Towards a humble
Church

Last week we published the first part of a talk given by the former Master of the Dominicans to
priests of the Diocese of Dublin, in which he highlighted the fear and anger caused by the
revelations of child abuse. Here, he asks how the Church can rid itself of the clericalism besetting it

riendship with Jesus - intimacy -

means learning to be gentle and lowly

of heart. Then we shall find rest for

our souls. But if one thinks of the
Catholic Church, the first word that springs
to mind might not be “humble”.

I have given retreats for dioceses in 15 coun-
tries since I finished my term as Master of
the Dominican Order in 2001. The vast major-
ity of priests and bishops whom I have met
are simple and unpretentious people who just
wish to serve the people of God. But this per-
sonal humility has to be sustained in the teeth
of a clerical culture, common to all Christian
denominations, which stresses rank and
power.

This terrible crisis of sexual abuse is deeply
linked to the way that power can corrupt
human relationships, which is why it touches
all the Churches, even if the Catholic Church
happens to have been more in the spotlight
recently. Celibacy is not, I believe, the source
of the crisis, otherwise it would be the case
that Catholic priests have a higher rate of
offence, which, it seems, we do not.

We shall only really address this crisis if we
learn from Jesus who is “gentle-and lowly of
heart”, and find ways of embodying authority
which honour the equal dignity of all the bap-
tised, and cherish the weak and vulnerable.
Careful vetting of candidates for the priest-
hood and child-safety procedures are
necessary, but they will not get to the root of
the problem.

Every institution always seeks to preserve

and augment its power, but the philosopher
Charles Taylor, in A Secular Age, has traced
the genesis of “a culture of control” from the
seventeenth century onwards. Society is seen
as a mechanism rather than an organism,
which needs to be adjusted and manipulated.

Monarchs claimed absolute power even
over the Church. Imperial powers took pos-
session of the world; millions of people were
enslaved and treated as commodities. Once
society has ceased to believe in God’s gentle

Painfully, the Lord is
demolishing our clerical
pretensions to grandeur so
that the Church may be
a place where we may
encounter God more
intimately

providential government of the world, then
the state must take his place and impose its
will. This culture of power is perhaps one rea-
son for the widespread abuse of children in
our society. The Church, alas, has often been
infected by this same culture of control. This
happened partly because the Church has for
centuries struggled to defend itself against
the powers of this world who want to take it
over. From the Roman Empire at the time of
its birth until the Communist empires of the
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twentieth century, the Church has fought to
keep hold of its own life, and often ended up
by mirroring what it opposed.

‘We will not have a Church which is safe for
the young until we learn from Christ and
become again a humble Church in which we
are all equal children of the one Father and
authority is never oppressive.

At the end of the Middle Ages, the priest-
hood was in erisis. It was unable to respond
to the challenges of a new world of widespread
literacy. The parish clergy were poorly edu-
cated, sometimes barely able to celebrate the
Mass, often living with concubines. The
response to this crisis led to an extraordinary
renewal of the priesthood, with a new spirit-
uality, new seminaries, a more profound
theological formation, a new strict discipline.
Without this, the Church would have found
it hard to survive the rise of Protestantism.

But this Tridentine understanding of priest-
hood is in its turn showing signs of crisis, of
which the sexual abuse scandal is just a symp-
tom. Its stiff clericalism and authoritarianism,
unsurprising perhaps in the context of our
past battles, do not help the Church now to
thrive and be a sign of God’s friendship for
humanity. And so we need a new culture of
authority, from the Vatican to the parish
council, which lifts people up into the mystery
of loving equality, which is the life of the
Trinity.

Crises are not to be feared. It is through
repeated crises that God drew closer to his
people. Israel's worst crisis was the destruction
of the Temple and the monarchy, and exile
to Babylon ... Israel lost everything that gave
her identity: her worship, her nationhood.
Then she discovered God closer to her than
ever before. God was present in the law, in
their mouths and hearts, wherever they were,
however far from Jerusalem. They lost God
only to receive him more closely than they
could have imagined.

Then that difficult cross-grained man, Jesus,
turned up, breaking the beloved law, eating
on the Sabbath, touching the unclean, hanging
outwith prostitutes. He seemed to smash all
that they loved, the very way that God was




present in their lives. But that was only because
God wished to be present even more inti-
mately, as one of us, with a human face. And
at every Eucharist, we remember how we had
to lose him on the Cross, but again only to
receive him more closely, not as a man among
us but as our very life.

In the Office of Readings for the first week
of Advent, we heard: “For the Lord of hosts
has a day against all that is proud and lofty,
against all that is lifted up and high; against
all the cedars of Lebanon, lofty and lifted up;
and against all the oaks of Bashan; against
all the high mountains, and against all the
lofty hills, against every high tower, and against
every fortified wall” (Isaiah 2:12-15).

But this was so that God could dwell again
in the midst of his humbled people: “Then
the Lord will create over the whole site of
Mount Zion and over its places of assembly
a cloud by day and smoke and the shining of
a flaming fire by night. ITndeed, over all the
glory there will be a canopy. It will serve as
a pavilion, a shade by day from the heat, and
a refuge and a shelter from the storm and
rain” (Isaiah 4:5-6).

Painfully, the Lord is demolishing our high
towers and our clerical pretensions to glory
and grandeur so that the Church may be a
place in which we may encounter God and
each other more intimately.

esus promises rest for our souls. Often

we priests are consumed by a destructive

activism in our service of the people.

Indeed, this crisis of sexual abuse may

aggravate the temptation to show that we

at least are wonderful priests incessantly

devoted to our work, always available on our

mobile phones. That is salvation by works
and not by grace.

Thomas Merton believed that this hyper-
activism was a collusion with the violence of
our society: “The rush and pressure of modern
life are a form, perhaps the most common
form, of its innate violence. To allow oneself
to be carried away by a multitude of conflicting
concerns, to surrender to too many demands,
to commit oneself to too many projects, to
want to help everyone in everything, is to suc-
cumb to violence. More than that, it is
cooperation in violence.”

If we let this implicit violence infect our
lives, then it will come out somehow. It may
overflow into violent words. We may do vio-
lence to ourselves through drink. We may fall
into sexual violence, and be caught in the hor-
ror of abuse of the vulnerable.

So if we face this terrible crisis of sexual
abuse with courage and faith, then it may pre-
cipitate a profound renewal of the Church.
We can discover Jesus’ commandments not
as a heavy burden which crushes people but
as the invitation to his friendship. We can be
liberated from harmful ways of using power
in the Church, which are ultimately rooted
in secularism, and become more like the Christ
who was lowly and humble of heart, and we
shall find rest for our souls.
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