earth.  It is almost a comical mismatch of resources to the size of the challenge.  All told, the roman Curia is trying to administer the affairs of the church with one billion members, in addition to participating as a sovereign state in global affairs, with a staff of twenty-five hundred.  It should be no mystery why, despite the greatest dedication imaginable, things get bogged down.

Yet the time lag is not simply structural, but psychological.  There is a built-in bias in favor of delay when facing virtually any decision in the Vatican.  The rhythms of the liturgical calendar and the roman year also have an impact on the pace inside the Vatican.  Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent and Holy Week tend to be dead periods in the Vatican; work comes to a standstill while liturgical celebrations unfold.  In Rome, moreover, summer is basically downtime.

Respect for authority influences the sense of how long it ought to take to resolve a problem.  Vatican officials are loathe to force a confrontation, especially if it involves bishops.  They want to avoid an open display of disunity, which they believe may compromise the Church's public image.  If it is possible to wait out a problem with a bishop, maybe until the bishop retires, that will often be the preferred solution.

There's the impact of history on the way curial personnel tend to think in centuries.  Policy choices have to be understood in terms of very long history, and projected into a potentially long future.  Perspective, not efficiency, is the most admired quality in this culture.  The Holy See is capable of rapid response when the situation calls for it.  This was clear in the American sex abuse crisis in 2002.  Perhaps it's a fair criticism that the Holy See was slow to grasp the depth of the crisis, but once the message was received, it moved beyond business as usual.  When the chips are down, and perhaps equally important, are understood to be down, the Holy See can move fast.

Tradition

The Vatican is one of the few places remaining where the argument "we've always done it this way" is vigorously defended from a philosophical point of view.  If one accepts Christ's promise that the Holy Spirit will always be withy his Church, this means the Spirit has been guiding the growth and development of the Roman Catholic Church over two thousand years of history, and its structures and practices are not the product of chance of human invention.  They represent where the Spirit was calling the Church in a particular moment in its history.  Of course, it's possible that the Church misread the Spirit's intentions, or that in changed times the Spirit may be eliciting a new response.  An extra degree of caution comes into play in evaluating any proposal for reform, because there is the presumption of tradition that is hard to override.

Can this insistence on tradition be stifling?  Yes, especially to Western sensibilities accustomed to the constant arrival of new and improved versions of everything.  Sometimes the presumption in favor of how things have always been done sits in the Curia like a lead weight, making even the simplest and most obvious changes in custom difficult to execute.

The Vatican's emphasis on tradition is not, however, merely an excuse for sloughing off new ideas out of laziness or indifference.  It is recognition that an institution with two thousand years of history has its reasons for doing things a certain way, and caution is in order before one starts cutting through all that to solve today's particular problem.  In a sense, it is rather a democratic instinct, a belief that the preferences and insights of all those who have come before ought to have weight in the deliberations.

This emphasis on tradition also informs the Vatican's sense of accountability.  Critics complain that the Vatican does not regard itself accountable to the people of the Church, and there's a sense that this is true.  Leadership in the Church, from the Vatican's point of view, is accountable primarily to tradition, and ultimately to God.  Policy is based on theological and philosophical principles derived from the tradition, the deposit of faith, entrusted by Christ to the apostles.  Vatican officials believe the defense and transmission of the tradition is the highest service Church leaders can offer their people.  they do not perceive themselves to be unconcerned or unaccountable to the people.  Indeed, there is a sense in which they actually see themselves as populists.  Opinion polls, ballot boxes, and the other instruments of democratic government are not part of the accountability mechanisms within the curial world.

This core belief in the wisdom of tradition also means that most Vatican officials would be considered, by the standards of the total spectrum of opinion in the Church, conservatives.  By no means should this suggest that the men and women of the roman Curia are narrow-minded traditionalists.  A surprising number of curial officials might vote in favor of married priests in a secret ballot, and some would support a relaxation in the teaching on birth control.  A handful might be open to the eventual ordination of women as priests.  Yet, even those leaning toward the reform position on these issues typically also see the wisdom in contrary views, since the benefit of the doubt would go to tradition, and they would regard compromise and patience as the best strategy.

At times the Holy See's reverence for tradition can shade off into arrogance toward those who are not comparably grounded in the fine points of Roman Catholic history, theology, spirituality and law.  Vatican officials insist that the Catholic Church is the product of a two thousand year history, which has given it a rich and multifaceted culture.  They can become impatient with reformers demanding that this culture be stood on its head in response to a challenge that, in the context of two thousand years, just arose yesterday.  They demand that people who want to make proposals for change in the tradition at least master it first, so they'll know what they are talking about.  At the same time, it is unreasonable to expect that average lay Catholics become professional theologians or canon lawyers before their experience and insight counts.  Vatican officials thus face the challenge of fostering an appreciation for tradition, so that proposals for change can be evaluated in the proper ecclesiological context, and yet not setting the bar so high that they rule out of bounds all views but their own.

CRITICISM

While the aim has been to present the psychology of the papal office and the Roman Curia as it is understood within the Vatican, there are several key elements of this view that are contested within the field of Roman Catholic theology.  

Some theologians and Church historians argue that the reading of the history of the papacy from the Vatican' perspective often gives little evidence of historical perspective.  There seems to be little recognition that the papacy of the first millennium looked and functioned much differently than the papacy of the present.  If particular offices, institutions or ways of doing business no longer served the best interests of the Church, they were reformed or eliminated.

Some theologians argue that much Vatican thinking suffers from a defective theology of power.  Ecclesial power emerges from Baptism, they insist, before it is reconfigured through Holy Orders.  To be a member of a Christian community, to live in communio, is in itself to be empowered for daily Christian living and for service of the Church's mission.  This is the exercise of ecclesial power in its most fundamental sense.  The power received through Baptism enables the faithful to fulfill their calling as disciples of Jesus Christ.  they are empowered to share the good news of Jesus Christ, top pursue holiness, to love their neighbor, to care for the least, to work for justice, and to build up the body of Christ through the exercise of their particular gifts in service of the Church.  This theology of ecclesiastical empowerment does not deny the unique sacramental power conferred upon the clergy, but that the source of ecclesial power is the Spirit of Christ who empowers the whole Church.  The power of the ordained cannot be appealed to as a kind of ecclesiastical trump card over the power of all disciples of Jesus to participate in the life and mission of the Church.

Many Catholic theologians today support an ecclesiology of communion that sees the universal Church as a communion of local churches.  Authority is not something that first pertains to the universal Church and then to is conceded to the local churches.  Rather, authority is always exercised within the communion of churches.  The papacy in this model is understood as an office in service to communion.  Local churches order their lives as they see fit, with the Pope intervening, based on the principle of subsidiary, only when the local church is incapable of resolving a problem, or when its own health demands it.  The debate of decentralization of power gets it wrong, since that term evokes a sense of concession, i.e., that the papacy ought to concede authority to the periphery.  In the communio model, authority is not the Pope's to concede.  It belongs by right to the local church.

Some theologians criticize the Roman Curia that has less to do with the contents of its theology than the scope and depth of it.  They say curial personnel do not have the appropriate theological training and expertise for the jobs they are called to do.  Others are qualified, but reflect a more narrow range of views than is reflected within the Catholic theological discussion.  As a result, documents are not subjected to the close scrutiny they should before being issues.  Critical discussion occurs only after the document has been released.  Theologians find themselves in the awkward position of criticizing Vatican documents in the public forum.  Theologians in the Roman Curia ought to tap the theological expertise in the wider Catholic community.

REFORM

Reform of power structures in the Catholic Church is the most discussed topic in Catholic theological debate today.  There is a perceived imbalance of power between Rome and the local churches.  This concentration of power in the Pope is the product of complex historical evolution.   It began with the fall of the Papal States to Italy in 1870 and culminated in the papacy of John Paul II.  No topic divides the Catholic Church from other branches of the Christian family like the papacy.  Both Paul VI and John Paul II have recognized that the price to pay for greater Christian unity will be some reconceptualization of the papacy that better respects the legitimate autonomy of local churches.

There are thousands of different proposals for reform.  Some have to do with content area limits on curial authority, such as restricting the ability of the Vatican to veto or amend the translations of liturgical texts made into the various vernacular languages.  Some are procedural, such as Archbishop John Quinn's idea that the Pope should establish a commission for restructuring the Curia.

Fr. Thomas Reese, SJ, in his 1994 book, Inside the Vatican, proposed that the number of bishops working in the Vatican be radically reduced or eliminated.  In a time of priest shortages and great [pastoral need, it seems an abuse to have bishops performing essentially administrative work.  It would be wonderful symbolism form the Church if laypeople, including women, were moved into top curial positions vacated by bishops.

Another proposal is that the Curia should be balanced by, or even subservient to, an enhanced Synod of Bishops.  From the creation of the synod in 1965, popes have been aware of a potential rivalry between this body and the Curia.  Indeed, every time a synod is held, complaints about the Curia are frequent.  Advocates of a synod believe, when one composed primarily of the elected presidents of national bishops conferences and elected heads of religious orders, would provide a more representative body to collaborate with the Pope, offering as better expression of the lived experience of Catholics around the world.

Vatican officials argue that synods are not capable of collaborating in the governance of the universal Church in the sense the reformers intend.  It would mean lifting bishops out of their dioceses for long periods of time or it would mean short synods with superficial and confused results.  Given that many Catholic conservatives are suspicious of national bishops' conferences being too dominated by staff and by questionable doctrinal positions, the idea of giving these conferences a greater say in the universal Church is for some an unappetizing option.  Many curial personnel suspect that behind the proposal to beef up the synod is a desire to water down the papacy.  They are deeply suspicious of such an agenda.
CONCLUSION
Many in the Church in the United States believe the Church will thrive, in spite of dangerously low levels of male celibate clergy, through an informed and educated laity.  At no time in our country's history have more young people taken religious courses in Catholic colleges, universities and in seminaries, and then dedicated their lives in service to the Church.  And, having an understanding how the Vatican thinks will help in knowing how to apply that knowledge and dedication toward the building up of the Church in the United States.

Tom Kyle
20100307
1/
Adapted from John Allen's book, All the Pope's Men, pp. 90-140, pp. 215-221; ©2004 by John Allen.
