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Dear Sisters, Associates, and Friends of Mercy, 

How do institutions protect the human dignity and personal rights of employees? Mercy healthcare 
institutions and universities have formal, objective procedures for employees to seek review of decisions 
by supervisors about disciplinary actions, evaluations, and promotions. In city and state agencies, the em­
ployee handbook will always have an entry, "Grievance Procedure." 

In an effort to avoid litigation and settle disputes without the financial and emotional cost of trial, a 
growing number ofV.S. courts require parties to try to reach agreement through "alternative dispute res­
olution." These steps are distinguished as conciliation, mediation, and arbitration. Mediators who are not 
involved in the dispute assist the parties in listening and "horse-trading." The point is to find a solution 
without having to take the dispute to ajudge and jury. 

To foster a spirit of good will for resolving conflicts in church settings, the Canon Law Society of 
America developed a grievance structure nearly twenty years ago, and sent every diocese in the U.S. a 
copy, modeled on the triad of conciliation, mediation, and arbitration. Diocesan chanceries and parishes 
thus have the CLSAmodel or their own procedure. (However, as some religious women and laity have dis­
covered, the practical implementation can become something of a shell game with pastor and diocese 
when a minister wants to invoke it.) 

When the Institutewas established in 1991, it adapted the CLSAmodel to settle disputes without hav­
ing to go to diocesan tribunals or to the Vatican. Titled the Reconciliation Process, its strategies are also 
outlined as conciliation, mediation, and arbitration. While not specifically mentioned in the Institute 
Constitutions or Directory, the Reconciliation Process was incorporated into the directories of regional 
communities. !twas formalized by designating regional and Institute boards of Sisters to be elected by the 
community at large. A board's service coincides with the term of the regional leadership team. Prior to 
1991, the twenty-five regional communities, with differing histories, either had or didn't have familiarity 
with a grievance procedure to provide vowed members an avenue for appeal of superiors' decisions. 

Such a policy assumes that all members say "Yes" to two ways of acknowledging a member's personal 
dignity. The first is the right to appeal a decision that has aggrieved her and have its rationale and fairness 
carefully examined. The second is the right of a woman to defend herself when someone lodges an accu­
sation against her. Here, she can rely on objective steps of due process to be followed by the superior. A 
hearing of the facts from her own point of view is guaranteed. The right of defense includes her entitle­
ment to professional assistance by a canonical advocate or an attorney. 

These provisions represent basic human rights, which in Western culture are rooted in societal ide­
als: the individuality of the person, truth reached by testing of claims, and consistent fairness in making 
decisions. Several biblical examples hint at the religious tradition supporting these values. Susanna was 
maliciously accused of adultery and, on the basis of the claim by respected elders, condemned to death. 
Her advocate Daniel voiced her right to due process: "To condemn a woman ofIsrael without examina­
tion and without clear evidence? Return to court, for they have testified falsely against her" (Dan 13:48). 
Nicodemus spoke to his fellow Pharisees about guaranteeing a person the right to speak his own truth, 
and advised against arresting Jesus merely because accusations were lodged against him, "Does our law 
condemn a person before it first hears him and finds out what he is doing?" (In 7:51). Paul, defending 
himself against criminal charges, invoked his right to have tl,at religious indictment in Jerusalem re­

viewed by a civil court in Rome: "I appeal to Caesar" (Acts 25:11). 
In light of the theme of human dignity and respect for the person, it is gratifY­

ing to note that Sister Helen Marie Burns (IL T) described the possibility of an Insti­
tute-wide educational process on rights and responsibilities of members as a 
context for raising awareness of how the Reconciliation Process might better serve 
members as a means of conflict resolution (VITA, February 2003, p. 2). 

~~/~$.'n). 
Eloise Rosenblatt, R.S.M. 
Editor, The MAST jo'ltmal 



Respect for the Dignity of the Person 
in Catholic Social Teaching 

Marilee Howard, R.S.M. 

" catholic Social Teaching" 
refers to a number of doc­
uments which have been 

issued by popes, conferences 
and synods of bishops, the Sec­
ond Vatican Council, and others 
acting in an official capacity in 
the Catholic Church. It also re­
fers to positions, concepts and 
understandings developed and 
affirmed in these documents. 
These documents represent the 
Church's understanding of the 
application of Gospel values, re­
lied upon more or less explicitly, 
in responding to various social 
conditions.' 

Initiation of Social Teaching 
in Rerum Novarum 

Pope Leo XIII's encyclical, Re­
Tum NovaTum, which is concerned 
with the situation of the poor, 
primarily workers, in industrial­
ized countries and with the roles 
of the various elements of society 
in addressing their situation, was 
issued in 1891 and is generally 
considered the first of these 
teachings. 2 Although the princi­
ples presented were not entirely 

new to Catholic thought, the 
manner in which they addressed 
the social and economic condi­
tions of the time was an impor­
tant step in initiating what is now 
considered the tradition of Cath­
olic Social Teaching. 

Other documents in this tra­
dition include: Quadmgesimo 
Anno (Pius XI, 1931); Divini 
Redemptol'is (Pius XI); MateT et 
Magistm and Pacem in Tenis, 
(John XXIII's, 1960's); Gaudium 
et SjJes and Dignitatis Hwnanae 
(Second Vatican Council, 1960's); 
Pojntiomm Progressio and 
Octogesi11la Adveniens (Paul VI); 
MedelHn (1968) Puebla (1979) 
documents of the Latin Ameri­
can Bishops; Justice in the World 
(synod of bishops, 1971); 
Evangelii Nuntiandi (Paul VI at re­
quest of synod of bishops in 
1974); Dives in MiseTiconlia 
(1980), Labonm ExeTCens (1981), 
Salvijici Dolm'is (1984) and 
Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1988) all by 
John Paul II; and pastoral letters 
of the U.S. Bishops, most notably 
those on war and peace and on 
the economy. 

The 1971 synod of bishops 
gives an indication of the impor-

The dignity of the human person is the 
value which provides a reason to be 

concerned about justice. 

2 

tance of justice in Catholic Social 
Teaching when it says: 

Action on behalf of justice and 
participation in the transfor­
mation of the world fully ap­
pear to us as a constitutive 
dimension of the preaching of 
the Gospel, or, in other words, 
of the Church's mission for the 
redemption of the human race 
and its liheration from every 
oppressive situation.3 

The documents include fre­
quent references to justice and 
the demands or requirements of 
justice. They also fi'equently link 
justice with charity or mercy, 
with equity or with humanity.4 
Justice is the principle that re­
quires that persons be given 
what is their due. The dignity of 
the human person is the value 
which provides a reason to be 
concerned about justice. The 
way that human dignity is under­
stood will serve as a basis for cer­
tainjudgments aboutwhat is due 
persons in justice, and will help 
to determine certain minimal 
requirements of justice. 

Dignity of the 
Humau Person 

One value of critical importance 
to understanding Catholic So­
cial Teaching is the dignity of 
the human person. Its affirma­
tion is a theme which is cons is-
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tently present to some degree 
throughout Catholic Social 
Teaching and becomes promi­
nent with the encyclicals of John 
XXIII and the work of the Sec­
ond Vatican Council. Human 
dignity is the value these docu­
ments name to support and jus­
tifY the assertion that human be­
ings have universal and 
inviolahle rights and duties. It 
serves as a basis forjudging the 
justice of social, political, and 
economic practices and is a key 
element in the evaluation of the 
"signs of tlle times," the consid­
eration of present circumstances 
in the light of faith that was 
called for hy the Second Vatican 
Council.5 The importance of 
this value is apparent in 
Gaudiwn et Spes where a full 
chapter is devoted to the dignity 
of human persons.6 

The Documents of 
John XXIII 

In Mater et Magistm John XXIII 
emphasizes the importance of 
human dignity in the evaluation 
of social actions and structures. 
He affirms the "lofty dignity" of 
the life of individuals and peo­
ples,7 and relates this dignity to 
the teaching of Christ, which 
embraces the whole of the hu­
man person and calls for con­
cern for the requirements of 
daily life as well as for spiritual 
values.8 As a means to affirm and 
defend the dignity of the human 
person, he presents the princi­
ple that "individual men are 
necessarily the foundation, 
cause, and end of all social insti­
tutions."9 Human dignity serves 
as a measure of justice in eco­
nomic activity and is to be 

protected. Obstacles to it are to 
be avoided. lO 

In Pacem in Te1Tis, .John 
XXIII extends this concern for 
human dignity and life to the 
consideration of social and politi­
cal as well as economic matters. I I 
In this encyclical, which is ad­
dressed to "all men of good 
will," 12 the bases presented for 
human dignity include the natu­
ral qualities of intelligence and 
freedom as well as Christian be­
lief in creation, redemption, and 
divine destiny.i3 Human dignity 
is related to the very nature Ofi1U­

man beings as persons and is said 
to require recognition that the 
human person has a range of 
fundamental rights and obliga-

The Second Vatican 
Council's "Joy and Hope" 

Like Pacem in Terris, Gaudium et 
Spes is addressed "not only to the 
sons of the Church and all who 
invoke the name of Christ, but to 
the whole of humanity."i8 
Gaudium et SjJes may be seen as 
giving full and explicit expres­
sion to the theme of human dig­
nity that had become prominent 
with the works of .John XXIII. 
The dignity of the human person 
is an important moving force 
throughout the document. The 
council finds the basis of human 
dignity in the creation of the hu­
man person in the image and 
likeness of God, in the ability to 
know and love God, in human 

Fundamental human rights include rights to 
life, an adequate standard of living, and 

moral, cultural, and economic rights. 

tions. Fundamental human 
rights include rights to life, an 
adequate standard of living, and 
moral, cultural, and economic 
rights.! 4 Obligations are closely 
related to rights, and both rights 
and obligations are universal and 
inviolable because of the dignity 
of human persons. 15 This natural 
dignity is presented as equal for 
all persons, and all are equally 
entitled to share in the benefits of 
society. i6 In both Mater et 
Magist1Yl and Pacem in Terris, re­
spect for human dignity is pre­
sented as essential to the forma­
tion of human society and to 
justice and peaceJ7 

beings having been appointed as 
masters of the earth, in redemp­
tion, and in natural human quali­
ties such as intelligence, con­
science, and freedom. 19 At one 
point in Gaudium et Spes, the 
Council affirms human dignity 
then goes on to assert: 

There must be made available 
to all men everything necessary 
for leading a life truly human, 
such as food, clothing and shel­
ter; the right to choose a state of 
life freely and to found a family, 
the right to education, to em­
ployment, to a good reputa­
tion, to respect, to appropriate 
information, to activity in ac­
cord with the upright norm of 
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one's own conscience, to pro­
tection of privacy and to right­
ful freedom in matters 
religious. 20 

Not only must living conditions 
be materially adequate, they 
must allow the individual to be 
aware of his or her own dig­
nity.21 Reverence for human 
dignity also requires a sense of 
unity among persons so that" ev­
eryone must consider his neigh­
bor . . . as another self, taking 
into account first of all his life 
and the means necessary to live 
it with dignity."22 To live with 
dignity may here be taken to 
mean that persons can live in a 
way in keeping with, or suitable 
to the dignity that is theirs as 
persons. All human persons 
share equally in human dignity 
in that "all men possess a ratio­
nal soul and are created in God's 
likeness, since all have the same 

contemporary man. And the 
demand is increasingly made 
that men shonld act on their 
own judgment, enjoying and 
making use of a responsihle 
fi-eedom. 25 

This increased consciousness of 
human dignity is affirmed as 
"greatly in accord with truth and 
justice,"26 and the right of reli­
gious freedom is presented as 
grounded in human dignity.27 

Documents of Paul VI and 
John Paul II 

Paul VI, in Populom1n Pmgressio, 
is concerned with the worldwide 
development of conditions suit­
able to a human life. He does not 
make the same explicit appeals 
to human dignity as the measure 
and ground of justice that have 
been examined above, but the 
values of a fully integrated llU-

Human dignity also requires that persons 
be afforded means of participation in the 

social and civic affairs of life. 

nature and origin, have been re­
deemed by Christ, and enjoy the 
same divine calling and des­
tiny. "23 Human dignity also re­
quires that persons be afforded 
means of participation in the so­
cial and civic affairs oflife. 24 

Dignitatis Humanae also re­
flects the emphasis of the Coun­
cil on human dignity: 

Asense of the dignity of the hu­
man person has been impress­
ing itself more and more 
deeply on the consciousness of 

man life are evident in the goals 
and direction of this work. He 
calls for movement from condi­
tions that are less human to 
those that are more human. 
Among less human conditions 
he includes: 

The lack of material necessities 
for those who are without the 
minimum essential for life, the 
moral deficiencies of those 
who are mutilated by selfish­
ness ... oppressive social struc­
tures, whether due to the 
abuses of ownership or to the 

ahuses of power, to the exploi­
tation of workers or to U1~just 
transactions,28 

The same passage lists progres­
sively more human conditions as 
including: 

The passage £i-om misery to­
wards the possession of neces­
sities, victory over social 
scourges, the growth of knowl­
edge, the acquisition of culture 
. . . increased esteem for the 
dignity of others, the turning 
toward the spirit of poverty, co­
operation for the common 
good, the will and desire for 
peace . . . the acknowledge­
ment by man of supreme val­
ues, and of God their source 
and their finality ... faith, a gift 
of God accepted by the good 
will of man, and unity in the 
charity of Christ, Who calls us 
all to share as sons in the life of 
the living God.29 

Human persons are called to re­
sponsible and creative use of 
freedom to develop the earth 
and to obtain what they need. 
Each is said to have a right "to 
find in the world what is neces­
sary for himself. ,,30 In Octogesima 
Adveniens, Paul returns to 
Gaudiwn et Spes in referring to the 
human person as "the beginning, 
the subject and the goal of all so­
cial institutions,,,31 and affirms 
rights and duties which should be 
equally shared by all. 32 

] ohn Paul II gives strong em­
phasis to the theme of human 
dignity in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis 
where he calls for a fundamental 
equality of peoples and individu­
als. He describes human dignity 
as flowing from the creation and 
redemption of human beings by 
God and from the activity of the 
Spirit in their lives.33 His empha­
sis on the human qualities of 
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work and its dignity in Labarem 
Exenens further illustrates the 
importance of this theme for the 
Church's social teaching.34 

U.S. Bishops Rely on Theme 
of Human Dignity 

The bishops of the United States 
rely heavily on the theme ofhu­
man dignity. In Economic justice 
for All they state, "Human dig­
nity, realized in community with 
others and with the whole of 
God's creation, is the norm 
against which every social insti­
tution must be measured."35 
Human beings, described as 
holy and sacred, having been 
created in the image of God, are 
ends to be served by institutions 
rather than means to be ex­
ploited, and human dignity is 
presented as one of the norms, 
along with a preferential option 
for the poor that is required to 
deal with poverty. 36 

Dignity of Persons as Basis 
for Human Rights 

The dignity of human persons is 
a basic value in Catholic Social 
Teaching. It is understood in a 
way that reaches across natural 
and supernatural aspects of Im­
man persons, asserting that they 
are to be valued and respected. It 
is also used to call attention to 
ways in which persons are not be­
ing adequately valued and re­
spected and to exhort persons to 
work toward correcting such de­
ficiencies. It provides the basis 
for claims that certain principles 
and the judgments involved in 
applying them to specific situa­
tions are required for the proper 

moral ordering of society if hu­
man persons are to be respected 
adequately. Even where it is not 
given explicit or lengthy discus­
sion, human dignity is present as 
a central value which supports 
the principles that are presented. 

The dignity of human per­
sons is used to justify claims that 
human beings have rig'hts and 
responsibilities. The specific way 
it is understood in Catholic So­
cial Teaching provides a norm 
against which various arrange­
ments and structures in society 
are to be judged. These norms 
include concern for the equita­
ble distribution of the means of 
material well-being as well as 
concern for spiritual and per­
sonal aspects of human welfare. 

David Hollenbach, a profes­
sor of moral theology specializ­
ing in social ethics, was a consul­
tant to the Ad Hoc Committee 

Special Value of Persons 

The dignity of the human per­
son seems to perform three 
functions in Catholic Social 
Teaching. It asserts that human 
beings have a special value 
which must be respected. 111is is 
a value that is not limited to their 
usefulness or accomplishments. 
Nor is it limited to the concerns 
of this world, for it transcends 
any temporal or material consid­
erations. Hollenbach refers to 
this when he says: 

Dignity is ... a transcendental 
characteristic of persons. Hu­
man persons have a worth 
'which clailTIS respect in every 
situation and in every type of 
activity. Dignity is the norm by 
which the adequacy of all 
forms of human behavior and 
all the moral principles which 
are formulated to guide behav­
ior are to be judged. 38 

Human dignity, realized in community with 
others and with the whole of God's creation, 

is the norm against which every social 
institution must be measured. 

on Catholic Social Teaching and 
the United States Economy that 
formulated Economic justice fOT 
All. He says that in the Catholic 
rights tradition "the reality of 
human dignity makes claims on 
others that it be recognized and 
respected. The moral claims set 
forth as human rights express 
the more specific content of 
these claims." He describes hu­
man dignity as more fundamen­
tal than any right and as the 
source of all moral principles.37 

Secondly, references to human 
dignity serve to draw together 
theological and philosophical un­
derstandings and concepts re­
lated to this value. In this way, ref­
erence can be made in one brief 
phrase to the various reasons that 
human beings are to be valued. 
This provides a means of exhort­
ing Christians to undertake action 
in keeping with this value and of 
appealing to others who also be­
lieve that the dignity of human 
persons should be respected. 
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Finally, human dignity 
serves as a foundation for vari-
0us claims as to what is required 
to respect the value of human 
persons adequately. This is a 
foundation that does not rely on 
enlightened self-interest, a so­
cial contract, or utilitarian moti­
vations to require concern for 
the well-being of human persons 
and of society. Instead, the claim 
that persons have both rights 
and obligations is based on the 
way the essential character and 

life. It is more a matter of a judg­
ment of what is in keeping with or 
suited to the life of human be­
ings, as beings that have the dig­
nity of persons with all of the nat­
ural and supernatural aspects of 
such persons. Much as Thomas 
Aquinas presented the idea of the 
fittingness or suitability of some 
object to human reason or its ac­
cord or discord with reason,39 
knowing what is required to re­
spect human dignity depends on 
judgments that are not easily de-

Concern and respect for persons required by 
human dignity is not limited to the 

recognition of and respect for rights. It is 
much more adequately fulfilled by the 

sincere love and concern of persons for one 
another than by any narrow sense of 

value of the person is under­
stood. Since justice is concerned 
with what is due to each person, 
it will not be possible if the dig­
nity of the person is not ade­
quately respected. If respect for 
human dignity requires that cer­
tain material conditions be met 
as fully as possible, as well as re­
spect for the liberty or autonomy 
of the person, then justice will 
also require these conditions. 

Justice Preserved by Love 

The specific requirements of jus­
tice, in keeping with this under­
standing of human dignity, how­
ever, cannot be determined in 
any mechanical way or by simple 
proposals concerning specific 
material conditions of a good 

fined with specific criteria or 
clear rules. In addition to any 
rules or criteria that might be for­
mulated, an element of discern­
ment is required that is able to 
take account of a multitude of as­
pects of the relational, material, 
and spiritual conditions involved 
in a situation and grasp that hu­
man dignity is or is not being ad­
equately respected. 

While human dignity serves 
as the basis for rights claims in 
Catholic Social Teaching, it is 
not reducible to such claims. 
One indication of this is that hu­
man dignity is used as the basis 
for the assertion of obligations to 
oneself, as well as to others, for 
which there are no correlative 
rights in other subjects. While 
Pacem in Tenis presents duties to 

oneself as correlative to rights, 
both rights and duties are said to 
depend upon the same "natural 
law" for "their source, their sus­
tenance and their inviolabil­
ity-"40 In addition, the concern 
and respect for persons required 
by human dignity is not limited 
to the recognition of and respect 
for rights. It is much more ade­
quately fulfilled by the sincere 
love and concern of persons for 
one another than by any narrow 
sense of obligations and rights. 

N either is human dignity re­
ducible to equality, for simple 
equality need not express the 
sense of positive worth and value 
expressed by the concept of hu­
man dignity. Two persons who 
experience conditions equally 
inadequate to their personal de­
velopment may be as equally 
matched as if they experienced 
conditions that provided equal 
levels of positive support ade­
quate for their development. 
Concern for human dignity can­
not, howevel~ be satisfied with 
conditions that are simply equal 
if they are not also adequate, to 
the extent that this is possible, 
for persons to live decently. 

Dignity Rooted in 
Relationship to God 

It is possible to ask whether the 
concept of the dignity of the hu­
man person provides an ade­
quate foundation for the claims 
of human rights and obligations 
that Catholic Social Teaching 
makes. In appealing to the hu­
man qualities of reason and free­
dom, Catholic Social Teaching 
uses a philosophical basis for its 
assertion of the value of human 
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persons. And yet, because it also 
emphasizes the social character 
of human persons, this founda­
tion is not as individualistic as 
philosophical approaches that 
place primary emphasis on 
self~interest or individual auton­
omy. In addition to philosophi­
cal arguments, Catholic Social 
Teaching also relies upon theo­
logical beliefs that assert that hu­
man persons are related to God. 
Through this relationship they 
have a special worth and deserve 
respect. So, Catholic Social 
Teaching offers philosophical 
and theological arguments for 
the human dignity on which it 
bases its claims of human rights 
and obligations. For those who 
accept the theological premises, 
there are strong grounds for as­
serting the special value of hn­
man persons and the respect 
due them. For those who do not 
accept the theological premises, 
human reason and freedom still 
provide a strong philosophical 
basis for according human per­
sons respect and acknowledging 
rights and obligations in keep­
ing with these qualities. Claims 
of rights and obligations become 
one especially strong way of ex­
pressing what is due to human 
persons. 

Notes 
1 In studying official documents 

of the Catholic Church, one is 
constantly faced with refer­
ences to human persons that 

are not gender neutral. I use 
the language of the documents 
in direct references, but at­
tempt to be lllore inclusive in 
my own discussion. I ask the 
reader's understanding of this 
attempt to refer accurately to 
source material yet while being 
sensitive to the impacts of gen­
der biased language. 

2 When referring to the Catholic 
Social Teaching documents I 
follow the practice of abbrevi­
ating document titles with two 
or three letters after the first 
citation and citing paragraph 
numbers if they are given with 
the text. 

3 Synod of Bishops, Second 
General Assembly,justice in the 
World, in The Gospel of Peace 
andjmtice, ed. Joseph 
Gremillion (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1976), aWl 6. 

4 As examples see: John XXIII, 
Mate1' et Magistm, in 11w Gospel 
of Peace and ju.,tice, ed. Joseph 
Gremillion, (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1976), (MM) 18, 
39,77,161; Vatican Council 
II, Ga1ldi1l1n et Spes, in 17ze Doc­
uments of Vatican II, general 
ed. Walter M. Abbot, (New 
York: Guild Press, 1966), (GS) 
66;JW 33; EP 77. 

5 GS 4; John XXIII, Pacem in 
Te1'-ris, in 71w Gospel of Peace 
and justice, ed . .r oseph 
Gremillion, (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1976), see head­
ings prior to 39, 75, 126. (PT 
will be used to refer to the 
publication of the text by 
Daughters of St. Paul, Boston, 
1963, unless otherwise noted.) 

6 GS 12-22, (part 1, chapter 1). 
7 MM 1. 
8 MM23. 
9 MM 219. 
10 MM 83, 179. 
11 PT 40--41,44,48,73,79, 112, 139. 
12 PT introduction. 
13 PT 9-10. 
14 PI' 9-27. 
15 PT 9. 
16 PT 89,59. 
17 MM 215; PT44. 

18 GS 2. 
19 GS 12,22, 14-17. 
20 GS 26. 
21 GS 31. 
22 GS 27. 
23 GS 29. 
24 GS 31. 
25 Vatican Council II, Dignitatis 

flu1llanae, in The Documents of 
Vatican II, general ed. Walter 
M. Abbott, (N ew York: Guild 
Press, 1966), (DH) 1. 

26 DH 1. 
27 DH, especially 1. 

7 

28 Paul VI, POjJUlo1'ltm PTOg1'essio 
(Boston: Daughters of St. Paul, 
1967), (PP) 21. 

29 PP 21. 
30 PP 22-
31 GS 25; Paul VI, Octogesi1lla 

Adveniens, in The Gospel of 
Peace and justice, ed. Joseph 
Gremillion, (Maryknoll, N.Y.: 
Orbis Books, 1976), (OA) 14. 

32 OA 16. 
33 .r ohn Paul II, Sollicit1ldo Rei 

Socialis, in 01'igins, 17(38) 
(March 3, 1988): (SRS) 40. 

34 .r olm Paul II, Laborem ExeTeens, 
in 01igins 11 (15) (Sept. 24 
1981): (LE) preface, 1,4-6,9. 

35 EP 25. 
36 EP 31-32, 28, 25; see also MM 

219 and GS 40. 
37 David Hollenbach, Claims in 

Conflict (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1979), 90. 
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Reflections on Unholy Silence 

Katherine Doyle, R.S.M .. 

There is a mystique about silence. It is circled 
round with images and memories. In the 
first book of Kings, it is in the quiet breeze 

that one hears the voice of God.! Throughout the 
Scriptures, silence is the waiting place, the stance of 
heart and spirit most open and receptive to the 
movement of the Spirit in life! Itis identified with a 
contemplative way of being. Who has not experi­
enced the deep inner silence evoked by "rumor of 
angels" moments, the beauty of a giant sequoia, the 
birth of a child, the passing of a loved one in death? 

Silence and Non-Violence 

Silence is always prelude. Sometimes it is a pre­
lude to praise, sometimes to lament. The truth 
heard in the silence of our hearts calls us to re­
spond. It is a moment when our silence can burst 
forth in prophetic words and deeds or that word 
can remain bottled up within. The truth given to 
us to speak is withheld from the people of God. It 
is then that sacred silence becomes unholy. Pro­
phetic utterance is tamed. 

The events and turmoil of this new millennium 
are ones that are challenging our hearts and minds. 
Presumed certitudes have been reduced to ashes. 
Trust in institutions of church and government has 
been shaken and, for some, transformed into suspi­
cion, cynicism, and disillusionment. There is a nat­
ural tendency to stand silent before our reality 
because it is too vast and too complicate to compre­
hend. There is an equally strong temptation to rage 
against what seems immediately apparent: the un­
just act, the sexual predator, the system of global 
economics that exploits and destroys peoples and 
nations. Our anger at the exploitation of persons 
and creation can become toxic for our spirits if it 
fails to flow from a nonviolent heart. It can be arage 
that fails to see that it contains within itself the same 
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seed as the evil that provoked it. Gandhi warns us of 
the danger of lashing out at persons rather than 
behaviors. 

"It is quite proper to resist and attack a system, but 
to resist and attack its author is tantamount to re­
sisting and attacking oneself. For we are all tarred 
with the same brush, and are children of one and 
the same CreatOl; and as such the divine powers 
within us are infinite. To slight a single human be­
ing is to slight those divine powers, and thus to 
harm not only that being but with him the whole 
world.,,3 

Speech as Resistance, Silence as Complicity 

Confronted with a vast landscape of social injus­
tice, it is comfortable to go for what is near, what is 
easily named and challenged. It is easier to focus 
on a catalyst event than to address and identify the 
underlying patterns and values from which that 
event springs. 

The challenge of exercising our prophetic voice 
is not new. At every stage of history, the Christian 
community has wrestled with when to speak and 
when to remain silent. In retrospect we ask our­
selves, however, howwe could have condoned the vi­
olence of the Crusades, the abuses of the Inquisi­
tion. How could the Christian community be silent 
in the face of the on-going compromises made in the 
name of national alliances? Instances of genocide, 
ignoring human rights violations in "friendly" na­
tions, overt and subtle racism raise questions about 
how prophetic voice is muted. The recent scandal of 
clerical sexual misconduct painfully illustrates how 
silence and complicity are intertwined. Issues of eco­
logical sustainability, terror and torture as state pol­
icy, economic domination and the exploitation of 
those who are weak or economically poor to serve 
the ever-expanding appetite for more likewise call 
us to recommit ourselves to flllfill the mandate of 
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our prophetic call. To remain silent wonld be tanta­
mount to embracing complicity. 

Consciousness Develops over Time 

An ongoing deepening of understanding about the 
demands of justice, of what it means to reverence 
the dignity of each human person has occurred 
over time. Practices that we find indefensible today 
were once found acceptable. In the early Christian 
world, slavery was not condemned, only the mis­
treatment of the one enslaved. In spite of Christian 
teaching on the equality and value of all children of 
God, nineteenth century religious conformed to 
the civil law and maintained segregated communi­
ties in the southern United States. In the early de­
cades of the twentieth century, women who were 
battered or abused by their husbands were coun­
seled to forgive their abusers and remain in the 
marriage. Civil law did not acknowledge the reality 
of spousal rape until recent times. These examples 
show us that the growth of human conscionsness 
and self~understanding leads humankind to rede­
fine the boundaries of what is found to be accept­
able moral conduct. Principles remain constant but 
the application and understanding of the full im­
plications of those principles constantly evolve. 

The deepening of such consciousness does not 
come spontaneonsly or simultaneously to every­
one. There is a long period of gestation and many 
strnggles along the way. The Declaration of Inde­
pendence declared all men equal but the implica­
tions of that statement had to be refined by a civil 
Wal~ constitutional amendments, legal opinions and 
lots of voices raised saying: "Until all are equal, 
none are equal." Even after all that turmoil and 
strnggle, two hundred years latel~ women do not 
enjoy full equality in practice. The refugee and un­
documented are often denied basic human needs. 

Like every generation, we have to strnggle with 
the great moral questions of our day. Out of our 
contemplative centers, out of our silent reflection 
and prayer, we can begin to articulate our under­
standing of the moral imperatives of our times, be­
gin to tease out the implications of social principles 
that have long been part of our consciousness. We 
can identify, analyze and challenge those practices 
that, though imbedded in our experience, must 
now be found untenable. 
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Reverence in Speaking for the Voiceless 

To speak for the voiceless, to challenge any system 
or practice that violates the norms of justice is an 
integral part of our prophetic call, especially our 
prophetic call as Sisters of Mercy. Our Constitu­
tions call us to: " ... endeavor to model mercy and 
justice and to promote systemic change according 
to these ideals."4 This is further articulated in our 
Institute Direction Statement in which we call our­
selves to: "act in solidarity with the economically 
poor of the world, especially women and children; 
to act in solidarity with women seeking fullness of 
life and equality in church and society; to act in soli­
darity with one another as we embrace our multi­
cultural and international reality.5 

The growth of human 
consciousness and 

self-understanding leads 
humankind to redefine the 

boundaries of what is found to 
be acceptable moral conduct. 
Principles remain constant but 

the application and 
understanding of the full 

implications of those principles 
constantly evolve. 

There is a prior demand, however. We are 
called to give voice to our silence because not to do 
so is an abandonment of our discipleship in Christ 
Jesus. To bring about the reign of God, it is neces­
sary to work for justice, to reverence the dignity of 
each human person and to call ourselves to be what 
we profess to be, the human face of God's mercy in 
our time and place. We cannot be passive observers 
in our world. Our service of the people of God 
through acts of mercy is one of word and deed. An 
integral part of our witness within church and 
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society is the prophetic mission of calling for 
wholesale conversion of heart. 

To act on the prophetic call is to embrace risk 
and personal transformation. It is a way of disci­
pline and self-emptying. It asks of us what Gandhi 
called Ahimsa. Ahimsa is both a refraining from 
overt harm to another and an internal frame of 
mind. "Ahimsa really means that you may not of­
fend anybody, you may not harbor any uncharita­
ble thought even in connection with those who may 
consider themselves to be your enemy.,,6 It means 
avoiding the righteousness that condemns an­
othel: Imbedded 'A~thin the prophet's mission is 
the firm belief that the recipients of the message 
will embrace it and enter upon a life-giving path. 
We proclaim the message of justice and mercy be­
cause not to do so would be to abandon hope. 

To act on the prophetic call is to 
embrace risk and personal 

transformation. It is a way of 
discipline and self-emptying. 

God's Pathos in Heschel 

Abraham Heschel, speaking of justice as the active 
process of remedying or preventing what is deemed 
injustice, tells us that what is foremost in the 
prophet's mind is not an idealized vision of the king­
dom but the felt experience of oppression and cor­
mption. "The urgency of justice was an urgency of 
aiding and saving the victims of oppression."7 In 
words that echo the mission of mercy, Heschel de­
scribes the calling of the prophet: 

In a sense, the call of the prophet may be described 
as that of an advocate or champion, speaking for 
those who are too weak to plead their own cause, In­
deed, the major activity of the prophets was inter­
ference, remonstrating about wrongs inflicted on 
other people, meddling in affairs which were seem­
ingly neither their concern or their responsibility 
... The prophet is a person who is not tolerant of 
wrongs done to others, who resents other people's 
injuries. He even calls upon others to be the cham­
pion of the poor. It is to every member ofIsrael, not 
alone to the judges, that Isaiah directs his plea: 
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Seek justice, 
Undo oppression; 
Defend the fatherless, 
Plead for the widow. (Isaiah 1: 1 7) 

In Heschel's understanding of the prophet, there is 
a solidarity with the oppressed. The prophet not 
only feels the pain of the victim but also feels the 
pain of God as his or her own. Such a felt experi­
ence of the pathos of God doesn't arise from quick 
reactions. It arises from a constancy of presence in 
and to the Holy One. The prophet's warning is de­
void of "an eye for an eye" mentality. It is more like 
a bright and piercing light that attempts to show 
the folly and evil of the way that oppresses. The 
prophets of old did not hate the ones they chal­
lenged. Actually, they cared deeply about them but 
they abhorred the behaviors they witnessed. They 
called the rulers and the people to be what God in­
tended them to be, a holy people.s 

Clergy Abuse and Culture of Silence 

There is much in contemporary experience that 
calls forth a prophet's lament and exhortation. The 
public light has been placed on members of the 
clergy who have abused the very persons they were 
asked to shepherd. Though the number of clerical 
predators is small, what has been unveiled is the 
culture of silence that allowed such persons to 
maintain their public image and, sometimes, posi­
tion. While the silence may have been rooted in a 
desire not to bring public disgrace to the Church, 
not to shake the faith of parishioners, or in a mis­
taken belief that the person could change, it was a 
silence that harmed the fabric of trust and truth. 
Practices of avoiding public trials, confidentiality 
agreements, and requiring those innocently ac­
cused to go along with out-of-court settlementsjust 
to escape notoriety, all work to keep the truth 
veiled. Seemingly a projected public image of vir­
tue was more important than the acknowledge­
ment of guilt and repentance. 

The hierarchy is not alone in embracing a cul­
ture of silence. Families do so to avoid the shame of 
admitting that one or more of its members are abu­
sive or addicted to drugs. Religious communities 
have done so each time a "difficult" member was 
moved from mission to mission. Governmental 
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agencies and corporations do so each time they 
strive to conceal mismanagement, unethical prac­
tice, or criminality in its way of doing bnsiness. The 
culture of silence thrives every time one possesses 
knowledge that a person, situation, or substance is 
harmful and fails to confront that truth. 

"Confrontation involves challenge. We chal­
lenge something when we call it into question, 
when we suggest boldly that it is outmoded, out of 
date, or downright unjust. That's what we do when 
in the spirit of the Nonviolent Christ we confront 
the culture ofviolence."g It is what we do when we 
break open the culture of unholy silence by point­
ing to an existing gap between our proclaimed val­
ues and our lived behaviors. It is broken open by 
asking the hard, uncomfortable questions that ask 
us take another look at our integrity oflife. 

Unholy Silence and Fear 

Unholy silence has nothing to do with stillness of 
heart or holy listening to the Spirit. It has to do with 
fear, isolation, powerlessness, and the absence offelt 
solidarity with those outside my immediate circle of 
family, friends, and acquaintances. Fear of reprisal 
can silence workers who see corruption in their 
workplace. Fear oflosing favor can mute the voice of 
advocacy for unpopular causes. Loss of benefactors, 
ministry opportunities, and public prestige can 
tame our prophetic energy as we look more to the 
possible consequences of action than to the poten­
tial benefit of social transformation. 

The "taming" of prophetic speech is not limited 
to the major justice issues of our time. It can occur 
within the venues of our own gatherings when we are 
feaTflil of raising hard questions. It takes courage to 
ask questions about the centrality of Eucharist in 
Mercy life; about the quality of witness we give, 
about our busyness, about the nature of religious life 
today, about the justice of our own structures and 
practices. These questions are essential to ask over 
and over again. TIley are ones that take us back to 
our core values and understandings. They are the 
type of questions that lead to conversion oflife. How 
we answer such questions defines who we are and 
what we stand for. Ifwe don't live the prophetic ques­
tions ourselves, we weaken our ability to be pro­
phetic women to the wider church and society. 

---- ------ ----------
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The temptation to "unholy silence" is a daily 
one. We school ourselves for the wider mission in 
the day-to-day encounters we have with our co­
workers, sisters, friends, and folks we meet. Each 
time we "speak the truth in love" to another, we 
grow in the ability to do so. Each time we let fear of 
ridicule not silence our plea for a less violent world 
or more just marketplace, the world is changed. To 
embrace such a path is to embrace our mission as 
advocates and prophets. 

Esther Broke Silence 

The scriptures provide us with a powerful para­
digm for our journey in the person of Esther. She 
had to struggle with how to use her voice for the sal­
vation of her people. In order for the good to pre­
vail, she had to claim her voice, had to acknowledge 
that she was where she was for a reason. Mordecai 
put the challenge to her bluntly. "Do not suppose 
that, because you are in the king's palace, you are 
going to be the one J ew to escape. No; if you persist 
in remaining silent at such a time, relief and deliv­
erance will come to the Jews from another place, 
but both you and the House of your father will per­
ish. Who knows? Perhaps you have come to the 
throne for just such a time as this" (Esth 4:13-14). 
The same might be said of us. Perhaps we have 
been brought to this place, this society, this com­
munity of witnesses for 'Just such a time as this." 
Like Esther we must raise our voice and speak the 
prophetic message of peace and justice that all peo­
ples might live. 
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Beyond Survival 
Mercy and a Church in Crisis 

Donna M. McKenzie, Ph.D. 

I've always thought that under 
rape in the dictionary, it 
should tell the truth. It is not 
just forcible intercourse: rape 
means to inhabit and destroy 
everything. l 

Rape is a crime, and sex­
ual abuse in all of its 
forms is an assault upon 

human dignity. This is some­
thing tbat is obvious to all of us. 
Yet even for people such as Alice 
Sebold who have been raped, 
there comes the gradual discov­
ery that our experiences of evil 
need not provide the lens with 
which we view the world. Tbere 
is something deeper than our 
shattered assumptions about the 
security of the world and the 
brokenness of institutions. Call 
it faith, a kind of mooring for 
which we have no evidence. It is 
like Yann Martel's Life oj Pi 
where "in both stories the ship 
sinks, my entire family dies, and 
I suffer," but the story with the 
animals, like God, is the better 
story.2 The story of a life with 
God is simply better than the 
story of a life without God. 

This is not intended to be 
another expose on how terrible 
the sexual abuse crisis in the 
Church is. It goes without saying 
that it is terrible and that the 
Church is in the midst of a crisis 
of epic proportions, perhaps not 
experienced since the Reforma-

tion. Walter V. Robinson, editor 
of the Boston Globe Spotlight 
Team which led the reporting on 
the crisis and was recognized re­
cently with a Pulitzer Prize for 
community service, stressed, 
"There is no respected institu­
tion that I can recall in my life­
time that has been as devastated 
as the Church has been. The im­
pact could not have been any­
thing other than enormous ... 
given the extraordinary influ­
ence and moral authority that 
the Church and particularly the 
cardinal archbishop of Boston 
have long held.,,3 

Church Structure and 
Teachings-Climate for 
Abuse? 

We need to overcome the temp­
tation to dismiss this crisis as 
only the tale of a few bad priests 
protected by ignorant bishops. 
Neither has the crisis been man­
ufactured by the media. The 
Boston Globe in particular took its 
time before calling for the resig­
nation of Cardinal Law. It was 
the Boston Hemld, edited by a 

devout Catholic, and other me­
dia who led the call for the Car­
dinal's resignation. It is striking, 
too, how many of the district at­
torneys investigating allegations 
of abuse by clergy identify them­
selves as Catholic. There is no 
time to feel threatened or at­
tacked as a Catholic by the seem­
ingly endless allegations of 
clergy sex abuse. 

It is important to ask if there 
is something about the structure 
of the Church itself and the con­
tent of its sexual teachings that 
creates a climate in which sexual 
predators thrive. People's very 
lives and well-being depend 
upon this kind of analysis. Sus­
tained reflection is needed so 
that we as the Church cannot just 
survive, but rebuild ourselves 
based on the story of mercy, a 
better story than stories of the 
Church without it. 

Emotions Lead to Moral 
Truth 

From the outset, I contend that 
an inability to tolerate the anger 
of those who have been op-

We need to overcome the temptation to 
dismiss this crisis as only the tale of a few 
bad priests protected by ignorant bishops. 
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pressed obstructs any genuine 
attempts to redress wrongs. As 
feminist theologian Sharon 
Welch puts it: "The self-righ­
teous rejection of rage as a legiti­
mate form of expression is itself 
a perpetnation of the cause of 
the rage. It is a way of denying 
the dignity of the peoples they 
have violated. Those who are 
victimized by their oppressors 
are dismissed with contempt as 
being overly emotional, child­
ish, or immature."4 The critical 
role of emotions is stressed by 
feminist philosopher Martha 
Nussbaum, who argues that 
emotions" contain in themselves 
an awareness of value or impor­
tance, they cannot, for example 
easily be sidelined in accounts of 
ethical judgement."s 

worse yet, witness the current 
political climate where those 
who protest the war against Iraq 
are dismissed as un-American. 
Underlying this expectation is 
an ideology of control, an inabil­
ity to allow the other to be pres­
ent in all of their "other-ness." 

No Peace Unless Social Sin 
Recognized 

I think the story of mercy must 
have something to do with the re­
alization that, like Pi, we are all 
on a lifeboat where the only 
choice is to confi-ont with under­
standing all that has the potential 
to destroy us, finding ways to 
make peace. T11is is the wisdom 
that people who are raped rely 
on to move beyond being a victim 

I think the story of mercy must have 
something to do with the realization that, 

like Pi, we are all on a lifeboat where the only 
choice is to confront with understanding all 

that has the potential to destroy us, 

There is no getting beyond 
emotions as Kant would have us 
do. The way to what is moral and 
what is just is precisely through 
tangled webs of emotion that 
like the predator animals on Pi's 
lifeboat have the ability to con­
sume us. Or not. It is easier to be 
with people who are not angry, 
and a kind of etiquette has arisen 
among the middle and upper 
class that gives preference to 
people who express their differ­
ences with polite reserve. Or 

to being a survivor. This kind of 
peace is extremely costly and will 
demand from us that we aban­
don false assumptions about the 
safety of the world and the justice 
of its institutions and practices, 
even those based on religion. 

We would do well to turn to 
Protestant ethicists such as 
Reinhold Niebuhr for an appre­
ciation of social sin. Niebuhr 
thought that the evil that people 
could inflict together through 
their institutions and practices 
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far outweighed what they could 
perpetrate alone. 6 We Catholics 
tend to be overly optimistic 
about the power of grace and 
lack an appreciation for the sin 
that exists in the world. It is diffi­
cult, if not premature, to talk 
about forgiveness and reconcili­
ation in this crisis without a deep 
understanding of sin and its 
hold on human hearts. 

Visionary Mercy leader Em­
ily George was fond of quoting 
Christopher Fry who wrote: 

Thank God our time is now 
whel1wrong comes up 
to face us evelywherc 
never to leave us 
till we take the 
longest stride ofsoul 
/11atl (sic) ever took.' 

The sexual abuse crisis presents 
such an opportunity for "explo­
ration into God," during this 
time when "wrong comes up" in 
so many places in the Church it­
self. Those who have survived 
sexual abuse by its priests, bish­
ops, and ministers are the cor­
nerstones upon which we need 
to rebuild a church based on the 
story of mercy. What follows is an 
attempt to suggest three con­
tours of a better story, the story 
of a church based on mercy. My 
hope is that these suggestions, 
though only brief sketches, 
might stimulate discussion, as 
well as invite further reflections 
on mercy and a church in crisis. 

The Starting Point: The 
Voices ofthe Abused 

Ann Hagan Webb, the New Eng­
land Coordinator of SNAPP, ex­
plained recently to a crowd gath-
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ered for a solidarity march in 
Providence, Rhode Island: 

As a child I came to this cathe­
dral in a white dress, as the 
Sacred Heart School represen­
tative, to be present as my per­
petratO!; Anthony DeAngelis 
was made a monsignoc I had 
to bring a carnation to the altar 
to honor him. No one knew 
how he was dishonoring me8 

Any analysis of the crisis in the 
Church must begin with the 
voices of those who have been 
abused. Their anger cries out to 
be heard. Survivors of sex abuse 
by church leaders, like those who 
suffer from poverty, provide a 
perspective from which we 
ought to evaluate the morality of 
church practices and structures. 

parish outside of Boston where I 
was baptized, for example, has a 
weekly deficit of almost 
$4,000.00. This parish, once 
highlighted as a progressive par­
ish,9 prohibits SNAPP and Voice 
of the Faithful (VOTF) from 
meeting on church property. 
Both groups meet in the public 
library or in members' homes 
while at the church all three 
priests celebrate every Mass to­
gether as a show of solidarity for 
the priesthood. 

A previous pastor of this 
church took a "surprise sabbati­
cal" anhe beginning of Lent a 
couple of years ago. Only re­
cently did parishioners learn 
that this pastor was one of two 
priests in the Boston Archdio-

Is it any wonder that many parishioners feel 
that the only recourse they have is to 

withhold money from parish collections? Not 
only are the voices of survivors squelched 

along with the voices of concerned 
Catholics, but so too is a repentant pastor 

seeking to confess his sin. 

It is almost inconceivable 
that the prevention of scandal 
and the protection of the Church 
as an institution took prece­
dence over the well-being of 
children, as well as young men 
and women. Ordinary Catholics 
in recent months have re­
sponded with the little power 
they have by withholding money 
from diocesan capital cam­
paigns and parishes that provide 
little or no fiscal accountability 
to the people. One suburban 

cese with abuse allegations lev­
ied against them by adult 
women. When the pastor sought 
to apologize to the parishioners 
to whom he never even had a 
chance to say goodbye, Bishop 
Lennon told him that the less 
said the bette1: The pastor cou­
rageously ignored the bishop 
and apologized to a group of 
over three hundred parishioners 
at the Elks Hall. The meeting, 
organized by SNAPp, was not 
permitted at the church. Neither 
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the current pastor nor any of the 
priests attended the session at 
the Elks. 

Is it any wonder that many 
parishioners feel that the only 
recourse they have is to withhold 
money from parish collections? 
Not only are the voices of survi­
vors squelched along with the 
voices of concerned Catholics, 
but so too is a repentant pastor 
seeking to confess his sin. 

Courage is required to re­
orient the Church by living in a 
way consistent with the vision to 
which we aspire. No longer are 
we like sheep, but we must be 
brave enough to shepherd the 
shepherds who have wandered 
away from a story of mercy to a 
story of selt~preservation. ] esuit 
ethicist] ames Keenan, for ex­
ample, explains: " ... the cardi­
nal could worry more about a 
criminally violent priest being 
discovered than about the harm 
he caused to a ten-year-old boy 
or girl. Loyalty to the Vatican has 
been pre-eminently the stan­
dard by which our archdiocese of 
Boston has been governed for 
these past eighteen years.,,10 
Victims of sexual abuse teach the 
Church that more is needed 
than just existing and that si­
lence can reflect a kind of death 
of the soul. 

Church and State Work 
Together 

"Lawlessness in Boston," the ti­
tle of an essay by William F. 
Buckley, aptly captures the fail­
ure of the law, including Cardi­
nal Law, to protect the Church's 
most vulnerable members.1 1 

Church leaders acted and con­
tinue to act as though the laws of 
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the Church are above the laws of 
the state. Seemingly absent is 
Aquinas's positive view of state­
craft and its ability to embody 
and promote the common good, 
meaning the sum total of societal 
conditions necessary for individ­
uals to flourish as individuals. It 
would seem that church craft 
ought, if anything, to exceed the 
standards set by the state for the 
protection of individuals. At a 
minimum, church leaders are 
held accountable to the stan­
dards set by the state to protect 
and promote human dignity. 
The failure of the Church to 
hold abusers accountable to the 
laws of the state, inasmuch as the 
laws of the state protect its citi­
zens, represents a tragic turn 
from its own deeply held convic­
tions about the meaning of gov­
ernment and its radical possibil­
ities for redemption. 

Rape and sexual abuse are 
crimes and should be prose­
cuted as such. This has nothing 
to do with respecting the possi­
bility that all human beings have 
to change. As Catholics we have 
been taught again and again to 
hate the sin and love the sinnel~ 
Hating the sin means recogniz­
ing it as such and holding a per­
son accountable. As moral psy­
chologist Sidney Callahan 
queries: "If abusing priests had 
been dosing young persons with 
growth-inhibiting hormones, 
would the priests have been so 
easily forgiven and secretly reas­
signed?"12 

Lisa Cahill pointed out, 
"Catholics who have divorced 
and remarried, for instance, or 
those who are openly gay, cannot 
fully participate in the rites of 
the Church. Yet priests who have 

committed a worse offense 
against Catholic teaching can 
administer those same rites. It is 
not necessary to agree or dis­
agree with any particular Catho­
lic teaching to object to the hy­
pocrisy of the Church's 
position." 13 

Time after time, dioceses 
have tried unsuccessfully to ar­
gue that First Amendment rights 
justifY withholding documents 
or providing depositions in civil 
suits. At the same time that the 
Archdiocese of Boston argued 
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Recasting the story of law­
lessness into one of mercy re­
quires that we acquire a strong 
appreciation for the potential of 
civil and canon law. They ought 
not to be enemies. Any genuine 
law protects and promotes hu­
man dignity. Members of reli­
gious communities, for exam­
ple, never abandon the 
protections afforded them by 
civil law and ought to gain pro­
tection through procedures for 
due process in canon law. While 
one of the bishops recently com-

Catholics who have divorced and remarried, 
for instance, or those who are openly gay, 
cannot fully participate in the rites of the 

Church. Yet priests who have committed a 
worse offense against Catholic teaching can 

administer those same rites. 

that it sought to have all civil 
suits dismissed simply because 
insurers required such legal ac­
tion, it hired an expensive na­
tionally-known First Amend­
ment lawyel~ thus sending mixed 
messages to the victims in those 
suits. In a profoundly ironic turn 
of events and a harbinger of 
what is to come, the San 
Bernadino Diocese recently 
turned to civil courts to sue the 
Archdiocese of Boston for failing 
to disclose the abusing back­
ground of one of its priests. 
While dioceses argue that they 
are "above the law," they "as­
sault" one another with that law 
to protect financial assets. 

mented that the Church in its 
design is free from politics, we 
need some of Niebuhr's Chris­
tian realism to assess the ways in 
which attention to certain kinds 
of politics have led us to betray 
our own beliefs. We would do 
well to remind church members 
of the esteem in which some of 
our traditional theologians held 
politics, as well as educate our­
selves continually about the ways 
in which civil and canon law 
work together. 

Sexual Pleasure as Gift 

A fundamental discomfort with 
sex still seems to influence the 
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Church's sexual ethics. This, I 
think, contributes to an environ­
mentwithin the Church in which 
abuse thrives. Classical theolo­
gians like St. Augustine linked 
the sinfulness of sex to the plea­
sure connected with it, and ar­
gued that in paradise reproduc­
tion would occur without sexual 
desire. Sexual taboo under­
mines the ability of the Church 
to deal with sex in an adult way. 

penalty in order to make rele­
vant claims about how to help 
people, especially the poor. But 
Charles Curran (who was dis­
missed from his tenured posi­
tion at Catholic University in 
1987 for daring to publish a de­
fense of contraception) has 
pointed out the failure of the 
Church to take this approach to 
sexual ethics. l<l The Church has 
been fixated on the narrowest, 

The Church has learned to take social and 
historical context seriously in its evaluation 

of issues like war and peace, economic 
justice, and the death penalty ... But 

Charles Curran has pointed out the failure 
of the Church to take this approach to 

sexual ethics. 

Since the Middle Ages, the 
Church has based its ethics on 
the idea of natural law, which 
claims that because human be­
ings are endowed with reason, 
truth can be ascertained without 
any special revelation. The 
problem with the use of natural 
law approaches to ethics is that 
what is "natural" may be socially 
constructed. Culture and cir­
cumstances can blind people, in­
cluding leaders of the Church, to 
what the truths present in nature 
are. A notorious example of this 
is slavery, which the Church hi­
erarchy supported for centuries. 

The Church has learned to 
take social and historical context 
seriously in its evaluation of is­
sues like war and peace, eco­
nomic justice, and the death 

biological understanding of the 
procreative purposes of the sex 
organs. For this reason, the 
Church opposes homosexual 
acts and masturbation viewing 
them as inherently wrong, "un­
natural." On the other hand, 
Margaret Farley has argued for 
taking seriously the evidence of 
same-sex relationships-as she 
puts it, "the witness that homo­
sexuality can be a way of em­
bodying responsible humau love 
and sustaining Christian friend­
ship." 15 One way ofrestating her 
approach might be that what 
natural law demands is rooted in 
human commitment of which 
procreative acts may be one ex­
pressIOn among many. 

Turning from sexual taboo 
and ill-formed understandings 
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of nature to an appreciation of 
sexual pleasure as an expression 
of committed love will have pro­
found implications for the 
priesthood, as well as the struc­
ture of the Church. No longer 
would those with sex lives be 
viewed as handicapped in their 
availability to God and the prac­
tice of the faith. No longer would 
priests or religious be regarded 
as superior beings simply be­
cause they took a vow of celibacy. 
It is vital to wrestle with Catholic 
sexual ethics in ways that reflect 
the concrete circumstances of 
people's lives. A prohibition 
against the use of condoms, for 
example, has contributed to the 
spread of AIDS, especially in M­
rica. It is the case that views of 
sex as taboo harm people and 
cripple the ability of the Church 
to overcome the conditions in 
which abuse thrives. 

We live in a church climate 
that punishes those who publicly 
disagree with church teaching. 
As a result, there has been a gen­
era� reluctance to speak out or 
publish anything on sexual eth­
ics as it seems to be the most ex­
plosive topic of all. The story of a 
church based on mercy makes 
room for and even welcomes 
questioning and responsible dis­
sent. In the Jewish heritage we 
share, questions and arguments 
themselves are ways of coming to 
know God. Our very survival in 
this world depends on how we 
treat those with whom we 
disagree. 

Mercy and a Church in 
Crisis 

I have tried to suggest that the 
present crisis in the Church 
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presents itself as an opportunity 
for "exploration into God" and 
to that end I have sketched three 
contours of a better story, a 
church based on mercy. These 
contours include the voices of 
the abused as a starting point for 
assessing the morality of church 
structures and practices; the co­
operative role of church and 
state in promoting and protect­
ing human dignity; and sexual 
pleasure as gift. In all the stories 
of this crisis the Church falls into 
disrepute, people are hurt and 
we are sad. But the story based 
on a church rooted in mercy is 
the better story, the only story on 
which to base the Church in this 
time of crisis. 
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Confronting the Culture of Resentment 
A Story 

Avis Clendenen and Troy Martin 

The names.Lu<;y and Paul.are sig11ificatltforthefictitious characters/n the story. In 19;49, Siste~ . 
Madeleva Wolff, .C.S.C" Presid~nt ofS~. Mary's ?ollege i insisted that the time hadcOine to proyidehac­
calaure.ate degrees andappropriat~ theol(}gicaledllcation for women religio].tsSel'vingillthee<l].tca­
tional.:g.tinistry. Thenalne·.shedlOs~for her.ideallyeducated.Sister.was Lucy: YOUJ}g, .• ()ver.halfacen~ 
t].try latel~ womenseeWngtoserveinecclesi<l1 ministry still f<lc~special challenges:Thepxese11~.,!xticle 
explores one.such chall<.'pgeand.names the fictitious female. char<l~terSisterL].tcyt(}emPh<lsi~ethe 
continuity ofwomi'!n's strllgglefot full dignityaIld.tecognitionwithn1en.·Thi~aJ;ticleJl<l~!,s~1).efi<:th 
tious.ord<linedmalet:ha~acterPaulbecausetheApostl~~Petel'and·.rallllegitirn<lt~a¥.c>rd<li~lei:ll1l<lte ... · ..• 
clergy. Paul, .ho~ever;TatherthanPeter,whoh~d.<lirife~ndci\1ildren, exernplifies~<.'sp~~i~.p!.~reg~t 
tivesofacelibatedergy; The names Lucy at1dPaul, ~herdbre, carry. symholi.cmeaning intl1.e:s~(}ry;·· ... 

P aul and Lucy met in the 1970s in a progres­
sive Catholic graduate school of ministry. 
Paul was a seminarian in his final three years 

before ordination to the priesthood. Few Catholic 
schools accepted women into Master of Divinity 
programs at that time. so Lucy, a young woman re­
ligious, was elated when she received word of her 
acceptance into the divinity school.' During their 
twenties, Paul and Lucy were filled with the spirit of 
experimentation and openness that marked the 
early years following the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-1965). Shaped by the 1960s and coming of 
age in the 1970s, they felt called to respond to "the 
joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties" of 
the pilgrim people of God (Gaudl:U11! et Spes, #1).' It 
was a profoundly optimistic time when youthful 
idealism matched the energy of reform sparked by 
Pope John XXIII's aggiomamento. Lucy and Paul 
shared a sense of daring and duty. 

Women and Men Earn M.Div. Degrees 

They also experienced the painful realizations that 
come when one call is publicly affirmed and cele­
brated and the other ignored. The modern 
women's ordination movement was born in this era 
and led to painful moments shared by both women 
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and men who together found themselves speaking 
of a new reality that would acknowledge and affirm 
the mutual support in study and ministry that men 
and women share together. The following prayer 
would be offered at Paul's diaconal liturgy: "We 
pray for those who will be ordained today that 
God's spirit may be set free within them for the 
ministry given them through the laying on of 
hands. We also pray for those who, having tested 
their call in the community, are not yet permitted 
to offer themselves to the bishop for ratification of 
their call." Although recognizing the present real­
ity, this prayer expressed the optimism of a time 
when everyone's call to ministry would be publicly 
affirmed and celebrated. 

The early years following the 
Second Vatican Council were a 

profoundly optimistic time when 
youthful idealism matched the 
energy of reform sparked by 

Pope John XXlII's 
aggiornamento. 
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The complete text for Paul's diaconalliturgy in 
which Lucy and other women were to participate 
was sent to the bishop's office months prior to the 
ordination, and the bishop retnrned the ceremo­
nial script to the school's rector a few days before 
the 1977 ordination. Lucy's name was deleted from 
the program-actually cut from the text. Streams of 
light came through the numerous holes left from 
the precise excision of Lucy's name and female 
presence from the liturgy. Lucy's experience of cen­
sure mitigated her ability to share Paul's joy at his 
ordination to the deaconate and the priesthood. 
The presence of women in various ministries of 
worship was to be a sign of the common journey of 
men and women and an expression of hope for a 
church striving to embrace the full humanity of 
women and to recognize mutuality in ministerial 
roles. Howevel~ the new reality did not materialize. 

Separate Ministries of Ordained Men, 
Unordained Women 

Paul struggled to affirm Lucy's gifts and his com­
mitment to partnership in ministry. Their relation­
ship deepened through the conflict. They took se­
riously the post-conciliar vision of the Church as 
the ecclesia TefoTnwnda, the Church always seeking 
conversion. They found shared meaning in living 
the tension between the prophetic possibilities and 
the status quo. He would be part of a new priest­
hood where her gifts would be respected. She 

The presence of women in 
various ministries of worship was 

to be a sign of the common 
journey of men and women and 

an expression of hope for a 
church striving to embrace the 
full humanity of women and to 

recognize mutuality in ministerial 
roles. However, the new reality 

did not materialize. 

The following data reflects the 
changing face of pastoral ministry in 
the Catholic Church in the United 
States (Statistics ate from The Study a/the 
Impact of Fewer Priests an the Pastoral 
Ministry): 

1960: 
». 41,000 young men were in major semi­

naries across the United States. 
Women were prohibited admis.siontp 
Master of Divinity. degree programs in 
Roman Catholic graduate· schools. 

» limited number of lay students in 
graduate ministry programs. 

2000: 
» 3,300 men areprepadngforpriestly 

ministry. 
» Over30,OOOlaywomen andlnen at­

tend Catholic graduate ~c:l)oolsofthe­
ology and minisu)' in.prepatationfot 
vocational service in the Church. . 

. » q2,500 lay ministers (61 percent 
women) serve with 3.3,000 active 
priests. 

2010: 
» Deacon couples and lay ministers will 

serve in an estimated 86 percent of U. 
S. dioceses. 

would stand with him and make visible collabora­
tive ministry within the structures of the Church. 
They believed it only a matter of time before the 
ontological and ecclesial discrimination betvveen 
men and women would be dissolved in the practice 
of the church they loved. The new Father Paul was 
sent to a parish in the southwest. With a freshly 
minted M.Div., Lucy found a position in youth 
ministry at a Catholic secondary school for girls in a 
large city. They said their good-byes uncertain of 
the future but convinced that the creative liturgy 
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celebrated and songs sung in the 197 Os would fuel 
them forever. 

Like all human beings who live life as ajourney 
filled with the unexpected, Paul and Lucy suffered 
the blows of disappointments, loneliness, and 
times of vocational confusion. Nevertheless, both 
were blessed with rich ministerial lives and a com­
pany of persons with whom to share their vision 
and values. They corresponded throughout the 
1980s and continued to be a source of nurture and 
support for one another. Early on, they were fortu­
nate to come to the awareness that their ministerial 
power rested on their individual and relational in­
tegrity and maturity. They knew it was appropriate 
for the people of God to hold public ministers ac­
countable for being who they claim to be. At times 
their feelings forced them to the edge of bound­
aries and taught them that the power of human 
h~mgers can be satisfied in interpersonal intimacy 
without complete sexual expression. Their rela­
tionship was a near occasion of grace. They knew 
that understanding and experiencing the contours 
of human intimacy was not an optional knowledge 
for the ministerial life. Prudence and not paranoia 
guided the development of their relationship over 
time, distance, and new depths of friendship. Of 
course, open, honest, and loving friendships within 
their respective religious communities lured them 
away from secrecy by both encouraging and chal­
lenging the relationship over the years. 

During the first five years of their 
shared ministry, they jokingly 

reminded one another that they 
wanted to know the "joys and 
hopes, grief and anxieties" of 

God's people .. . only they 
hoped for more of the former 

and less of the latter! 

Shared Male-Female Parish Leadership 

In 1990 when Paul was asked to accept a pastorate 
as the sole priest in the same city as Lucy, it seemed 
only natural that he would invite her to leave the 
educational ministry andjoin him as a pastoral as­
sociate. Their friendship and mutual respect was 
the firm foundation to finally realize together the 
collaborative ministry they dreamed of nearly 
twenty years earlier. Now mature in the experience 
of ministry-idealism tempered by realism-they 
agreed to embark upon the venture of pastoral 
leadership and care in a diverse and often conten­
tious urban Catholic parish. 

During the first five years of their shared min­
istry, they jokingly reminded one another that they 
wanted to know the ':joys and hopes, grief and anxi­
eties" of God's people ... only they hoped for more 
of the fonner and less of the latter! They experi­
enced the satisfaction that comes with the uncom­
promising commitment to empower lay leader­
slup, open up the ministries of the parish, create 
~eaningfulliturgy, and be present with people in 
times of sorrow, suffering, and hope. It was ex­
hausting and exhilarating. 

So, when Paul announced that a newly or­
dain~d priest would be joining the community as 
assoCiate pastor, Lucy initially greeted the news 
with Paul's same enthusiasm. He first told Lucy the 
news before announcing it to the larger pastoral 
staff. Lucy enjoyed this level of intimacy with Paul; 
she felt she was really a copas tor with him. More of­
ten than not, he affirmed her feelings by the mu­
tual manner that marked their administrative and 
ministerial styles. 

Lucy's first hint of discomfort arose during the 
meeting in which Paul announced that twenty-eight­
year-old Todd would be arriving shortly after his or­
dination in the spring. Paul wanted everyone on 
staff to update their position descriptions so that he 
could see how to make room for Todd's ministry. 
Paul was visibly excited to have a fellow priest with 
whom to share both sacramental responsibilities 
and life in the parish house. It was hard for Lucy not 
to want Paul to have some relief from the almost 
constant request for Eucharistic liturgies, baptisms, 
weddings, and funerals. 3 The parish community 
still preferred Paul to the loving and committed dea­
con couple. In addition, Todd was a fellow religious 

! 
I 
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with whom Paul could enjoy a brother companion 
lacking in his current assignment. 

No Ritual to Install Lay Women Ministers 

Lucy knew these things in her head but had a sink­
ing feeling in the pit of her stomach when Paul 
spoke of rearranging office space and planning for 
Todd's installation as associate pastor. Lucy had re­
peatedly asked Paul to work with her in designing a 
ritual for lay commissioning. It was the one piece of 
lay empowerment that Paul overlooked. Lucy re­
ceived no formal and communal ministerial com­
missioning for her ministry. The other members of 
the pastoral staff-the long-term elementary 
school principal, the fnll-time director of religious 
education, the half-time youth minister, and the 
pastoral care coordinator-all served without for­
mal recognition as pastoral ministers. All were 
women except the permanent deacon. While com­
mitted to shared leadership, Paul shied away from 
drawing too much attention to ritualizing lay min­
istry for fear that it might appear as a form of 
pseudo-ordination and lead to canonical prob­
lems. Lucy thought his position was reactionary 
and nncreative but accepted his decision because 
he was so interpersonally affirming of each mem­
ber of the pastoral staff. 

Nonetheless, Lucy found Paul's preoccupation 
with Todd's ritual and celebrative welcome to be 
emotionally overwhelming. She could not help but 
recall how her excitement at joining Paul five years 
earlier was dampened by the massive concele­
bra ted liturgy of installation for a new pastor. At 
this liturgy, Paul invited her to prepare and deliver 
the prayers of the faithful and even asked her, much 
to the chagrin of the bishop, to come forward from 
the assembly for the final blessing. That was it. The 
notice in the parish bulletin included her name as 
the new pastoral associate, and she was featured at 
the reception following Paul's installation as pastor, 
but few noticed Sister Lucy in their eagerness to 
greet Father Paul. She was skilled at recognizing the 
pain that accompanied this diminishment, but had 
learned to compensate and keep her eye on the 
larger picture. It hurt twenty years ago when Paul 
was ordained; it hurt twenty years later when he was 
installed as pastor. She could now feel a fresh re­
sentment rising up in her without permission as 

she listened to the plans for Todd's incorporation 
into and validation by the community. 

While committed to shared 
leadership, Paul shied away from 

drawing too much attention to 
ritualizing lay ministry for fear 

that it might appear as a form of 
pseudo-ordination and lead to 

canonical problems. Lucy 
thought his position was 

reactionary and uncreative but 
accepted his decision because 

he was so interpersonally 
affirming of each member of the 

pastoral staff. 

Acknowledging Resentment and Fractures 

Lucy felt internal pressure to overcome her build­
ing resentment so as not to sour the significance of 
the forthcoming occasion. How and what could she 
share with Paul about her feelings without dredg­
ing up old wounds that he could not salve? Lucy 
could feel the fissure deepening between her and 
Paul but felt powerless from preventing its inevita­
ble eruption. Why could he not see that the cele­
bration around Todd, who had yet to spend two 
minutes with a member of the community, had a 
momentum that overshadowed those who had 
committed years of service to the community? Paul 
was oblivious, and she could sense that she was par­
ticipating in a culture of resentment that would 
greet an unsuspecting new young priest in the first 
season of his priesthood, disorient him, and hinder 
his effectiveness. She knew she must confront the 
fracture in the flow of her relationship with Paul. 

Lucy realized that her disappointment and re­
sentment were strong enough to damage or even 



24 Clendenen and Martin: Confronting the Culture of Resentment 

destroy her long and satisfYing relationship with 
Paul. She was familiar with the subtle, yet insidious, 
simmering of resentment. She recognized the chill­
ing discomfort that sets in like a cold north wind and 
stiffens the climate between people. In an effort to 
recover the warmth between them, she tried to ex­
onerate him by reasoning that his enthusiasm for 
Todd's arrival arose from his anticipation of relief 
fi'om heavy sacramental responsibilities rather than 
any intended oversight of her or the other women 
on the lay pastoral staff. Lucy worked hard to sup­
press the resentment and to maintain an uneasy 
equilibrium by exempting Paul from any culpability. 
Initially, she experienced some success with this 
strategy, but Paul's unbridled enthusiasm for Todd's 
arrival and continued insensitivity sabotaged her at­
tempts at exoneration. Whether intentional or not, 
Paul was wounding her deeply. At one time, he was 
so conscious about the inequities between women 
and men in ministry. Her disappointment and re­
sentment now reached such a crescendo that she 
knew she had to do something. But what? 

Lucy worked hard to suppress 
the resentment and to maintain 

an uneasy equilibrium by 
exempting Paul from any 
culpability. Initially, she 

experienced some success with 
this strategy, but Paul's 

unbridled enthusiasm for Todd's 
arrival and continued 

insensitivity sabotaged her 
attempts at exoneration. 

Whether intentional or not, Paul 
was wounding her deeply. 

Forgiveness Through Confrontation 

One evening as Luci' sat in her office, she noticed a 
book on her shelf that someone had given her sev­
eral months previously. She had planned to read it 
many times, but the interruptions of parish minis­
try had prevented her until now. At this moment, 
she felt drawn to the book's title F01-giveness: Hnding 
Freedom through Reconciliation.4 She pulled the book 
from the shelf, opened it, and curiously her eyes 
seized on the words of Jesus, "If your brother sins 
[against you], go and tell him his fault between you 
and him alone"(NAB; Matt 18:15). Instead of find­
ing the exclusive biblical language offensive, she 
was surprisingly drawn in by the words "brother" 
and "between you and him alone." 

Intrigued, Lucy continued reading and discov­
ered that instead of recommending immediate for­
giveness of the offender or exoneration and denial 
of the offense, Jesus recommended confrontation as 
the initial response to an offense. The book ex­
plained that forgiveness without confrontation de­
mands enormous amounts of psychic energy to hold 
feelings of forgiveness in place but requires fi'om the 
offender no effort to modifY or even recognize hurt­
fu� attitudes and behaviors. Lucy agreed completely 
with these words. Her own individual efforts to han­
dle the deepening rupture in her relationship with 
Paul had drained her energies but done nothing to 
axe the icy resentment building within her or to alter 
Paul's continued insensitivity. Perhaps, confronta­
tion was the direction Lucy needed. 

Lucy felt dread at the prospect of actually con­
fronting Paul. As close as their relationship had 
been, she was reticent to point out what he might 
perceive as a severe failure on his part. After all 
these years, who was she to judge him so harshly? 
Wasn't he still breathing life into the valley of dry 
bones of the priesthood? She was fearful lest he dis­
miss her feelings as an "old story" and shame her 
for not celebrating a young man's willingness to 
serve God's people with them. She worried over the 
perceptions of the other members of the pastoral 
staffifher resentment should erupt into anger and 
obvious bitterness toward Paul. Lucy recognized 
that most people avoid direct confrontation like the 
plague. As she pondered her dilemma, Lucy de­
cided that her relationship with Paul was worth the 
risk. She would confront him. 
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Accurate Empathic Action 

Returning to her book, Lucy read into the early 
hours one morning and gained new insights into 
the confrontation process. She learned that con­
frontation could be understood as accurate empathic 
action. Being accumte required her to understand 
clearly and to state precisely the nature of Paul's of­
fensive attitudes and behaviors. Instead of general­
izing or inflating his offense out of proportion to 
the actual events, she needed to place his behavior 
in the context of their relationship and establish 
boundaries for addressing and resolving their spe­
cific relational dilemma. 

Lucy had to honestly and carefully explore the 
precise nature of the fracture in the flow of caring 
and trust between them. She had to name and own 
the full range of her emotions associated with the 
fracture and with Paul. As Lucy understood the in­
tense power of her painful emotions, she worked 
into and through her resentment and relinquished 
any desire for revenge, retribution, or retaliation. 
Usually, she would have resisted any ownership of 
such ugly desires toward others, especially those for 
whom she carried warm feelings. 

She knew it was her responsibility not to accel­
erate the situation and turn it into an occasion to 
discharge on Paul tlle ache and anguish she felt 
from every ecclesial event that caused her to feel 
minimized and marginalized. She began to under­
stand that to effectively confront Paul, she had to 
make the restoration of their relationship at this 
specific time her driving concern. In confronting, 
she had to communicate to him the enormous 
value their relationship held for her and trust that 
he would really hear her. 

Empathy and Struggle Against Cynicism 

Continuing to explore the meaning of conti-onta­
tion as accumte empathic action, Lucy learned that be­
ing empathic meant that she needed to think through 
the impact her confrontation might have on Paul. 
How would he respond to her revealing her painful 
emotions and identirying his attitudes and actions as 
the cause? Would he be surprised? Defensive? 
Would he be exhausted by her struggle during a 
time of his energeticjoy? Based on her knowledge of 
him, she needed to create an optimal interpersonal 

climate for him to hear and understand her. She 
needed to insure in her confrontation that she gave 
him space to respond rather than making him feel 
cornered, accused, or trapped. 

She knew it was her 
responsibility not to accelerate 
the situation and turn it into an 
occasion to discharge on Paul 
the ache and anguish she felt 
from every ecclesial event that 
caused her to feel minimized 

and marginalized. 

What was the response she desired from him? 
As she thought about his situation, she realized 
once again that she could not hold him solely re­
sponsible for so many seemingly endless and un­
healed institutional realities. Lucy remembered 
the day that while reading a book by theologian 
Dorothee Soelle, she discovered the line, "We are 
responsible for the house which we did not build 
but in which we live."s She remembered the 
hours of table talk that she and Paul shared as 
they claimed Solie's insight as a new motto of 
sorts. She knew how hard Paul fought off a cyni­
cism that seems to infect those of us sharing the 
inside workings of life in the Church today. She 
struggled to convince herself one more time to 
resist cynicism along with its hopelessness and 
feelings of homeless ness. 

Todd would indeed arrive as an ordained, offi­
cially sanctioned ministel~ and she may indeed be 
displaced (at least for a time). Paul could not 
change the realities of the situation, but he could be 
more sensitive and more direct in his recognition of 
the important contributions not only of her own 
ministry but also of the other members of the pas­
toral team. If Paul could change his understanding 
of the emotional and ministerial consequences she 
was experiencing, his new sensitivities would do 
much to alleviate her distress and the chasm 
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growing between them. Lucy felt she could then 
forgive him and relinquish her feelings of disap­
pointment in him and of resentment over Todd's 
celebrated arrival. 

Action Following Empathic Identification 

After accurately identirying the depth and scope of 
her own feelings arising from the fracture and 
empathetically relating to Paul's perspective, Lncy 
was ready to act. She decided to confront Paul on 
Monday morning in the conference room of the 
parish house. She knew that this was Paul's most re­
laxed time following the busy activities of the week­
end. She also knew that this room symbolized their 
relationship. Not only had they "endured" many 
contentious staff meetings in this room, they had 
also prayed together and enjoyed many conversa­
tions at table. It was a place where they both felt se­
cure and were not likely to be interrupted. 

Paul sat stunned. He had no 
idea Lucy had been feeling this 

way. He struggled. His initial 
inclination was to defend his 

actions ... Lucy read his face 
and feelings, and ... her calm 

demeanor and her sincere 
request for help lowered his 

defenses. 

Monday morning came, and Lucy invited Paul 
to the conference room for coffee talk. As they sat 
chatting about the events of the weekend, Lucy ini­
tiated the confrontation. She began, "Paul, I trea­
sure the relationship you and I have shared since 
our days in theology." Paul quickly and quizzically 
responded, "Me, too." Encouraged by his affirma­
tion, Lucy continued, "I'm wondering if you realize 
how your careful and elaborate preparations for 
Todd might affect those of us who have devoted our 
lives to ministry here while Todd has yet to spend 

two minutes in this parish?" She vibrated with a 
depth of emotion that spilled out through her 
words. Lucy wanted to mention Paul's failure to de­
sign a ritual for lay commissioning but she re­
frained. The book had warned against diluting the 
confrontation with related issues that might make 
Paul defensive. 

She stayed focused on the immediate issues be­
tween them. "1 completely understand your excite­
ment over another priest's arriving to assist with 
the heavy demands of this parish, but I need you to 
know that I have felt a strain in our relationship 
since the day you announced that Todd was com­
ing. I have struggled with feelings of disappoint­
ment and resentment as 1 have watched your taking 
such pains to recognize his place in our community 
and among us. I want to welcome Todd and see him 
succeed, but I worry about his arrival into what feels 
like a culture of resentment. 1 need your help, Paul. 
Is it possible for you to imagine what this is like for 
me?" At this point, Lucy offered a small, pained 
smile while Paul looked serious and wearied. Lucy 
proceeded, "Have you noticed at all, Paul, that your 
level of enthusiasm has not been matched by me or 
the others?" 

Response to the Disclosure 

Paul sat stunned. He had no idea Lucy had been 
feeling this way. He struggled. His initial inclina­
tion was to defend his actions by enumerating the 
overwhelming responsibilities he carried and how 
it was natural for him to eagerly anticipate and cel­
ebrate the gift of a brother priest. Paul wanted to 
vent that she of all people ought to understand 
what Todd's corning wonld mean to him-to 
them-in providing some relief from the growing 
demands upon baby boomer ministers in need of a 
wave of youth fill vigor. Lucy read his face and feel­
ings, and before he could respond, she said, "I 
know you are surprised that 1 have harbored these 
feelings. Believe me, 1 have tried to eliminate 
them, but I cannot resolve this impasse on my own. 
1 really need your help, Paul." Her calm demeanor 
and her sincere request for help lowered his de­
fenses as he struggled to meet her and find the 
right words to say. 

At last, he responded, "1 had no idea you felt 
this way, Lucy, and I regret that 1 have been an 
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occasion for wounding you where it hurts you the 
most. 1 never had any intention of hurting you this 
way." Lucy interrupted, "1 know, but I had to say 
this aloud and directly to you precisely because 1 
valne our relationship, and I absolutely hate the 
chill of resentment settling over us and potentially 
our community. Were our situations reversed, 1 
would have wanted to know what you were feeling." 
"Yes, knowing is better in the long run than not 
knowing," Paul replied, wanting to believe it. 

Achieving an Inclusive Perspective 

They parted company and avoided one another for 
several days. Lucy felt better but was apprehensive. 
What had the confrontation done to their relation­
ship? She realized they could not act as if nothing 
had happened and return to the relationship as it 
was before. They had enjoyed a flow in one an­
other's company for years without needing to ne­
gotiate such a serious disruption in their relation­
ship until now. 

After what seemed like an eternity but was only 
a very uncomfortable week, Paul quickly took the 
lead and dispelled the uneasiness Lucy felt by say­
ing, "Thank you, Lucy, for caring and believing in 
me enough to speak with me on Monday. I know 
that must have been hard for you." "1twas," she ad­
mitted. Paul continued, "1 have thought about what 
you said. I have been overly attentive with respect 
to Todd's coming and have not been as sensitive to 
you and the others as 1 should have been. I have 
been working on something the past few days, and I 
want you to take a look at it." "What is it?" Lucy 
asked. "It's a ritual for lay commissioning," Paul an­
swered, "and I want you to help me integrate this 
commissioning into the events of Todd's arrival so 
we can celebrate and affirm the diverse and abun­
dant gifts of ministry in our parish." 

Now, Lucy was stunned and asked, "Will we get 
into trouble for doing something like this directly 
connected to Todd's installation?" Paul answered, 
"Why don't we have a three-day event with all sorts 
of enrichment and worship opportunities on the 
theme of discipleship and service?" Lucy felt a re­
newed flow of creative energies springing up be­
tween them again and said, "Thanks, Paul, thank 
you for choosing not to be depressed by the old 

story and for listening with both your heart and 
your head. It takes a tenacious and tender spirit to 
make shared ministry work. You have it, my friend, 
and for that, and for you, 1 am grateful." Instead of 
damaging the relationship, confrontation had pro­
vided both of them with an opportunity to reaffirm 
their commitment to their relationship and the 
high esteem in which they held one anothet: 

Three Strategies to Preserve a Caring 
Context 

Lucy implemented several strategies that gdve her 
confrontation optimal opportunity for success. 
First, she was careful to place her contl-ontation in 
the caring context of the history of their mutually 
satisfYing relationship. Her motivation was the res­
toration of that relationship rather than revenge 
for her wounds. Second, Lucy engaged in adequate 
interior preparation for the confrontation itself. 
She countered any internal desire to alleviate her 
pain at the expense of Paul's feelings. She accepted 
responsibility to be immediate and proactive with 
Paul to avoid secretly holding resentment toward 
Todd and setting up her own victimization by his 
arrival. She accurately comprehended the tl-acture 
so that she could communicate specific descriptive 
statements of her feelings rather than judgmental 
statements about Paul's motives or actions. She 
empathetically considered Paul's situation so she 
could communicate the specific information he re­
ally needed to know, and she wisely refrained from 
unloading on Paul every frustration she ever felt to­
ward him or the Church universal. 

Third, she chose the best time and most favor­
able context for Paul to receive her confrontation 
and not the easiest time and place for her. She mea­
sured her internal climate-mind and heart, intel-

Lucy implemented several 
strategies that gave her 
confrontation optimal 

opportunity for success. 
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lect and emotions-to determine the moment for 
confrontation. Finally, she focused her conti'onta­
tion on what Paul was doing and how he was doing 
it-in the here and now-that was causing her 
problems. She described his actions rather than at­
tacking his character. She did not ask him to ex­
plain his actions as though he were on trial, and 
neither did she patronize him as though he were an 
inadequate child. She communicated her feelings, 
thoughts, information, and alternatives from her 
point of view and left it to Paul to make a response 
to her effort at an accurate, empathic description of 
the problem.6 In the end, maturity tends to breed 
more maturity. 

Preserving Unity amidst Ministerial Struggle 

Even though the names of the characters change, 
Lucy and Paul's story is played over and over again 
in parish ministry each time the culture of resent­
ment fails to be acknowledged and effectively con­
fronted. The "quiet revolution" of the changing 
face of the Chnrch's ministry requires the exercise 
of the deeply human and graced capacities for 
courage, compassion, and confrontation as we 
move into a new future together.7 

All involved in ministry struggle to negotiate 
institutional realities that inevitably do, at times, 
divide and separate. This story suggests that one 
response to the relational dilemmas and conflicts 
women and men will invariably face in shared min­
istry is to develop the courageous and compassion­
ate virtue of confrontation-as an interpersonal art 
form and pastoral strategy. Denying painful feel­
ings or settling for the uneasy peace of exoneration 
or resignation may become increasingly danger­
ous, for such decisions breed the culture of resent­
ment that marks and mars the experience of au­
thentic mutuality in ministry. Jesus' words 
advocating confrontation that Lucy read in her 
book that night summon those who have ears to 
heal~ "If he listens to you, you have won your 
brother."s The prize is found as Piercy says, in the 
Sabbath of mutual respect.9 This is created when 
brothers and sisters strive for accumte empathic ac­
tion for the sake of God's "kin-dom"lO 

"The kingdom of God looks like 
this: it looks like missing the 

mark and having to apologize; it 
looks like resisting and 

continuing power games and 
institutional stasis. It is only in 

the larger narratives, in the 
patient and revolutionary 

commitment to be human 
together despite all the warts, 
that we forge what Ada Maria 
Isasi Diaz has so aptly termed 

'the kin-dom of God. '" 
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Respect in the Midst of Diversity 
How Catholic Health Care Expresses Its Values 

Patricia Talane, R.S.M. 

The term "respect" means 
different things to differ­
ent people. Most health 

care organizations rank it high 
in their list of core values, yet 
many health care professionals 
disagree about how exactly they 
might demonstrate respect to 
coworkers, patients, and pa­
tients' families. Catholic health 
facilities, called by the United 
States Catholic Conference of 
Bishops in their 200 I, Ethical 
and Religious DiTectives to be a 
"community of respect ... '" 
bear a specific responsibility to 
insure that members of their re­
spective communities both 
proffer and experience respect. 
United States health care insti­
tutions today, as never before in 
their history, face challenges 
and new opportunities because 
they function in a multicultural, 
pluralistic society. 

This article focuses not on 
multiculturalismpeTse, but upon 
the respect due to each individ­
ual within the aegis of Catholic 
health care. It examines the real­
ity of these challenges, particu­
larly as they highlight ethical dif­
ferences between patients and 
caregivers and among various 
caregivers themselves. It articu­
lates principles which arise from 
fundamental moral and ethical 
values. Finally, it proposes ap­
proaching each patient utilizing 
a narrative approach in order to 

learn about and respect each in­
dividual's uniqueness. 

To Intervene or Let a Burn 
Victim Die 

An actual case study best ex­
presses the challenge de­
scribed. A mid-west Catholic 
hospital offers excellent inten­
sive care to patients drawn from 
a vast geographic area. In fact 
many persons from the rural 
heartland are flown to this facil­
ity to receive care. One such pa­
tient was a man in his early for­
ties, (whom we will call] ohn) 
who had been rushed to the 
burn unit of the hospital be­
cause he had first degree burns 
on over 70 percent of his body. 
The physicians and nurses in 
the burn unit quickly assessed 
his condition, noting that, de­
spite the extent of his burns, his 
heart was strong. They believed 
that quick, aggressive treatment 
might eventually restore him to 
health and they immediately 
began aggressive, life-saving 
treatment. Mter John's family 
members made the late-night, 
long, and arduous drive from 
their remote farm, they arrived 
at the hospital and were aghast 
that their son and brother was 
now on a ventilator and sched­
uled for several surgeries. They 
insisted that all care stop and 
that he be "allowed to die." 
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The lead physician in] ohn' s 
case was a seasoned man, origi­
nally from the Middle East. A 
skilled technician, he had a repu­
tation for excellent care, obses­
sive attention to detail, and a de­
manding nature. He was not 
above raising his voice, a ploy he 
obviously deemed necessary to 
compensate for his shortness of 
stature. ] ohn's family, however 
quiet and humble, remained un­
moved at the doctor's display of 
intelligence and emotion. Finally, 
the nurse-manager requested an 
ethics consultation to try to re­
solve what seemed like an im­
passe between doctor and family. 

Doctor's Plan or Family's 
Choice 

I was privileged to be one of four 
ethics team members called in 
on John's case, together with a 
chaplain, physician, and social 
worker. As we entered the con­
sulting room, the animosity was 
almost palpable between the 
family and the physician with 
hospital staff. John's family, 
while very simply, even poorly 
dressed, were formidable. His 
widowed mother was accompa­
nied by her daughter and three 
sons-all of whom appeared to 
be over 6' 4", wearing overalls, 
cowboy boots and glowering 
countenances. The sons said 
very little, allowing their mother 
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and sister to do most of the 
speaking. It was clear that they 
were offended, rather than im­
pressed, with the physician's ex­
tensive credentials, the medical 
statistics he offered, and the ac­
counts of numerous success sto­
ries of men and women in] olm' s 
age cohort. 

After an introductory dance 
of "I know more than you do," 
from the attending physician 
and one rather ebullient staff 
member, my pastoral care col­
league deftly moved the group 
to the true business at hand. 
"Now that we have reviewed 
] ohn' s medical condi tion," he 
said, "it would be most impor­
tant to us that you tell us just who 
John is. Who is he to you, as son 
and brother? What was his life 
like before he experienced this 
terrible accident? What were the 
things that he enjoyed the most? 
What did he value or treasure?" 
The daughter began to put to­
gether the pieces of the puzzle 
first, but gradually her mother 
and even] ohn's taciturn broth­
ers brought forth precious vi­
gnettes that helped all present 
understand not just the burn vic­
tim, but the man. 

A Mother's Story of Her Son 

] ohn's life could be character­
ized as troubled at best. Beset by 
unnamed demons, he had a his­
tory of drug and alcohol abuse 
which began in his teens. Several 
years before, he had been in­
volved in a horrific automobile 
accident and recovered only af­
ter months of extensive rehabili­
tation. His mother, at tremen­
dous sacrifice to herself and the 
family, had gone to a distant city 
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to support him in this process, 
taking a job as a waitress to pay 
for her stay at an inexpensive 
and sleazy motel. Mter six 
months, she was able to bring 
him back to the farm where he 
engaged himself in very simple 
tasks. In her words, he never "re­
covered" from the auto accident 

medication, and comfort, while 
refusing interventions that 
would be intrusive and, to him 
and his family, extraordinary. 
] ohn died four days later. 

Several cultural clashes were 
at play in this encounter. POOl~ ru­
ral, uneducated middle-America 
met cosmopolitan Middle East 

Many challenges face Catholic health care 
because of shifting cultural milieus. In the 

past ten years there have been rapid 
changes in demographics in the United 

States. Approximately 20 million Americans 
now count a language other than English as 

their primary language. 

and did not have the "strength" 
to face months of rehabilitation 
for his burns. "He has suffered 
enough in life," she said. "God 
gave him a second chance, and 
we are grateful for that, but I 
don't think that my boy can do 
this again. I don't want to be the 
one that makes him suffer even 
more than he already has." 

The mother presented 
] ohn's story in a simple, direct 
manner. Her account was 
unembellished and did not ask 
for or expect sympathy. She told 
it in short, direct sentences. 
Pnlling herself to her full height 
of about 5' 3", her eye contact 
and demeanor demanded atten­
tion. She finally got the respect 
and audience that she deserved. 
The gronp, both the burn unit 
staff and the ethics consult team, 
heard her plea and story. They 
were able to arrive at a compro­
mise that afforded ] ohn the 
maximum of medical care, pain 

doctor, and erudite and skilled 
staff ready to offer expensive 
medical treatment. Tnere were 
also differences of faith perspec­
tives. The physician was Muslim, 
the patient and family could be 
described loosely as evangelical 
Protestants, the chaplain and 
other staff members were either 
Catholic or mainline Protestant. 
All came to the table with specific 
cultures, values, convictions, and 
beliefs that they treasured. All ex­
pected that their persons and 
opinions would be respected. 
J olm's story is unique, but the sit­
uation it engendered is played 
out again and again in hospitals 
across this country. 

Cultural Changes and 
Impact on Health Care 

Many challenges face Catholic 
health care because of shifting 
cultural milieus. In the past ten 
years there have been rapid 
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changes in demographics in the 
United States. Approximately 
20 million Americans now count 
a language other than English as 
their primary language. Asian 
aud Pacific Islanders have the 
highest percentage of Ameri­
cans who are foreign born. New 
York City, long a model for the 
rest of the country, has over 50 
percent persons of color; it is lit­
erally a league of nations. In 
Montgomery County, Mary­
land, just outside our nation's 
capital, seven out of ten new resi­
dents come from countries out­
side the United States.2 The 
richness of these heritages is, 
naturally, brought to bear in de­
cisions about healthcare treat­
ment and in healthcare provid­
ers themselves who bring their 
own ethnic, cultural, and reli­
gious richness to patient care. 

What do we mean by the 
term "culture?" It is a broad con­
cept that refers to shared atti­
tudes, patterns of behavior and 
social mores of a group of peo­
ple. It is not simply ethnicity, al­
though that reality is brough~ to 
bear upon culture.3 Cultural di­
versity pertains to the differ­
ences within a population. 

Again, an example might 
help to illustrate the delicacy of 
cultural reality. A health care 
neighborhood center in a Mid­
western city delivers primary 
care to Bosnian refugees, dis­
placed £i'om their war-torn 
homeland. The patients, over 90 
percent of whom are Muslim, 
bear not only the ordinary chal­
lenges of health, but many suffer 
from posttraumatic stress syn­
drome. The Catholic health ser­
vice has done its utmost to at-

tend to a panoply of needs of 
these special patients by offering 
various social services, such as 
pre- and postnatal care of 
women patients and taxi service 
for the elderly. 

GypSY Woman from Bosnia 

One woman patient did not 
seem to respond to either the 
medical treatment or the psy­
chological help she received. 
The translator noticed that the 
patient sat apart £i'om others in 
the waiting room and did not en­
gage in conversation with any of 
her fellow Bosnians. Mter very 
sensitive questioning, the trans­
lator learned that the woman 
was not only Bosnian, but was a 
Gypsy. She had been placed in 
the city by Immigration and N at­
uralization Services and she suf­
fered deeply from separation 
from her fellow Gypsies. A 
Christian, she was unable to 
identify with other refugees who, 
while sharing the same home­
land, did not share her culture. 
It was only after the translator 
and social worker were able to 
elicit, listen to and respect her 
story, that they conld move on to 
their commitment to help her 
healing process. Eventually, 
they assisted in her relocation to 
a part of the country where oth­
ers of her culture had settled. 

Quite often several cultures 
may function within a single 
health care organization. One 
Minnesota nursing home situ­
ated in an old, ethnically Ger­
man-American neighborhood, 
for example, has staff that come 
almost entirely £i'om East Africa. 
Language and cultural barriers 
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can prevent both the elderly and 
the staff from understanding and 
respecting one anothe1: Thank­
fully, this nursing home has an 
extensive organizational devel­
opment program aimed at ori­
enting both residents and staff to 
their differences while at the 
same time celebrating both those 
things they hold in common. 

Institutional Medical 
Subculture 

In addition to the diversity of pa­
tients and staff, most acute care 
facilities (hospitals) have a vi­
brant, but often unacknowl­
edged, medical subculture as 
wel1.4 This is sometimes, unfor­
tunately, characterized by cul­
tural arrogance expressing itself 
differently in different locales 
and institutions. Sometimes one 
can witness this in the way that 
physicians act and are treated. It 
may be evident in the space ac­
corded to the medical staff, or 
the way that administrators com­
municate information to certain 
persons, and withhold it from 
others. Sometimes two different 
subcultures (for example, physi­
cian and nursing staff, or physi­
cian and Native American staff) 
may work in tandem. At other 
times they may be at odds. 

Such differences can affect 
medical care and ethical response 
to patients. Caregivers must 
sometimes exert greater sensitiv­
ity to overcome tensions in the 
subculture, and insure that utmost 
respect is accorded to each pa­
tient. Some examples of these 
ethical issues occur in the area of 
patient autonomy, clinical auton­
omy, and informed consent. 
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Patient Autonomy, Clinical 
Autonomy, Informed 
Consent 

For the most part, Americans 
recognize that the competent, 
adult patient is the primary locus 
of medical decision making. Fa­
cilities have policies and proce­
dures in place to insure this pa­
tient right. However, cultural 
differences may challenge this 
well-accepted commitment. Many 
female Hispanic patients, partic­
ularly those not born in this 
country, may feel unable to make 
a medical treatment decision 
without a husband's consent. 
This can cause challenges for 
physicians who generally speak 
to an adult patient alone about 
his or her medical condition. 

While most Americans trea­
sure the opportunity to make 
treatment decisions, sometimes 
even without family consulta­
tion, many individuals of Asian 
background would never decide 
something that affects life and 
health before gathering the en­
tire extended family and involv­
ing them in the process. Physi­
cians and nurses often find this 
practice intrusive and resent the 
extra time and effort needed to 
communicate with a larger 
group. To those trained within a 
Western culture, such practices 
seem disrespectful of the pa­
tient's individual autonomy. 
How does one even approach 
patients and families who have 
these customs? The respectful 
caregiver first speaks with the 
patient, asking him or her whom 
they like present for the medical 
discussion. 

Patients are not the only 
ones who must exert autonomy. 
Physicians, nurses, and other 
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health professionals, especially 
in emergell(:y or intensive care 
settings must often exercise clin­
ical autonomy, always on behalf 
of the best interests of the pa­
tient. It is not uncommon in the 
clinical setting to witness a fe­
male physician from a machismo 
culture who has great difficulty 
challeng'ing an Anglo male pa­
tient about the most clinically ac­
ceptable mode of treatment. 
Similarly, one sometimes sees 
male and female physiciaus rec­
ommending the best course of 
treatment, only to be delayed or 
stymied by the patient's family, 
healer, or clergy person. In these 
situations, the physician retains 
the obligation to recommend 
the treatment course that she or 
he believes is in the patient's best 
interests, while at the same time 
recognizing that the patient may 
not heed her advice. 

differences or difficulties, the giv­
ing and obtaining of true 
informed consent can be quite 
thorny. Furthermore, there are 
some persons, submissive by per­
sonality or culture, who would 
never question a medical profes­
sional, even when doing so might 
add clarity and understanding 
for both caregiver and patient. 

The ethical principles one 
can utilize to address these chal­
lenges reflect fimdamental val­
ues of respect and are readily 
translatable by any person of 
good will. They rest upon a rec­
ognition of the dignity of the pa­
tient as an individual and as a 
member of a community. Human 
dignity is a universal value, aris­
ing both from our essential hu­
man nature and fi'om the vision 
of faith because we are created by 
God in God's image. God created 
us as social beings, in relation to 
one another; therefore, the good 

The ethical principles one can utilize to 
address these challenges reflect 

fundamental values of respect and are 
readily translatable by any person of 

good will. 

Respect Expressed in 
Listening to Narrative 

The issue of informed consent 
can be thorny in the best of set­
tings. Individuals who are sick, 
upset, or afraid frequently don't 
hear or understand what the 
medical professional says about 
the individual's diagnosis, prog­
nosis, or treatment options. 
When one overlays this aclmowl­
edged challenge with language 

of one is always interrelated with 
the good of the whole. 

Respect for the patient ac­
cords each individual special re­
gard and esteem. It involves the 
act of giving particular attention 
to the other. Rooted in the Latin 
Tespectus, it literally means the act 
of looking back or regarding. 
What this means is that the care­
giver goes to extra lengths to un­
derstand just who this patient is, 
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not just in the here-and-now 
clinical setting, but as an individ­
ual person. 

One method of insuring re­
spect for the other is by taking a 
narrative approach. This 
method approaches each pa­
tient as an individual, realizing 
that he or she comes to the hos­
pital, office or clinic with a par­
ticular sacred history that often 
has a profound effect upon his or 
her health and well-being. Pa­
tients' exercise their deci­
sion-making capacity, elicit in­
formation for informed consent 
and share truths or withhold 
confidences, often depending 
upon these sacred stories. 

Such a methodology should 
not surprise any Christian be­
cause we recall that Jesus taught in 
parables, told stories to illustrate 
greater truths, and was able to 
elicit information fi'om (at first) 
unwilling confidantes like the 
woman at the well (In 4:1-42). 
Caregivers need to evoke, solicit, 
and listen to patient's stories. One 
must listen always for the story be­
neath the story to reveal what is 
truly happening. 

When approaching a pa­
tient, one must realize that this 
person is not a "Latina" or a 
"Rmung" but an individual with 
a unique history and story.5 A 
narrative approach demands 
that one be prepared to ask skill­
ful and well-directed questions. 
Like my chaplain fi-iend who 
deftly drew out John's story, one 
might inquire, "Tell me about 
Mary. We only know her since 
she has been in ICU, but who is 
she? What does she hold dear? 
What causes her joy? What 
causes her sadness? What does 
she believe?" Sometimes the 

narrative must extend beyond 
the patient to the family'S expe­
rience. One might ask, "When 
was the last time your family ex­
perienced a serious illness or 
death?" This question often re­
veals not only stories of the fam­
ily's history but their religious 
beliefs, values, and convictions 
as well. 

Tracy and Political History 
of Cambodia 

Again, a case study illustrates 
this point. Tracy was a young, 
twenty-four-year-old Cambo­
dian- American woman. A col­
lege graduate, Tracy worked for 
a Fortune 500 company, and 
contributed to the support of 
her family while still living at 
home. When she was hospital­
ized with a particularly virulent 
pneumonia, Tracy's parents 
would not leave her bedside. 
The patient showed by her ex­
pression and tone that she was 
exasperated by her parents and 
did not want them present when 
the physician spoke with her. 
The physician, feeling pressure 
both from Tracy and from her 
parents sought the help of a so­
cial worker, who managed, very 
creatively, to speak with the pa­
tient alone. 

The social worker asked 
Tracy to tell her own stOlY. Row 
old was she when she came to this 
country? Why did she believe that 
her parents were so protective of 
her? When the social worker 
learned that Ti-acy's parents were 
survivors of the Pol Pot regime 
and had lost virtually all of their 
relatives during this tragic time, 
she tried to guide the young 
woman to appreciate her parents' 
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concerns, while at the same time, 
learning to set her own bound­
aries with them. She likewise 
spoke with Tracy's parents to try 
to explain that their daughter 
needed more of the privacy 
which she had learned in their 
new culture. Speaking and re­
flecting upon Thcy's (and her 
family's) sacred histOlY helped to 
show respect for their heritage 
and to foster deeper understand­
ing among them. 

Expressing Respect for 
Cultural Differences 

If Catholic health care is truly a 
community that provides care to 
those in need, this demands that 
those offering health care work 
together, widen the circles of 
their communities to include ex­
perts beyond their own walls or 
systems. There are some practi­
cal ways that facilities can ex­
press respect even in the midst 
of challenging multicultural 
realities. 

First, one must take the time 
to elicit and listen to patient sto­
ries. Although physicians and 
registered nurses experience ex­
treme time pressures, others 
within the facility can assist in 
this process. Chaplains, social 
workers, and patient representa­
tives serve as invaluable assets 
precisely because they have the 
skills and time to draw out these 
narratives. 

Pay attention to nonverbal 
signals as well. John's brothers 
sat with their arms crossed, their 
eyes averted and their feet tap­
ping. One did not need a Ph.D. 
in clinical psychology to realize 
that they were extremely uncom­
fortable, agitated, and angry. 
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When they witnessed that their 
mother received the gentle re­
spect that she so rightly de­
served, one could see them re­
laxing as their jitters quieted, 
they made eye contact and they 
finally started to speak, reveal­
ing much about their brother's 
life and condition. 

Don't assume anything. Just 
because a woman is Bosnian and 
has lived through the horrors of 
the war in Yugoslavia, she may 
not necessarily share the same 
religion, interests, or commu­
nity of her fellow Bosnians. Take 
time to learn about hel~ invite 
her self-revelation. 

Develop and use your own 
internal resources, including staff 
and employees. Often it is diffi­
cult, challenging, and expensive 
to obtain a translator from a local 
college or university. Work closely 
with your human resource de­
partment to learn which employ­
ees speak another language. 
Train these individuals to stand 
in as translators when necessary; 
they often know and understand 
medical language better than 
their more well-educated profes­
sional translators. 

Share resources with other 
health care organizations as well. 
Often leaders within certain 
communities can assist not only 
with translation, but with ex­
plaining why a Hmung family 
must remain with the sick person, 
even in lCU, or why the some 
Asian groups desire to place 
stones or coins upon the one who 
is ilL Basic teaching about differ­
ent cultures helps health care giv­
ers to be more accepting and re­
spectful of these differences. 
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Celebrate the diversity of 
your organization in word, deed, 
and rituaL Assist the nutrition 
department to focus on a differ­
ent culture each week by prepar­
ing and offering delicacies from 
different countries and cultures. 
Prepare signage, displays, vid­
eos' and dramatic presentations 
that highlight the richness of the 
cultures of your organization. 

Each of these steps, taken 
separately, is only a piecemeal 
approach to a seismic shift in the 
composition of both patients 
and caregivers within our Catho­
lic health facilities. However, a 
thoughtful, broad-based initia­
tive goes a long way in express­
ing the respect and reverence 
owed to each individual, most 
especially at a time when he or 
she is vulnerable, alone and of­
ten afraid. 

Conclusion 

To stand at the bedside of a sick 
or dying person is to be invited 
into a sacred space. Like Moses, 
we must remove our shoes, bow 
our heads, and recognize that 
God is present (Ex 3:5). Karl 
Barth, among the greatest of 
theologians of the twentieth 
century, described this religious 
experience from his own reality. 
A Swiss-born, German-speak­
ing man, exiled by the Nazi re­
gime ii-om Germany immedi­
ately prior to World War II 
because of his outspoken cri­
tique of the Third Reich, he poi­
gnantly described respect. He 
asked: "But what does respect 
for life mean? We have spoken 

of astonishment, humility, awe, 
modesty, circumspection and 
carefulness ... What matters is 
not something but someone, 
the real man [sic 1 before God 
and among his fellows, his indi­
vidual psychological existence, 
his movement in time, his free­
dom, his orientation on God 
and solidarity with others. What 
matters is that everyone shonld 
treat his existence and that of 
every other human being with 
respect. For it belongs to God."6 
Barth captures the beanty and 
reality of the challenge Catholic 
health care faces and must con-
tinually address. 
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The Dignity of Maternal Love 

Jayme M. Hennessy 

T he prolific artistic tradition of the Madonna 
and the depictions of the various activities 
ascribed to Mary's motherhood, (Mary the 

Mother of Mercy, Our Mother of Sorrows) all tes­
tify to the intensity and intimacy of the visceral 
bonds oflove that unite a mother to her child. I re­
fer to these as images of mhamim, the Hebrew word 
translated as "loving-kindness and mercy." Images 
of the tender love and mercy of a mother for the 
child of her womb have an enduring place within 
the iconography of the Catholic tradition. The 
generation of life, the tenderness of a mother for 
her child and the mother's role of nurturing, of 
providing her child with food from her own body, 
are maternal roles that overlap with the redeeming 
work of God's mercy enfleshed in Jesus. 1 Although, 
this imagery of nurturing is generally associated 
with the female sex, some artists have transposed 
these powerful symbols into their depiction of 
Jesus to represent the visceral fullness of God's 
mhamim revealed in the Incarnation. 

The following collection of images explores 
the various interpretations of mhamim depicted in 
Marian imagery and in the maternal images of J e­
sus. The consistent element in these images, which 
depicts the re-membering of mercy, is the embrace 
of the othel~ an embrace that nurtures, comforts, or 
protects the vulnerable other. The images selected 
for this section all exemplify this embrace: the me­
dieval image of the Mother of Mercy who protects 
humanity from suffering; the Pieta and MateI' Dolo­
TOsa and the embrace of suffering; and finally the 
life-giving and nurturing embrace found in the im­
age of the Madonna. While these images represent 
the various characteristics of mhamim, they are 
united by its emphasis on the visceral relations that 
forever bind the mother to care for and love the 
child of her womb, whom she will never abandon. 
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Figure 19 Mater Misericordia, Jean Mirhalet, 1442 

Mother of Mercy: The Protecting Embrace 

Medieval devotions regarded Mary as the Mother 
of Mercy who offered her protection and comfort 
to all who sought her intercession. As the human 
mother of God, Marywas recognized as an effective 
mediator of divine mercy who protected sinners 
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from thejudgmeut of her divine son. All of the fem­
inine qualities of mercy, its tenderness, its nurtur­
ing care, and its visceral connection to another, are 
symbolized in the motherhood of Mary and her 
protection and consolation of her children, whom 
she has gathered under her ample cloak of mercy. 
In Mirhalet's painting we see that rich and poor, 
clergy, religious and noble alike are all covered by 
God's mercy.2 Mary is the Mother of Mercy, be­
cause through her, God's mercy, Jesus, has become 
enfleshed in the world. 

TIle depiction of Mary in figure 20 records the 
shift in theology where Mary is regarded not as medi­
ator but as comediator of mercy. Here, in this image, 
she does not gather people under her cloak for pro­
tection, but rather makes Jesus present in the world. 

Figure 20 Each Time I Think af Yau, John Swanson, 1986 

Pieta and Mater Dolorosa: The Embrace of 
Suffering 

The sculptures of the Piehl and images of the Mate?' 
Dolorosa have proven, over time, to exercise a 
strong affect on the viewer, thus stirring and devel­
oping the emotions of compassion, empathy and 
mercy within the viewer's heart. These images de­
pict the re-membering activity of mercy in embrac­
ing the suffering of an other person. In directing 
the viewer to the tightly focused renderings of the 
mother's suffering, the imagery of the Piet(! and 
Mater D%rosa aim to engage the viewer's emotions 
in response to the mother's pain. The images, 
therefore, can become a means of cultivating the 
feelings of mercy, compassion, and sympathy that 
dispose a person to merciful action. 
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Explicit in the Pieta and implicit in the Madre 
Dolorosa is the relationship of the mother to her 
son. In both the sculpture and paintings, particular 
attention is directed to Mary's deep attachment 
and fidelity to Jesus, as evidenced in her tender 
embrace and refusal to abandon him to suffering. 
In her fidelity, love and embrace of pain, Mary 
serves as a model of the activity of re-membering, 
and challenges us to be open to the suffering of oth­
ers, to offer comfort and relief and never to forget 
the other, by refusing to abandon a person to suf­
fering and alienation. 

Joanna E. Zieglel~ in Sculptures of Compassion, 
notes the affective intent of this imagery. The sub­
ject of the sculpture is the figure of Mary, whose 
body generally dwarfs the figure of Christ laid out 
upon her lap. Her left hand extends over the body 
of Jesus, directing the viewer's gaze to the wound in 
the side of Jesus' lifeless body, while large tears 
stream down her grieving face. The intent of the 
image is to elicit compassion and sympathy for 

Figure 21 Piela, Anonymous, 15th century 



Hennessy: The Dignity of Maternal Love 

suffering, to join Mary affectively in grieving for 
the loss of her son.3 Popular from the fourteenth 
through the sixteenth centuries, the imagery of the 
Pieta has enduring relevance and continues 
through the centuries to move people to compas­
sion for the suffering of others. One can imagine its 
poignancy and significance for those mothers (and 
fathers too) who joined these images in grieving 
over the loss of a son or a daughter. Moreover, their 
location within churches physically created a space 
for suffering, acknowledging and bringing human 
brokenness and pain into the locus of the liturgy 
and Eucharistic celebration. 

The MadTe de los Despamcidos, unlike the jJieta, 
has no broken body to cradle-all she can clutch at is 
the crown of thorns that mark the torture and death 
of her son. This icon represents the courage and suf­
ferings of the mothers who refuse to forget their sons 
and defiantly keep vigil to protest the actions and le­
gitimacy of governments and military organizations 
that brutalize and kill their own people. 

The comments of artist Robert Lentz on the in­
spiration behind this icon reinforce the observa­
tions of] on Sobrino regarding the anti-mercy pres­
ent in the world: 

This icon presents a new Madre Dolorosa, who 
stands in solidarity with the Disappeared. She 
wears their white kerchief, and her wine colored 
Byzantine garment is almost black. She has no pho­
tographs to carry of her son, who was also abducted 
and tortured to death, but she carries his crown of 
thorns ... The white handprint smeared across the 
side of the icon is the signature of death squads. 
[Who violate 1 icons of God every time they abduct 
and torture a human being4 

It shows that mercy and anti mercy are real. Let 
mercy be reduced to sentiments or sheer works of 
mercy and anti-mercy will be tolerant enough. But 
let it be raised to the status of a principle, and the 
and the Sabbath subordinated to the extirpation of 
suffering, and anti-mercy will react. Tragically,] e­
sus is sentenced to death for practicing mercy. 
Mercy, then, is precisely the mercy that material­
izes in spite of and in opposition to anti-mercy.5 

The intensity of the visceral bonds of mercy rep­
resented in the images testifies to the maternal love 
and fidelity of mhamim, which not only draws a per­
son into solidarity with suffering of an othel~ but also 
moves him or her to relieve the suffering of an other. 
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Figure 22 Madre de Los Oesparacidos, Robert Lentz, 1992 

The intent of Lentz's icon is to expand affectively the 
horizon of the viewer's concern to remember the 
sufferings inflicted upon people by political and 
economic injustice. In giving a face to the sufferings 
of the oppressed in· Central and South America, 
Lentz hopes to move the viewer to re-membering, to 
shake off the forgetfulness of apathy, to bring these 
sufferings into the horizon of one's concerns and to 
then act for the relief of the sufferer. 

The Madonna: The Nurturing Embrace 

The word Madonna has traditionally evoked images 
of nurturing mothers and serene infants. Today, it 
competes with the image of a popular musician who, 
it seems, has deliberately set out to subvert and then 
possess the term as her personal trademark. Com­
pound that dilemma with the mixed message that 
our culture broadcasts to women about mother­
hood. One rarely encounters maternal imagery in 
the era of the working woman, and you wonder 
about the contemporary relevance of Madonna 
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imagery. That stated, the Madonna has traditionally 
been viewed as a powerful representation of the nur­
turing and dependence of the mother-child rela­
tionship. It portrays the generative, tender, and 
nurturing love of a mother for her child, as well as 
the dependence of the child upon the mother. 
Within the religious tradition, it establishes the hu­
manity and vulnerability of the God become flesh, 
emphasizing that] esus was born of a human mother 
and thus shares in the vulnerability of the human 
flesh. The following works testify to the wide appeal 
of the Madonna and represent Asian, Native Ameri­
can, and Caribbean interpretations of the image. 
The re-membering of mercy is consistently present 
in these representations of mhamim, the intense 
bonds that exist between the mother and the child of 
her womb, a relation that exemplifies the viscerality 
and maternal qualities of God's mercy, as revealed 
in the Old and New Testaments. 

The Madonna Lactans, represents the nurtur­
ing power ofa woman's body and the child's desire 
for and utter dependency upon the body and love 
of the mother. This imagery is transposed onto 

Figure 23 Madonna Humilitas, G.E. Mulan, 1996 
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Figure 24 Asian Madonna, Nguyen Hop Thi, 1992 

some images of Jesus by the artists who exemplifY 
the mercy of Jesus by constructing parallels be­
tween the life-giving body of the mother and the 
life-giving body of Jesus. The mother who nurtures 
her child with the milk of her breasts is paralleled 
by the image of Christ nurturing souls or the 
Church with the blood from his side. In Fmgmenta­
tion and Redemption, Caroline Bynum reports that 
during the medieval period, breast milk and blood 
were believed to be two related forms of nourishing 
fluids produced by a woman's body. The mother's 
blood that feeds the fetus in her womb later trans­
forms into milk for her nursing infant. 6 Such a be­
lief aided the transposition of the Madonna 
Lactans imagery onto the body of Christ. 

The following image is one of many works that 
focuses the viewer's attention on the life-giving 
blood that flows from Jesus' side. The location of 
his side wound has shifted to his breast, which in 
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Figure 25 Madonna and Child of SI. Lucia 
Malaika Favorite, 1993 

the following image he offers in consolation to St. 
Catherine rewarding her for her work with the sick. 

Snch images ofJ esus borrow the characteristics 
of the maternal female body in establishing the new 
life generated by Jesus' physical sacrifice and the 
nurturing of the soul through his wounds. The 
strong sense of the life-giving maternal body repre­
sented in these images reveals the culture's under­
standing of the viscerality of God's mercy as 
enfleshed in Jesus Christ. Caroline Bynum ob­
serves that these images are depictions of a new 
sense of God: 

[MJaternal imagery is a part of a new sense of God, 
which stresses his creative power, his love and his 
presence in the flesh and blood of the Eucharist ... 
breasts and nurturing are more frequent images 
than conceiving or giving birth. And where birth 
and the womb are dominant metaphors, the 
mother is described as one who conceives and car­
ries the child in her womb, not as one who ejects 
the child into the world, suffering pain and 
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Figure 26 Madonna Lactans, Leonardo da Vinci, 1490s 

Figure 27 Saint Catherine of Siena, M. Fiorioni, 1597 

possibly death in order to give life. Conceiving 
and giving birth, like suckling, are thus images 
primarily of return to, union with or dependence 
upon God, not images of Christ's sacrifice or of 
human alienation? 
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Figure 28 Resurrection, Cookham, Stanley Spencer, 1924-26 

This new sense of God is rooted in the experi­
ence of God's mhamim, the tender love of a mother 
for her child that becomes the model for Christian 
relations.8 

This new model of love and tenderness is evi­
dent in the spiritual writings of Julian of Norwich, 
whose emphasis of God's mercy found its best ex­
pression in the image of Christ as Mother 

So our Lady is our mothel; in whom we are all en­
closed and born of her in Christ, for she who is 
mother of our Savior is mother of all who are saved 
in our Savior; and our Savior is our true mother, in 
whom we are endlessly born and out of whom we 
shall never corneY 

In these writings and images, the tradition devel­
ops a strong sense of the physicality of redemption. 
It is not only souls that are saved for eternal life, but 
bodies and temporal life are nurtured and sus­
tained by the God whose mercy brings new life into 
the world. These maternal images depicting Jesus' 
loving and generative embrace of humanity com­
plement the paternal images of divine judgment 
and direct attention to the needs of the world. 

It is this vision of the maternal tenderness of God 
that inspires Stanley Spencer's vision of the Last 
Judgment and Resurrection of the Dead. His paint-

Figure 29 Resurrection, Cookham, 
Stanley Spencer, 1924-26 (detail) 

ing, Resurrection, Coohham emphasizes joy and tender­
ness over any fear of judgment and retribution. 
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In the accompanying detail, one can see the 
rather large maternal figure of Christ comfortably 
seated in a chair. The figure standing behind 
Christ's chair is the crucified Jesus or God, the Fa­
ther. IO Spencer's treatment of the resurrection at­
tends more to the concepts of awakening and re­
union as opposed to judgment. In addition, there is 
an overall sense of joy and tenderness as friends, 
family and lovers are finally awakened and re­
united. 11 In her comments on Spencer's work, Su­
san Avery-Quash notes the tenderness that ani­
mates this judgment scene along with the sense of 
regeneration symbolized by the depiction of Jesus 
as Mother: 

Although in the painting Spencer associates the 
Resurrection event with the LastJudgment and the 
meting out of just desserts, he does not portray 
Christ as a threatening judge but rather as a loving 
and merciful maternal figure, who nurses two ba­
bies cozily in his arms. N or does he show much suf­
fering; he reduces the punishment of the wicked to 
a mild rebuke, which seems to be going on in one or 
two of the graves12 

In its vision, this resurrection scene is similar to the 
concept of the Mother of Mercy, although there is 
no cloak under which the mother can gather her 
children. Instead, people are awakened by and to 
the tender mercy of God revealed in the image of 
the enthroned mother, who embraces, nurtures, 
and comforts her children. 

These few images of mhamim, in their reliance 
on the nurturing and generative characteristics of 
the female body, prove both effective and challeng­
ing. The imagery is effective because it is evocative. 
It represents the enduring and universal appeal of 
the ideals of the mother and child relationship. 
And all the warmth, tenderness, and life that are in­
herent in that ideal are affectively transferred to 
these maternal images. These images are challeng­
ing because they pose a criterion for the relations, 
ministries, and exercise of authority within and 
without the Church. Mercy, as depicted in these im­
ages, is a model that calls the Church to the practice 
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of tenderness and nurturing love, exemplified in 
the full embrace of the suffering person. It is 
through this embrace, then, that mercy of 
re-membering, is directed to solidarity with and 
restoration of those who have been abandoned to 
alienation and suffering. 
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10 Judith Whittet "Analysis of Stanley Spencer's Res­
urrection," http://www.newcastle.edu.au/depart­
mentlfadife/woodrow/judith.htm. 

11 Ibid. 
12 Susan Avery Quash, "Abiding Presence" in blwges 

of Clnist, 204. 
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Discussion Questions 

(Clendenen/Martin) " ... forgiveness without confrontation demands enormous amounts of psychic 
energy to hold feelings of forgiveness in place but requires from the offender no effort to modifY or 
even recognize hurtful attitudes and behaviors." 

How have you been successful in creating a climate that makes possible the breaking up of "the icy re­
sentment" that builds between people prior to reconciliation? 

(Doyle) "The culture of silence thrives every time one possesses knowledge that a person, situation, 
or substance is harmful and fails to confront that truth." Since a culture of silence is reinforced by an 
entire group's unwritten code of conformity, how can a single individual "break silence" without fear 
of retribution or shunning? What conditions need to be present in a group for breaking silence to be 
effective as a prophetic breakthrough? 

(Hennessy) How does the idealization of maternal love foster a sense of personal dignity or restore 
that sense when it has been damaged? Which image of Mary's motherhood evokes this value for you? 
By what details in the artistic rendering? 

(Howard) "Obligations are closely related to rights, arid both rights and obligations are universal 
and inviolable because of the dignity of human persons. This natural dignity is presented as equal for 
all persons, and all are equally entitled to share in the benefits of society." Many of the Church's docu­
ments make sense as resistance to and correction of the violations to human dignity experienced by 
whole populations in Europe during World War II. How is respect for human dignity fundamental to 
Mercy'S mission and direction statement? 

(McKenzie) "We Catholics tend to be overly optimistic about the power of grace and lack an appreci­
ation for the sin that exists in the world. It is difIicult, if not premature, to talk about forgiveness and 
reconciliation in this crisis without a deep understanding of sin and its hold on human hearts." As you 
view the way the sexual abuse crisis has impacted laity in parishes, what conditions must probably 
precede an intelligent reconciliation with church leadership? 

(Talone) Consider people you know who come from a culture different than yours-i.e., they belong 
to another race, come from another country, speak a first language different from yours, or practice a 
different religion. What of these people's life stories have you learned by talking with them? What 
makes them feel better when they are sick? What arethe resources within their culture for healing the 
whole person? 
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