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Question One

Can one be "Catholic" without following the precepts of the organized Catholic Church? Self identification into a Catholic culture is possible, but the Catholic Church, composed of all its members, also revolves around particular rituals and spiritual elements which are universal, as well as particular characteristics of a "Catholic" culture, shared experiences which identify a person as Catholic.  Any institution, but especially a religious institution like the Catholic Church, faces a choice between hierarchical or congregational organization.
  This has been an especially important decision to make for the American Catholic Church, given the democratic legacy of the United States and its influence on Church leadership.  It is possible to argue that in the past, the Church in America has been hierarchical, and that today it is moving toward the congregational model.  However, this is too simple.  The American Catholic Church has enjoyed a history different from any other branch of the Church, thanks to the environment of American Catholicism, the influence that American ideals – sometimes contrary to Vatican wishes – have had on the Church in the United States.  In addition, hierarchical organization in the Church includes fealty to the pope as well as within the American episcopate, and the American Catholic Church has been known at times such as the Americanist crisis to edge somewhat away from Rome.  Today, the Church has moved in a more congregational direction than it has held in the past, but at the same time, this move to congregationalism has not been without struggle.  While some in the hierarchy have fought this, others have welcomed it.  In fact, the official “Church” has equivocated on its stance between Church as a “pilgrim people” or as a “perfect society.”  American Catholics have favored the former.  Such a move toward congregationalism is necessary, given the pressures on the American Catholic Church, but the Church must take precautions not to move too far toward congregationalism, thereby eliminating some of the "peculiar traditions" which have made American Catholicism so rich over the centuries.


In general, the American Catholic Church before Vatican II was "hierarchical."  The great numbers of laity in the Church were willing to "pay, pray, and obey," and followed the dictates of the Church.
   However, the leaders of the Church throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries found themselves in conflict with the laity at times over control.  These were power struggles, not theological disputes.  The trend in the early 1800s toward lay trusteeism would lead to, as Gillis put it, "a battleground between the clergy and the laity in later years."
  From this it is clear that the Church in the early years of the United States was not a unified, monolithic whole, with absolute, unquestioning fealty up the chain of command.  The fact that English continued to be used by some parishes demonstrated this problem, although it was less critical than the question of financial control within dioceses.  Unlike in the twentieth century, the laity of the 1800s often held control of money in the parishes.  They also pushed for veto power in the appointment of priests, bringing parishes into conflict with bishops in a manner far more similar to post-Vatican II conflicts within the American church than before.
  In part this came from the missionary status of Catholicism, and in part it was a descendant of the immigrant communities who, upon arriving in the United States, established their own parishes.
  By the end of the nineteenth century, however, time and a growth in the power of the episcopate decreased these conflicts between laity and clergy.  

Nor has the American Church always found itself in accord with Rome.  Archbishop John Carroll's distinctly American vision for how the Church would evolve exemplified the dynamic between Rome and America throughout the nineteenth century - his view of the Pope as a spiritual rather than a temporal leader was markedly influential, even as he moved in later years toward hierarchy.  Massa notes the Whitemarsh Constitutions of 1784 as well as England’s Diocesan Constitution at the beginning of the 1800s are further examples of this tendency in the United States to adapt the Church to its surroundings.
  However, at the end of the nineteenth century the conflict between the American bishops and Rome over the separation of church and state reached its apex.  Before 1907, the Church lacked the autonomy it holds today, governed from Rome by the Congregation of the Propagation of the Faith.  With this structure, any moves for independence on the part of the American Church would be anti-hierarchical.
   The Americanist controversy demonstrated that the US Catholic Church was not completely subservient to Rome - at least not until the 1899 submission of the American bishops to Pope Leo XIII's encyclical.
  It is at this point, and only at the turn of the twentieth century, that it is possible to say that the American Catholic Church was truly "hierarchical."  The Church infrastructure needed time to inculcate itself, especially with the flows of Catholic immigrants into the US before the turn of the century.  However, after Pius X brought the American Church out of missionary status and into full status as a national Church, the power of the American episcopate allowed it to both move into full communion with Rome and assert control over the laity.


Before Vatican II, the twentieth century can be seen as the "hierarchical" century.  It is here where even those personalities out of the laity and outside the regular hierarchy of the Church all fit into the mold of the Church as represented by Rome and the American bishops.  Archbishop Sheen was a prominent member of the hierarchy.  Thomas Merton was a monk remaining within his orders, and his spirituality in no way represented a rebellion against the Church hierarchy, and preached moderation in the implementation of the changes of Vatican II.
   The most controversial 20th-century Catholic lay figure, Dorothy Day, was herself “a dutiful daughter of the Church.”
  The sheer number of priests, and the respect granted unto them by the laity, allowed the hierarchy great powers.  However, it is critical to note that this is only within a fifty to sixty year period that the Church in the United States enjoyed this hierarchical supremacy.  The period before the Church's full communion with Rome were greatly different from the years that followed, which would again shift with the watershed of Vatican II.


Since Vatican II, the period which can be called the "present" of the Church, hierarchy has slipped in many ways vis a vis the congregational model of Church.  One primary reason for this is a simple lack of priests, as well as a lack of respect for the authority of those priests who still serve, relative to before Vatican II.  Because there are so few priests for so many laity, the Church finds itself in a period similar to the 1800s, when the power of the laity led to financial control over parishes, leading to strife between the established hierarchy and the congregations they were to serve.  However, a psychological shift since Vatican II which has lessened the authority of priests has been as damaging, if not more so, to the hierarchical model of Church as the physical lack of priests.  Cozzens states that priests today are seen as relying more on "ecclesial authority than on compelling biblical or theological persuasion... ...a man out of step with the lives of the people he served."
  In the post-monarchic, post-1960s world, the American Catholic public has been unwilling to accept hierarchical rulings on doctrine for the simple reason that they come down from the hierarchy.  Gillis cites the "cultural revolution in the 1960s in America" as a major reason why hierarchical authority has slipped.
   And as the people refuse to follow the Church's teachings, the further the Church's hold on itself slips out of the grasp of those attempting to lead it.  Possibly irrevocable damage to the image of the priest has also been done by the revelations of clerical abuse which have surfaced in the 1980s and 1990s -- Gillis argues that "much of the magic of the priesthood has been tarnished by the behavior of priests themselves."
  Today's typical image of a priest lends little authority to teaching, whereas the stereotypical priest before Vatican II had a certain aura around him.
  Part of this can be blamed on the change in environment, with a general American distrust of authority.  Yet at the same time, immigrants from Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were often wary of conventional authority, but they paid full respect to the parish priest.  Much of this has been brought upon the hierarchy by itself.


In addition, Vatican II itself brought problems to the hierarchical control of the Church.  The structural changes in Vatican II shifted American Catholic perception of the priest, of the hierarchy, and of the layman's involvement in Church.  Before Vatican II, the laity had remained in their pews, praying, uninvolved in a Mass where a priest acted with his back to the congregation, as if separate and "higher" than the simple people in the pews.  However, those shifts in the Mass brought about on the first Sunday of Advent, 1964, brought far greater congregational participation into the Mass.  Using Massa's analysis with Durkheim and Prosper, assuming lex orandi lex credendi, these changes in the Mass and the new "pastoral tone" were a fundamental shift in the perception of the congregation as actors in Church, rather than spectators.
  Wills stated that 1964 demonstrated the Church as a flexible, changing organism
  - a model favoring a congregational form of Church rather than a hierarchical form.  In addition, the shift in conception of Church from "perfect society" to "pilgrim people" moved the emphasis from the organization to the congregation
  - an official declaration which questioned centuries of Church teaching, even if the hierarchy did not necessarily understand what they were calling for in Lumen Gentium.
  This maneuver also lent some sort of “official sanction” to a shift in the direction of congregational organization – whether the bishops desired this or not.


However, Vatican II did not usher in an inexorable push toward congregationalism in the Church.  The Catholic Church remains in many ways a hierarchical organism - bishops remain in control, to a great extent, of their dioceses, and Rome's control extends over the American episcopate.  And there has been a backlash against the congregational trend, led by former "progressives" such as Cardinal Ratzinger and Pope John Paul II.
  However, this reaction is not shared by all members of the hierarchy, much less the "rank and file" priests and the laity.  Gillis states that many priests welcome the aid of the laity, especially in situations where they are overburdened due to lack of numbers.
  It should also be noted that this is not the first time in Church history that the priesthood has suffered a crisis of morale - the Church of the Middle Ages saw corrupt popes, Vatican wars, and priests violating their vows at any possible moment.  However, when this crisis of "image" is coupled with the decline in numbers suffered by today's Church, the crisis begins to loom larger.


The American Catholic Church finds itself in a crisis of change.  In the forty years since Vatican II, there has been a dramatic shift from a hierarchical Church to one within which the people making up "Church" are involved to a greater and greater extent.  Is this trend inexorable?  No.  This trend does not have to continue to the point where the Church is completely congregational in nature, nor should it.


There is good that comes from the existence of a hierarchy in Roman Catholicism.  The definition of catholic being universal, the Roman Catholic Church has always prided itself on a universality of ritual and spiritual practice setting it apart from its Protestant brethren - the centralization which came from the Council of Trent solidified this for centuries.  Joseph Pelletier gives as a reason why Catholics stay with the church the ritual and the familiar spiritual aspects of the church.
  Such rituals as the Church maintains would be impossible to maintain without a hierarchy to promote uniformity of practice.  Even after the changes wrought by Vatican II, something unique has remained about the Catholic Mass, that whether it be celebrated in Europe, in America, in Asia, in Africa, or anywhere else in the world, in whichever language happens to be the vernacular, the Mass is something unique.  In addition, the hierarchy provides an infrastructure which, when utilized properly, can do great good for the "pilgrim people" who make up the Church.  The vast network of American Catholic schools, the parish communities interlocked into dioceses, the social programs such as Catholic Charities which are implemented by the institutional Church, would all be far more difficult to realize if not impossible without a hierarchy, an institution to manage the affairs of the Church.  However, flaws exist within this hierarchy.  It lacks the dynamism demanded by many American Catholics -- Cozzens notes that some priests feel themselves compromised by "a paternalistic system of salary and residence which breed dependence and inertia."
   Without the priests to fill the gaps, the laity steps into the breach, creating a power struggle with those bishops under whom the laity has no particular vow of obedience, and both sides of which believe themselves in the right.  While a hierarchy has many appealing characteristics, a realist perspective shows the Church of the 1940s to be impossible today.


The solution for the American Catholic Church is to strike a middle road between hierarchy and congregationalism.  There is a particular beauty to the uniformity wrought thanks in no small part to the hierarchy maintaining the traditions of the Church.  However, it is unrealistic to believe that the hierarchy can do all that it wishes.  From a pragmatic standpoint, the Church lacks the manpower and the credibility to enforce its will over the laity. Barring a "miracle” – as conservatives might see it - this unquestioning authority will not return -- therefore, the Church must work with the laity in order to ensure the dynamism of the Church.  While tradition and universality are goods reinforced by hierarchy, they are not the only appealing aspects of American Catholicism.  The diversity of experience of the American Catholic Church - laity and clergy alike - is a strength as much as, if not more so, than a weakness.  Diversity of experience allows the Church to aid those members most in need, to relate to those members feeling alone.


Choosing one path over the other would be foolhardy.  To move too far in the direction of congregationalism would mean scrapping much of what has made the Church great over the years.  In fact, American Catholics have always had a diversity of traditions, cultures and beliefs which have been infused into the Church - from the immigrant communities of the 1800s to the multilingual churches of inner-city America.  To deny such a diversity would be akin to creating that "Procrustean bed" which Gillis warns "would transgress the official church's own definition that recognizes all those who are baptized Catholic as members of this extraordinary and diverse communion of saints and sinners."
  But such diversity has always been drawn together into one Church, and without a hierarchy, this would be a Sisyphean task.  However, hidebound allegiance to hierarchical authority is problematic as well.  First, the American Church is not an autonomous organ.  It is tied inextricably to Rome, and until the Vatican is willing to devolve authority, it is extremely difficult to move the "official Church" from hierarchy to some form of mixed involvement.
  Aside from this difficulty, there is also the consideration that this move away from hierarchy is new to many of the prelates of the American Church.  Hierarchy may have not been locked until the 1900s, but the bishops fought tooth and nail for the control they gained, and now see it slipping away.  The American bishops must be prepared to work with their community, instead of over it.  Does this require a sacrifice of power?  Perhaps.  Yet if a compromise is not made, the power of the bishops may erode further as alienated laity take matters into their own hands, leading to conflicts similar to those seen between lay trustees and bishops in the 19th century.  And unlike in the 19th century, we cannot say for sure that the bishops will "win."  Compromise and power-sharing guarantee a maintenance of some sort of power for the bishop, a leadership role more in line with what Cozzens labels as the priestly identity as pastor and parishioner, preacher and listener.
  But is this possible?  Is it possible fort he organized Church to move from its hierarchical position to a cooperative relationship with the laity?  Perhaps.  It may need to be implemented from Rome down, such as what almost occurred with John XXIII.  But it also may be implemented from the bottom up, as more parishes move - either by choice or by need - into a cooperative relationship with the laity, and as individual bishops realize the need to work with the laity, cooperation rather than combat will hopefully become the path of the American Church.


The concept that the American Catholic Church has always been a strictly hierarchical organization is myth.  Throughout the period within which the American Church could be labeled a "missionary church," there were tensions and even outright conflicts between the laity and the American clergy, as well as between the American clergy and Rome.  It was only the period from 1907 to 1964 which saw a truly hierarchical American church - but this experience has been the formative one for much of the Catholic hierarchy in the United States, much less the Roman hierarchy.  Since Vatican II, however, actions taken by the hierarchy as well as situations within which the American church has found itself have impelled the "pilgrim people" toward a more cooperative, congregational environment.  This is not an all-or-nothing move -- the Church is not fated to become purely congregational, purely democratic.  But it is impossible to maintain the same hierarchical control over it that was maintained in the years before Vatican II -- the attitudes of the clergy toward authority in general as well as priests specifically, as well as a general lack of qualified priests to manage the growing numbers of American Catholics, have made cooperation critical.  It is a difficult balance to maintain, especially with a Vatican hostile to the idea - similar to the situation faced by the Americanist controversy at the turn of the last century.  But because a situation is difficult does not make it impossible, and the Church must strive to be dynamic, yet also universal -- uniform, yet flexible, in the years to come.
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