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What Happened to the Laity?

And Why It Matters

University of Dayton, October 14, 2011

David J. O’Brien, University Professor of Faith and Culture

Since arriving at UD, I have had the privilege of presenting a series of public lectures dealing with American Catholicism. In my 2005 Marianist Award lecture, I argued for the renewal of Catholic Americanism. Years earlier, in 1972, I wrote a book that attempted to place in an American historical perspective the dramatic changes taking place in American Catholic life after the second Vatican Council (1962-1965). I called that book The Renewal of American Catholicism. Now I am making another effort to place American Catholic experience in historical perspective, and I call the essay “The Renewal of Catholic Americanism.” In the earlier work I welcomed the post-Vatican Council effort to strengthen the U.S. church’s capacity to engage American culture by developing a critical distance from too easily accepted American ideas and policies. Now I want to encourage my fellow Catholics to strengthen their sense of shared responsibility for American society, politics, and culture. Then, I was excited about the renewal of the Catholic side of our church, our colleges and universities, and ourselves. Now I am worried about the future of our American side, the side most often associated with the laity and often mislabeled “secular.” The question is whether we will care enough about our people and our country to make our faith and our church a constructive participant in our national life. 
The word “Americanism” makes my Catholic friends nervous. There have been two bursts of excitement about positive Catholic engagement with American life. The first came in the late nineteenth century and ended with a papal condemnation in 1899 of a group of ideas labeled “Americanism.” The second period of Americanist excitement extended over twenty years after the end of the Vatican Council in 1965 and once again ended with decisive Vatican intervention. So let me be clear that I think that Catholic and American both matter . . . a lot. I hope the development of U.S. Catholic self-understanding will eventually mirror the intellectual journey of the great American theologian Reinhold Neibuhr: from an uncritical attachment to America to a critical detachment from America to a responsible re-engagement with America. I think that re-engagement is essential to give meaning to the experience of the laity, and thus essential to a constructive understanding of our mission and identity in Catholic, and in our case Marianist, higher education.
Accordingly, in my inaugural lecture as University Professor of Faith and Culture in 2009, I suggested that in Catholic higher education, instead of chronic contests about our Catholic identity, we need to attend more deliberately to our American, or public, responsibilities. I developed that theme last year in lectures at UD and its sister Marianist universities, considering the requirements of discipleship and citizenship in church and society. Along the way I made a presentation here and at Notre Dame on the related matter of Catholic social thought. I think that Catholics, including me, sometimes get caught in a stance of chronic critique: what a friend calls the “ain’t it awful” approach. For the sake of our younger people and our country, and certainly for the sake of communities of scholars and teachers like our own, we need to make a constructive turn in Catholic social thought and imagination, by which I mean a turn to a hopeful future in which we actually try to solve problems and make our democratic institutions more effective. 
 As disciples and citizens we must defend human rights and advocate on behalf of the poor, and sometimes we do, but we also are obliged to take the ambiguous, conflict-ridden, political turn toward constructive action to fix institutions and change policies. Closer to home that is important if Catholic social teaching, which is simply serious reflection about the common good, is to penetrate departments and disciplines outside the liberal arts, inform the vocational choices of our students, and shape the economic, social, and political lives of our lay graduates. We need — the world needs — Christian witnesses and liberation theologians, but we also need liberation lawyers, doctors, teachers and engineers, technicians and entrepreneurs. 

Today I would like to push the argument by asking us to think about what we actually do. I will begin by referring to two events at Notre Dame, thus allowing a little distance, at least at the start, lest I trespass on sensitive UD concerns that I may not fully understand. 

One episode took place in 1960, as John Kennedy ran for President and I graduated from Notre Dame. Our commencement speaker that day was President Dwight Eisenhower, our baccalaureate celebrant Cardinal Montini of Milan, later Pope Paul VI. Our loudest cheers went to another honorary degree recipient, Dr. Tom Dooley, Dr. America, a Notre Dame graduate, celebrity medical missionary in Indo-China, and a spokesman for and symbol of our own combination of piety and politics. Over a door of the Basilica at the center of the Notre Dame campus are the words God, Country and Notre Dame. That day it all went together. Father Theodore M. Hesburgh was pointing us toward civic participation, toward claiming our share, as proud Catholics, of our civic responsibilities. Soon, amid racial conflict, political assassinations and an unjust war, we were called by Pope John XXIII and Vatican II to share responsibility for our faith community as well. History was in our hands, like it or not.  

Episode two, you might have guessed, was another Notre Dame graduation almost fifty years later, in 2009, with another President, Barack Obama, as commencement speaker and honorary degree recipient. His selection set off a firestorm of Catholic opposition, from anti-abortion and justice and peace activists and from many high placed Catholic bishops and lay leaders. They described Obama as the most pro-abortion President in American history; his inauguration had occasioned an official national petition campaign to defend the freedom of Catholic medical personnel to dissent on abortion. By inviting Obama, Notre Dame, as critics saw it, showed that it had lost its Catholic character and surrendered to secular forces at odds with the Church. Harvard legal scholar Mary Ann Glendon decided to reverse her earlier decision to accept the University’s coveted Laetare Medal, perhaps the highest award given to an American Catholic lay person. Many Americans were shocked at the news that Notre Dame was not Catholic enough. Notre Dame’s friends spoke rather defensively of the need for dialogue with those with whom Catholics might disagree, including the President. And at least one Notre Dame graduate — me — felt personally insulted. The attack on Notre Dame for its supposed over-investment in public work and alleged lack of commitment to what were now called specifically Catholic and non-negotiable moral judgments seemed to me to call into question the fidelity, even integrity, of all of us who consider the common good a genuine good deserving of our complete dedication. 

These episodes, and my irritation, illuminate the question of the laity and the significance of that question for us as Americans and for us as professionals in Catholic higher education. 
Let’s take one example of a committed Catholic lay graduate of a Catholic college who would sympathize with the protesters at the 2009 Notre Dame graduation. Tuesday night I was at Yale Divinity School, where a Divinity School graduate and former student of mine, a Catholic Worker, received the William Sloane Coffin Award for distinguished contribution to peace and social justice. Chris Doucot and his wife and children live in voluntary poverty in one of Hartford’s most violent neighborhoods where they offer children and families personal support, after school care and summer camp holidays. In addition, Chris travels to war zones, accompanying civilians and assisting nonviolent struggles for dignity and justice. He and others like Kathy Kelly of the Christian Peacemaker teams
 exemplify one powerful vision of the contemporary Catholic lay person. I call them evangelical Catholics because they make a direct move from Gospel mandate to personal and political action. As the award citation at Yale said, Chris Doucot and his family actually do what the rest of us say we ought to do. 
We in Catholic higher education know people like Chris well.  Last year, drawing on the experience of a young college student from my neighborhood who died in the Haitian earthquake only minutes after she discovered her vocation amid laughing orphaned children, I asked Marianist University groups whether we are really serious about such mission-related experiences: Are they at the heart of what we do? Do they touch our learning together? Or are they admirable but academically peripheral? I have called Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker, the most important, interesting, and influential person in American Catholic history, so I am deeply grateful for my Catholic Worker friends and associates. They have an important place in our church and our universities. Perhaps they exemplify our mission in Catholic higher education. 
However, many of them, like the theologian Michael Baxter, well known here at UD, agreed with the anti-Obama critics of Notre Dame. For them, much of what goes on at Notre Dame, and at other Catholic colleges and universities, such as ROTC and most of our business and professional education, is in service to violent, corrupt, and decadent American society. They occasionally join with less noble advocates of a counter-cultural Catholicism to call into question much of what you and I do every day. Their impact has grown as our Catholic people have become less comfortable with their place in America. Many Catholics, especially among those who attend church regularly, seem convinced that our church should take a more critical stance toward our country and our neighbors. As the Obama episode at Notre Dame demonstrated, these judgments are made standing in and with the church, considered distinct and apart from the society around it. This is a natural enough position for those committed by vocation to church ministries, ordained, official or not. It also arises from the search for religious identity after the collapse of the American Catholic subculture, from a profound loss of confidence in our country, and from the dramatic shift in historical narratives, our story as American Catholics, that I have described in previous lectures. And one result of all this that the future ain’t what it used to be.  
I want to challenge this drift toward an exclusively evangelical and counter-cultural understanding of American Catholicism and offer more ambivalent images of the Catholic laity. When I taught peace studies, students would ask me whether I was committed to “gospel nonviolence” or did I admit the possibility of just war. I would answer that on most Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays I was with the Catholic Workers, but on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays I liked to discuss national security strategies with colleagues in ROTC. On Sundays I prayed. More seriously I have argued for a moral “both/and”, evident in much Catholic social teaching, what sociologist John Schmalzbauer calls “bilingual sophistication,” an ambivalence and ambiguity built into middle-class Christian faith, revealed in careful studies of the discourse of Christian business and professional men and women, and once noted by our bishops as two styles of moral teaching.
 
So, as we ask the question what happened to the laity, I would ask you to consider some Catholic lay people who are, like most of us, not outsiders like my friend Chris but insiders, people of conscience and conviction who choose every day to work at the center of American society and culture as my friends and I happily chose to do when we graduated in 1960. I have said in previous lectures that our American Catholic movement as immigrant, working-class outsiders up educational, social, and economic ladders, out of the old neighborhoods and into the centers of American power and privilege, could be seen as an experience of genuine liberation. As Father Hesburgh and our Catholic teachers and pastors accompanied us, they reminded us that the inescapable companion of our new found freedom and opportunity was and is a full share of responsibility for national life. In 1960 Notre Dame challenged us to accept those responsibilities, and in subsequent experiences of racism, unjust war, urban violence, economic stagnation and political conflict we found out what they meant by shared responsibility. 

I wondered who I should choose to represent a Catholic lay person as insider, not outsider, one who would help us think about mission and identity from the perspective of lay life as lay. I was tempted to go abroad and speak of the Irish Prime minister, a practicing Catholic, compelled by conscience to denounce the Vatican and in doing so offering a dramatic contrast to the denial of responsibility by the vast majority of U.S. Catholics.
 Or we could speak of Sister Margaret McBride in Phoenix (yes Sisters, consecrated or not, are part of the laity) who was told she had excommunicated herself when she and her professional associates chose to abort a doomed child in order to save the life of the child’s mother. I thought of some who were raised Catholic but are no longer sure they are Catholic like Nicholas Kristof, Paul Farmer, and some of my children . . .  and perhaps yours.

Instead, I decided to present for your consideration Leon E. Panetta, our Secretary of Defense and formerly our Director of the Central Intelligence Agency (where some of my smartest and most faithful 1960s classmates went to work). Secretary Panetta regularly notes that he is a practicing Catholic. He graduated from Santa Clara University and Santa Clara’s law school, he has many Catholic friends and in 2001 he joined the Jesuit General, Peter Hans Kolvenbach, to keynote a conference on education for justice attended by the presidents and faculty representatives of the 28 American Jesuit colleges and universities. Interviewed by Jane Mayer shortly after taking charge of the CIA, he spoke of moral dilemmas and said, “I say a lot of Hail Marys.”
 More recently he told an NPR interviewer that as Defense Secretary he had to make many hard life or death decisions and as a Catholic he took those responsibilities very seriously. As we think about our own responsibilities for the mission and identity of our Catholic and Marianist university, we might meditate on the iconic photo of the White House situation room with Panetta on the communication screen describing the work of our Navy SEALs executing Osama Bin Laden while another Catholic layman, Vice President Joe Biden, has his hands on his lap, according to some reports fingering his rosary beads.    
So, we might ask, who better represents what we hope for in Catholic higher education: my friend at Yale, committed to active nonviolence, voluntary poverty, and political resistance, or Secretary Panetta? For Catholics this is a serious question. Make no mistake about it, if Notre Dame should not honor Obama, neither should we honor Panetta or Secretary Kathleen Sebelius, another practicing Catholic charged with implementing “Obamacare.” Bishops who denied communion to David Obey, long a reliable friend when Catholic concerns were at stake in the House, would not hesitate to do the same to Leon Panetta and many others, maybe a few of us in this room, maybe me on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. And there are many at any Catholic campus who would agree, I suspect, at least in principle, that a University which calls itself Catholic should stand for life, and stand apart for our supposed culture of death, though they might go a bit slower when it comes to Christ’s option for the poor.  
So that is where I am coming from when I ask what happened to the laity. Historian Philip Gleason, an honored UD alumnus, says that before Vatican II Catholic higher education found its mission in Catholic Action, lay participation in the evangelizing mission of the church, and its identity in Catholic philosophy, taught at the center of core curriculum. In those days we admired Tom Dooley and maybe even Dorothy Day because they stood up for our Catholic church. But, in fact, the heart and soul of the colleges and universities in those days were the burgeoning schools of business, engineering, law, and medicine where people like attorney Edward Bennett Williams, labor leader John Sweeney, and Judge Anne Burke received the credentials they needed to enter the centers of power in American society.
 I loved Notre Dame but I learned little about Catholicism in classes there. In my two years as an accounting major I took part in a pilot program with lots of math to prepare an elite of accountants to make effective use of “business machines”; my colleagues in that program did very well. When I switched to history the first thing that happened was that I was recruited for another cadre being groomed to win national fellowships to go to elite secular graduate schools and become professors, bringing Catholic energy to shake up lazy establishments. Campus ministry happily counted communions and huge numbers of us showed up to pray the Rosary at the Notre Dame grotto, but the path we were on was pointed toward becoming, if not Tom Dooley or John F. Kennedy, then maybe Leon Panetta, who strode across the Santa Clara stage for his diploma the same year I received mine from the hands of the future Pope Paul VI.

That short-lived burst of Americanist enthusiasm I mentioned earlier sustained our generation as we wrestled with unexpected challenges of racism, war and injustice. The Vatican Council as presented by our bishops and lay leaders seemed to promise a new era of lay leadership in carrying forward the Church’s mission, now focused on championing human dignity, human rights, and the common good. But the issues before the country, like nuclear weapons, abortion, and greed, undercut the Americanist assumptions behind the work of Tom Dooley and my classmates in the Peace Corps, reinforced democratic and evangelical religious dynamics that Catholics still don’t understand, and pressed many a Catholic conscience toward counter-cultural witness whose political expression is a demand for legal implementation of church teaching and, if not, exemption from the law, conscientious objection and, more rarely, genuine resistance.
 

In 1977 a group of Chicago pastoral leaders, clerical and lay, took note of these developments in a widely discussed manifesto on the laity. They complained that the promise to affirm the role of the laity in daily life, carrying out the church’s mission “to transform the world of political, economic and social institutions,” had “vanished from consciousness” and been replaced by “lay ministry seen as participation in the work traditionally assigned to priests and religious.” Furthermore, Catholic teaching increasingly seemed to suggest that one could only “change the system” if one abandoned ordinary lay roles and became “an outsider to the society and system.” It seemed that the lay life of lay people was once again under suspicion. Lay experience of sex and marriage had already been clearly rejected by the clerical establishment while the experience of work and politics was in principle denied theological reflection or pastoral support.
 
A few years later, these predictions came true when the bishops published two remarkable pastoral letters on peace and economic justice. Drawing on widespread consultation with lay people, they balanced Gospel mandates for nonviolence and preference for the poor with moderate, respectful public policy proposals. Each letter ended not with religious affirmation of shared social responsibility and support for vocational and civic engagement, but with denunciations of secular culture and demands in the one case for broadening conscientious objection and, in the other, for family life as a haven for non-materialist values in a heartless world. 
Not surprisingly, the years since “The Chicago Declaration on the Laity” have been marked by retreat from civic and inter-religious dialogue, persistent, steady decisions to reaffirm the distinction between the ordained and non-ordained, successful efforts to restore the exclusively clerical and hierarchical control over church policy and to all-but-ignore the ongoing experience of the church’s people — “the laity as laity”, to steal a phrase from one time Apostolic Delegate Jean Jadot. It also is not surprising that even at the best Catholic colleges and universities, like Notre Dame, Catholic mission and identity center once again on theology and campus ministry, symbolic gestures on controversial moral teachings, worry about what makes us distinctive rather than what we do with others, and on our religious concerns rather than our so-called secular, lay lives.
       

Now you may say that, in focusing on Leon Panetta, I present an extreme case of Catholic lay insiderness. But I wonder. I spoke of our young Catholic neighbor who died on her service project in Haiti to ask if we take these conversions and their aftermath with adequate seriousness. Less than a year before Britney Gengle’s death my family participated in the funeral of my daughter-in-law’s most loved cousin, killed in Iraq at 19. It was a community event in which an entire small city participated. It was also a moment of civil religion with ceremonies that blended Catholic and military symbols. I wrote later that the day reminded us that these are not Bush’s wars or Obama’s wars, but our wars, where our men and women kill, and sometimes die, not for Presidents or parties but for us.
 Similarly Leon Panetta and David Patraeus lead our Defense Department and our CIA, and their agents and contractors who work in not-so-secret enhanced interrogations and long range executions do so in our name, for what we as a people have determined to be our common good. We may prefer, you and I, to speak of the family life, religious loyalty and generous philanthropy, the private virtues, of our successful lay friends and graduates, but we all know that not only the Pentagon and Congress but marketplaces, hospitals and court houses, and universities and churches, are tough places in which to work with wisdom and integrity, especially if we acknowledge that we are insiders with a full share of responsibility. Whatever else America is, it is ours. 

So we at UD, Catholics and many others, are insiders. We put knowledge at the service of our people and our democratic institutions, and, without apology, we train people to take their place in our world as it is, sometimes at the edge, more often at the center. We also share responsibility, all of us, for a university that is by tradition and choice Catholic and Marianist, which means that we hope to find religious as well as public meaning and value in our work together, including our work with ROTC, with business and the professions. Thinking about that work from the perspective of successful lay people perhaps suggests some thoughts for our upcoming deliberations on mission and identity.
1. Christian humanism. Almost all of our Catholic institutions have chosen to be full-fledged American colleges and universities rather than confessional schools. This choice rests on one or another version of Christian humanism, the idea that what Christianity reveals about life is good for people, and that what people experience as genuinely good finds support in Christian faith and practice. The Jesuits call this “finding God in all things”: our God is love, so where genuine love is present — love for the world, love for our work, love for one another — God is there. Father Jim Heft often speaks of the compatibility of faith and reason, and in his most recent paper on our work says that the line between our research and teaching and our religious life is often blurred: good work is religious and religion is always supportive of good work.
 The church, not just the bishops, worries about what we do, and what most lay people do most of the time, because the church is concerned about religion as such. That is why controversy centers on theology, to a lesser extent on campus ministry, and on symbols of solidarity around what are taken to be distinctive Catholic teachings. Cardinal Newman said the university is uniquely the place of the laity, where we pursue all the disciplines, share public responsibilities and celebrate secular success as well as religious fidelity. That is why when we do our best to articulate our mission and identity as we live it, we so often find that it resonates with colleagues who do not share Catholic or Marianist religious beliefs but do share the humanistic values that inspire almost all scholarly and academic vocations. Look at texts associated with Blessed Chaminade’s anniversary and you will find humanist themes of community, excellence, lay leadership, social engagement and faith alive in the middle of life. There are tremendously important lessons we have learned here at our universities, important especially for the pastoral ministries of the church. We really need to share those lessons. When we do not do so, we should not be surprised that our graduates often find it hard to sustain the vision of lay life learned here at our university.  
2. Christian Realism: Focusing on Leon Panetta suggests that our Christian humanism needs to be less sentimental and a lot tougher than it was when he and I graduated in 1960. Our Protestant brothers and sisters smile sometimes when they hear us speaking in the language of what they once knew as liberal theology and the social gospel. They had their moments of optimistic engagement with the world when good Christians thought that God was at work in history, especially American history, carrying us willy-nilly to God’s promised land. One need only reread the Gospel in terms of the signs of the times, and we would find God’s work — making the world safe for democracy, as one convinced Christian put it. World War I brought an end to that era, and in its wake came what Protestants called neo-orthodoxy, a renewed emphasis on sin, the need for God’s grace, and the importance of the church as a sign of possibilities no longer evident in history. Close observers of recent Catholic discourse will find echoes of precisely such movement. That is why I often recommend an essay by theologian and Marianist Award recipient David Hollenbach who reminds us that our love for God’s people must take into account the brutal history of the last century. Lest this seem merely an academic exercise, Hollenbach suggests, I think correctly, that our students, perhaps our children, in their dramatic loss of faith in public life and history stand on the brink of meaninglessness. “The question before the university today is whether there is any ground for its hope to uncover meaning that can sustain human life and guide [its] vast energies . . . . Or is all this activity simply a way of coping with life, filling the time between young adulthood and death with activity that is perhaps interesting but ultimately pointless?”
 
For some Catholics, like Baxter and my friend Chris Doucot, reflection on sin and suffering means we should draw closer to the church; but, for Hollenbach, it suggests the need for even greater solidarity, with the poor, with those who struggle for justice and reconciliation, and with our colleagues in all the disciplines who work as we would like to work to tell the truth, expose lies, and find ways to bring the common good to life here and now. 

A final word for Christians about the focus on the laity and a chastened humanism comes from Chiara Lubich, foundress of the Focolare, one of the most vital of the new Catholic lay movements, one which addresses many of the issues I have raised here. While we seek to find God in all things, we know of God’s often inexplicable absence: at Auschwitz and Hiroshima, at Rwanda and at refugee camps on the Somalia border, perhaps at moments in our own communities and family histories. Chiara asks us to reflect on “Jesus forsaken”: on the cross even Jesus experiences the absence of his beloved Father. Such reflection is even more appropriate in the wake of revelations of God’s absence even at the heart of our church. Even at such moments, we sometimes find signs of God’s presence in the love and generosity of ordinary people. That is why Dorothy Day loved St. Therese and found hope in the little way. Thinking about that, I think, might help us better understand our vocations as scholars and teachers who stand inside, not outside, our country, with all its faults. and our history, with all its perils. 
3. UD as Insider: A third reflection for our upcoming mission and identity conversation is recognition of UD’s place as an insider. We take great pride in the work of the Fitz Center for Leadership in Community, which is a remarkable expression of our University’s recognition of its responsibilities at the center of the life of Dayton and the surrounding area. Brother Ray and his colleagues have practiced civic engagement, thought about it, and presented it as an essential feature of Marianist mission and identity. I have had the good fortune to talk about civic engagement with people at Chaminade and St. Mary’s, as well as UD. I have learned a lot from them, and I am convinced that serious reflection on this idea will help make your upcoming discussion of UD’s mission and identity rich and fruitful.
But there is a lot more to be thought about with civic engagement, isn’t there? To take one example: UD has small expressions of peace building but so far only minimal interest in the growing, creative field of peace studies, though we have long and properly supported ROTC. We have multiple opportunities to explore the option for the poor but we also have a celebrated international symposium on investment. Have we thought much about such matters, like speculation and just returns on investment, or considered the Pope’s proposition to imagine firms organized on the basis of gratuity — there actually are some. Then there are our many partnerships with local churches, schools and non-profits, all expressions of mission and opportunities for community-based research and teaching. But can we say the same of UD’s contracts and partnerships with Leon Panetta’s Department of Defense, with Wright Patterson Air Force Base, to say nothing of General Electric and our enthusiastic expectations of possible collaborations with multi-nationals in far-away China. Here are opportunities, tremendously important opportunities, to think as Leon Panetta does about the responsibilities as well as the opportunities of our new found insiderness.  
Open up such questions, and differences will undoubtedly emerge. The church I love and the universities I have known are big tents where diversity goes far beyond our usual bows toward difference to embrace people who may disagree fundamentally, sometimes at the cost of coherence. My Catholic Worker friends would like us to get rid of ROTC, and my friends in business schools would prefer that ethics remain focused on persons and not structures and systems. Everyone pays lip service to diversity but some of my Catholic friends are not sure you can maintain integrity if you dialogue with everybody. Yet others I know who have worked in refugee camps and post-conflict societies say that helping people who have good reason to hate each other find ways to live together with some minimal level of security is what religion requires and politics is about. I have been a trustee elsewhere and know the financial and bureaucratic pressures our institutions face. UD is a Catholic and Marianist University in a richly diverse, if sometimes deeply divided, church and an American university in an age of rapid globalization and national uncertainty. What better situation to talk about mission and the future? 
Some final reflections:  I once gave an informal talk about the relationship between the church and the academic vocation to a group of Catholic graduate students. All of them had experienced the conflict between a church which at times seems to have little use for independent, critical thinkers, and an academic community with little respect for religion or religious people. Several had told me of the ambivalence they felt about the church: Catholic faith was woven into the very fabric of their lives, yet they often felt distanced from the church as they found it, distanced enough to wonder if they were really Catholics. I tried to explain that their difficulty in integrating their faith with their passionate commitment to their work was a common lay Catholic experience. Perhaps they could find in their family histories the hand of Providence bringing them to the intersection of faith and intellectual life in this historical situation of the church and society. Contemporary pastoral theology encourages people — married people, poor people, people of all sorts — to search for God in their everyday experience. There is no reason why middle-class people cannot do the same. And if married people come to think about God as the love they experience, and if poor people come to locate God in the experience of overcoming oppression and injustice, perhaps middle-class Christians will find God in their experience of ambivalence, their often unacknowledged care for their Catholic heritage and their often unspoken love for their country and their work. Ambivalence is built in. To be an American, middle-class Catholic is to be an insider in an American culture which is surely ours, but by no means Catholic. It is also to be an insider in a Catholic church which is also ours, but by no means responsibly American. It is to be part of a society that cares little for serious religion, and often does not respect religious people, especially if they are too religious. It is also to be part of a church that seems to care little for lay experience, and often does not really respect lay people, especially if they are really lay.

Many years ago, on this as on so many subjects, the monk Thomas Merton was helpful. The lover of justice, the good person, was tempted, Merton said, quoting Plato, "to remain quietly at his own work, like a traveler caught in a storm who retreats behind a wall to shelter from the driving gusts of dust and hail. Seeing the rest of the world full of iniquity, he will be content to keep his own life on earth untainted with wickedness and impious actions, so that he may leave this world with a fair hope of the next, at peace with himself and God." But Merton the monk, who once withdrew from a world he saw as wicked, would now have none of this. "It is perhaps true that sometimes individuals may be forced into this position, but to view it as normal and to accept it as preferable to the risks and conflicts of public life is an admission of defeat, an abdication of responsibility", Merton argued. "This secession into individualistic concern with one's own salvation alone may in fact leave the way all the more open for unscrupulous men and groups to gain and wield unjust power." Instead, he concluded, “we must judge and decide not only as individuals, preserving for ourselves the luxury of a clean conscience, but also as members of society taking a common burden and responsibility.” 
Merton did not want to move the monastery, and we do not want to move the Catholic university, to the prophetic edge of the church and the world, but to their center, there to engage in the midst of pluralism with the central issues of our common life. At Vatican II the Bishops encouraged this location: "The laity, by their very vocation, seek the Kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to God's plan. They live in the world, that is, in each and all of the secular professions and occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the very web of their existence is woven." Later, toward the end of their second Americanist period, our bishops drew out the lesson: "men and women in business, on farms and in factories, in government, in scientific and educational institutions, and in every other field of labor can achieve true sanctity when they respond to the call of discipleship in the midst of their work."

I think our Marianist friends would agree. Father McGrath tells us that Blessed Father Chaminade “had a vision for his country, his church, and his countrymen and women” and now, he says, quoting from a Marianist text, “in Marianist universities faculty and students are not afraid to undertake social analysis and in light of such analysis to propose and undertake initiatives that address actual social and moral problems”, a commitment that would have delighted another great Marianist leader, Father William Ferree.
 Similarly, Father Joe Kozar calls attention to Marianist efforts to unify clerical and lay ministries in shared mission, making credible the claims of sacramental connection between Marianist community ideals and practices and salvation “in a world in which injustice and violence holds sway”.
 So my request for a preferential but not exclusive option for the laity hopefully corresponds to Marianist traditions and aspirations. I hope it also corresponds with the aspirations of UD’s faculty, staff and students. 
Thank you for your interest and your patience.

� Toward that end I argued for reconsideration of several misunderstandings of Catholic social and political thought, for example: that Catholic social thought and imagination is by, for, and about Catholics; that it is about ethics, as we normally understand that term, and not about politics; that it is primarily about religion, or even that it is applied religion, rather than about history, which is always messy and ambiguous. And the common good in our American Catholic tradition is a genuine but always open-ended good that makes genuine moral demands on all of us. It is about everything and everybody, and, in both theory and practice, it is determined by the give and take of politics.


� I originally was going to use Kathy Kelly to exemplify this idea of a radical Catholic lay person. Born in Chicago, she graduated from Loyola University and founded Voices in the Wilderness. She has conducted Christian peace interventions throughout her adult life. 


� John Schmalzbauer, “Between Religious and Professional Worlds: Catholics and Evangelicals in American Journalism,” Sociology of Religion, (Winter 1999); and People of Faith: Religious Conviction in American Journalism and Higher Education (Cornell, 2002). I have used the term bilingualism to describe American Catholic social thought since the publication of “The Challenge of Peace” in 1983, when the bishops clarified two approaches to public discourse, one for discussion within the church, the other for dialogue in the public square. See my Public Catholicism (Macmillan, 1988), chapter 9.


� Or the Irish laywoman who told foreign Cardinals sent to assess the Irish church that they must “deliberately overturn the pyramid of power and authority that is the church’s dominant feature” and instead “take seriously the often repeated platitude that the laity are the primary witnesses to the gospel in modern society and not just a dutiful infantry commanded by mighty episcopal generals.” In the same dialogue Timothy Radcliffe, O.P., former leader of the world’s Dominicans, called for an end to the church’s “culture of control,” “stiff clericalism and authoritarianism,” and “structural failures” comparable to the “structures of sin” referred to in Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Solicitudo Rei Socialis. Tablet, January 29, 2011. 


� Jane Mayer, “The Secret History”, New Yorker June 22, 2009 � HYPERLINK "http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/06/22/090622fa_fact_mayer?currentPage=" �http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/06/22/090622fa_fact_mayer?currentPage=�. For An interview after taking office as Defense Secretary, see NPR Morning Edition for September 12, 2011. 


For Panetta’s speech at the Jesuit conference, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.scu.edu/ignatiancenter/events/conferences/archives/justice/upload/f07_panetta_keynote.pdf" �http://www.scu.edu/ignatiancenter/events/conferences/archives/justice/upload/f07_panetta_keynote.pdf�. 


� Williams was a Holy Cross graduate and a quintessential Washington insider: Wee Evan Thomas, The Man to See (Simon and Schuster, 1991). John Sweeney graduated from Iona University and became leader of the AFL-CIO in 1995. He served on many committees for the U.S. church. See his biography on the AFL-CIO website. Judge Anne Burke graduated from DePaul and became Justice of the Illinois Supreme Court in 1995. From 2003 to 2005 she served as Chair of the Committee appointed by the U.S. bishops to oversee their response to clerical sex abuse of children. She has spoken frequently about her experience as a Catholic lay woman.


� Originally published in 1977 the text of the “Chicago Declaration of Christian Concern” can be found on the website of the National Center for the Laity � HYPERLINK "http://www.catholiclabor.org/NCL.htm" �http://www.catholiclabor.org/NCL.htm�. Another notable Chicago priest, Msgr. George Higgins, toward the end of his life worried that social action in the secular world had become “too churchy,” and he called upon Catholics to emphasize the church’s role in preparing its members to act “on their own initiative in the secular arena.” He said that authorities should listen to those who worried that the church was devoting more time, energy, and money to “the training (and feeding) of church professionals, both clerical and lay, and devoting insufficient time and energy and money to programs aimed at helping lay people prepare themselves to play their own autonomous role as Christians in the temporal order.” George Higgins, Symposium on the 1950s, U.S. Catholic Historian, 7 (Winter 1988).





� As Chicago priest sociologist Andrew Greeley had said earlier, the church had little to say to its first Catholic President than to demand support for Catholic schools and ask why he did not go to mass more often.


� This is, of course, not new. Recent criticism of John F. Kennedy for his 1960 speech on religion and public life echoes criticism made by Catholic during his campaign for insisting that “nothing would take precedence over his oath to uphold the Constitution.” There are several books on the campaign but see Timothy J. Sarbaugh’s interesting account of response to an interview Kennedy gave to Look magazine months before the famous Houston address. Records, CV (Spring-Summer, 1995). Similarly in the 1950s there were many arguments about whether the lay or secular experience was of religious significance or whether lay piety was basically one of detachment and resistance to secular culture. See James Fisher, Catholic Counterculture in America (North Carolina, 1989) and Debra Campbell, “The Nunk Controversy: A Symbolic Moment in the Search for Lay Spirituality,” U.S. Catholic Historian, 8 (Winter-Spring 1989). Dennis Geaney wrote in 1952: “The laity must not become monks without habits and nuns without veils. They are not called to be nunks.” 


� “A Death in the Family,” America, May 18, 2009.


� James Heft, S.M, “Distinctively Catholic,” Commonweal, March 26, 2010.


� David Hollenbach, S.J. “Catholic Higher Education Under the Sign of the Cross: Christian Humanism in a Broken World,” in Stephen Pope and Michael Himes, eds., Finding God in All Things: Essays in Honor of Michael J. Buckley, S.J. (New York, 1996), pp. 279-298. See also his “The Catholic University and the Common Good," in Conversations on Jesuit Higher Education, 1994.





� This line appeared in the second draft of the 1986 Pastoral Letter “Economic Justice for All.”


� Characteristics of Marianist Universities, para. 42; John McGrath, SM, “Men and Women on a Mission: Catholic Education in the Marianist Tradition,” April 29, 2005. 


� Joseph Kozar, SM, “Mixed Composition in the Society of Mary and its Ecclesiological Context,” 2011.








