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Does Fidelity Still Have a Place in Catholic Education?

By Eamonn Keane

Those who publicly denigrate Catholic doctrine should not be upstaged in Catholic educational environments. By giving public platforms to such people, Catholic education authorities suggest they regard dissent from Catholic doctrine as compatible with the faithful performance of the duties of a Catholic educator. 

In August 2004, the Sandhurst diocese has scheduled Kevin Treston to conduct a workshop for teachers on “How Spirituality May Be Nurtured.” Treston publicly dissents from Catholic teaching. 

In a 1993 book titled A New Vision of Religious Education, Treston asserted that “the Christian Churches, reflecting the sexual patterns of the cultural environment, have engaged in institutionalised discrimination against women through their structures and ministry” (p. 14). He also cast doubt on whether or not Jesus founded the Church. He said: “Scripture Scholars debate whether Jesus actually founded a church. What we are certain of is that he preached the reign of God and gathered a community of disciples to announce the good news of salvation,” adding that “the only ‘structure’ initiated by Jesus was the institution of the twelve, and this structure disappeared after the death of Stephen”(pp. 63-64). Locating the ministerial priesthood in something other that its institution by Christ, Treston further asserted that “in the fourth century, the priesthood emerged from the office of the presbyter” (p. 64). In his ‘Foreword’ to this book, Thomas Groome said that with its publication Treston was making “a mighty contribution” to the  “ongoing faith development of our catechists and teachers”(p. vi).

In a book published in 2000 titled Visioning A Future Church, Treston made the following statements: 

· “Those who have studied the story of the church and her teachings on sexuality and marriage know that the church must seriously rethink its teachings” (p.92).

· “Catholic theology teaches that a sign of authentic teaching by the magisterium is when this teaching is accepted by the faithful…Authoritative decisions become effective only when they are received by the faithful…There are deep differences about authority in the contemporary church. In the Catholic Church tradition authority has been regarded as residing principally, but not exclusively, with bishops. Clearly some bishops and elements in Rome do not believe in consultation with the grassroots church. They believe that their office conveys to them a teaching role inherent in the office itself and does not derive from the body of the faithful” (pp. 94-95)

· “How does the church retain the ideal of heterosexual marriages and yet bless those partners whose genetic orientation leads them into homosexual unions” (p. 128)

· “Issues such as remarriage of divorced couples, masturbation, contraception, homosexuality must be addressed openly. To stifle debate by censure is a sign that the official church no longer trusts the Spirit to guide the church and presumes to know God’s will without appropriate consultation” (p. 128)

· “The so-called ‘shortage of priests’ today is in reality a shortage of Roman flexibility in restoring the first traditions in the church about who presides over the Eucharist” (pp. 79-80). “A long tradition of denigration of sexuality was another factor in the prescription of celibacy” (p. 81).

· “As long as the church continues to institutionalise sexism in its leadership structures, its credibility to speak on questions of justice is compromised” (p. 83)

· “Is the exclusion of women from ministerial leadership really an expression of God's will or a self-inflicted  wound by the church and a moral disorder” (p.84)

· “The ordination of women by the Anglican Church and women in ministerial roles in other Christian churches leaves the Catholic and Orthodox churches increasingly isolated on the question of women’s ordination…I have no doubt that ordination of women will eventually happen but not yet and not in the current form and style of priesthood” (p. 87).

· “A future church will need to address an official theological position that teaches the divine origins of the hierarchical order in the church and therefore is immutable” (p. 98).

· “The only structure which Jesus left us, the twelve, disappeared after the death of  Stephen the first martyr” (p. 106).

Treston’s assertion that women will be ordained to the priesthood contradicts the teaching of the Catechism of the Catholic Church which states that “the ordination of women is not possible” (n. 1577). This teaching was reaffirmed in a definitive way by Pope John Paul II in Ordinatio Sacerdotalis where he said it is “a matter which pertains to the Church's divine constitution itself” (n.4). By dissenting from this definitive doctrine, Treston is placing himself outside of full communion with the Catholic Church as Cardinal Ratzinger pointed out in his commentary on Pope John Paul II’s Ad Tuendam Fidem. Interestingly, in Visioning A Future Church, Treston attacks Ad Tuendam as well as Cardinal Ratzinger’s commentary on it (cf. p. 92).

Treston is most unjust in his denigration of the Congregation For the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF). This is particularly evident in Visioning A Future Church, where in referrence to Leonardo Boff and his censuring by the CDF, Treston says:

“The story of the silencing of liberation theologian Leonardo Boff is a chilling story to illustrate how far removed from the spirit of the gospel are the procedures of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith” (p. 104)

To see how lacking in substance is the accusation levelled here by Treston against the CDF, we will first note a few points about Liberation Theology. In 1984, the CDF issued an Instruction on Liberation Theology the “precise purpose” of which was stated as: 

“To draw the attention of pastors, theologians, and all the faithful to the deviations, and risks of deviation, damaging to the faith and to Christian living, that are brought about by certain forms of liberation theology which use, in an insufficiently critical manner, concepts borrowed from Marxist thought.”
 

The CDF Instruction pointed out that Marxist inspired liberation theologies draw the conclusion that class struggle “divides the Church herself, and that in light of this struggle even ecclesial realities must be judged.”
 The publication of this Instruction was ordered by Pope John Paul II. In Fides et Ratio, the Holy Father referred to the Instruction in order to point to the “danger of an uncritical adoption by some liberation theologians of opinions and methods drawn from Marxism.” In doing this, the Pope recalled the “specific task and service” performed by the CDF to “the Roman Pontiff’s universal Magisterium” when it issues documents such as the Instruction on Liberation Theology.

Returning now to Leonardo Boff. He is one of the leading liberation theologians to have come out of South America. In his writings, he manifests an insufficiently critical dependence on Marxist social analysis. In the late 1980s, he wrote  a Theological Reflection On Socialism in which he said: 

“The Socialist Revolution of 1917 marked something new in the history of humanity. The revolution was not alien to the Holy Ghost, in spite of all the contradictions the revolution encompassed.” 

This Reflection On Socialism was first published in the November-December 1988 issue of the Brazilian Catholic Journal Vozes. The Journal is operated by the Franciscan Order and at the time Boff was himself an editor. In 1991, Boff’s Franciscan Superiors removed him as editor of Vozes and ordered  him to stop publicising his views for one year. This move to censure Fr. Boff was supported by Cardinal Nicolas Lopez Rodriquez who was President of the Latin American Bishops’ Council. Some time after this happened, Boff left the priesthood. 

A characteristic mark of Boff’s work is that he uses conventional theological language but empties it of its doctrinal content. Also, he develops a model of the Church which he says is based on a “Communitarian Christianity” and places it in opposition to the hierarchically structured Church founded by Christ. He claims the ecclesiastical structure of the Catholic Church cannot be traced back any further than the third century. Finally, in terms of the theory of class struggle, Boff casts the “Roman Catholic Church” in the role of an oppressor.

Apart from his denigration of the CDF, Treston also misrepresents the teaching on women of some of the greatest saints and theologians of the Church. For example, in Visioning a Future Church, he makes reference to St. Thomas Aquinas as follows:

“‘Woman is an incomplet being…a misbegotten male’ (St. Thomas Aquinas, d. 1274)” (p. 85)

Treston’s reference here to St. Thomas Aquinas is a good example of how he frequently draws historical data into his theological meanderings without any apparent understanding of context. 

It has been shown conclusively that attributing to St. Thomas the words that woman is an “incomplete being” and a “misbegotten male” is a travesty of the Angelic Doctor’s thought. Speaking of this, Cardinal Cathal Daly says: 

“The elementary biology of Aristotle, on which Aquinas was relying, held that the male seed "intended" to reproduce itself in a male child. But, St Thomas insists, nature and nature's God intended differently, and woman is willed by God for her own sake. She is not intended only for reproduction, but is designed, as the male is designed, for understanding and intelligence, and her role in marriage is not just the begetting of offspring but the companioning of her husband. Aquinas is by no means a misogynist.”
 

Where St. Thomas refers to woman as “incomplete” and a “misbegotten male,” he does so in order to refute this denial of the dignity of women. Besides, six times in his writings he denies that such is the case: ie. at In 2 Sent, 20, 1, ad 1; In 4 Sent, 44, 1, 3c, co; Summa Theologiae, 1, 92, 1, ad 1; Summa Theologiae, 1, 99, 2, ad 1; De Veritate, 5, 9, ad 9; Summa Contra Gentiles, 3, 94, n. 10.

Common sense would say that Catholic institutions should not give public platforms to people who work against the teaching of the Church on some of the most important issues of the day. In this regard, Treston’s griping comments in Visioning A Future Church  regarding Catholic teaching on sexual and marital ethics is again a caricature of that teaching. On reading it, one would never think that we are now two decades on from when Pope John Paul II completed his monumental re-reading of Humanae Vitae in what is known as The Theology of the Body.

Some Catholic education authorities claim that Treston has made a significant contribution to Catholic education in Australia. However, as the evidence cited here makes clear, he is part of a dissident mindset that has helped turn Catholic education into a toxic wasteland as far as its ability to form Catholic youth in anything like a deep conviction about the veracity and solidity of the Church’s teaching 
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