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The Catholic Experience of Small Christian Communities

Is it really a new way of being Church?
By Stephanie Block

     Many of the most active and committed Catholics are, in addition to serving their parishes, members of smaller gatherings that meet on a regular basis to study scripture, pray, and offer one another friendship.  Contemporary mega-parishes in a highly mobile, disconnected society make smaller “Christian communities,” as they’re sometimes called, warm and attractive places.  “These people are like my family,” says one member.  “We’ve been through so much together.”

     Small Christian Communities (SCC) have become something of a phenomenon.   But are they a good thing?  Groups that wanted to create a “new way of being church” were their first champions, thinking to pull Catholics away from a “mindless loyalty” to Church teachings.  In Latin America, the SCC became Marxist “cells,” distorting scripture to support revolutionary action.

     As liberation theology spread northward, the hope was that SCCs in the United States would similarly become vehicles of “conscientization” and “social action.”   The original 1976 Call to Action Conference demanded, along with ordination of women to the ministerial priesthood, a lifting of the priestly discipline of celibacy, the “democratic” or “popular” selection of bishops and priests, acceptance of active, homosexual behavior as “normal,” change of the moral law to permit artificial birth control and intentional abortions, a new understanding that the Kingdom of God is a temporal achievement accomplished by human beings, and “freedom of speech” for Catholic educators and theologians, the creation of “small communities in worship, prayer, study, evangelization and apostolic service.” [Origins, November 4, 1976]. 

     The Call to Action demands were rejected by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, though ambivalence about the SCCs remained.  To take one example, the original RENEW program, itself a product of Call to Action enthusiasm for a “new church” was scrutinized by the NCCB in 1986, found problematic, and revamped, though many of its liberationist aspects remained.  Evangelization and social action were confused with one another.  Typical of liberationism, “truth” was understood as a product of a conscientized people.  Judgements were derived “from the collective wisdom of the group as consensus emerges from their sharing.  This wisdom obviously involves the wisdom of the Spirit, alive in the community members.” [Description of the IMPACT Series on the back cover of Mary C. McGuinness, Thomas A. Kleissler, “Beginnings: Human and World Issues,” IMPACT Series, RENEW International, 1996]

     Nevertheless, SCCs have demonstrated a certain resiliency from outside manipulation.  A recent study of SCCs was written up in a book called “The Catholic Experience of Small Christian Communities” by Bernard Lee S.M. and William V. D’Antonio, (NY, Paulist Press: 2000). The study is interesting because its researchers were all Call to Action supporters.  Lee, grant director and principal author of the study, and D’Antonio, its principal researcher and research coordinator, are both members of Call to Action’s speakers’ bureau.   Theologian team members of the study included Rev. Virgilio Elizondo, founder of the liberationist Mexican American Cultural Center, Dr. Patricia O’Connell Killen, Dr. Jeannette Rodriquez, and Evelyn and James Whitehead, all of whom speak at CTA functions. 

     They found that participants in SCCs tend to be far more connected to their parishes (75%-85% attending weekly Eucharist) than the general Catholic population (of which only 32% go to Mass once a week).  They also tend to accept Church teaching more readily than the general Catholic population. Against the odds, despite a plethora of materials designed to politicize these groups and make them independent of the Church, SCCs seem to be doing a great job of fostering the Faith – assuming the authors of “The Catholic Experience of Small Christian Communities” have correctly interpreted their data. 

     Lee and D’Antonio  certainly take it seriously and do not find the data comforting.  They conclude that Catholic SCCs must develop their “public life” – addressing “systemic issues of justice” – just as they have their “inner life” of prayer, study and fellowship. Rather than turning to their pastors for guidance and direction,  Lee and D’Antonio believe SCCs must also work at producing an independent, “adult” leadership.  

The Conference

To address these “pastoral concerns” for SCC development, the third National Convocation of (Catholic) SCCs in the USA, held August 1-4, 2002, was convened in San Antonio.  Its mission was to develop a national “agenda” for SCCs, namely to establish a national coordinating organization, to obtain greater support for SCCs from priests and bishops, to help SCCs develop their “public life,” and to foster leadership development, shifting control of the SCC from the parish pastor to the SCC itself.  

     One of the most revealing aspects of the conference was its understanding of how SCCs might best participate in “public life.”  A pre-conference workshop, Michael Cowan’s “Belonging is Not Enough: The Public Life of SCCs,” suggested that SCCs should consider joining community organizations like the Alinskyian Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF).  Cowan and Bernard Lee are themselves members of a Marianist SCC that helped to found an IAF local named the Jeremiah Group in New Orleans. [“Madeleine House Revisits History and Mission, Desires new Members,” New Moments, Winter 2000]

     The themes of “communities gathered” and “communities sent” were repeated again and again by various speakers.  To be called together for the “inner life” of worship and fellowship required the “other arm” of going forth – not to evangelize but to “create networks” of social solidarity.  More than once, speakers suggested the IAF as a solution for ingrown, self-centered, pietistic SCCs.

     Lee and D’Antonio write: “Our judgement…is that SCCs in this country will be a blip on the screen of ecclesial history rather than an engaging, strong narrative, if communities do not have a proactive conversation with the world...” 

     One’s prayer is that SCCs will be less concerned with making ecclesial history than with continuing the authentic faith-filled work they have  been doing.   It seems a pity to mess with success.  (
Another precious little girl...

By Arlene Sawicki

     Every time another precious little girl like five-year-old Samantha Runnion is abducted, raped, and murdered by a child molester, the nation becomes stunned in disbelief and outrage.  Shouldn’t we all deeply question what is in the heart and mind of an individual who could perform these heinous acts?  What is it in our culture and social mores that allows these predatory monsters to develop and become some parent’s worst nightmare?

    Frankly, I know the answer, but I also know that our present morally bankrupt society and legal system will not acknowledge the answer. Pornography victimizes women and children.  It stimulates violence, degradation and criminal assault.  It offers a handbook for seduction, rape and murder.  Hard-core pornography is not protected by the First Amendment, but enforcement of existing laws has become politically unpopular.

    Serial killers Gary Bishop, Ted Bundy and Jeffrey Dahmer admitted to being addicted to pornography.  Bishop once stated, “Pornography was a determining factor in my downfall.”  Bundy, who killed at least 28 young women and girls, acknowledged in an interview with Dr. James Dobson. “The influence of violent pornography - which is an indispensable link in the chain of behavior...the assaults, the murders...I know that I could not control it...that the barriers that I had learned as a child were not enough to hold me back with respect to seeking out and harming somebody.”

     Pornography is a 9 billion-dollar industry in the United States.  With the popularity of Internet porn (including violent actual and virtual child porn) is available to everyone at the click of a mouse button (including minors who use computers in our public libraries) the porn peddlers are having a heyday at the expense of the porn addicted and society at large.

     Then we have the recent disastrous move by the U.S. Supreme Court which invalidated the Ashcroft v. Free Speech Coalition ruling that intended to prohibit distribution of pornographic materials that “appear” to depict children, i.e., “virtual child porn.”

     The sad result of this decision is already being felt in Illinois where this week Lake County Circuit Judge James Booras, for the third time,  threw out a child porn case because he believes the state law was rendered unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in April.  The beneficiary of Booras’ decision was William Graznow who was arrested in January when police found child porn in his computer.

     Assistant State’s Attorney Debbie Menas argued that there were significant differences in the wording of the Illinois law and the federal law.  Menas said, “The state law says, ‘depicts by computer a child,’ while the federal law uses the terms ‘appears to be’ and ‘conveys the impression’ a child is in the photograph.  We believe the state statute passes the constitutional test outlined in Ashcroft.”  Menas announced that the state is appealing Booras’ decisions.

     Many citizens are not aware that the present Illinois state “Harmful to Minors” law dealing with the exhibition and distribution of porn to minors has been ruled “unconstitutional” by the Illinois Supreme Court because of its outdated language.  A bill, HB-399, to amend Illinois’ unconstitutional harmful matter to minors law has been slumbering in the House Rules Committee for two years for lack of interest and courage on the part of our legislators to deal with a controversial issue. This law has been invalid since the l973 Miller v. California Supreme Court ruling.  Apparently, Illinois just doesn’t care enough to protect our children!

     Until the public becomes sufficiently outraged to face the fact that pornography is not victimless entertainment, that a future Bishop, Bundy and Dahmer is out there feeding his erotic/violent fantasies from the abundant porn trough, many more beautiful, innocent little children like Samantha will become victims.(
Catholic Psychiatrists Look at the Root of U.S. Scandals

Excerpts from a Letter by the catholic Medical Association to the U.S. Bishops

     As Catholic psychiatrists and psychologists who have treated a significant number of priests from various dioceses and religious communities over the past 25 years for same-sex attraction (SSA or homosexuality) and for pedophilia and ephebophilia (homosexual behavior with adolescents), we believe that our particular expertise and those of our colleagues in the Catholic Medical Association may be of help to the American bishops as they seek to create effective long-term strategies to prevent the recurrence of the problems in which the Catholic Church in the United States now finds itself enmeshed. 

     Many have pointed out that solving the problem of sexual abuse by clergy will necessarily involve addressing the problem of SSA among priests. Bishop Wilton D. Gregory, president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, admitted at a press conference in Rome on April 23 the existence of an ongoing struggle to ensure that the Catholic priesthood is not dominated by homosexual men. 

     As the revelations of abuse have become public it has become increasingly clear that almost all the victims are adolescent males, not prepubescent boys. The problem of priests with same-sex attractions (SSA) molesting adolescents or children must be addressed if future scandals are to be avoided. 

     In treating priests who have engaged in pedophilia and ephebophilia we have observed that these men almost without exception suffered from a denial of sin in their lives. They were unwilling to admit and address the profound emotional pain they experienced in childhood of loneliness, often in the father relationship, peer rejection, lack of male confidence, poor body image, sadness, and anger. 

     This anger, which originated most often from disappointments and hurts with their peers and/or fathers, was often directed toward the Church, the Holy Father, and the religious authorities. Rejecting the Church’s teachings on sexual morality, these men for the most part adopted the utilitarian sexual ethic that the Holy Father so brilliantly critiqued in his book, “Love and Responsibility.” 

     They came to see their own pleasure as the highest end and used others -- including adolescents and children -- as sexual objects. They consistently refused to examine their consciences, to accept the Church’s teachings on moral issues as a guide for their personal actions, or regularly avail themselves of the sacrament of reconciliation. These priests either refused to seek spiritual direction or choose a spiritual director or confessor who openly rebelled against Church teachings on sexuality. Tragically, these mistakes allowed these men to justify their behaviors. 

     The bishops, individually and collectively, should develop screening protocols that will identify men who may pose a risk to others and who cannot live the chaste celibacy required of a priest. This is essential to protect the Church and her children from further pain, sorrow and future scandals. While no screening system is absolutely foolproof, sufficient research is available to develop efficient tools for this task. 

     One of the major problems we have discovered in discussing this issue with the clergy and the laity is the enormous amount of misinformation about the nature, origins, and treatment of homosexuality/SSA. This is not accidental. For over 20 years, activists, intent on changing the laws on sexual orientation, have put forward a massive public relations campaign specifically designed to spread misinformation that will change the social acceptance of homosexuality. 

     For example, many people sincerely believe that scientific research has produced conclusive evidence that homosexuality is a genetically inherited condition, determined before birth, and cannot be changed. In fact, no such evidence exists. Several studies have been promoted in the media as providing the “proof,” but when one reads these studies, one discovers the authors do not even claim to have presented such proof. 

     There is no verifiable evidence that same-sex attraction is genetically determined. If same-sex attraction were genetically determined, identical twins would always have the same sexual attraction pattern. Numerous studies of twins have shown that this is not the case. And there are numerous studies documenting change of sexual attraction pattern (see “Homosexuality and Hope,” available at www.cathmed.org). 

     One of the reasons why people have been so willing to accept the idea that same-sex attraction is genetically determined is their own experience with men who are extremely effeminate and have been so since early childhood. This condition of extreme effeminacy is called Gender Identity Disorder (GID). 

     The differences between boys with GID and other boys are so profound, that those observing them conclude that the boys with GID must have been born that way. Those who treat GID have found that effective family therapy in which the father bonds more closely with the son and affirms his son’s masculinity can in a relatively short time result in the elimination of these symptoms and the emergence of normal boyish behavior. 

     Tragically, because this information is not widely known most boys with GID do not receive treatment and approximately 75% of them will go on to develop SSA in adolescence. Unfortunately, if these boys come from Catholic families, those around them may point them toward the priesthood. Because they aren’t attracted to girls, people wrongly assume that the celibate life will be easy for them. 

     In our practice, we have seen many boys who suffered from distant father relationships, lacked hand/eye coordination and subsequently were subjected to humiliating teasing from peers because of their inability to play sports. These and other factors lead to feelings of male inadequacy and loneliness and later to homosexual attractions. The sooner these problems are addressed in therapy, the more hope there is for a full recovery. 

    ….The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that homosexuality’s “psychological genesis remains largely unexplained” (#2357). While it is understandable that the writers of the Catechism would not wish to make a definitive statement about a question that is at the center of such a contentious public debate, this statement does not accurately reflect what is known about homosexuality. 

     There is ample evidence that same-sex attraction has many different causes. These lead to significant childhood and adolescent emotional pain and psychological problems. Among males these could include a weak masculine identity, social isolation and loneliness, peer rejection or a poor body image and in females, a mistrust of male love or a weak feminine identity. No one can say “this is the cause” for same-sex attraction as though there were a single cause, but an individual can come to understand the origins of his or her own same-sex attractions through insight gained in therapy. 

     Men and women experiencing same-sex attraction may rightly feel that they “have always felt different,” but that doesn’t mean they were born that way. Children are born either male or female, but they have to learn what it means to be a man or a woman. They have to identify with – and be accepted by – their same-sex parents and peers. If they are going to grow up psychologically healthy they have to feel safe and comfortable with their masculinity or femininity. If, for whatever reason, they fail to pass successfully through this essential developmental stage, they may in adolescence develop same-sex attractions. 

     There has been a massive campaign to hide this information from the general public and from those who sincerely wish to be free from same-sex attraction. In 2000, Dr. Robert Spitzer of Columbia University, who had been instrumental in the removal from the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of homosexuality as a diagnosis in 1973, was challenged by men and women healed of their same-sex attractions that change is possible. 

     Spitzer interviewed 200 men and women claiming to have achieved significant change and found that 60% of the males whom he studied identified themselves as heterosexual five years after their treatment ended. Most of those who were successful also participated in faith-based support programs. 

     While there are numerous reports of substantial change through therapy alone, programs which rely on God or which are specifically Christian provide significant help in dealing with the compulsive behaviors, loneliness and lack of confidence that accompany SSA. This should come as no surprise to Catholics who already know the power of Christ’s healing love. To those who wish to be free from same-sex attraction it can be said with confidence that God didn’t make them that way and he wants them to be free. The good news is that SSA attraction can respond to therapy and that membership in a support group such as Courage can help a person to find healing and freedom. 

     The road to freedom, however, is long and arduous. For many individuals, it is often accompanied by other serious psychological problems and addictions. Three recent well-designed studies (Fergusson, Herrell and Sandfort) have shown that persons with SSA suffer from other psychological problems at a rate substantially higher than those without SSA. Some of these problems, such as pathological narcissism and borderline personality disorder are very difficult to treat. 

      Additionally, men with SSA are more likely to suffer from substance abuse problems, sexual paraphilias, and sexual addiction. Such problems complicate recovery. Also, men with SSA are more likely than other men to have a history of childhood sexual abuse (CSA). While arriving at an exact percentage is difficult, some experts suggest that about 16% of all men have experienced CSA. Several studies of men self-identified as homosexual revealed that 40% had a history of CSA. Given the high level of long-term psychological problems associated with a history of CSA, it is not surprising that men with SSA have numerous problems. 

      There are other serious problems that need to be addressed. For example, sexual harassment exists at certain seminaries. Any Catholic institution that knowingly tolerates sexual harassment –

heterosexual or homosexual – betrays the moral teaching of Christ and contributes to the suffering of others. It also risks incurring financial liability. (
Where Have All the Hispanic Catholics Gone?

By Ed Hinojosa

     I am Hispanic.  So, when a friend of mine told me about a local man who converted to Islam, I was dumbfounded. Then, when I heard about a guy named Padilla trying to blow up a US city with a dirty bomb while working for the Taliban, I knew I had to respond.

      I read recently: “Another factor for Hispanics ‘going over’ to Islam is that they are sick and tired of being taken for granted and/or exploited by some of their Catholic leaders.”  We Hispanics in San Antonio know exactly what’s being said here.

      Take the case of the Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC).  MACC was built in 1972 with the help of Archbishop Patrick Flores.  The MACC building sits next to the chancery and is bigger than the chancery itself.  Why?  Supposedly, MACC is a big champion of the poor.

     MACC and the chancery seem to be almost one and the same thing.  A 7/17/01 page on the MACC website tells us “MACC is an independent not-for-profit organization.  The Archbishop of San Antonio, Patrick Flores, is the Honorary Chairman of MACC’s Board of Directors; and the Archdiocese is a strong supporter of MACC.”

      So, what does MACC do for the poor?  The following appeared in Today’s Catholic, the San Antonio archdiocesan newspaper, on 6/28/2002:  “’The summer months are the busiest for us,’ remarked Sister Maria Elena.  ‘Some of our students are professional lay people such as lawyers, doctors, teachers, social workers, and business people who want to polish up on their Spanish and learn about the culture of the emerging Hispanic market.  Sometimes we have as many as 100 students of all denominations here.’” 

     Keep in mind that these MACC is supposed to be helping the poor.  The fact is that the poor of San Antonio have not responded to its Marxist-based pseudo-religion, and so they sell their wares to the elite.

     A 7/13/01 MACC web page tells about MACC Mobile Teams: “MACC provides consultations, workshops, 

translation services, and other educational services to diocese, organizations and communities throughout the world.  Since 1997, MACC teams have offered programs in half of the states in the USA and in Canada, Belgium, the Virgin Islands, El Salvador, and Mexico.  In just five years over 30,000 people have participated in MACC workshops in their community.”  But what does MACC do for the people of San Antonio, Texas?  

     When Patrick Flores became the Archbishop of San Antonio, this community was solidly Catholic.  There were a few Protestants among us.  Today, however, Hispanics in San Antonio have left the fold be become everything from disciples of Sai Baba to Moslems and Buddhists. 

     In 2000, the Archdiocese of San Antonio conducted a survey of attendance at Mass in all the parishes and missions in the archdiocese.  

The results were staggering.  It was concluded that an average of only 24% of Catholics attended Mass on a regular basis.  (Defender Newsletter Issue 6) This was far below the 46% national average (as reported in Our Sunday Visitor).   They’re being driven away.

     The culprit?  MACC and the San Antonio chancery have attempted to create and spread “comunidades de base” or base communities through which liberation theology is taught.  Though the actual number of these base communities in San Antonio has been small, in every parish where they have been established, there has either been bitter division or no response.  The lay people have not accepted the liberationist teachings coming from the chancery.   They want to hear about Jesus and about real religion.  When all they get are distortions, they become disillusioned and leave the Church.

      Here’s another example:  MACC has been a tremendous supporter of the organization COPS (Communities Organized for Public Service).  During the sixties, when there were large barrios with crushing poverty and unpaved streets, church involvement in neighborhood problems seemed helpful. But it was at a high cost.  It took people away from Jesus and involved them in the things of this world.  Those who were looking for authentic spiritual food only found political activism at the parish church – so they went elsewhere.  

     Today, COPS is championing opposition to a golf course they say will hurt the city’s water supply. It’s quit a spectacle to see priests and nuns lifting up signed petitions before a crowd of mostly sixtyish people in front of City Hall. The TV cameras carry their staged protests.  But it doesn’t capture the hearts of people who want to empty their lives out for something bigger – as important as clean water may be, it’s a minor concern compared to the eternal well of living water.  

     Unless we understand that liberationism is the number one destroyer of the faith in San Antonio, more and more Hispanic Catholics will fall by the wayside.  

Ed Hinojosa is a member of the San Antonio lay Catholic organization, Defenders of the Magisterium, and a contributor to its monthly periodical, The Defender.  Back issues of The Defender can be viewed at www.dotm.org.
 Excerpts from…

THE BISHOPS’ SECRET LETTER

by Deal W. Hudson

     CRISIS Magazine managed to obtain a copy of the letter that was sent on July 18 to all the American cardinals and bishops. In it, a group of eight bishops asks that a Plenary Council be called as soon as possible to discuss the “root causes” of – and possible solutions to – the current crisis in the Church.

     …[A] Plenary Council is a meeting of all the bishops of a given area – in this case, the United States. This isn't an ordinary meeting though. It's the highest form of council that can be called on a national level. It would be like a Vatican Council for the States. In fact, the American bishops haven't called a Plenary Council in more than 100 years.

     And it's much different from their semiannual conferences, too. There, the administrative business is done. A Plenary Council, on the other hand, is much more proactive, focusing on "teaching the truths of the faith" (as the letter says). Priests and laypeople would also be able to participate.

     The eight bishops who wrote this amazing letter are taking a brave stand by urging discussion of those issues that were swept under the rug at the June bishops’ meeting. ….Here are a few of the issues they want to face head-on at the Plenary Council: “What has happened to the life and ministry of bishops and priests that makes us vulnerable to the failings that have humiliated us

all? What things need to be going on so that in this cultural milieu priests and bishops will preserve their celibate chastity along with all the other virtues that constitute the life of holiness proper to pastors? How can the purification upon which we shepherds have embarked help us, in turn, support our people in achieving greater holiness?”

     The bishops get very specific about what they hope to accomplish at the meeting:

Goal 1: “Solemnly receiving the authentic teaching of the Second Vatican Council...on the identity, life and ministry of bishops and priests; on matters of sexual morality in general (cf. Gaudium et Spes, Humanae Vitae, Veritatis Splendor, and Familiaris Consortio); [and] on celibate chastity as an authentic form of human sexuality renewed by grace and a share in Christ's own spousal love for His Church.”

Goal 2: “Giving unequivocal endorsement and normative force to the means outlined in the documents of the Council...to foster the acts of virtue required of pastors and the means needed to achieve those virtues, especially celibate chastity (e.g., daily celebration of the Mass, frequent

Confession, daily meditation, regular acts of asceticism, obedient submission to Church teaching and discipline, simplicity of life).”

Goal 3: “Confirming the bishops in the authoritative exercise of our ministry for the health and well being of the church, and strengthening our coworkers in the Presbyterate in their ministry of teaching the Gospel, especially in regard to sexual morality, so that we can give support to the

lay faithful in responding to their call to holiness.”

     The bishops who drafted the letter also listed the benefits of calling a Plenary Council: It “would provide a galvanizing focus that is authentically evangelical and true to the Church's identity and tradition...[witness] unambiguously to the fact that the Church relies on the grace of the Holy Spirit...involve all strata of the People of God in the experience...have maximal impact in shaping the ecclesial culture...[and] give a definite stamp to identifying what is the authentic heritage of the Second Vatican Council.”

     One last thing. Unfortunately, I can't reveal the names of the authors at this point. However, I can tell you that the list is surprising. These bishops represent the entire theological and political spectrum. That in itself is reassuring: The idea that we need a deep and lasting change isn't limited to any political or theological ideology.

     My hat is off to these eight courageous and dedicated bishops – all that's left now is to hope their colleagues will follow suit and sign on.  In 10 years or so, when this current crisis has hopefully faded away, we may look back on this letter as the event that triggered the renewal of the American Catholic Church. Let's all say a prayer of thanks for the eight bishops who took the first step. (
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