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(Wearing a cassock and beaver skin hat that was worn by priests in Rome in the early sixties, I explained how my presentation was about “re-visioning” our role as Catholics in the Church.)   
      I am excited to be with you this morning and grateful for the opportunity to participate in the Catholic Action Network’s “Gathering Our Voices” Convocation.   I can’t stress enough the importance of this type of event.  You as participants in CAN’s convocation are part of an important movement going on in our Church today.  The fact that we are gathered here at St. Stanislaus adds greater significance.   What better place to spend some time talking about Catholic social justice.  
      The rich tradition of Catholic Social Teaching is one of the jewels of our faith.  Unfortunately, the institution is not always willing to practice its own teaching.  
      What I want to do this morning is stress the importance of your personal involvement in the social justice movement. 
       I’ll begin with a brief history of my involvement and then offer some suggestions for your own “re-visioning” of who you are as Catholics and why you should also be involved.  
     As most of you know, in the early ‘90s, the diocese of Belleville, just across the river, went through a horrendous sex abuse scandal.  10% of our active clergy were let go for sexual misconduct of one form or another.   The cover up by church officials that was ultimately revealed was every bit as sinful as the abuse.  It was a terrible time for the church in Southern Illinois.    Morale was at its lowest.   
    Because of the chaos and the evident lack of leadership in our local church, FOSIL was resurrected.  The original Fellowship of Southern Illinois Laity started in the early ‘70s when our diocese was really lacking in adult education.   Folks attending Roger Karban’s Scripture classes began to bring programs and speakers in to the diocese to feed the people.  When Bishop Cosgrove was appointed years down the road, he instituted a wealth of educational programs and FOSIL went dormant.  The sex abuse crisis was the trigger that caused us to resurrect FOSIL and we became more than just advocates for adult education.  We realized our church leaders needed to be challenged and called to accountability.  

      I really struggled articulating my conflicted feelings during that time until one evening when I sat watching a TV documentary about conjoined twins.  The specific story was about a set of little girls a few months old.   A doctor was explaining how the one child was very strong, but the other little girl’s organs were not functioning and her life was being supported by the stronger sister’s heart, lungs, kidneys, etc.   It was only a matter of time before the healthy twin would begin to deteriorate.  Separation surgery was the only option if either of the girls was to survive.
       It occurred to me that night - my relationship with the Catholic Church was very much the same.   I was attached to it at birth, I loved it, but it was using me, and people just like me, to stay alive while draining all life from us.  Does that image resonate with any of you?
      I didn’t address the issue head on just then, but in November of that year I had promised to drive a friend to the Call To Action conference in Chicago and I remember telling another friend before I left, “This is the last Catholic thing I’m every going to do.”  I was on my way out.  I planned to separate myself from something that had been with me since birth.
      As it turned out, the weekend was one of the first TRULY Catholic things I did.  Being with thousands of like-minded folks who lived out the Catholic Social Teaching was incredibly healing for me.  These people were the change I wished to see in my church.   This community modeled the early Christian community our Scriptures speak of.    
    With this new experience of church I was renewed and realized I could remain healthy enough to forgo the separation “surgery” I thought was imminent.   
     FOSIL became an affiliate of Call To Action the winter of ’94 and I joined the national Board of Directors in ’96.  It has been a very life-giving relationship for me personally and for FOSIL.   

     That’s just a little bit about how I got involved - so on to why we are all here today.

     With Church hierarchy a given, I think we can all agree that we are lacking great moral leadership in many areas of our lives these days.  If we had genuine, authentic moral leaders, everyone would be inspired to get involved in social justice movements.  In the words of Jesuit John Dear, “Moral leaders inspire others to become moral leaders.”

      If we look at history, the great moral leaders started out as ordinary folks who took extraordinary chances to pursue what they deemed noble causes.  
     We all have the potential to be great moral leaders if we allow ourselves the extraordinary dreams.  

     Leonardo Boff said, “A society that lacks people of vision is a society certain of its end.  Perhaps the crisis in our country, our church, our world today is a result of a lack of dreamers.”

     I invite each of you today to consider becoming a dreamer…To open your minds, to strengthen your hearts…and to employ new energies to change our society.   It’s those “new energies” I want to reflect on first of all.
     For too many years we Catholics were conditioned to think of our church as a vendor through which we procured grace and salvation.  Much of the clergy, of course, still encourage this mentality since it maintains their position of power in determining who is worthy and/or entitled to the benefits of belonging to this institution.  (Our gracious hosts know more about that then they ever wanted to know, I’m sure.)

        As I said, this getup is a visual to demonstrate a start in “re-visioning” our roles as Catholics, and to stand firm with the fact that there is more than one way to be Catholic.

     Differing theologies have been with Christianity since it’s beginning.  In fact, in the early ‘70s during a Bellarmine Lecture at St. Louis University, the now Cardinal Avery Dulles said, “If the early church had had a Holy Office or Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, we would have one gospel in our Christian Scriptures - Mark, because it was written first - and our church history books would speak of three notorious heretics, Matthew, Luke & John.  Despite what the more fundamental folks say, There is room for diversity and differing theologies in this church just as there was in the early church.  
    Paul wrote about the importance of unity in the early Christian community, not uniformity.  Unity is about relationships, uniformity is about rules.   We’ve all heard the line, “If you don’t like the way the Church is being run, LEAVE!”  Even Pope Benedict has spoken favorably of the future “remnant church.”  You’re probably all familiar with his prediction …  He’s looking forward to the church that remains once all of us leave in total frustration.  As I once said to Bishop Gregory, that’s a church that is sooooooo Catholic, it’s no longer Christian.  
     Canon law says we have a right to follow whatever paths will enhance our life in Christ.  Also we have a right to publicly disagree with decisions made by church authorities, and ultimately, our informed conscience must always be the authority that dictates how we live our faith.

    Here’s an interesting quote.  See if you can guess who said it.

 “Over the pope as the expression of the binding claim of ecclesiastical authority, there still stands one’s own conscience, which must be obeyed before all else, if necessary even against the requirement of ecclesiastical authority.”  Cardinal Ratzinger in commentary on the Doctrine of Vatican II, vol v,p. 134

     The point I’m trying to emphasize here, in case it’s gotten lost in my ramblings, is, -  it’s important to claim our rightful place within this church, right along side everyone else. 
          An article I read recently by Timothy Radcliff, former Superior General of the Dominicans, referred to Church Catholics and Kingdom Catholics rather than conservatives and liberals, claiming Church Catholics see adhering to the teachings of the Majesterium, (basically the Catechism) as their connection to God and their assurance of salvation - while Kingdom Catholics seek spiritual nourishment while living their faith in the modern world with community being their connection with God and salvation.  Richard Rohr speaks of it as “outer assurances vs. inner experience.”  (It’s probably safe to say, most of us were raised Church Catholics.”)
     So let’s look at some of our beliefs from the Church Catholic and Kingdom Catholic perspective.  
     How many of you have been baptized?  Very good! That means that somewhere there is a certificate on file that states as much.  As children we learned the Church-Catholic explanation. “Baptism seals the Christian with the indelible spiritual mark of his belonging to Christ…by imparting the life of Christ’s grace, baptism erases original sin and turns a man back toward God…” and of course, no one can reach heaven without it.      
    The Kingdom-Catholic description of baptism I’m going to use for the comparison is one from Father Richard McBrien of the University of Notre Dame.  He says baptism is: an inauguration into a mission for the sake of our faith community. 
      This is a far cry from the “ticket into heaven” mentality we were encouraged to embrace since childhood.  I’m suggesting that this “re-visioned” definition changes everything.  This definition charges us with the responsibility to recognize our role as the People of God.  We should be considering our baptismal certificate a license – a license to seek paths that will enhance our life in Christ and involve us in a mission for the sake of our faith community.
     Again, this much more demonstrates the mentality of the early Christian community.
    We are here for one another’s sake.  That’s at the core of all church teachings on social justice.

     So why did this message seem to get lost along the way?  My analysis suggests it goes back to the Church-Catholic mentality.  A mentality of outward assurances.  Remember, as children we were given the rules to follow to gain salvation.  Getting our own butts into heaven was what it was all about.  Our relationship with other people only entered the scope of things when we talked about charity … and we Catholics are GREAT at CHARITY.  We have wonderful clothing drives during the holidays, give to the missions and relief organizations, operate soup kitchens for the poor and homeless – and some of us even paid for a few pagan babies along the way.  These efforts are wonderful and crucial - don’t get me wrong, but often we Catholics see doing charity as doing social justice and it is not!  

      Remember the Carpal Works of Mercy?     I can’t speak for any of you, but when I learned these in Catechism class, this was simply another list of rules to follow which would assure a heavenly reward.   We were never encouraged to have a relationship with the “victims” in each of these.   The hungry, the thirsty, the homeless, the naked, the imprisoned, the sick.  

     But if we look through the eyes of the Kingdom Catholic and look to the inner experience, our entire mission is for their sake…for the sake of our faith community.  The hungry, the thirsty, the homeless, the naked, the imprisoned, the sick are our faith community.                     
      If we re-vision through the eyes of a Kingdom Catholic, it is not enough to simply do Charity.  We must also look at our society and ask “Why are so many of our sisters and brothers trapped in poverty?” and then we go to work to make the necessary change.
     The Kingdom Catholic can’t sit back and watch the war in Iraq, the genocide in Africa,  the world-wide spread of Aids,  the starvation of millions across the planet, or every other horrific condition without doing something to eradicate the misery of so many of our fellow human beings.
     The FOSIL folks across the river have been successful at re-visioning and no longer allow “business as usual” from our hierarchs and clergy.  We take our baptismal certificate – our “license” seriously.     Three and a half years ago, when the sex abuse scandal broke in Boston, we were forced to relive our own scandal.  As I said earlier, 10% of our priests were let go because of sexual misconduct or abuse.

     Now we watched the national news, night after night, reporting the same disturbing behavior.  How could this be?  Had they learned nothing from all of our pain a decade earlier?  Obviously not!

     Naturally, all of us “dissidents” were incensed, but so were many ordinary people in the pews.  That fact became obvious during a routine monthly FOSIL meeting when approximately 25 people from four different parishes who had never organized before, showed up at the meeting saying, “We have to do something.”

     Because FOSIL had established a reliable progressive presence in the diocese, we were one place they knew they could come to be heard.  A long conversation was held that night, with a lot of venting of anger.  We recognized our culpability in the sad state of the church, and we could no longer just sit back and watch it all happen.

     The idea of holding a lay synod was born that night.  We would hold a gathering of laity where everyone could be free to discuss their feelings and concerns about the dysfunction in our church.

     The first lay synod gathering entitled “People of God Responding to the Spirit” was held in June of 2002.  The first session was held for lay folk only.  No clergy were invited.  We felt it important that people feel free to speak without risking any repercussions from pastors or chancery officials.  (All future gatherings welcomed clergy)

     Approximately 250 people from six states and four Illinois dioceses attended.  Five subsequent synods have been held, with great enthusiasm and participation.  The format has changed somewhat from gathering to gathering, but we have maintained a strong sense of mission.

    Through our affiliation with Call To Action, the lay synod idea is catching on across the country.  Committees are working in Upstate New York, Michigan, Northern California, Minneapolis and Texas, with additional inquiries coming from other cities.

     Because it’s been publicized extensively, you probably know we face somewhat of a hurdle in dealing with our new Bishop, Edward Braxton, but it will not deter us.  He has refused to meet with FOSIL as Bishop Gregory did in the past, and there was a time when we would have said, “Forget it!” and simply kept doing our work in spite of him, but our philosophy has changed somewhat since we’ve begun our Synods.  We have a new sense of where we belong, and IT IS right along side everyone else.  WE also now know that Canon Law supports our right to meet with him.   Here I’d  like to interject a Lena Law,  -  as long as we have no participation in the selection of our leaders, they have to be leaders to all of us, not just those who happen to agree with their theology.     

     The work of social justice is very important, but equally important is the context within which that work is done.  Through our baptism, we are all ministers.  Social Justice work is a ministry we are all called to.   It is our responsibility.   In the upcoming workshop I’ll talk about how social movements work and give some suggestions on how to frame your message and mission.
     The work won’t necessarily make you popular.  And often you’ll be mis-understood.  I once had a very kind older gentleman in a local parish tell me with great sincerity, “Lena, I don’t think you’re an uppity bitch!”  (he spoke with great pride as if he was challenging the rest of the free world.)

    Thanks to all of you for spending your valuable time here this morning.  We hope you leave with a better understanding of your important role as Catholics working for Social Justice.

