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After twenty years of efforts the post-Vatican movement
of renewal in the Catholic Church is gradually coming to a
grinding halt. Following the initial phase known as “under-
ground church”, the movement of renewal mobilized a
number- of local communities into spontaneous groups,
blossomed into the activities of new organizations of priests
and laity such as diocesan priests Councils, the Society of
Priests for a Free Ministry, (later the Fellowship of Christian
Ministries), the Organization of Women Religious, the
various groups in favor of women’s ordination, efc.

These efforts represented genuine provisional alternatives
for those who, especially former priests and religious, did
not feel at home in the ambivalent post-Vatican church, and
yet did not want to leave the catholic fold altogether. Twen-
ty years later, the time has come to assess the accomplish-
ments and to re-define the goals and meanings of this
movement.

Patterns of adjustment and unresolved issues

By and large the majority of catholics has adjusted to the
ambivalence and to the inconsistencies of Roman Catholi-
cism by accepting the token concessions of the hierarchy
and the personal witnessing of some enlightened priests,
and by lowering their expectations from the religious estab-
lishment. A large number of catholics has opted for just
dropping out of mainstream catholicism and relegating their
religious commitment to a few “crisis” events such as bap-
tism, marriage and funeral, or settled for the pursuit of some
kind of personal mode of religious commitment. In the
following pages I will outline four main issues or problems
that persist in Roman Catholicism, in spite of the practical
modes of adaptation resorted to by catholics and the
church. I will try to outline briefly the nature and historical
source of the problem and identify what could be a response
on the part of some concerned catholics.

Persistent problems and catholic concerns
We can identify four major unresolved problems that
undermine the credibility of catholicism as expressed
through the catholic church: 1. The Ecumenical Imperative;
2. The Sexual Equality Imperative; 3. The Pastoral Im.-
perative; 4. The Marriage Imperative. None of these im-
peratives touches upon matters of faith or the essence of
catholicism. They all belong to the area of church policy
and/or organization and represent alternative components
of a man-made social structure. In each of the four areas
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there are genuine alternatives and options open to all catho-
lics, without compelling them to be untrue to the catholic
tradition. In a word, we are dealing with traditionally valid
catholic concerns about which we expect to find significant
dissent even among the catholic ranks.

The unresolved problems: Ecumenism

The reassembling and coming together of the people of
God after the dispersal of centuries of religious wars is pro-
bably the most urgent imperative of Christianity to-day.
Several commissions of theologians and church leaders
have authoritatively stated what many have already known
for centuries, namely that the interdenominational division
among Christians has little valid theological ground and is
devoid of rational justification. What the commissions did
not say is that this division profoundly violates the command
of the Lord — “that they all may be one”. The realization of
the culture-bound source of religious division among the
Christians has not provided any Christian body with the
courage to bear full witness in fact and with facts to the unity
of the Christian faith. Organizational and institutional
demands continue to supersede the imperative of faith-in-
love.

A solution to this organizational shortcoming could be a
grass-roots movement of people living the truth of Christian
unity and overcoming at the level of individual life the age-
old divisions by actually worshipping together as a matter of
regular practice. Factual intercommunion at the grass-roots
level, without waiting for the cautious delays of the hier-
archies, is an option that is fully justified by the basic Chris-
tian imperative of unity and love. While ecumenism is
essential to the genuine Christian spirit, it is seldom in the in-
terest of hierarchies, whose power and domains would have
to be questioned or at least rearranged. There is un-
contestable moral and theological justification for this prac-
tical ecumenism. For its support there is need of a church-
type structure committed unconditionally to the practice of
christian unity.

Unresolved problems: Sexual equality
The catholic church has shown through the ages a con-
summate skill in manipulating sex differences and control-
ling them in its own interest. Under the veneer of granting
special status to women in the notion of Madonna - Virgin -
Helpless Female, it skillfully covered the continuation of the
continued on page 2






