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WE HAVE A GROOVY KINDA FAITH

Where Is the North American Forum on the Catechumenate Taking the Archdiocese of Santa Fe?

By Stephanie Block

“Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” (Mt. 28: 19-20)

     At the time those words were spoken, they were easily understood.  Jesus gave his followers a difficult but straightforward and uncomplicated mission.  

     Two thousand years later, however, such simple instructions have been deconstructed and reassembled by a host of professionals who have a number of concerns to add to Jesus’ elementary message:

· How do you raise social awareness in the masses – many of whom are deeply religious?  

· How do you then channel that social awareness into desirable directions?

· How do you replace centuries-held belief systems with more flexible models?

     It can be done, and there are a number of ways to do it. 

     One way is to influence the baby Christians – the ones whose faith is being newly formed. An initiation program that avoids the facts of the Faith while emphasizing the affective aspects of religion gives itself a lot of latitude to interject political or social messages. One pioneer in this process, Fr. James Dunning, wrote: “We have pasted and patched together rites of Reconciliation and Eucharist.  But the wine of RCIA is too strong.  If it is poured into the wineskins of a Church which ministers only through priests and initiates primarily through doctrine, the ecclesiastical bags will burst.” [James B. Dunning, New Wine: New Wineskins, Pastoral Implications of the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (New York: William H. Sadlier, Inc.) 1981, pp. 10.]

     Dump the doctrine.  

     Reading Dunning’s book is a trip back to a time when the vernacular was studded with complaints about hang-ups and baggage and the quasi-psychological concern to get in touch with one’s feelings.  But Dunning, who founded the most influential apparatus for training catechists, namely the North American Forum on the Catechumenate (NAF), can’t be shrugged off as dated.

     The daring theological fashion-statements of twenty years ago are today’s standard: The “passing on of doctrine from authority….is not the Church of Vatican II, which…came up immanent, ‘bottom-up,’ basically (with some exceptions) a community approach to Church.” (New Wine; New Wineskins, page 33)

          Oh?  There isn’t any Vatican II document that makes such a statement, so Dunning must be referring to “the spirit” of Vatican II.  That “spirit” doesn’t require a doctrinal imprimatur.  We’re done with “passing on doctrine from authority,” remember?

     So, where does that get you?  In Fr. Dunning’s case, it changed the way he looked at a lot of things.  For example, he told the participants of an NAF seminar in Michigan, “For heaven’s sake, the Eucharist is not literally the body and blood of Jesus.  If a piece of Eucharist falls on your shoe, Jesus didn’t fall on your shoe!  Jesus does not exist in a crumb!”  At the same seminar, Dunning reportedly made disparaging remarks about the papacy and the male priesthood. (Brian Robertson, “Christian Initiation at Risk,” Crisis, February 1998)

     The doctrinally informed within the Church have trouble with such remarks, but folks who have been trained to focus more on their personal journey, their feelings, their conversion, their creativity, and their experiences than on God’s laws or revelation don’t bat an eye.  

     Well, Fr. Dunning has passed on to his reward, may he rest in peace, but NAF lives on.  In fact, the Archdiocese of Santa Fe hosted an NAF “formation institute for RCIA teams” in June at the Catholic Center.  Has NAF changed since Dunning’s day?

Resources

     The Forum’s catalog of resource materials is revealing.  Approximately 200 books are offered through its Book Service and are recommended to help catechists in the “initiation and reconciliation ministries.”  Among the authors whose works NAF considers worthwhile and helpful are Call to Action speakers Kathy Coffey, Rev. Patrick Brennan, Kathleen Hughes, Rev. Richard Rohr, John Shea, Gabe Huck, Bishop Raymond Lucker, Donna Steffen, and Rev. Arthur Baranowski. 

     Others authors are related to Call to Action more indirectly.  Rev. Gerard Sloyan is a founding member of the Call to Action related ARCC, (Association for the Rights of Catholics in the Church), which promotes ordination to the priesthood of women and homosexuals, and denies the Vatican’s right to censure errant theologians.  Tad Guzie, a former Jesuit and part of the Call to Action related CORPUS (“The National Association for an Inclusive Priesthood,” Calgary group, Alberta, Canada) also promotes married and women priests. 

     Call to Action is in-your-face dissidence.  But the reading list includes others who, while not Call to Action speakers, talk the talk. Kathleen R. Fischer and Thomas N. Hart are contributors to the Global Fund, an organization that exists in part to fund abortion referrals or services around the world that, because of these services, have been denied U.S. aid. Rev. Robert Kennedy, SJ, is a practitioner and teacher of Zen Buddhism. Rev. Mark Allen Powell and Gail Ramshaw are members of the pro-abortion Evangelical Lutherans.  There are radical feminists and inclusive language proponents and a host of writers who want to transform the Church into congregationalism – autonomous small faith communities.  There are the liberationists of every stripe.  There’s even Rev. Barry Glendinning, a convicted Canadian pedophile.

     Now, the literature list isn’t completely dissident. Among those 200 books are a sprinkling of papal encyclicals and USCCB documents and possibly some Catholic writers, as well.  But the large number of those with “another perspective” is amazing.  

     And these folks aren’t there, on the reading list, by accident.  Their perspectives are offered as part of the “new wineskin” into which they hope will one day be poured a transformed church.  It won’t look anything like the Church of the past 2000 years, but that’s the idea, right?

The New Mexico Initiation Experience: Beginnings Plus 

     So, who did New Mexicans meet at the Catholic Center during the June NAF “Institute?”  From whom were they learning the skills of RCIA implementation?  The folks who came to train archdiocesan catechists aren’t among the big names mentioned above. But they are, however, people who have rubbed shoulders against the intoxicating new wine of Call to Action thought and who then carry it back into their local spheres.       Among the presenters were: 

· Clare Colella, director of Caritas Telecommunications in the Archdiocese of San Bernardino.  She’s NAF’s Board of Directors Chair and was involved with NAF from its inception.  
· Rev. Tim Piasecki, pastor of an Illinois parish, was another presenter.  He’s also on the NAF Board of Directors. 
· Sr. Rosanne Belpedio, CSJ, who is the coordinator of the RCIA in Los Angeles, and was part of the “formation days” hosted in 2001 by the Los Angeles Archdiocese to implement Cardinal Mahony’s controversial pastoral “Gather Faithfully Together.”

· Steve Janco, a music director for an Illinois parish and composer of liturgical music and an ex-priest who was a professor of liturgy at Mundelein Seminary of St. Mary of the Lake near Chicago.

     How does this “rubbing shoulders” work?  It’s not at all “guilt by association.”  Rather, it’s learning from one’s mentors and in turn, teaching it to others. Sr. Belpedio, to give an interesting example, writes a memo to the catechists of the archdiocese, directing them to Donna Steffen’s book in their discernment of a prospective Catholic’s readiness to enter the Church.  

     Who is Donna Steffen?  What makes her a credible resource for helping catechists discern anything?  She’s a Call to Action presenter who teaches the new age labyrinth spirituality.  She’s also one of the authors in the NAF resource catalog.   

     Then Belpedio suggests a Ron Oakham book as another good resource.  Oakham serves as Secretary of the NAF Board of Directors.   

     In this way, distorted ideas about the Faith, or about teaching the Faith, filter from their perpetrators down to the good-hearted, well-meaning people who serve in RCIA programs. 

     Brian Robertson (“Christian Initiation at Risk,” Crisis, February 1998) muses that “perhaps it’s time to take RCIA out of the hands of the ‘professional catechists’ and entrust it to those faithful who have read – and adhere to – the Catechism.”  Now there’s an idea! (

ABSTINENCE CONFERENCE

A Different Message for Teens and Parents 

By Manuel Rodriguez, RPh

Director of New Mexico Life League

     On Saturday June 1, 2002, the “Teen Pregnancy, or Abstinence Education” Conference drew the attention of parents, grandparents and educators in Belen, New Mexico.  Six presentations made it very clear that students are not being told the truth in the sex education programs offered in many public and Catholic schools.

     The message currently being given to students in elementary, middle and high schools, and authored largely by Planned Parenthood, is that students are going to be having sex outside the monogamous, committed married relationship.  Studies of such sex education programs demonstrate that this message actually increases sexual activity

among students, sometimes as high as eighty percent among high school students.

     Planned Parenthood programs also refer students to clinics where they have access to contraceptives, primarily birth control pills and condoms. Condoms and birth control pills, however, are little protection against sexually transmitted disease and are often responsible for the false sense of security that breeds increased sexual activity and therefore a rise in out-of- wedlock, teen pregnancy.  

     The Conference dealt at length with the fact that when parents and educators fail to warn and convince the children that chastity is the only acceptable behavior, they fail their children. 

     This current rate of failure is a sad – and powerful – testament that sex ed programs as they are presently being designed don’t work.  It is then the responsibility of concerned and informed people to offer something better. (
Confusion in the Pews
How We Can Make Our Church Catholic Again – One Parish at a Time

By Cecilia H. Martin

USA: 1st Books 2002; 160 pp. (1-800-839-8640)

Review by Stephanie Block

     Written in a readable, anecdotal style, Confusion in the Pews gives a great deal of information about the current state of affairs in the Church and offers many useful resources in Her defense. 

     Its introduction provides the disturbing findings of a recent poll.  Seventy-four percent of the Catholics polled said that the Bible is not accurate.  Sixty-seven percent thought that Jesus did not lead a sinless life.  Eighty-three percent didn’t believe in the reality of Satan, and seventy-four percent didn’t believe that the faith should be shared with others.  

     Cecilia H. Martin’s offers corroboration: Catholic retreat centers that bring in one new-age speaker after another; unimplemented Vatican II reforms; RCIA and pre-Cana programs in various parishes that deny Catholic moral teachings; parochial schools and religious education classes that distort the faith. “The Roman Catholic Church in America is undergoing a crisis of faith,” she writes, and the evidence supports her thesis. (p. 10)

     If this were all that Confusion in the Pews had to offer the reader, it would be grim reading.  However, Martin also examines practical ways the problem is being addressed around the country.  Beginning with a quote by the late Archbishop Fulton Sheen, “The laity must save the Church,” Martin tells the stories of several lay organizations that have been turning the tide.

     There’s the Florida group that started The Catholic Advocate, a monthly publication that has now passed its tenth anniversary of critiquing diocesan programs.  There’s the elderly Franciscan nun who, against all odds, started and runs a major television network, EWTN.  There’s the author, Michael Rose, who has exposed the anti-Catholic agenda behind much church “renovation.”  There’s the band of determined Catholics that, year after year, protests the inclusion of many heterodox speakers at the Los Angeles Religious Education Congress.  

     Well-documented, polite letters, lay organization, study of the faith, dissemination of accurate information, prayer – these are the tools that the Catholic has at his disposal when addressing error, even that promoted from within the Church Herself.  These are not “power tools,” but acts of charity. Martin writes: “We can’t sit around and attach blame to people.  They are our brothers and sisters in Christ.  In a certain sense we are just as responsible for their salvation as they are for ours.  We, who have been given the gift of faith, are guilty of one of the worst scandals of all; we run away while Jesus agonizes on the cross.  Isn’t it time we changed that?” (p. 111) (
Pius High School Update

Dear Parents for a Roman Catholic Education,

     Great web site. More importantly, great new organization that will help St. Pius become the very best Catholic High School in New Mexico.

     Your programs, concerns and identification of important issues are superb.

     Like many other priests in the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, I share these concerns with you. I am delighted and very proud of the parents who have taken an active interest in their children's Catholic education.

     I know I speak for many of my brother priests when I say: “Well done, good and faithful Catholics and parents.”

     You are in my daily prayer.

God bless you,

Rev. John F. Carney, 

Pastor, Holy Child Parish

Vocation Director,

Archdiocese of Santa Fe

Visit the Parents for Roman Catholic Education website: http://www.stpiusparents.com
Four Modern Theologians

     One of the Dominican Ecclesial Institute’s annual events is a look at some of the thinkers who have “shaped modern theology.”  This year’s set were Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Maurice Blondel, and John Courtney Murray.  

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and Science: In 1962 a monitum on the work of Fr. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was issued by the Vatican, stating that “Prescinding from a judgment about those points that concern the positive sciences, it is sufficiently clear that the above-mentioned works abound in such ambiguities and indeed even serious errors, as to offend Catholic doctrine.”  The admonition was reaffirmed in 1981.  

      Chardin attempted to “revise doctrine and adapt theology to harmonize with Evolution.  In contrast to the objective view of reality, which holds that the Universe is comprised of real distinct things, he proposed a vague concept of ‘unification.’  Everything is apparently evolving through supposed convergence toward a future goal called Omega….He envisaged a synthesis of the Christian ‘God up above’ with the Marxist ‘goal up ahead,’ and in doing so raised the question whether God is a still-evolving entity.” [Gerard Keane, Creation Rediscovered, (Rockford: Tan Books and Publishers, Inc.) 1999, p. 303-304]

      According to evolutionary scientist Stephen Jay Gould, Chardin was apparently a “co-conspirator” in the Piltdown Man hoax.  The cranium of a human and the jaw of an orangutan were doctored to look old and placed together in a fossil site in Piltdown, England, fooling experts for 40 years. [Ibid. p. 306]

 Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Discipleship: Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran pastor who was executed during World War II because of his efforts to assassinate Adolf Hitler.  Theologically, however, he was less heroic.  In the book, No Rusty Swords, Bonhoeffer wrote: “The New Testament bears witness in doctrine and history; it is nothing in itself, but bears witness of something else.  Its words and statements are not in themselves true and eternal and holy.  The whole New Testament in all its parts is meant to be expounded as witness, not as a book of wisdom, a teaching book, a book of eternal truth.  It is not a book which contains norms, doctrines, or eternal truths.” [p. 318]

     Bonhoeffer claimed that Jesus did not assume the flesh of a man but “takes to himself the whole human race bodily, that race in its hatred of God and in the pride of its flesh has rejected the incorporeal, invisible Word of God.  Now this humanity, in all its weakness, is, by the mercy of God, taken up in the Body of Jesus in true bodily form.” [Cost of Discipleship, p. 213]

      The historical Jesus was distinct from the Jesus of Faith.  Bonhoeffer wrote, for example, “Both historically and dogmatically the virgin birth can be questioned.  The biblical witness is ambiguous.”  [Christ in the Center, p. 105]

       He also wrote, “There is no longer any need for God as a working hypothesis, whether in morals, politics, science, philosophy, or religion.  God is teaching us that we must learn to live as men who can get along very well without him.  The God who is with us is the God who forsakes us.  ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’ (Mark 15:34).  God is weak and powerless in the world and that is exactly the way, the only way, in which he can be with us and help us.”

Maurice Blondel and Personhood: Maurice Blondel posited a “subjectivist” philosophy, stating that religion is not something that goes from the head to the heart (objective reality), but from heart to head (subjective), a Modernist notion condemned by Pope St. Pius X in his encyclical Pascendi Gregis. 

     In 1946, the Dominican theologian, Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange warned: “It is not without a serious responsibility that he (Blondel) has called the Church's traditional definition of truth, which has been accepted for centuries, a figment of the imagination. Furthermore, by substituting this true notion of truth with an erroneous notion of truth, will inevitably bring error to anything that is built upon that false notion.” 

John Courtney Murray and Politics: John Courtney Murray, S.J. has been described as “one of the first U.S. Jesuits to move American Catholics from their intellectual ghetto into the modern world.”  Murray particularly opposed the dogmatic teaching that, since the Catholic Church was the only true religion, it alone had a strict right to public existence and expression.  From 1955-1962, he had been silenced, but became a contributor to the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on Religious Liberty, Dignitatis Humanae, which addressed the relationship of Church and State.  Although Murray’s problematic theses were removed from the final text of the Declaration, his participation in the production of the document was regarded with suspicion.  Further, Murray wrote its extensive footnotes in the most widely disseminated English-language collection of Council documents (Walter M. Abbott, editor), which enabled him to interject his interpretive “spin.”  (  
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