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Serious Distortions

Juan Diego Not Just Another Cesar Chavez

By Frances Castillo

A

s I finished reading the article “Juan Diego Symbolizes Latino Experience, says Theologian” in the June/July 2002 issue of People of God, I took a deep breath and picked up my pen.  I find this article to be a distortion of the experience of a poor peasant man who, by God's plan, saw and spoke with the Mother of God.  

     There is an effort in Father Elizondo's language to portray Juan Diego as a political activist.  This is troubling to me and I sense a real problem here.  The language, used skillfully, distorts the apparition of our Lady of Guadalupe.  Fr. Elizondo says that Juan Diego's “holiness” energizes him and transforms him into a spokesman for his people – as if he had a group of followers – and that his spirituality gave him the strength to push for his cause – as if he had a cause.  Father makes a comparison between Juan Diego and Cesar Chavez who “embodied the hopes and dreams of the disenfranchised.”  Enough already!

     In 1525 Juan Diego and his wife were among the first native converts to Christianity.  He was a poor man who struggled to survive as a farmer, weaver and laborer.  I doubt that he saw himself as “disenfranchised.”  He was an unassuming man who's abiding virtue was humility and he possessed a great love for God and the Church.  Juan Diego was not seeking a “cause” on that December day or seeking the role of a spokesman; he was simply doing what he did every day, rising before dawn and walking several miles to attend Mass.  Being humble, pure of heart and soul, child-like and obedient he was one that could be used for God's plan.  It was not Juan Diego asking for housing for Mary, it was Mary asking for a church to be built.  His was an act of obedience in going to the Bishop; his was an act of faith in asking Mary for the sign that the Bishop wanted.  Juan Diego acted in love as he delivered the flowers. 

     God had a plan, Mary was the one he would send, and Juan Diego was chosen to help.  Many thousands were converted to Christianity through this experience.  A wonderful event took place to help all of us grow in love, humility and obedience.

     When will the effort to politicize everything in the church stop?  When will our holiness and spirituality and efforts to help the poor and needy stop being distorted by the language of “social justice?”  I for one am saddened and offended with the efforts to manipulate my faith in God and my Church, to convert it into a political “cause!” (
Liberation Spirituality

By Stephanie Block

“I

t is well, my son; thou shalt return here tomorrow to take to the Bishop the sign he has asked of thee. Then will he believe thee, and know, my son, that I shall reward thee for thy pain,” the Virgin Mary is reported to have told Juan Diego.

     But the poor man was torn.  He wanted to return to the beautiful woman, but his uncle, Juan Bernardino, was gravely ill.  Juan called a doctor in the morning and at night his uncle, feeling that his hour had come, asked him to go early to Tlaltelolco to find a priest. Juan did as he was bid, leaving at dawn, by his usual road; but drawing near to the hill of Tepeyac, he stopped and thought: “If I go forward, I shall meet Our Lady, who will divert me to give the sign the Prelate has asked for.” So he turned from the road to get the priest for his dying uncle. 

     As he circled the hill, however, he saw Our Lady coming down the slope: she drew right near him and said: “What is happening, my son? Where goest thou?”

     “My Daughter,” Juan Diego is said to have replied, “it will grieve Thee to know that one of thy poor servants, my uncle, is very ill and dying of plague. I am going in a great hurry to call the priest to confess him and will come back here to take your message. Forgive me, Lady and Daughter mine, be patient with me, I am not deceiving Thee, I will come tomorrow in aIl haste.”

    The Virgin answered, “Be not troubled nor afraid. Am I not here, I thy mother? Art thou not beneath my protection? Am I not thy shield? Let not the sickness of thine uncle distress thee anymore, for he will not die yet. Thou canst rest assured that he is well even now.”

     What is the moral of the story?  There are many, but at least one is “Seek first the Kingdom of God, and these other things will be given to you besides.” (Lk. 12:31)

     The liberation spirituality promoted by Rev. Virgilio Elizondo, founder of the San Antonio based Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC), seeks first “these other things.”  

      About 80 publications can be purchased at the MACC bookstore on the subject of liberation theology. One, dedicated to the Industrial Areas Foundation (of which Albuquerque Interfaith is a local affiliate), “identifies groups of sinners as oppressed members of society who are marginalized and dehumanized by thoughtless oppressors.” 

     The second part of the booklet, “How can We Use the Gospels as a Basis for Our Action?” contains a paraphrase  of the Magnificat (Lk. 1:46-55) that was written by a group of IAF leaders. The distorted Magnificat is offered as an example of how one is “to reflect on the Gospels in order to find the proper response to our own situation.” 

     Called the “C.O.P.S. Manifesto,” it goes: 

Our community speaks; We proclaim the love of God and Our hearts are filled with joy; Because God has been with us in our struggles and the powerful will call us a joyful people for they will recognize our freedom and blessings; He brings justice and peace (Shalom) to the oppressed; Our ancestors have known Him as Holy, as we know Him and our people honor Him;  He stretches His powerful arms and liberates us from the clutches and snares of the power brokers – those who rob the afflicted and needy; He brings down bankers, developers, oil barons, and raises our barrios and ghettos; He fills our hungry with good things and the rich, He sends away empty; He keeps His promise to Juan Diego, Eleonor [sic] Roosevelt, Martin Luther King and will be with us forever. 

     Fr. Virgilio Elizondo’s own work in liberation theology is also sold at the MACC bookstore.  Among them is his Introduction to Pastoral Theology, which develops the thesis of the oppressed Spanish-speaking peoples of the United States (Part II, chapter 3).  He writes that after a painful process of liberation – “true liberation is a childbirth, and as every childbirth, it will be a painful one (p. 123)” – there emerges a “new man – not an oppressor, not developed-oppressed, not oppressed, but truly a new man.”  Elizondo sees this as liberation from the old order, including oppressive church structures, and “a rebirth into the beginning of a new order.” 

     Elizondo has also written: “As great and important as our priests and official liturgies are, you don’t have to go through a priest or an official ritual of the Church to enter into communion with God....Hispanic Catholics have been at the vanguard of the renewal of Vatican II, introducing such breakthrough movements as...the basic Christian communities (small faith communities) and community organizing movements which are redefining the Church.” 

      Well, liberationists are at liberty to embrace whatever strange twists and interpretations of God’s Word that they like, but the Church is equally at liberty to reject – as it has done in a Vatican document, Instruction on Certain Aspects of the “Theology of Liberation,” published in 1984. The Instruction speaks of liberationism’s tendency to take concepts whose primary intention, meaning, or import is spiritual and reinterpret them to signify merely political or material meanings.  The first example given is the very use of the word “liberation.” The document states: “Liberation is first and foremost liberation from the radical slavery of sin.”  Liberationism, however, emphasizes “the liberation from servitude of an earthly and temporal kind,” and the “serious ideological deviations which it points out tend inevitably to betray the cause of the poor.”

      Poor Juan Diego.  A man who trustingly left his personal cares in Mary’s hands to go about the Lord’s work must look down from his place in heaven and watch his acts of heroism “revised.”  His motives and acts have been rewritten by the liberationists to depict him as a social justice activist who “wanted housing for Mary” (People of God, June/July 2002) rather than a saint who humbly obeyed God’s direction – through Mary – to ask for a church in which to worship. (
Recycled Problems
 There’s More to “One Strike, You’re Out”
By Stephanie Block

I

n the discussion about laicizing the priest who molests minors, with some advocating a “zero tolerance” or a “one strike, you’re out” policy, another question emerges.  Should such a man be placed in any influential position, even if that position appears to afford no immediate, personal temptation to him? 

     To give a specific case: the Rev. Michael J. Spillane, current executive director of the Federation of Diocesan Liturgical Commissions (FDLC) – a position he has held since 1986 – was “interdicted from celebration of the sacraments” in 1991 for molesting six youths in Baltimore. [See “Accused Priest Advising Bishops,” Washington Post, June 2, 2002] 

     You read that correctly.  While Spillane was director of the FDLC he was defrocked for molesting children. 

     This rather prodigious event seemed to have made no impact whatsoever on Spillane’s professional standing. Though the FDLC was informed, it reasoned that Spillane’s position was “purely administrative,” and he retained directorship of the organization.

     As director of the FDLC, the fellow is responsible for many serious matters.  He has oversight of its publications, attends USCCB plenary meetings, and is an ex officio member of the Bishops’ Committee on the Liturgy.  He was also, interestingly enough, a New Ways Ministry Consultant for the deeply flawed 1997 statement “Always Our Children.”

     Now, while Spillane isn’t in any direct contact with children, the 1971 Vatican document  “Norms for Preparing in Diocesan and Religious Curias Cases of Reduction to the Lay State Together with a Dispensation from the Obligations Connected with Sacred Ordination” gives specific guidelines for the laicized priest.  He ought not to be a teacher or administrator in a seminary, serve on a theological faculty, or even teach religion.  The reasoning isn’t punitive but practical.  Serious personal problems tend to spill over into one’s intellectual and spiritual life.

     Since Vatican common sense was ignored in this case, it seems fair to ask if Spillane’s moral weaknesses have been reflected in his leadership of the FDLC.  The evidence is there: during his tenure the FDLC has, among other things, challenged kneeling during the Eucharistic prayer, pushed for so-called “inclusive” language, and attempted to shift adoration away from the Sacred Species.  

     One FDLC publication purports to give an historical overview of practices in Eucharist reservation for purposes of worship. Though admitting that the custom dates to the second century, the FDLC document says “In the eleventh century we find Christians beginning to treat the consecrated host as a “person” or a “thing,” as for example when the priest began to address the host in prayer immediately before communion.” [“The Blessed Sacrament, Past and Current Practices,” FDLC © 1992]
     Why does FDLC have a problem with this?  The FDLC presents a mythology to explain its position.  “[P]eople began to focus almost exclusively on Christ present under forms of bread and wine…popular understanding had shifted from one of active celebration in word, prayer, song, procession, shared bread and cup, and the sending of the Body of Christ into the world.  People now concentrated on the reservation of the Eucharistic for prayer and adoration.” 

     Just when did this happen? There is no historical evidence for a time when Catholics were so engrossed in Eucharistic adoration that they ceased singing hymns, studying scripture, walking in processions, celebrating Communion, and performing works of mercy in the world.  The FDLC has created a straw man. [See “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence,”  page 5]    

    Nevertheless, such “authoritative” positions quickly spread.  The now retired Bishop Robert Lynch of St. Petersburg, Florida suspended Eucharistic Adoration throughout his diocese in June 2000, prohibiting exposition for the sake of giving benediction or for perpetual Eucharistic adoration. [Bishop Lynch, letter to his priests, June 12, 2000]

     A document on the Jacksonville diocesan website, “Concerning Eucharistic Adoration, Exposition, and Benediction,” from the Office of Worship (June 1, 2000) explains the rationale behind Bishop Lynch’s actions and includes resources from – where else? – the FDLC. (
We Talk to Ourselves…

I myself am the bread of life

you and I are the bread of life

taken and blessed, broken and shared

by Christ

that the world may live.

Today’s Missal, Breaking Bread Edition (Oregon Catholic Press, 2002, #362)

T

he above hymn, “Bread of Life” by Rory Cooney is an example of what Rev. Paul Scalia calls a “self-centered conversation.”  [Fr. Paul Scalia, “Why Do We Sing of Ourselves?” San Francisco Faith, June 1999] 

     Scalia writes: “Aside from the fact that this song radically distorts Our Lord’s Bread of Life discourse, it also leaves God out of the conversation: we talk to ourselves.  As the communicants come forward to receive the living God, they are singing about themselves.” 

     Father reminds us of the myth of Narcissus.  A handsome young man gazes at his reflection in the water, enchanted.  He becomes rooted to the spot.  A song such as the above encourages us to do the same: “We talk to ourselves and sing love songs to ourselves.  Just as Narcissus’ self-adulation rendered him incapable of a relationship and therefore love, so also these hymns of conceit cripple our ability to speak with God.  If God sees we are so smitten with our own presence, He may judge us unfit to enter His.”

[Fr. Scalia is a priest in the diocese of Arlington.] (
Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence

F

or those who imagine that Eucharistic adoration is a medieval invention, consider this fifth century hymn:

Let all mortal flesh keep silence,

and with fear and trembling stand;

ponder nothing earthly minded,

for with blessing in his hand

Christ our God to earth descendeth,
our full homage to demand.

King of kings, yet born of Mary,

as of old on earth he stood,

Lord of lords in human vesture,

in the Body and the Blood

he will give to all the faithful

his own self for heavenly food.

Rank on rank the host of heaven

spreads its vanguard on the way,

as the Light of Light descendeth

from the realms of endless day,

that the powers of hell may vanish

as the darkness clears away.

At his feet the six-winged seraph;

cherubim with sleepless eye,

veil their faces to the Presence,

as with ceaseless voice they cry,

"Alleluia, alleluia!

Alleluia, Lord Most High!"

Words: Liturgy of Saint James (fifth century), written for the Church at Jerusalem, and was used by the Eastern Orthodox churches in the celebration of the Eucharist.  Trans. Gerald Moultrie, 1864 (
SPOTLIGHT

T

he August SPOTLIGHT shines on The Spiritual Renewal Center, home of the Dominican Sisters Retreat Ministry in Albuquerque.

     Along with Reiki, foot massage, skin care, centering prayer, and an enneagram retreat, the Spiritual Renewal Center’s Summer 2002 Events Bulletin announces that on September 21, there will be a 5-hour program called “The Sacred Dimension of Friendship through the Lens of Faith, Tradition, Scripture and ‘Holy Women.”  The presenter will be “using the new book by Joan Chittister, The Friendship of Women.”

     Sr. Chittister, backed by her religious community, defied a Vatican order against speaking at the June 2001 Women’s Ordination Worldwide Conference in Dublin. 

     Christine Vladimiroff, OSB, Prioress of Chittister’s Erie (PA) Benedictine Community, is scheduled to receive the 2002 Call to Action Leadership Award, for her decision to support Chittister’s disobedience. (
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