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Introduction 

This pastoral project brings together my developing interest in pastoral 

theology with an established professional expertise in cultural anthropology. The 

theme of the project is the challenge to contemporary Christianity (particularly the 

Roman Catholic Church in the United States) as posed by cultural diversity. 

Although Catholicism has always been aware of the need to bring the Gospel 

message to people of diverse backgrounds, it is only in recent times that diversity 

per se has become a salient political and social issue. Groups defined by various 

criteria of diversity (race, ethnicity, gender, age, socioeconomic class, sexual 

orientation, condition of disability, among others) are now self-aware, often well 

organized, and very conscious of their rights, particularly in a socially and 

politically heterogeneous democracy like the U.S. If the Church is to continue to 

present the Gospel message to such groups, it must do so with a sensitivity toward 

those aspects of their lives that are valued for their distinctiveness, even as it 

seeks to impart a set of universal truths. 

This approach requires an understanding of the dynamics of culture. That 

concept is unfortunately often used by theologians in an off-handed, inconsistent 

manner that makes the formulation of a general policy of “inculturation” (the 

process by which the Gospel is “incarnated” in diverse cultural contexts) all the 

more difficult. The study of culture is, however, the stock-in-trade of the cultural  



anthropologist. The aim of this project is to demonstrate in at least a preliminary 

fashion how the insights of cultural anthropology can inform both the policy of 

inculturation and the implementation of programs designed to address that policy. 

This report also considers the insights from theology that must reciprocally 

inform the approach of the cultural anthropologist working in the context of the 

contemporary Church. 

This pilot project involved a series of workshops on the potential 

anthropological contributions to the church’s cultural diversity agenda. This 

report describes how the workshops were designed through theological reflection 

on the issues. It goes on to discuss how the workshops were delivered in four 

different settings (to a meeting of ministerial professionals; as part of a parish 

adult education series; to a spiritual direction team at a retreat center; and as part 

of a day of reflection for diocesan leaders of the Cursillo Movement), and it 

presents an evaluative analysis of these efforts. It concludes with a consideration 

of some suggested directions for further dissemination of the workshop materials. 

The workshops (and the theological reflections from which they have been 

developing) seek to broaden the scope of the current discourse on “the 

multicultural church.” To date, most discussions of diversity in the church context 

have focused on the most visible factors, race and ethnicity. Vitally important as 

these factors are in the modern world in general, and in the U.S. in particular, they 

cannot be allowed to obscure the salience of other factors of diversity (such as 

those suggested above). Moreover, inculturation policy and programming has thus 

far tended to concentrate on liturgy. It is certainly fair to say that liturgy occupies  



a central place in the life of the church, but it is certainly not the only aspect of 

contemporary American Catholicism that calls for culturally sensitive attention. 

Evangelization broadly defined, catechetics, and social justice outreach are 

equally deserving of a fully informed policy of inculturation, with guidelines for 

implementation that begin with a process of reflective dialogue. 

 



Chapter I: 

The Project Proposal: A Background 

Basic Strategy and Orientation 

The ultimate goal of this project is to introduce and nurture a theologically 

reflective dialogue on the challenge presented by cultural diversity in the 

contemporary Church.! For the purposes of this project, this dialogue will be 

developed for those who are already active in organized ministry and who are 

interested in deepening their understanding of the Church in the modern world. 

This dialogue will be facilitated through a workshop format, consisting of a 

didactic component followed by a guided theological reflection of one or more 

case studies. 

Goals 

1. Acquaint the participants with the main concepts in contemporary 

ecclesiology bearing on the culturally diverse nature of the modern 

Church. 

Action Step,: Participants will develop a familiarity with the 

meaning and history of the term “inculturation.” 

Action Stepp: Participants will develop a familiarity with the 

relationship between “inculturation” and models of 

the Church in the modern world.  



Action Step,: Participants will develop an understanding of the 

application of the principles of inculturation to 

specific, practical ministerial settings. 

Acquaint the participants with the basic premises of the “anthropological 

perspective.” 

Action Steps: Participants will develop a familiarity with the 

meaning and history of the terms “culture” and 

“diversity.” 

Action Stepp: Participants will develop an understanding of the 

application of the principles of anthropological 

analysis of culture to specific, practical ministerial 

settings. 

Explore the ways in which anthropological analysis can clarify the 

problems facing the Church in a culturally diverse society. 

Action Step,: Participants will develop a basic familiarity with the 

fundamental elements of the anthropological study 

of culture, with an emphasis on race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic class, gender, sexual orientation, and 

age. 

  

' In this report, the term “Church” will indicate the Roman Catholic Church in the United States. 
Other, more general usages of the term (e.g., as the worldwide body of those who believe in 
Christ) will be distinguished in context. 

? Although anthropologists use the term “pluralism” as a synonym for “diversity” in the context of 

culture and society, that term will be avoided in this report because of its quite different 
connotations in the theological literature.  



Action Stepy: Participants will develop an understanding of the 

application of the elements of cultural analysis to 

their own ministerial settings. 

Explore the ways in which theological reflection can point the way to an 

informed, reasoned discourse on cultural diversity issues. 

Action Step,: Participants will develop a framework for 

theological reflection in response to guided case 

examples. 

Action Stepp: Participants will learn to formulate 

anthropologically appropriate questions about 

cultural diversity issues in their own ministerial 

settings. 

Develop an ongoing forum through which participants and the facilitator 

can share and reflect on their experiences in identifying and clarifying 

cultural diversity issues in their own settings. 

Outline of Workshop 

1: Opening Prayer 

2 Facilitator’s Presentation (45 minutes) 

a. Inculturation: the guiding concept for the study of cultural 

diversity in the Church 

basic definition 

history 

11. methods  



iv. relationship to evangelization in the modern world 

The contribution of anthropology: the culture concept 

i definition of culture in anthropological perspective 

il. elements of cultural analysis 

Examples of inculturation, with cultural analysis 

Models of the Church 

implications for inculturation 

il. implications for ministry 

Guided case study 

Questions/Discussion (30 minutes) 

Break (10 minutes) 

Small group discussions of selected cases (45 minutes) 

Reconvene in large group, with representatives from small groups sharing 

results of their discussions (45 minutes) 

Closing remarks (10 minutes) 

Closing prayer 

Discussion of Outline 

The didactic portion of the workshop begins with the concept of 

inculturation, defined as “. . . the incarnation of Christian life and of the Christian 

message in a particular cultural context, in such a way that this experience not 

only finds expression through elements proper to the culture in question, but 

becomes a principle that animates, directs and unifies the culture, transforming 

and remaking it so as to bring about a new creation” (Schineller 1990:6).  



This definition links the task of evangelization to the enfleshment of the 

Word of God — it is therefore part of the effort directed by the Church toward 

preparing the way for the Kingdom of God. The definition also makes it clear that 

the message of the Gospel is not simply an abstract “word,” but is meant to be a 

life process. Moreover, it is a process that occur in many different ways, 

depending on the elements “proper” to the cultures in which it occurs. F inally, the 

definition makes it clear that the process of incarnation is not a matter of pouring 

new wine into old wineskins — its ultimate goal is to transform the culture, which 

does not come to disvalue or lose its “proper” elements, but does come to 

understand them in a new light. 

This definition represents the current understanding of theologians in the 

Roman Catholic tradition; it must, however, be understood as the result of a long 

process of historical development. Phases in Rome’s pre-Vatican II strategies for 

incarnating the Gospel in cultures, variously labeled “Imposition,” “Translation,” 

and “Adaptation,” (Schreiter 1986), are also defined. Strategies labeled 

“Indigenization” (Davies 1986) and “Contextualization” (Hiebert 1984), which 

emerged in the post-Vatican II era, are defined and compared/contrasted with 

“Inculturation.” 

Three main approaches to, or methods for achieving inculturation are 

defined and discussed with examples that demonstrate the various ways this 

concept has come to inform evangelization — and ministry in general — in the 

  

> These definitions are discussed at greater length in Angrosino (1996), which is to be distributed 
to workshop participants prior to the workshop itself.  



modern world: “Dynamic Equivalence,” “Creative Assimilation,” and “Organic 

Progression.” (See Angrosino 1996 for fuller discussion.) 

All of these concepts refer to “culture,” a term we all use very casually in 

everyday language. But “culture” is actually a technical term used by 

anthropologists in their analysis of social organization and social process. The 

“culture concept” is usually considered the most important contribution of the 

discipline of anthropology, which emerged in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, to the discourse of the modern social sciences. There are many possible 

definitions of “culture,” depending on the particular analytical needs of a given 

project (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952). This workshop will use a modified 

version of the classic definition suggested by Sir Edward Tylor in 1871: “Culture 

is that complex whole, consisting of everything that a people makes, does, and 

thinks about, all of which they learn in the context of society.” 

This definition stresses the integrated nature of culture — it is not simply a 

list of randomly assorted traits and characteristics, but is an organized system. 

That system encompasses a people’s material production, its interpersonal 

interactions, and its ideologies or beliefs. Culture is learned (as opposed to those 

aspects of human behavior that are genetically patterned). Culture is shared in the 

context of organized social groups, which are not unitary entities, but networks of 

relationships based on (among other possible factors), race, ethnicity, gender, 

socioeconomic class, age, and sexual orientation. Perhaps the most important 

aspect of the discussion will be the demonstration that this definition applies to all 

people; we sometimes have a tendency to think that “culture” is what foreign,  



exotic, or otherwise non-mainstream people have, whereas what we have is just 

normal, everyday, reasonable behavior. Therefore, the problems posed by cultural 

diversity are not restricted to encounters between westerners and people from 

faraway places; even a seemingly “average” American parish can be marked by 

diversity once we understand the underlying aspects of cultural differentiation. 

With this background in mind, some key areas of inculturation activity are 

surveyed, with examples drawn from the fields of social justice, sacraments and 

liturgy, leadership development, catechesis, and ecumenism. The “Conservative,” 

“Liberal,” “Neo-Conservative,” and “Radical” models of the Church as defined 

by Mannion (1990) will be used to demonstrate the various ways in which faith 

and culture can intersect. An anthropological perspective, based on our working 

definition of culture, is then brought to bear on these examples. 

Several case studies representing the challenge of cultural diversity to 

various ministerial activities will be discussed. (See Appendix A.) One of them 

will be presented by the facilitator, who will guide general group discussion. The 

basic premise will be to introduce an anthropologically informed cultural analysis 

to the model of theological reflection suggested by Kinast (1996). A working 

outline of the Kinast model, showing where cultural analysis might most logically 

be inserted, is found in Appendix B. Analysis reflecting familiarity with the 

culture concept will be stressed in this guided, large-group case study discussion, 

in particular: 

e Culture is integrated. Beliefs, behaviors, attitudes, values, material 

products are not randomly assorted, but form a more or less coherent  



system. If it becomes necessary to intervene in a culture so as to 

modify some elements in that culture, it is important to remember that 

a change in one part of the system often means (unintended) changes 

in other, related parts. It is also unwise to take one element of a culture 

out of context and assume that it represents the whole (as, for example, 

assuming that permitting the Spanish Prayer Group to sing a hymn in 

Spanish at a Sunday liturgy completely solves the issue of paying due 

respect to Hispanic culture). 

Culture is learned. It therefore stands to reason that it can be re- 

learned, or learned in a new way, or even completely un-learned. We 

should never make the mistake of assuming that just because a certain 

behavior is “determined by culture” we are therefore stuck with it even 

when it becomes dysfunctional. After all, a piece of behavior may 

have meant something in its traditional setting (e.g., norms about 

proper/expected marriage partners), but need not continue to have such 

meaning when the situation changes. 

Culture is shared. Anthropology differs from psychology in that the 

latter focuses on individual behaviors and states of mind, while the 

former is concerned with general tendencies (or “patterns,” or 

“themes,” or “configurations,” depending on which anthropological 

theoretician one favors). Because of its emphasis on patterns, 

anthropological analysis can sometimes lead us to mistake “ideal” 

culture for “real” culture — assuming that what people tell us about  



what they are “supposed to do” is what they actually do. A good 

anthropologist must always look for both the ideal and the real; the 

greater the disparity, the more stressed by change the culture is likely 

to be. It is also important to remember that general tendencies, 

patterns, or themes cannot be inferred from a single informant, no 

matter how apparently knowledgeable that person may be, and no 

matter how much of a leader he/she seems to be. We must make sure 

that what such a person reports really is shared across the community 

and not just his/her own axe to grind. (People who present themselves 

as spokespeople for their communities are, in the experience of 

anthropological fieldworkers, the ones with the most marked agendas. 

That this is so does not necessarily mean that such people are “wrong” 

— but it does mean that we must be prepared to verify their comments 

with other members of the group.) In a similar way, we must be 

skeptical of anecdotal reports. Analyses based on more structured 

forms of social research are preferable to accounts of random personal 

encounters, although the latter can be very useful if enough of them 

are collected and a discernible pattern emerges. 

Following a question/discussion period and a break, the participants will 

divide into small discussion groups. Using the model of the case study analysis 

done earlier, each group will reflect on a different case study and will reach some 

tentative conclusions. (It is important to note that a definitive analysis is not 

possible, given the relatively brief time frame and the fact that most people will of  



necessity be speaking off the tops of their heads. Participants should, however, 

keep in mind the kinds of resources they would like to consult in order to confirm 

or modify their tentative conclusions.) When all the participants reassemble, a 

representative of each of the discussion groups will present his/her group’s 

tentative analysis. 

The workshop will close with the facilitator’s brief responses to the 

discussion groups’ reports, concluding remarks, and suggestions for follow-up. 

 



Chapter II: 

Theological Reflection 

Context 

This project was developed in response to two assignments in TH 562 

(“Arts and Skills for Ministry”) during the January 1998 semester. Those 

responses in turn grew from an assignment in TH 530 (“The Nature and Identity 

of the Church”) during the May 1997 semester. My own orientation toward the 

material, and my theological reflections thereupon are thus the products of the 

interaction and feedback provided by the instructors and other students in those 

courses. 

The immediate reference group in consultation with which I developed the 

project proposal and implemented the ensuing workshops was my Cursillo 

“friendship group.” In the Cursillo Movement, participants form small groups that 

meet on a regular basis to share their experiences in growing in the faith. The 

members support one another in the pursuit of meaningful ways to “bring Christ” 

to the various environments in which they live and work. At the time this proposal 

was being formulated, my group included the current regional director of the St. 

Vincent de Paul Society and a fund-raising consultant to the Diocese of St. 

Petersburg, Florida. During the implementation phase, it grew to include the 

human resources director of the diocesan Catholic Charities office and the deacon 

who serves as Parochial Associate in my home parish. I believe I was blessed in  



having a sounding board composed of people who are not only committed 

Christians but who are all, in their various ways, so closely in touch with issues of 

concern to the Church at both the diocesan and parochial levels. 

The Cursillo method is based on the analysis of three interlocking factors: 

holiness (growing in faith, learning to direct all of one’s attention to “putting on 

the mind of Christ”), formation (growing in knowledge not only “about” God, but 

also “of” God), and evangelization (growing in ability to translate the abstractions 

of faith into action in our everyday lives). It therefore made good sense to the 

members of my group when I proposed that we use a “tripolar” model of 

theological reflection (see, e.g., J. Whitehead and E. Whitehead 1995) in order to 

deal with the issue I had brought to them for consideration — stated at the outset, 

in very general terms, as the appropriate response of the contemporary Church to 

the challenges posed by cultural diversity. This method of discernment uses three 

data sources, each of which reveals the presence of God, but in ways that 

complement rather than duplicate one another. The goal is to attain a balanced 

view that leads to an informed pastoral action. The three sources are: a) sacred 

scripture, including the traditions of the Church and contemporary teachings of 

the Church; b) the empirical sciences; and c) human experience. Neglect of the 

sacred scripture and allied traditions can result in a decision that is fallibly 

humanistic. Inattention to the empirical scientific material can result in a narrowly 

fundamentalist interpretation. And dismissal of experience can result in a 

conclusion that, while academically sound, misses the dynamic of how people 

actually live their lives and may thus seem irrelevantly esoteric.  



The tripolar model allows participants first to seek out the information that 

is available in the three sources, then to engage the information in a process of 

mutual clarification and challenge so as to expand and deepen religious insight, 

and finally to move from insight through decision to concrete pastoral action. 

These three steps are sometimes referred to as seeing, judging, and acting. The 

results of this theological reflection are as follows: 

Seeing 

Scripture 

The Catholic tradition of Christianity has always, by definition, stressed 

the universality of the Church. But although it was clear that the Word of God 

was addressed to all people, who were to be baptized and made disciples (Mt. 

28:19), it was equally clear that “all nations” exhibited a diversity of beliefs and 

behaviors that potentially stood in the way of that grand commission. The Lord 

himself had been able to reach out to the presumably heretical Samaritans (Jn. 

4:4-42) and to “pagan” Canaanites (Mk. 7:24-30), but the apostles were to face a 

big challenge as they went out “into the whole world” to “proclaim the gospel to 

every creature” (Mk. 16:15). At first, they did not even have to travel very far to 

get a sense of the dimensions of their task. At the Pentecost, “there were devout 

Jews from every nation under heaven staying in Jerusalem” (Acts 2:5), and with 

the assistance of the Holy Spirit, Peter was able to make himself understood by 

“Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Judea and 

Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of 

Libya near Cyrene, as well as travelers from Rome, both Jews and converts to  



Judaism, Cretans and Arabs” (Acts 2:9-11). Although they all shared a Jewish 

heritage, this diverse crowd obviously spoke a multitude of languages — and 

language is, in many ways, the most fundamental factor in the differentiation of 

one culture from another, a problem it took divine intervention to solve. In this 

case, there was a single message, but it was conveyed through multiple channels 

of communication. Prayerful reflection also helped the apostles solve another 

early crisis of cultural diversity — the friction between Aramaic-speaking 

Palestinian Jews and Greek-speaking Jews of the Diaspora. In that case, the 

solution was not a one-size-fits-all remedy, but the institution of the diaconate 

specifically to care for those who felt they were not being well served by the “in” 

crowd (Acts 6:1-7). The Deacon Philip was able to make a notable convert of the 

official from the court of the Queen of Ethiopia; the man, in addition to being a 

foreigner, was a eunuch, a condition that disqualified him from any sort of public 

role in traditional Judaism (although he seems to have been a devout student of 

the Jewish tradition). Philip completely ignores this insular, ethnocentric Jewish 

attitude and accepts what amounts to a practice sanctioned by another culture 

insofar as it presents no barrier to the official’s baptism (Acts 9:26-39). Non- 

scriptural tradition places several of the other apostles in far-flung places (e.g., 

Thomas to India), but the most widely traveled of them all in historically 

verifiable terms was, of course, Paul. The remarkable thing about Paul’s 

missionary journeys is the way in which he was able to adapt his message to the 

varying cultural contexts in which he found himself. His homilies in various 

Jewish synagogues, heavy with references to the Hebrew Scriptures and to well  



known incidents of Jewish history (e.g., Acts 13:16-41), are literally a world away 

~ from the subtle philosophizing of his address to the Greek intellectuals in Athens 

(Acts 17:22-30). It is instructive to note that Paul does not overtly condemn the 

Greeks for their polytheism, but rather praises their dedication to_uncovering the 

truth. 

It was Paul’s mission activities that provoked the first “international” 

crisis of the young church, and elicited the first definitive statement on the 

multicultural dimension of what was to become known as the universal Church. 

Paul’s outreach to the Gentiles had not been entirely well received by those 

Christians of Jewish heritage; they did not, of course, object to his evangelizing 

efforts, but they were concerned about his apparent disregard for the Mosaic Law, 

which he declined to impose on the Gentile converts. The upshot of the 

controversy was the so-called Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:1-29), which 

produced a letter to the Gentiles endorsed by the “pillars of the church” in 

Jerusalem. The latter made it clear that their position was not a matter of human 

expediency, but a “decision of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 15:28). They insisted on a 

few basic principles (“namely to abstain from meat sacrificed by idols, from 

blood, from meats of strangled animals, and from unlawful marriage” [Acts 

15:29]), but otherwise left the Gentiles to follow the Lord in their own ways. 

Sacred Tradition and Historical Development 

Christianity emerged and developed in the Roman Empire, which itself 

was a culturally very diverse entity — Greco-Roman culture had been spread as a 

thin veneer over a multiplicity of local ethnic groups, languages, and religious  



practices. Although there was some tendency on the part of the early Christians to 

turn their backs on all this diversity, others among the Church Fathers took a more 

nuanced approach. Justin Martyr, for example, argued that the pagan culture, 

imperfect though it might be, still carried intimations of God’s revelation. In 

contradistinction to the political hysteria of the day that held that Christians were 

ipso facto threats to the civil order, Justin argued that Christians could be — 

indeed, should be — good citizens of the Empire. Whether or not they explicitly 

endorsed Justin’s line of thinking, most of his contemporaries were forced to rely 

on the Greek language and the philosophical constructs prevalent in both 

intellectual and spiritual circles at that time in order to explain the basic principles 

of Christianity. In so doing, they quietly transformed a local Jewish sect into an 

international religion (Cunningham 1995:261). 

After the end of the period of persecution, Augustine of Hippo argued (in 

On Christian Doctrine) that Christians had the right to use pagan learning for the 

good of the gospel. Moreover, in the Confessions, he claims that in the writings of 

the Greek Neoplatonist philosophers, he found every true thing “except the name 

of Christ.” In The City of God, Augustine went so far as to claim that Christianity 

had replaced pagan culture, and therefore had a right to claim the intellectual, 

artistic, and spiritual riches of that culture. 

Medieval Christendom was conceptualized as a Body of Christ unified by 

adherence to certain doctrines and forms of worship, but otherwise quite varied in 

local adaptations. One is impressed with the natural evolution of the Church as it 

incorporated elements developed by local churches in Ireland, Germany, and  



Italy, and growing out of the accommodation of erstwhile “barbarians” to the 

remnants of Roman civilization (Bokenkotter 1990). This relatively easy tolerance 

and willingness to allow the Church to grow organically, the parent stock 

nourished from its many diverse branches, concluded with the Reformation. The 

Counter-Reformation represented a retrenchment of the Roman position and an 

increased value placed on uniformity and central authority, as it was feared that 

too much local initiative could lead to heresy and schism. The Roman Catholic 

Church continued to spread throughout the world, but it attempted to gather all its 

children under a common standard of faith and practice. Jesuit missionaries like 

Matteo Ricci in China and Roberto DeNobili in India attempted to provide both a 

vernacular worship and a diverse expression of Christian doctrine, but they were 

given scant encouragement by the Vatican (Cunningham 1995:262). It was not 

until the expansion of the European colonial empires in the nineteenth century 

that theologians began to reflect on the necessity of expressing the Christian faith 

in forms culturally appropriate to non-Europeans. Early attempts at “missionary 

accommodations” were “timid” (Cunningham 1990:262), but they paved the way 

for the major overhaul in thinking represented by Vatican II. 

Contemporary Church Teaching and Practice 

The participants in Vatican II came to be aware (some grudgingly, others 

with a more open mind) of what Karl Rahner called the “era of the World 

Church.” Rahner was speaking of the end of European-centered Catholicism, a 

historical moment that called for detailed examination of what a truly inculturated 

Catholicism would look like. None of the documents of Vatican II explicitly used  



the term “culture” in the anthropological sense (the word appears mainly in the 

context of references to literature, art, and music), or called directly for the 

“inculturation” of the gospel, but the tide had clearly turned. The second chapter 

of the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et 

Spes) insists that people need to participate in the growth and development of 

“human culture,” which is defined tentatively, but tantalizingly, as “the vehicle of 

human expression and longing.” Such participation, the Constitution asserts, is 

fully consistent with, and indeed a part of, the Christian doctrines of creation and 

incarnation. Gaudium et Spes (no. 62) contains the remarkable statement that 

theological inquiry should not be divorced from a “close contact with its own 

era.” This statement is often taken as the charter for those theologians who have 

pursued a sustained dialogue between the world of faith and secular culture, a 

dialogue that is predicated on the assumption that even “profane culture” can be 

the “bearer of insight and constructive human advances” (Cunningham 1990:263). 

Although it is clear that the Church has a mission to enrich and enlighten “profane 

culture,” it came to be seen as a disastrous mistake to think that the Church is the 

sole teacher, and “culture” the passive learner. The Church, in the spirit of 

Gaudium et Spes, “must have the humility and clarity to recognize that culture 

also teaches” (Cunningham 1990:263). 

Even had the Council not taken the initiative, the secular world would 

probably have forced Catholics to reconsider their position. In the United States, 

at least, the old ideology of the melting pot was replaced in that same era by the 

celebration of “roots” and, a bit later, by “multiculturalism,” a positive  



recognition of diversity. Elsewhere, the European hegemony was broken by the 

end of colonialism and the emergence of independent states in Africa, Asia, and 

the Pacific, as well as by movements of social liberation in Latin America. In 

terms of the Church, Rome might still be honored as the symbolic center of 

religious organization, but not necessarily as the unchallenged arbiter of all things 

bearing on the practice of the faith. 

The post-Vatican II period has seen a renewal of emphasis on the 

incarnational and sacramental aspects of Catholicism. There is clearly a 

heightened awareness of ours as a world in which the eternal and universal truths 

of the faith must be communicated and delivered through a multiplicity of social 

forms, cultural systems, and communications networks, each with its own 

particular values, attitudes, and assumptions. It is now widely accepted that 

because all Christians have a basic baptismal commitment to help prepare the way 

for the Kingdom of God, we must join, as church, in the task of evangelization. 

But at the same time we must realize that any attempt to preach “the faith” in a 

take-it-or-leave-it manner that is insensitive to the kinds of diversities that 

contemporary people find so important as anchors in a rapidly changing world — 

factors such as gender, sexual orientation, age, socioeconomic class, as well as 

more obvious matters like race and ethnicity — is doomed to failure. 

Perhaps the most important fruit of that attitude was Paul VI’s 1975 

“exhortation,” “On Evangelization in the Modern World” (Evangelii Nuntiandi). 

The Pope noted that it was necessary to make the basic message of Christianity 

both comprehensible and attractive to the millions of people who resent the  



implication that their faith is somehow dependent on adoption of one particular 

standard of culture. Since “the Kingdom which the Gospel proclaims is lived by 

[people] who are profoundly linked to a culture,” it stands to reason that “the 

building up of the Kingdom cannot avoid borrowing the elements of human 

culture.” Evangelii Nuntiandi appeared at a time when the term “inculturation” 

was coming into widespread currency; it was often defined as “the dialectical 

relationship that should exist between gospel and cultures” (Arbuckle 1986:429). 

Rahner’s influence is again pronounced; he had pointed out that “theology 

consists in conscious reflection upon the message of the gospel in a quite specific 

situation in terms of the history of the human spirit (i.e., culture)” (cited in 

Arbuckle 1986:429), which is the very attitude underlying Paul VI’s message. 

Some years later, in a meeting with the bishops of Nigeria, Pope John Paul 

II stated that, “The church comes to bring Christ; she does not come to bring the 

culture of another race.” The Church is now therefore embarked on a policy of 

“inculturation,” a process whereby the truths of the faith come to be “incarnated” 

in diverse cultural forms. According to Gaudium et Spes, the church is expected 

to “enter into communion with different forms of culture, thereby enriching both 

itself and the cultures themselves.” The 1987 Synod of Bishops defined 

inculturation as the attempt to “root the Christian way in different cultures.” To 

indicate how much times have changed, the Vatican in 1982 lifted the cloud of 

official suspicion that had hung over the seventeenth century Jesuit missionaries; 

Pope John Paul II specifically praised Matteo Ricci for “building between the 

Church and Chinese culture a bridge that seems solidly anchored and secure.” In a  



similar vein, the Pope named Sts. Cyril and Methodius as co-patrons of Europe; 

these two missionary brothers brought Christianity to the Slavs of eastern Europe, 

in the process devising both a new form of the written language (“cyrillic”) and a 

new liturgy. 

Contemporary approved experiments in inculturation have involved the 

replacement of Euro-American missionaries by local clergy who celebrate the 

Roman rite in more or less intact form. Somewhat more sweeping experiments 

have seen the approval of complete, alternative liturgies in the Philippines and 

Zaire . The most radical voice in the inculturation debate has been that of the 

Liberation Theology movement, whose spokespeople have pointed out that 

merely tinkering with the symbols of ritual is insufficient: a truly inculturated 

church would be structurally transformed, from one based on centralized 

hierarchies to one based on local “base communities.” In the U.S., Rembert 

Weakland, the Archbishop of Milwaukee, has spoken of the “birthing of a new 

Catholicism” in America. He points out that no concept emanating from Vatican 

IT has been more enthusiastically adopted by American Catholics than that of 

“shared responsibility.” The preconciliar notion of “the church” was defined in 

terms of its clerical hierarchy, with the laity as the obedient flock. Over the past 

three decades, this image has given way as Catholicism ahs been transformed 

from the marginalized religion of the immigrant “huddled masses” to a 

mainstream, middle-class faith. Catholics who are politically and economically 

empowered in all other aspects of American life are not very likely to accept a 

passive status within the church. An inculturated American church, according to  



Archbishop Weakland, would therefore be one with a high degree of lay 

institutional direction and an emphasis on decentralized authority. 

Archbishop Weakland recently addressed the Canon Law Society of America (at 

a meeting in Orlando, Florida) on the topic of cultural diversity (Palombo 1998). He 

pointed out that although the Catholic Church has for centuries been dominated by 

European and North American culture, its future will be “predominantly non-white, a 

coalition and mixture of many races and cultures.” Even people disposed to look with 

favor on such globalism (inherent, after all, in the very nature of a “catholic” institution) 

have not come to accept the implications of this change “in their hearts.” He claimed that 

“the Church of the West” is in denial because in spite of its rhetoric, it still seeks 

homogeneity, and is not yet fully comfortable with local cultural adaptations that, he 

believes are “signs of local identity and affirmation.” Archbishop Weakland reminded the 

canonists that he was not speaking off the top of his head; he carefully linked his analysis 

to the theology of Karl Rahner, who decades ago alerted those composing the new Code 

of Canon Law to the danger of having a “Western Code that is imposed on the world 

Church in Latin America, Asia and Africa.” Despite strenuous efforts on the part of the 

Vatican to enforce central authority, the Archbishop believes that such a policy has 

peaked and that the Church of the near future will have to take a more realistic stance 

toward other cultures. He advocated the recognition of ethnic diversity and the study of 

the way “different models of Catholicism” operate. His ideal agenda for the new 

millennium would include: a statement of basic rights for all within the Church, including 

people of different cultures, and including lay people, clerics, and deacons; a renewed 

interest in and validation of local customs; and a review of institutions that make up the  



church (e.g., parishes and dioceses) to see if they can continue to serve the needs of the 

“world church.” He concluded by saying: 

More than anything else, these changes involve a change of mentality and 

new modes of operating, so that the local churches with their cultural 

differences are respected and not forced into a monolithic mold that could 

stifle them or that might lead to ruptures that would be regrettable. With 

prudence, insight and more trust on the part of central authorities, such 

ruptures could be avoided. Then the Catholic Church would be seen as a 

model for all global institutions of the next century. 

Rome is not entirely comfortable with such notions, which are easy enough to 

dismiss as the result of America’s naive liberalism, and there are certainly many 

theologians who would question whether institutional structure was sufficiently germane 

to “the faith” as to warrant its inclusion in a discussion of inculturation. Rome is clearly 

far more concerned with maintaining basic doctrine even as it permits a degree of local 

expression, as demonstrated by its on-again-of-again excommunication of Father Tissa 

Balasuriya of Sri Lanka. 

Nevertheless, as Paul VI put it in Evangelii Nuntiandi, “evangelization 

loses much of its force and effectiveness if it does not take into consideration the 

actual people to whom it is addressed, if it does not use their language, their signs 

and symbols, if it does not answer the questions they ask, and if it does not have 

an impact on their concrete life.” The bottom line may well be that presented in 

Acts 10:34-36: “Then Peter began to speak to them: ‘I truly understand that God  



shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is 

right is acceptable to him.’” 

The Empirical Sciences 

Reflection on this data source was enhanced by the fact that in addition to 

myself, a professional anthropologist, my group included members with extensive 

training in other of the social sciences — psychology, sociology, political 

economy. 

The Nazi Holocaust and South African apartheid both reflected an over- 

reliance on attributing all human characteristics to innate biology. Partly as a 

result of revulsion toward those movements, as well as appreciation for the 

insights of various liberation movements (i.e., civil rights for African Americans, 

women, gays and lesbians, people with disabilities, and so forth) that have sought 

to “de-essentialize” markers of distance, modern social science treats all 

purported measures or indices of difference as essentially social constructions 

(Gergen 1985). Biologists and physical anthropologists have made it very clear 

that “race,” which seems so clear-cut an “inherent” factor, is actually a cultural 

fiction. Physical differences both overt (skin color, size and shape of nose and 

lips) and covert (blood type, disease immunities) are distributed along continuous 

gradations (known as “clines”); while some local populations exhibit relatively 

greater frequencies of certain physical traits, there is no such thing as a “pure” 

race, or mutually exclusive categories of genetic material. The human species is, 

and always has been, marked by mobility and the propensity to interbreed. It is 

now widely understood that there is statistically more variation within supposedly  



“racial” groups than there is from one “race” to another (Haviland 1991 :258-65). 

Similarly, we now know that the behaviors attributed to gender are determined 

much less by genetic predisposition than by cultural preference. Except for their 

biologically determined roles in sexual reproduction, male and female humans act 

in ways that their cultures tell them are appropriate to act, not in ways that they 

are programmed and predestined to behave (Olesen 1994). 

But just because factors indicative of difference are social and cultural 

rather than biological does not make them less “real.” Indeed, the very real 

consequences of racism, sexism, ageism, class conflict, ethnic cleansing, and so 

forth compel us to deal with perceived inter-human differentiation, regardless of 

the genesis of those perceived differences. To understand intergroup relations, we 

must recognize that differences among various peoples cause each group to look 

on other groups as “strangers.” While some cultures have historically counted it a 

point of honor to welcome strangers, it is more often the case that outsiders are 

considered inferior.” Aristotle was perhaps the first philosopher to turn his 

attention to this phenomenon, and his observation in The Rhetoric is still 

pertinent: “We like those who resemble us, and are engaged in the same pursuits.” 

People’s perception of the similarity between themselves is a more powerful 

  

* Sacred Scripture gives us an interesting example of the ambivalent nature of this point even 
within a single culture. Throughout much of their early history, the Hebrew people were both 
repulsed by and attracted to their Canaanite neighbors. Although their prophets exhorted them to 
shun (and, in some cases, as with Samuel’s advice to Saul, to kill) their “foreign” enemies, there is 
ample evidence to suggest that intermarriage was frequent, as was the blending of religious 
practices to which not even Solomon was immune. Like many desert nomads, the early Hebrews 
were very concerned to show hospitality to strangers. In the horrifying story in Judges 19, the 
offense of the men of Gibeah was not that they had gang-raped and murdered a woman, but that in 
doing so they were inhospitable to a guest. The ironic moral of the story is that the travelers had 
deliberately bypassed a Canaanite town in order to lodge with fellow Israelites. The “outrage” 
perpetrated by the latter was all the more insulting because it was directed against members of the  



determinant than actual similarity (Newcomb 1978). People perceive strangers 

primarily through “categoric knowing” — the classification of others on the basis 

of fimited information obtained visually, and perhaps verbally (Lofland 

1973).There is a tendency to confuse an individual’s characteristics with typical 

group-member characteristics. The influential early twentieth century sociologist 

Georg Simmel (1950) suggested that strangers are both inside and outside — 

physically present and participating, but having gotten there from another place 

(either a different geographic locality, or a different “psychic space” such as that 

presumably separating men and women). Alfred Schutz (1944), a sociologist who 

was himself an immigrant to the U.S., noted in a comment on Simmel’s seminal 

essay that strangers also lack “intersubjective understanding,” by which he meant 

that they lack the insiders’ understanding of the local jargon, customs, beliefs, 

symbols, and everyday behavior. 

The tendency to view the world in terms of insiders and strangers reflects 

a position known as “ethnocentrism,” the view of things in which one’s own 

group is the center of everything and all others are scaled and rated with reference 

to it (Parrillo 1997:8). According to the proponents of social identity theory (see, 

e.g., Taifel 1981), in-group members almost automatically think of their group as 

better than out-groups because doing so enhances their own social status or social 

identity, thus raising the value of their personal identity or self-image. The 

assumption that “we” are better than “they” results in out-groups becoming 

  

same nation.  



objects of ridicule, contempt, hatred — or just blind indifference. Such attitudes 

lead quite naturally to stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, even persecution. 

Patterns of cultural diversity in the United States have been studied with 

  

reference to three major theories. Functionalist theory is a belief in the stability 

and essential cooperativeness of the social system. Under ideal conditions, a 

society is in a state of balance, with all its parts working in harmony. When 

problems arise, it is because some parts of the system have become dysfunctional, 

often as a result of rapid social change. Changes in one part of the system require 

compensating adjustments elsewhere. Functionalists believe that all problems 

associated with diversity can be resolved through adjustments to the social 

system, returning it to a state of equilibrium through small corrections to an 

already functioning society. 

By contrast, conflict theory has been influenced by the Marxist image of 

an elite exploiting the masses, such that society is defined not by its innate 

stability, but by its innate propensity to disagreement, tension, and intergroup 

clashes. Perceived differences almost always result in discrimination as those in 

power seek to maintain their control by disvaluing those who express alternative 

behaviors or values. 

Interactionist theory focuses on the microsocial world of personal 

interaction (e.g., social distance when talking, commonly understood terms) rather 

than the macrosocial aspects of social institutions. There is an emphasis on the 

shared symbols and definitions people use when communicating with one 

another. By means of symbols such as those of spoken language, gestures, body  



language, tone of voice, appearance, and popular culture images, people 

communicate, create impressions, and develop an understanding of the world. 

Interactionist theory sees diverse cultural groups as engaged in a set of 

negotiations or dialogues, rather than conflicts. 

Culture provides the definitions by which members of a society perceive 

the world about them. Language and other forms of symbolic interaction provide 

the means through which this knowledge is perceived and transmitted. Becoming 

acculturated requires learning both the language and the symbol system of the 

society. Sometimes, though, situations become real in their consequences because 

people originally defined them as real. Moreover, unless it is isolated from the 

rest of the world (highly unlikely in the modern transportation/communications 

nexus), a society undergoes change through cultural contact and the diffusion of 

ideas, inventions, and practices. Within large societies, there are usually 

subcultures that may be gradually assimilated (convergent subcultures), or they 

may remain distinct (persistent subcultures) (Parrillo 1997:61). In the United 

States, most of the so-called “white ethnics” (e.g., Irish, German, Italian, Polish) 

have become convergent subcultures; members of such groups may choose to 

announce their ethnic affiliation for special occasions, but for the most part they 

can and do blend into the “mainstream.” African Americans, by contrast, are an 

example of a persistent subculture, since in the United States, skin color is treated 

(without any scientific support whatsoever) as the irreducible mark of one’s racial 

category, such that even black people who do, in fact, attain middle-class status  



from the economic point of view are still thought of and are treated like all other 

blacks. 

Structural conditions also influence people’s perceptions of the world. 

Differences in perception are noted in industrial as opposed to agrarian societies, 

closed as opposed to open societies, growing as opposed to contracting 

economies, bountiful as opposed to meager environmental resource bases, 

situations in which friends and relatives are accessible as opposed to those in 

which they are distant. Distribution of power resources and compatibility with the 

existing social structure will greatly determine majority/minority relations. 

Interactionists concentrate on the perceptions of cultural differences as they affect 

intergroup relations. Functionalists and conflict theorists emphasize the structural 

conditions (Parrillo 1997:62). 

Three theories of divergent group (“minority”) integration have been 

prominent in American public policy. Assimilation (“majority conformity’) was 

the dream of those who assumed that newer immigrants, or others of marginalized 

status, would have to take on (or, at least, assent to) the characteristics of the elite 

if they were to be tolerated. Amalgamation looked forward to the creation of a 

new breed of people with a distinct culture, “melted” out of many origins in a 

common “pot.” The assumption of both assimilationists and amalgamationists 

was that American society should not in the ideal be a culturally diverse one. But 

accommodation (or “pluralism”) recognizes the persistence of diversity in a 

society even though there is a commonly shared core of culture (Abramson 1980).  



The past, present, and probably the future of the U.S. are all bound up in 

the word diversity. United by a core culture and shared beliefs in certain ideals, 

the people of the U.S. have nonetheless not always understood their common 

bond or openly accepted one another as equals. In the terms developed above, we 

remain a nation of strangers. Assimilation and pluralism continue to vie for 

prominence among policy-makers and opinion-leaders. Despite some progress, 

the U.S. has never fully resolved its race-relations question, and the legacy of 

American racism has been a widespread assumption that toleration of any 

difference is bound to lead to unmanageable stress in the social fabric. But it is 

important to remember that diversity has always been part of the U.S. experience, 

and it has never really destroyed either the assimilation process or the 

cohesiveness of the society, despite popular perceptions to the contrary. Race, 

ethnicity, and other socially constructed group identities “are simply other 

people’s humanity” (Parrillo 1997:545). Diversity, in the last analysis, is “the 

nation’s strength, not its weakness” and awareness and celebration of that fact can 

only make us stronger (Parrillo 1997:545). 

Experience 

We all have a general awareness of the issues involved in living in a 

culturally diverse society, but several recent concerns have been particularly 

important in leading us to reflect on current experience. Some of these 

experiences deal specifically with race and/or ethnicity, the most commonly cited 

factors in cultural diversity, but others demonstrate that implicitly we have come 

to an appreciation of other factors making for a multicultural society.  



The issue of immigration reform has sparked debate across the United 

States, although it is especially salient in a state like Florida that has long hosted 

(willingly or otherwise) a very large immigrant population. The problem, as it is 

seen by many Americans, is that the longstanding predominance of European 

immigrants has been supplanted by immigration from Latin America, Asia and, to 

a lesser extent, Africa. Some opposition to current immigration seems to be the 

result of concern about the ability of the U.S. to absorb large numbers of new 

immigrants. It is often pointed out that the great wave of early twentieth century 

immigration coincided with the great industrial expansion of the American 

economy at a time when there was still ample land in the West; neither of these 

conditions is still operative. One often hears fears of “losing American jobs” to 

newcomers, as well as concerns about the U.S. losing its historical “character” — 

changing from a largely white, English-speaking nation to a largely non-white, 

polyglot society. These fears are accentuated by the continuing relatively low 

birth rate among members of the white middle class; immigration is now 

perceived to account for a larger share of population growth than ever before. 

Immigrants are thought of as a drain on the increasingly stressed social service, 

health, and education systems. Economists have demonstrated that immigrants do 

not, in fact, take away “American jobs,” and that they in fact contribute relatively 

more in taxes than they take away in social service expenses (Rumbaut 1994; 

Passel 1994). , but Americans remain apprehensive. Polls, for what they are 

worth, consistently reveal that between 65 and 75% of Americans claim that 

immigration is bad for the country. A 1995 New York Times poll found that 55  



percent of Catholics wanted immigration decreased (Parrillo 1997:533). There is 

particular resentment directed against undocumented aliens; in F lorida, where 

large numbers of Mexican, Central American, and West Indian laborers are 

brought on a seasonal basis to work in the agricultural sector, there is a consistent 

fear that many of the workers simply slip into the “migrant stream” and never go 

back where they came from. 

The changing nature of immigration has fueled the debate over bilingual 

education, a perennial hot topic in Florida, as it is in many other parts of the U.S. 

Bilingual education programs can be either transitional (gradually phasing in 

English over a designated period of time) or maintenance (continual native- 

language instruction with the explicit goal of helping students preserve the 

heritage of their homelands). The former is a strategy favored by those who adopt 

an assimilationist policy, while the latter is supported by those who prefer 

pluralism. It is often forgotten that bilingual education means exactly that — the 

students are ultimately supposed to be both literate and fluent in both English and 

their native language. The perception, however, is that such programs support the 

native languages at the expense of English, resulting in frequent calls for ballot 

initiatives designed to mandate “English-only” services and facilities. (It is ironic 

that most Americans seem to think the people of Québec are quaint and 

misguided in their “French-only” fervor.) 

These controversies surrounding “new strangers” among us have been 

subsumed in a more general interest in and concern for “multiculturalism.” When 

that term first entered the American public vocabulary in the 1970s, it meant the  



inclusion of material in the school curriculum that related the contributions of 

non-mainstream people to U.S. history. That piecemeal approach soon gave way 

to a more concerted effort to change all areas of the curriculum to reflect the 

diversity of U.S. society and to develop in students an awareness and appreciation 

for the impact of the marginalized and disempowered elements of society. 

American history was not, it was pointed out, simply the record of triumphant 

European males. The intent of the multicultural movement was to promote an 

expanded American identity, one that recognized previously excluded groups as 

integral components of the whole. 

The multiculturalism debate, however, has shifted in recent years away 

from an assimilationist tendency toward a more overtly pluralistic one. Latter-day 

multiculturalists reject the notion that formerly marginalized groups share more 

with each other (and with the “mainstream”) than has previously been recognized. 

Indeed, the new emphasis is on “separatist pluralism” — the notion that these 

different groups are essentially different from one another in ways that make their 

integration into a common society not only unlikely but actually undesirable. The 

focus on separate group identities as opposed to a collective national identity is 

often taken as a threat by representatives of the erstwhile mainstream. To create a 

positive group identity, the new multiculturalists do more than advocate teaching 

and maintaining their own customs, values, and heritage. They also refuse to 

acknowledge the dominant culture’s customs, values, and heritage. For example, 

Native Americans object to the celebration of Columbus Day as a national 

holiday.  



The multicultural controversy applies not only to racial or ethnic groups. 

Multiculturalists have been active in calling into question the standard “canon” of 

studies in the natural sciences, the social sciences, and the humanities because all 

these fields of learning reflect the attitudes of white male elites. The voices of 

women, of the poor, of people with disabilities, of those with variant sexual 

orientations have traditionally been suppressed by those who established the 

“canon.” Multiculturalists argue that a new approach to learning across the 

curriculum must demonstrate the inclusion of these other voices, much to the 

consternation of people (of diverse backgrounds) who were educated in that 

“canon” and have a difficult time envisioning what an “alternative” curriculum 

would look like, particularly since it is a real challenge for most people, even the 

most open-minded, to learn something that may threaten their existing way of life. 

American Catholics, to be sure, were early proponents of multiculturalism, 

although the term itself was not in currency until very recently. After all, the 

proliferation of Catholic schools across the U.S. was a reflection of the fear that 

the Catholic tradition would be swamped by dominant Protestant majority. Even 

though American Catholics by and large paid lip service to the ideals of 

assimilation, they practiced a kind of pluralism insofar as they made the claim that 

public education marginalized and disempowered (again to use new vocabulary 

for an old attitude) them to the extent that they had to create a parallel set of 

institutions to preserve their particular identity. Catholics who decry the new 

multiculturalism in what-do-these-people-want? terms sometimes forget that their  



current prominence in American society is at least partially the result of their own 

pioneering efforts at multicultural education. 

As various groups pursued the liberation of the American mind from its 

narrow perspective, advocates have looked beyond the educational system. By the 

1990s, various streams of liberation (including those of people of color, women, 

gays and lesbians, people with disabilities, and even senior citizens) became a 

loosely structured coalition that have led to what is widely perceived as the curse 

of “political correctness.” (It is one of the ironies of contemporary American 

society that it is considered an insult to accuse someone of being “correct.”) 

Advocates of “political correctness” have sought to create in most of the major 

institutions of American society a tolerant atmosphere for all people. There are 

now established codes for proper speech and behavior that are aimed at 

eliminating atmospheres that might be construed as hostile or threatening by non- 

mainstream people. Those distressed by the political correctness movement have 

sought refuge in the First Amendment protection of free speech, although 

advocates of “p.c.” often accuse their critics of hiding behind the Constitution in 

order to preserve their own cultural and political domination. 

It is therefore clear that in the political and social climate of contemporary 

America just about everyone is aware of the diversity of our culture; the problem 

is whether to deplore or to celebrate that diversity. Controversy still surrounds the 

extent to which the institutions of American society (schools, churches, the ballot 

box) can or should be mobilized to promote groups’ positions with regard to 

either the promotion or maintenance of diversity. A poll recently taken at the  



request of the Ford Foundation (reported in the Tampa Tribune, October 7, 1998, 

p. 8) revealed this divided consciousness: an astonishing 71% of the respondents 

agreed that ‘our society is multicultural and the more we know about each other, 

the better we get along.” At the same time, 60% claim that “the nation is growing 

apart rather than together.” 

Judging 

Reflection on these three sources of data on cultural diversity yields the 

following major conclusions: 

1. We are a “nation of strangers.” Few societies are like us in having been 

constructed largely out of waves of immigration. Fewer societies still are 

like us in having enshrined a tolerance for different expressions in their 

national charter. Thus, despite the natural tendency toward tension 

whenever differentiated groups co-exist in a single society, our national 

ideals seem to suggest that we honor our diversity. The old assimilationist 

“melting pot” is no longer an operative metaphor for our society. 

All markers of differentiation — even those conventionally attributed to 

inherent biological characteristics — are social constructions. They are 

learned and shared behaviors that have become institutionalized in our 

patterns of thinking and behavior. Although “constructed” rather than 

“inherent,” such differences cannot be merely swept away. We must take 

account of them, but understand the dynamics of culture that enable us to 

reconfigure that which we learn and share.  



The clear thrust of contemporary Church teaching is for Christians to enter 

into dialogue with “culture.” Dialogue is a two-way street that 

presupposes mutual respect and understanding; it is not take-it-or-leave-it 

preachment. This thrust, enunciated in the documents of Vatican II, in the 

pronouncement of the post-Council Popes, and in statements by bishops 

both individually and collectively, is not a new discovery, but rather a 

recovery of the sense of openness to cultural differentiation that seems 

implicit in the teachings and actions of Jesus, in the Acts of the Apostles, 

and in the philosophy of the patristic age. Although this tendency was set 

aside during the long centuries of Church centralization and confrontation 

with perceived hostile external forces, it seems fully consistent with basic 

Christian values. 

The culture with which the Church must dialogue is not a single, 

homogeneous entity, but a multi-faceted, diverse conglomeration of 

demographic factors and group characteristics. 

A Catholic Christian appreciation for cultural differentiation is rooted in 

our basic understanding of the incarnational and sacramental nature of the 

created order. The cultures of various people are not morally neutral 

background to “the faith”; they are the dynamic and expressive vehicles 

through which people apprehend the faith. 

Contemporary American Catholics are the beneficiaries of a tradition of 

tolerance for cultural diversity; more than most other religious groups, 

they have a historical and social heritage that prepares them to take  



responsible leadership of the attempt to make the Church in the U.S. aware 

of, open to, and capable of dialogue with the diverse cultures that make up 

American society. 

Racism may be considered the primal sin of American society, and there is 

still a tendency to see all social differentiation in the U.S. through the filter 

of race. But differentiation extends beyond the obvious categories of race 

and ethnicity, and includes such factors of difference as age, class, gender, 

condition of disability, and sexual orientation. Our dialogue must 

encompass all these dimensions of social differentiation. 

Engaging in this sort of dialogue between faith and culture requires a 

dialogic, rather than a fully didactic format. It should be a format that 

allows for the airing of divergent views, even as it demonstrates the 

tendency of culture to seek consensus. 

Interactionist theories of social process, which focus on the microsocial 

acts of behavior, are more workable in such a dialogic setting than 

functionalist or conflict theories, which emphasize macrosocial forces that 

may seem far beyond the capacity of participants to affect. 

These points should be delivered to a wider public through the facilitation 

efforts of someone who is versed in both contemporary social science 

(particularly anthropology, the “science of culture) and the method of 

theological reflection.  



Acting 

These general conclusions led to the proposal outlined in Chapter I. The 

implementation of the workshops therein described constitutes the action phase of 

this theological reflection, and will be discussed in greater detail in the next 

chapter. 

 



Chapter III: 

Analysis and Interpretation of Knowledge Gained in the Implementation 

Contexts for Presenting the Workshop 

Four iterations of the workshop, “The Multicultural Church: Gift and 

Challenge to Ministry in the Twenty-first Century,” were conducted during the 

period June-October 1998; although more are planned for the future, this report 

will concentrate on these four, as they represent an interesting and instructive 

range of presentation strategies and evaluated responses. 

The first workshop was presented as part of the program of the annual 

meeting of the Ministers of Providence (MOP). The approximately 35 participants 

were all current or graduated students and faculty of the Master of Arts in Pastoral 

Theology (MAPT) program at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. All the 

participants therefore had extensive background in the theory and method of 

theological reflection, and all are actively engaged in ministry, either as full-time 

professionals, or as volunteers. 

Upon returning to Tampa, Florida, I made arrangements to deliver the 

workshop in various contexts closer to home. I first did so as a segment of an 

ongoing adult education program in my parish (St. Paul). Offerings in the 

program are open to the entire parish community. Eighteen people registered for 

the workshop, most of them active parish volunteers, but with a few members of  



the parish’s professional staff (the youth minister, the DRE, and one of the 

deacons). As it happened, there was a misprint in the bulletin, and an additional 

30 people showed up, thinking they were going to attend a Bible Study session. 

Most of them were good sports and stayed anyway. As a group they had less 

ministerial experience to draw from, and while they proved to be active 

participants in the discussion, their lack of preparation for the discussion topic 

was evident. 

The third workshop was offered under the auspices of a local retreat center 

(The Franciscan Center). I have been invited to lead the workshop for the general 

public as part of the Center’s spring program, but the session to be discussed here 

was delivered only to the Center’s permanent staff (seven religious sisters and one 

lay woman, all of whom do spiritual direction, one lay woman who runs the gift 

shop and coordinates volunteers, and one lay man who is the general facilities 

manager). 

The fourth workshop was part of a day of recollection for the diocesan 

Cursillo leadership team. Twenty-five Cursillistas, plus our retiring and incoming 

spiritual directors (both priests) were in attendance. Lay Cursillistas do not 

necessarily have formal training in ministry, although all are extremely active as 

volunteers at either the parish or diocesan level. 

All four groups, therefore, were composed of people familiar with both the 

ideals and the realities of lay ministry in the contemporary church. They differed, 

however, in their familiarity with the methods of theological reflection (TR); the 

MOP and Center groups grasped the concept of TR quite readily, but the St. Paul  



and Cursillo groups needed more guidance, lest their discussions lapse into 

anecdotal chats without sufficient attention paid to the spiritual and 

ecclesiological issues involved in the “gift and challenge” of cultural diversity. 

The MOP offering, which served as the pilot for the project, adhered quite 

closely to the proposal plan. It was clear to me upon reflection, however, that 

given the background of this group, the opening didactic section could have been 

reduced; most of the people certainly had at least a passing knowledge of church 

history and knew of the contemporary documents that established the turn toward 

cultural diversity in the post-Vatican II church. Given the size and experience of 

that group, more time should have been devoted to the case study discussions. I 

followed that revised pattern in the Center offering. On the other hand, the St. 

Paul and Cursillo sessions really benefited from the didactic background. In light 

of the disparity of experience/background within the St. Paul group, I opted to 

walk through one of the suggested case studies in some detail before dividing the 

group into discussion circles to consider the other cases. This preparation was not 

necessary with the Cursillo group, who seemed comfortable going right into the 

case studies after only general comments. For the MOP session, case studies 

drawn from the participants’ own experiences were solicited for follow-up. 

Although the response was adequate (one-third of those who indicated that they 

would respond did so, which is considered a slightly better-than-average rate by 

the standards of survey research), it was clear that the momentum had been lost. 

Therefore, with the Center staff, I dispensed with the prepared case studies, 

distributing them only as references for future reflection, and devoted the  



discussion circle to cases brought directly from the participants’ experiences. 

(They had been told two weeks before the actual workshop to prepare such 

material.) 

The workshop participants represented less diversity than might have been 

optimal. Despite a good showing from the Latin members of the St. Paul 

community, the demographic profile across the four groups was overwhelmingly 

white, middle-class, and middle-aged. Women slightly outnumbered men overall. 

It would, of course, be desirable to broaden this profile somewhat in later 

offerings. 

The Learning Process   

The workshop was devised neither as a checklist of do’s and don’ts nor as 

a final statement about what the multicultural church should look like. Rather, it 

was designed to give participants the experience of discussing these sometimes 

controversial issues in a supportive setting, and of understanding how social 

science insights can help illuminate questions of a spiritual and ecclesiological 

nature. I believe that I as a facilitator and the participants themselves were 

involved in a process of experiential education that was based on the technique of 

“simulation gaming.” Simulation games are a specifically structured and formal 

approach to experiential education in which: a) participants take on roles that are 

representations of roles in the “real world,” and then make decisions in response 

to their assessment of the setting in which they find themselves; b) they 

experience simulated consequences that relate to their decisions and 

performances; ¢) they monitor the results of their actions and reflect on the  



relationship between their own decisions and the resulting consequences. 

Simulation games in particular and experiential education in general are ways of 

creating microcosms of “real world” situations in a workshop setting. The action 

is compressed, accelerated, and debriefed to provide an intensive and engaging 

learning experience for participants (Patton 1981). 

Simulation gaming is a technique oriented toward activity in the learning 

situation, in which activity both teachers and pupils participate. It represents an 

informal and corporate approach to the understanding of a situation. It is usually 

problem-based and therefore helpful in the development of interdisciplinary 

approaches to learning. It frequently involves the use of social skills that are 

directly relevant to the world outside the workshop itself. It is a technique that is 

fundamentally dynamic. It deals with situations that change, and that demand 

flexibility in thinking and responsive adaptation to circumstances as they alter 

(Patton 1981). 

Experiential learning by means of simulation gaming derives from a body 

of theory on “play” and its role in learning and creativity. “Play” is a behavior 

whose central mode of operation is to puzzle, tease, cast doubt on the received 

wisdom. The “as-if” of the metaphor, the contradiction of the paradox, and the 

specificity of rule are the main elements of play. In the action of play, the 

multifaceted nature of “reality” is explored so as to discover how things, events, 

ideas, and people operate and interact. As meaning is generated, the searching 

process produces learning. The pleasures of actively engaging with the material 

(rather than simply being taught about it are also important factors in the success 
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of this approach. The symbolization system becomes enriched as players 

construct the rules of space, time, and purpose. In play, the capacity to know the 

rules enables one’s intellect to know not only “about” something, but “how 

to do” something (Patton 1981). 

In sum, because of the nature of the process, I was learning even as I 

imparted factual and conceptual knowledge to the participants in the workshop. 

The most important things I learned may be summarized as follows: 

People’s concerns about cultural diversity center almost exclusively on the 

factors of race and ethnicity. Despite my efforts to broaden the list of 

diversity factors to which we must pay attention, the participants’ 

questions, and the case studies they generated themselves, almost 

invariably came back to these concerns. Even when dealing with prepared 

case studies that feature other dimensions of the diversity issue, the 

participants’ discussions usually led back to race and ethnicity: for 

example, would David Brandon’s (Case #5) or Marianne Jamerson’s 

(Case #7) responses be different if they were African American or 

Hispanic and not white? (The cases do not say that they were white, 

although everyone assumed they were, perhaps because they are depicted 

in prominent leadership roles.) Although I certainly recognize the central 

importance of race in American life, I underestimated the degree to which 

it informs our thinking about issues that do not, on the surface at least, 

have anything to do with race.  



In a similar manner, almost everyone saw the problems of diversity 

playing out in the field of liturgy. The case studies pointed the way to 

other areas of church life in which these considerations must be dealt with, 

but in the discussions generated from the participants’ own experiences, it 

was liturgy that seemed to be the main sticking point. There were some 

interesting exceptions to this pattern — for example, individual cases from 

the participants dealing with parish strategic planning, the recruitment and 

formation of novices in a religious order, and catechetical programs for 

children and youth. But almost everyone put questions about the language 

and symbolism of liturgy ahead of all other concerns. 

‘I usually stayed out of the small group discussions, fearing that my 

participation would lead the participants to say what they thought I wanted 

to hear. However, because of the small size of the Center group, we did 

not divide into smaller circles but acted as a committee of the whole, 

myself included. My presence did not seem to be a biasing factor at all, 

perhaps because these experienced and mature professionals had enough 

of a knowledge base not to defer to my presumed authority. Encouraged 

by this experience, I sat in on one of the discussion circles formed during 

the Cursillo workshop, but was disappointed with the results. In that case, 

the participants did, in fact, defer to me — not, I think, because I was an 

“authority,” but because they are long-time friends who have been very 

supportive of my MAPT studies and did not want to say or do anything 

that would make my project more difficult.  



My feedback, both in question-and-answer sessions at the workshops and 

in responses to case material sent later, was mostly in terms of suggesting 

some ways to analyze the cultural angle. I did, however, try to 

demonstrate that cultural analysis could not stand alone, but should be part 

of a more general process of TR. This message was understood by the 

MOP and Center participants, who were already familiar with either the 

tripolar model or the Kinast model of TR, but needed further clarification 

for the St. Paul and Cursillo groups. In all cases, I was aware of the 

tendency of people to expect me to provide the “right answer”; I learned 

that I need to make it clearer that there is no single “right answer,” but 

rather an informed process that helps people reach decisions after due 

reflection on the particulars of their own situation. (See Appendix C for 

some samples of inquiries and responses.) 

Analysis of the Learning Process 

When planning any sort of educational program, it is important to keep in 

mind the particular characteristics of the group that is the target of the training. 

This is a truism among educationalists, but it is also analogous to the 

anthropological perspective: we must be sensitive to the different cultures of those 

whom we seek to engage in communication. And one of the distinguishing marks 

of any culture is that there will be a type of person (defined cognitively, 

behaviorally, and in terms of values) considered representative of that culture’s 

world view. One of the great breakthroughs of modern behavioral science was the 

Freudian insight that the personalities of individuals were shaped by the  



normative expectations of the societies in which they lived. Freudian 

psychoanalytic theory faltered, however, in its insistence that those social 

expectations were universal and that the “traumas” they induced were fixed at a 

relatively early age — in effect, that personality was determined by the common 

experiences of the earliest years of life and could be understood and undone only 

by extensive, rigorous therapy. The developmental psychology more typical of 

our own era represents a real improvement over the basic Freudian paradigm; it 

posits a model of the personality as an ever-evolving system, sensitive to changes 

in the conditions of life. 

Most of the participants in the four workshops probably fall into the 

“seventh age” (of the “eight ages of man”) according to the developmental model 

of Erik Erikson (1963). At that stage, there is a conflict between generativity 

versus stagnation, with the prize being the acquisition of the virtue of care. “Care” 

is taken in its root meaning, from the Latin caritas, which is sometimes translated 

as “love.” But it is not the “Love” of personal attachment. Caring love is one that 

expands in a selfless way that transcends particular relationships. Adults at this 

stage of life are typically immersed in long established careers or family situations 

and there is a possibility of them falling prey to self-absorption that results from 

habituation or routine. They recognize, therefore, the need to be needed, to take 

care of people and things. Erikson sometimes discussed this need in terms of the 

desire to establish a “legacy” — in other words, “to leave the world a better place 

than I found it.” The essential generativity question is, “Can I, will I be 

responsible in nurturing life” (E. Whitehead and J. Whitehead 1995:120)?  



With regard to the specific dimension of the evolution of faith, this 

“generativity” crisis is analogous to Fowler’s fifth, “conjunctive” stage in which 

there is finally some reasonably satisfactory integration of self, society, and 

ultimate reality — issues that were mired in apparent contradiction until this point. 

As Fowler puts it, “there is a new need to face and hold together the polar 

tensions of life.” Either/or thinking must be put aside and the ability to see many 

sides of an issue simultaneously must be nurtured. “Truth,” says Fowler, “has 

more dimensions than most accounts recognize” (1981:205). Adults at the stage 

of conjunctive faith are interested in learning from other traditions even as they 

remain committed to their own (i.e., the perfect audience for a workshop on 

diversity). 

Fowler and Keen also develop a concept of “life maps,” on which scheme | 

their fifth stage of faith is associated with a stage of morality labeled “Post- 

Conventional,” or “Principled” (1982:32). Principled adults are aware that other 

people can hold different values or opinions and still be good and sincere people. 

Most values and rules are relative to one’s own group (the basic principle known 

to anthropologists as “cultural relativism”) rather than universal. Just because 

rules are relative, however, does not mean that they can be treated lightly. In fact, 

one understands that society is held together by the unspoken agreement (the 

“social contract”) to accept these relative rules as if they were normative 

guidelines. It becomes a matter of some importance, however, to sort out those 

values that are truly universal; Fowler and Keen suggest “life” and “liberty,” 

although an anthropologist would feel compelled to point out that while all  



cultures would almost certainly agree that these abstractions are of the highest 

value, they would have very different ideas about what kinds of behaviors those 

values encompass (e.g., in many traditional cultures it would not have been 

considered “murder” to take the life of someone outside the tribe or immediate 

family). In any case, principled adults feel a sense of obligation to law because of 

their acceptance of the social contract; but they take seriously their responsibility 

as citizens to make sure that laws are made and enforced to uphold the welfare of 

all and to protect the rights of all. The social contract is freely entered into, but it 

still has morally binding force; at this stage of life, “contractual” commitments to 

family and friends, and the establishment of trust as the basis for business 

relations are of primary importance. 

Fowler and Keen characterize adults at this stage as having a “prior-to- 

society” perspective, by which they mean that “rational” individuals recognize 

that certain values and rights predate social attachments (e.g., the value of “life” 

transcends one’s attachment to a particular significant other whom one is 

emotionally committed to protect). This perspective leads adults at this stage to 

favor formal mechanisms of agreement reached through means of objective 

impartiality and due process — and to the recognition that people of good will need 

never resolve apparent conflicts by means that do violence to the basic social 

contract, no matter how deeply divided they might seem to be.  



Chapter IV: 

Analysis and Interpretation of the Evaluation of the Project 

The Evaluation Instrument 

A very simple evaluation instrument was used for the MOP workshop; it 

was, in fact, the same instrument applied to all the activities of the MOP meeting. 

The participants were asked to rate the presentation on a scale of (1) (poor) to (5) 

(excellent), with (3) labeled “OK.” Space was provided for open-ended comments 

and suggestions. For purposes of comparability, I used the same instrument for 

the other three workshops. 

The results of the MOP evaluations were collated by the MAPT staff and 

sent to me in summary form. Participants may have signed their evaluations, but 

the comments/suggestions were reported anonymously to me. Again for the sake 

of comparability, I asked a member of each of the three groups to serve as 

collector, collator, and reporter of the data, which were then given to me 

anonymously. In several instances (as, for example, when people wrote to me 

later with case studies for analysis), I did hear directly from participants, but for 

the most part relied on the formal, anonymous evaluations. 

Results 

The results were all very positive; three of the four workshops were rated 

at the (5) level, and one at (4). The latter was the St. Paul session, and I gather  



from the written comments in that group that the relatively lesser enthusiasm was 

a product of some participants being in the wrong place and unprepared for the 

discussion. 

I was generally praised for my presentation style (“not too ‘academic,’ but 

not too casual”) and for my ability to make complex anthropological concepts 

seem both meaningful and relevant. Participants were enthusiastic about the 

“horizon expanding” and “thought provoking” nature of the presentation. There 

were, however, numerous comments in all four workshops about the time factor. 

Many felt that two hours was simply insufficient for the amount of ground to be 

covered (although no one explicitly indicated that he/she would be willing or able 

to attend an extended version), and others questioned the allocation of time to the 

various components. Almost everyone indicated a desire for more time for the 

case discussions relative to the other components of the presentation. 

One feature of the MOP workshop that was not repeated in the three 

Tampa offerings was a commentary/response following my didactic presentation. 

This talk was unanimously praised, in large measure because the respondent was 

a brilliant and charismatic speaker worth hearing in his own right, but more 

generally because, as one person put it, “It was good to break open the 

presentation and have another voice to do that.” The response was omitted in the 

other three sessions, mostly in the interest of saving time, but also because I was 

unwilling to put anyone else on the spot. I agree, however, that a period of 

reflection filtered through someone else’s perspective can be very helpful when  



learning new material, and I wil try to encourage someone who has been through 

one of these preliminary workshops to serve in that capacity in future iterations. 

The relatively good response from the MOP group to the request to send 

case studies after the workshop (as noted above), and the enthusiasm of the 

question and answer sessions following each of the other sessions indicates that 

the material in the workshop touched some very responsive chords. I believe that 

a fruitful dialogue has been initiated between me and a number of the participants. 

What is needed beyond that relationship, however, is a more general forum for 

discussion. One of the St. Paul participants, who is a computer expert, said that it 

might be possible to set up an Internet chat room so that we could have multi- 

dimensional discussions (and not just me answering questions on a one-on-one 

basis) on an ongoing basis. I am completely ignorant of the technology involved 

in setting up and maintaining such a system, but I think it is an excellent idea and 

will try to pursue it with a suitably knowledgeable colleague as time and energy 

permit. 

Another idea that came up several times (in all three Tampa sessions) was 

to translate the workshop into a workbook that could be marketed to parish 

groups, religious communities, campus ministries, and so forth so that they could 

deal with these concepts in their own way, at their own pace. I had been 

considering this option myself; my bias (and I recognize it as such) is always 

toward having something in writing that can be studied in depth as opposed to 

something Sotaisd orally that, no matter how stimulating, cannot be easily 

referenced when needed. A reference book might also make it easier to see how  



the cultural analysis fits into the TR process. But it was good to have that 

tendency confirmed by others. Several of the computer-literate types suggested 

putting such a workbook out on the Internet instead of (or in addition to) a 

traditional book. I want to continue with the workshops, but will certainly pursue 

the publication (or other form of dissemination) option as well. 

A number of commentators asked whether the workshops could be taped 

(video and/or audio). There is no technical reason why this could not be done, 

although it might be reasonable to first get some legal advice about copyrighting 

the presentation so that unauthorized tapes could not be sold. 

The Center participants in particular offered some very strong suggestions 

to the effect that the workshop be more “targeted.” That is, instead of offering it 

only to general audiences of “those involved in ministry,” I should think of 

tailoring it to specific types of ministers (e.g., youth ministers, those who work in 

clinical pastoral education, educators, and so forth). I think this is a very good 

idea, and is something I would very much like to do. But implementing it would 

take a great deal of time and is not something I could readily do given my other 

current obligations. The same end, however, might be served by the workbook, 

which format lends itself more readily to multiple purposes than a single two-hour 

workshop. 

 



Chapter V: 

Summary and Theological Reflection 

Gerald Arbuckle, a theologian writing to an audience of theologians, has 

referred to the “love-hate relationship” between the Church and the discipline of 

cultural anthropology, which began in an intellectual atmosphere of utilitarianism, 

agnostic biblical criticism, and evolutionism (which saw religion as a primitive 

phase of human reason that was destined to be supplanted) (1986:428). But if 

anthropologists as a group remain skittish about organized religion, theologians 

cannot afford to overlook the contributions of the anthropologists. Even 

anthropologists who are favorably disposed to the Church are sometimes put off 

by the way in which the insights of anthropology are misused. Two of the most 

prominent anthropologists of the past several decades, Mary Douglas and Victor 

Turner, are both committed Catholics. But Douglas has complained about the 

tendency of liturgists and catechists to devise symbols without paying attention to 

what they mean to the people being served. And Turner has noted that 

theologians’ understanding of culture stopped with the functionalists (a school of 

anthropological theory popular in the 1920s and 1930s) (Arbuckle 1986:446). 

Given the centrality of “culture” to the understanding of the Church in the modern 

world, it is necessary to bridge the gap between those who specialize in studying 

the Church and those who specialize in studying culture.  



Paul VI spoke of symbols and of the enormous challenges that faced the 

evangelizer, since the faith must come alive within the symbols of a people if it is 

to take root. But one cannot speak of cultural symbols as if one were “buying 

groceries” (Arbuckle 1986:435); one must be aware of the nuances and 

complexities of the culture concept that are the stock-in-trade of the 

anthropologist. “In fact,” concludes Arbuckle (1986:446), “contemporary 

theology will progress only to the degree that it seeks to comprehend culture. For 

this, theology needs the professional insights of anthropologists.” 

The workshops described in this report constituted one action response to 

the call for a rapprochement between anthropology and theology, and they were 

structured and delivered from the standpoint of an anthropologist addressing 

theologians (or, in any case, people actively involved in ministry, whether or not 

they had formal theological training). In conducting the four workshop sessions, 

and now in reflecting on the experience, I would like to turn the tables and 

address the issue of what I as an anthropologist have learned (or still need to 

learn) from an encounter with theologians/ministers. 

In this reflection, I have taken my cue from John Coleman’s An American 

Strategic Theology (1982), a work that has figured heavily in the professional 

readings parallel to this pastoral project. Central to his conception of how religion 

can have a creative impact on modern American society is the process of 

theological reflection referred to as the “pastoral circle,” then apparently current 

in Jesuit circles and later disseminated more broadly by Land and Henriot (1989). 

In this method, the starting place for theologizing about the world is the concrete  



reality of suffering and the questions it raises. Perhaps “suffering” may seem too 

strong a word when applied to the issue of cultural diversity, but it seems clear 

that when we misunderstand cultural diversity, we fall into ethnocentric thinking 

that in turn leads to discrimination and, in extreme cases, to outright oppression. I 

believe that the workshops have demonstrated with reasonable success what I as 

an anthropologist know about the “suffering” resulting from the misunderstanding 

of cultural diversity, and how that set of insights can be transmitted to 

theologians. But what must I, as an analyst of culture, know about the dimension 

of suffering implied by “cultural diversity” that theology, rather than 

anthropology, can express? 

The pastoral circle model encompasses a process not unlike Kinast’s 

model of TR (including the points of insertion for cultural analysis), but it also 

includes a linked, but analytically separate process of reflection drawing upon 

“Christian anthropology and cosmology” (Land 1994:167) as a way to reach some 

conclusions about the range of options available for action. “This circle,” 

according to Land (1994:167) «. . . is an operation that stems from practical 

reason coupled with imagination, both operating under the virtues of faith, hope 

and love. This circle seems to be praxis. . ..” 

Four broad areas of “Christian anthropology” suggest themselves as 

relevant to the task of creating an approach to cultural diversity that is both 

anthropologically sound (in the sense of the academic discipline of cultural 

anthropology) and yet open in faith, hope, and love to the kinds of insights that 

have traditionally been the material of theology. This discussion reflects the  



influence of a very challenging article by Robert Priest (1997), an anthropologist 

who has been involved in the training of missionaries, and who is therefore one of 

the very few in our discipline to attempt a positive integration of theology and 

anthropology. 

} The “moral vocabulary” of diverse cultures. Cultural anthropologists 

studiously avoid moral implications; their descriptions of customs, 

practices, and beliefs are presented in terms that are, for all practical 

purposes, morally neutral. But we know that this is not how real people 

act; actions both personal and societal are always fraught with moral 

implications. Since those implications are learned as part of culture they 

will not be exactly the same from one culture to another. Can we then 

speak of morality in such a way that preserves cultural relativism without 

also condemning the entire discourse on morality to relativism? 

The concept of “sin” as used in theology is a cover term inclusive 

of any moral wrong-doing, including but not limited to criminal acts. 

Secular anthropology has tended to drop the language of sin as a cover 

term and only employing the term where no other term can be employed. 

“Sin,” therefore is a residual category (when it is used at all); it refers to 

that which religion condemns but which is permitted by the laws of 

society. (Abortion in the United States is the classic example.) But most 

cultures do not share this academic distinction; they lack concepts that call 

attention to a special class of moral transgression that is unsanctioned by 

humans and only by supernatural forces. If we insist on limiting the  



concept of “sin” to such a residual category, then we will conclude that the 

concept has only limited anthropological utility. But if we return to a 

theological usage of “sin” as a cover term for moral evil, we will find 

comparable concepts in most, if not all cultures. 

The English word “sin” always has reference to God, and it is 

therefore not surprising that most cultures do not have a parallel term, 

since the concept of God takes so many different forms. But the absence 

of a word that exactly translates into our “sin” does not mean that other 

cultures are lacking in a moral sense. Indeed, the languages of the Bible, 

Hebrew and Greek, also lacked “a” term for “sin,” although they had 

many words to describe moral evil, none of which were apparently used 

exclusively in religious contexts. For example, the Hebrew chata’ meant 

“to miss the mark” and was used of slingshots as well as human violations 

of moral relationships. ‘Avar meant literally “to cross over,” and could be 

used literally (as in fording a stream) or metaphorically as a transgression 

of a moral boundary. ‘4wah means “to bend” and it can refer to both the 

twisting of physical objects and to the distortion of the moral character. 

Approximately twenty Greek and Hebrew words with root images of 

disgust, rebellion, treachery, going astray, harm, and so forth are translated 

into English as “sin” (Priest 1997:30). 

Anthropologists (and those influenced by an anthropological 

perspective) might therefore do well to think of sin, not as a metaphorical  



concept, but as a sensitizing concept, as a working tool orienting us to 

comparable areas in other cultures. 

Patterns of cultural symbolism in the arena of morality and moral 

discourse. The imagery of filth frequently appears in moral discourses in 

cultures around the world. It often accompanies moral interdictions. Thus, 

English-speakers refer to improper jokes or books or movies as “dirty,” 

and those who violate norms may be referred to as “dirty” people. Filth 

appears in myths around the world in ways that link it to moral evil. 

Another common theme in moral discourse in various cultures is 

the imagery of debt, moral failure, and moral obligation, particularly when 

morality is conceptualized with reference to interpersonal reciprocity 

rather than to laws or abstract principles. While guilt as defilement 

suggests removal by purification rites, guilt as debt suggests removal by 

gift-giving. In general, patterns of cultural symbolism of morality are 

integrated into the larger discourse of culture, even if the exact 

relationship is not obviously isomorphic with that which obtains in our 

culture. 

Comparative ethics which explore universal and discretionary features of 

ethical systems. Theologians have suggested the concept of synderesis, 

that part of the conscience that recognizes moral principles in an intuitive 

way. Such principles as the recognition that there is an objective 

difference between right and wrong, or that similar actions by similar 

agents under similar conditions merit similar reward or punishment fall  



under this heading. By contrast, there are second-order principles that are 

contingent on circumstances and cultural conventions. Anthropologists by 

tradition and training have focused almost exclusively on the latter, and 

have assumed that no “first-order” principles can be said to exist 

universally, but the persistence in the belief in objective morality, which is 

found in all cultures (even if the details of what does and does not fall into 

that category may vary) suggests that there can be a universal, as well as a 

discretionary component to morality. 

Human impulses and propensities which move people to violate norms 

and persons. It is well known that aggressive and even destructive 

tendencies exist in all humans as individuals, and all societies have 

devised ways to deal with and control those impulses. But anthropologists 

typically deal with these propensities under the heading of culturally 

patterned deviance (i.e., as learned behavior) and have not readily 

followed the theologians’ lead in considering the possibility of “sin”.as a 

perennial problem of “human nature.” Social scientists, according to the 

German sociologist Helmut Schoeck (1990:128), have a “peculiar 

aversion” to acknowledging the presence of “evil” impulses in people, an 

aversion not generally shared by theologians. The “seven deadly sins” 

may have different immediate reference points (“gluttony” would be 

expressed in different ways in a resource-poor tribal society as distinct 

from an affluent industrial society), but that is no reason to assume that 

these tendencies are not part of the human condition in general.  



In general, a cross-culturally valid understanding of people must include 

the moral dimension of their lives: the relationship between religion and morality 

(both in terms of sanctions and justifications for moral behavior); the many ways 

in which ethical and moral ideals and standards are transmitted and inculcated; 

social responses to transgression; morally relevant sentiments (e.g., empathy, 

love, anger, guilt, shame); the various actions taken by transgressors to frame or 

deal with their transgressions (e.g., excuses, justifications, rationalizations, 

confessions). People are, in a very essential sense, moral beings. We can amass an 

extensive body of knowledge about people’s behaviors, material productions, and 

social interactions, but unless we understand how that “complex whole” that we 

call culture constitutes a moral system, we will have missed perhaps the most 

significant thing that makes humans a different kind of animal. It is interesting 

that Priest, speaking as an anthropologist and surveying the potential 

contributions of theology, reaches the same conclusions as Arbuckle, a theologian 

pondering the input of anthropology: any effort to study such topics from only 

one disciplinary vantage point will weaken the enterprise, “while a more positive, 

less adversarial, relation to such historical domains in our own culture as theology 

has potential for strengthening anthropology as a discipline as it endeavors to 

construct better understandings of people in the moral dimensions of their lives” 

(Priest 1997:37).  



APPENDIX A: 

CASE STUDIES 

 



CASE 1 

St. Titus parish, located in a middle-to-upper income suburban area, has 

the largest and most successful RCIA program in its diocese. Between fifty and 

seventy-five candidates are brought into the Church each Easter Vigil. In the past 

five years, there has been a considerable influx into the parish of people from 

Southeast Asia and Korea. Many relatives and friends of Asians who are not 

already Catholic have expressed an interest in joining in full communion with the 

St. Titus parish family. 

Mr. John Kim, who is of Korean descent, is a member of the St. Titus 

parish council. He has told the pastor, Father Ted Jones, that newly arrived Asians 

will not go through the RCIA process, which, he says, requires people to do some 

fairly intimate sharing. The culture from which they come prohibits such intimacy 

in groups of mixed gender outside the family circle. They would, he says, prefer 

to enter the Church in the “old” way, by taking private instruction from one of the 

priests or deacons. 

Leah Watson, the RCIA director, has objected to Mr. Kim’s request, 

pointing out that RCIA is not considered the normative way to bring people into 

the Church, and that if an exception is made on the basis of cultural diversity, then 

everyone would find some reason to opt out, thereby destroying the entire RCIA 

process. Leah told Father Ted, “If people of Asian heritage really want to be part 

of this parish community, then they should adapt themselves to our way of doing 

things and not expect to have their own traditions take precedence.”  



Father Ted is inclined to be sympathetic to cultural differences, but he is also 

sensitive to Leah’s concern about appearing to disvalue the RCIA process. He 

wonders if perhaps Mr. Kim and his friends will agree to participate if he asks one 

of the Asians to design some new banners for the entryway and allows the 

readings to be done in one of the native languages at designated masses. 

CASE 2 

St. Polycarp is a newly established parish in a rapidly growing area of a 

large Sunbelt city. The pastor is Father Anselm Clark, who was selected by the 

bishop precisely because he had a reputation as a very well organized, “hands-on” 

administrator. Father Anselm has invited several members of the congregation to 

form an advisory committee that would work until the time seemed right to hold 

elections for a permanent parish council. He was taken aback when most of the 

invitees turned him down, saying that they were unwilling to get St. Polycarp off 

on the wrong foot by delaying democratic elections. 

One of those who refused the invitation was Esther Morgan, the mother of 

two young children who also worked part-time as the parish receptionist. Esther 

told Father Anselm that she and the others had agreed that it was necessary to go 

ahead with organizing the parish council right away. The group also believed that 

responsibility for establishing the council should rest with a lay committee; Father 

Anselm might be called in from time to time as a “resource person,” but he should 

not be the one directing the process. Esther pointed to an essay written by 

Archbishop Weakland and told Father Anselm, “After all, we’re just saying that 

what’s taken for granted in American culture about leadership and the democratic  



process. Rome will just have to learn that the free exercise of democracy is 

necessary to keep modern-day Americans interested and active in the Church.” 

CASE 3 

Sister Jeanne Higgins, the director of social justice programs in her 

diocese, was interviewed by a local TV reporter doing a story on home-town 

reactions to the anniversary of Roe v. Wade. In the course of the interview, Sister 

Jeanne said that she personally could think of a number of situations in which, as 

a pastoral matter, she could counsel a woman to consider an abortion. The 

interview was picked up by the national media and Sister Jeanne attained instant 

notoriety as “the pro-abortion nun.” Her aggrieved bishop called her in for an 

explanation, and she told him that she was not advocating abortion as a blanket 

policy, but merely suggesting that open, non-judgmental dialogue should replace 

the current atmosphere of bitter contention. 

The Bishop pointed out that her statement nonetheless gave the very 

strong impression that she was “pro-choice,” an impression most unwelcome in 

the Chancery precincts, and he urged her to issue a public retraction. Sister Jeanne 

said, “I’m sorry, Your Excellency, but the essence of American culture is 

pluralism, and the Church just can’t hope to survive in the United States if it goes 

on insisting on an absolutist tone — that’s just so ‘Old World’!” Her point was that 

a truly inculturated church must be sensitive to the culture in which it is 

contextualized; American culture is based on a respect for the integrity of private 

choice, and the American Church cannot act otherwise. [NOTE: discussion is not 

to center on the pros and cons of abortion, but rather on whether it is legitimate to  



invoke the principle of cultural diversity as a justification for continuing a 

dialogue about abortion in the United States] 

Case 4 

Deacon Fred Samuels is the Catholic chaplain at Bigtime State University. 

Eager to participate in BSU’s annual celebration of cultural diversity, he decided 

to initiate a series entitled, “Celebrate Diversity through Liturgy.” He planned to 

invite representatives of the many different ethnic and national groups on campus 

to develop liturgical celebrations showing their own particular versions of 

Catholic tradition. 

Deacon Fred was surprised, however, when he was turned down flat by 

Jaime Sanchez, one of the most active students at the Catholic Center. Jaime said, 

“You know, I’m of Cuban heritage, and I would never presume to speak for the 

many people of Mexican, Dominican, Puerto Rican, Colombian, and Salvadoran . 

backgrounds who are also on campus. They all have their own distinctive ways of 

celebrating liturgy. It would just be disrespectful if I came across as planning the 

one ‘Hispanic’ liturgy.” 

Deacon Fred understood Jaime’s point, but was reluctant to act on it, out 

of concern that once the door was open, then there would be no end to the 

requests for special treatment. If every different Hispanic national group had its 

own liturgy, then the students from each of the many different African and Asian 

nations represented on campus would want the same privilege. Jaime argued that 

unless there was completely equal representation, then the whole plan should be 

dropped. Deacon Fred worried that allowing for that many different liturgies  



would make for an endless, unwieldy program. He added, “But Jaime, surely it’s 

better for the campus community at large to celebrate diversity at some level, 

rather than get bogged down in the nuances of cultural differentiation. Most of 

that stuff would be meaningless to the average American student anyway.” 

CASE 5 

David Brandon is a Catholic member of his city’s Interfaith Forum, an 

organization of lay civic leaders that brings in prominent lecturers to speak on 

matters of current religious and spiritual interest. David is concerned that the 

Forum’s planning committee has added to its list of possible guests a well known 

liberation theologian from Latin America who has been in trouble with the 

Vatican for his outspoken views on the need to restructure and reorient the 

Church in the Third World. 

David was inclined to agree with the other members of the committee that 

this theologian’s viewpoint represented an important aspect of current religious 

concern, and would be a stimulating point of departure for an interfaith dialogue. 

All Americans, regardless of denominational affiliation are, after all, implicated in 

the liberation critique of the responsibilities of the “haves” to the “have-nots.” On 

the other hand, he was concerned lest his presence at the Forum be taken by other 

members as tacit approval by the local Catholic community of this theologian’s 

controversial position. 

CASE 6 

Father Alban Rush is an African-American. He has long believed that the 

rule of priestly celibacy is a great stumbling block to other African-Americans  



who might otherwise be attracted to the Catholic Church. “Celibacy simply makes 

no sense in our culture,” he has often said privately. Father Alban is also a serious 

scholar of African history; African culture in general does not merely disvalue 

celibacy — it positively values polygamy. Although he says he is not personally 

interested in getting married, let alone to more than one woman, he has taken the 

step of informing his bishop that he intends to take a more militant public stance 

in favor of an end to the rule of priestly celibacy. Moreover, he said that he would 

never counsel any African-American man to take multiple wives, but only 

because of the negative legal consequences. He would not hesitate to tell anyone 

who asked that he personally saw nothing morally amiss with such a practice 

among Catholics of African heritage. 

The Bishop reminded Father Alban that priestly celibacy is a matter of 

Church discipline. “Exactly!” Father retorted. “Isn’t it wrong for the Church to 

adopt as a universal norm of discipline a practice that represents the tradition of 

only one culture out of the many that have embraced Catholicism — a tradition 

that, moreover, was not common in the Oriental culture out of which the faith 

originally sprang and that is not, in any case, germane to the salvation of souls?” 

CASE 7 

Marianne Jamerson holds an MBA from the Wharton School, and she is 

the founder and president of a highly successful management consulting firm. She 

is currently in her third term as chair of her city’s Chamber of Commerce. At the 

moment she is campaigning for a seat on the County Commission, an election 

polls indicate she will win handily. She has raised three fine children on her own  



after the death of her husband. She is a pillar of the St. Januarius parish 

community, and has chaired both the parish finance committee and the parish 

council. She has been an advisor to her bishop on the reorganization of the 

Chancery offices. 

In a meeting with her pastor and bishop, Marianne remarked that she was 

appalled at the recent statements emanating from the Vatican indicating that the 

issue of women’s ordination was closed to further discussion. She went on to say 

that she had never personally felt the call to become a priest, but she found it 

highly offensive to think that the Church she had served so faithfully would deny 

her any status for which her personal qualities and professional capabilities had 

prepared her. 

She told the pastor and the bishop, “This is America, after all. And in 

America in the 1990s, we’ve come around to agreeing about gender equality in 

the workplace — in the ideal, at least, even if not in reality yet. It’s a widely 

recognized economic, political, social, and cultural value. How can the Church 

thrive in America if it continues to operate on the basis of Old World prejudices 

so drastically out of keeping with the social setting of this country?” [NOTE: 

discussion is not to center on the pros and cons of women’s ordination, but rather 

on the question of whether a sensitivity to cultural diversity and the specific 

context of American culture means that the dialogue about this issue should be 

kept open] 

CASE 8  



Dennis McKinley is a long-time member of St. Callistus parish, which is 

located in a downtown area of a large city. He has recently come out as a gay man 

and has told several close friends at the parish that he is HIV+. He has been 

heartened by the genuine warmth of the personal support he has received from 

both the clergy and the lay members of the parish community, and was pleased 

when he was encouraged to start a support group for HIV+ people living and 

working in the downtown district. On the other hand, he was deeply hurt when the 

pastor suggested to him that it would be best for all concerned if he resigned as a 

eucharistic minister, since there might be members of the congregation who, out 

of ignorance, would object to being served from his hands. The parish DRE also 

asked him not to assume his regular position as a teacher of the confirmation 

class, since some of the parents would be very uncomfortable having him work 

with their children. Those who know him best assured Dennis that they would 

always be there for him personally, but that he should understand that he could 

not encourage the other members of his support group to think that St. Callistus 

was turning into a “gay church” or an “AIDS church.” 

Dennis complains that he is being forced into a religious ghetto because of 

his sexual preference and medical condition — allowed to participate in some 

aspects of parish life, but excluded from others, even though he has always given 

exemplary service in those areas. He has come to feel that expressions of concern 

for him personally (or for the clearly separate, distinctly identified support group 

members) are meaningless unless people like him are allowed to play a full role in 

the parish community. He does not want to freak out people or make a political  



issue about his status, but neither does he want St. Callistus to put such a narrow 

construction on its exercise of charity and compassion. 

CASE 9 

St. Perpetua is located in a once rural area that has in the past few years 

become the most trendy, upscale neighborhood of a rapidly growing Sunbelt city. 

It now has the reputation as the diocese’s “yuppie parish,” much to the chagrin of 

the remaining farm families who have been parishioners for decades. Aaron Bell, 

one of the farmers, has expressed his concerns to the pastor, Father Louis Mills. 

Aaron feels that the newcomers have completely taken over the parish council and 

all the social activities of the parish community. He admits that since they are 

now in the majority it is only right for them to have the biggest say, but he thinks 

Father Louis ought to do more to encourage them to take the old families more 

into account. 

The last straw, as far as Aaron was concerned, was when Lance 

Gorsebush, the wealthy owner of a chain of fashionable bagel boutiques, donated 

a large sum of money to the parish. Father Louis, with the support of the parish 

council, decided to use the money to build a new rectory, overriding the votes of 

Aaron and his friends, who were hoping to build a food bank and shelter for 

migrant farm workers. To make matters worse in Aaron’s eyes, the rectory was 

being designed by the city’s hottest architectural firm, and the plans called for the 

construction of an undeniably beautiful, but decidedly lavish building of up-to- 

the-minute style. There was to be a swimming pool and sauna, a gourmet-ready 

kitchen, a mini-gym, and every other amenity one could think of. Aaron was  



deeply disappointed, and told Father Louis that it was a disgrace for a man of the 

cloth to live in such a palace. Father Louis explained that the decision to build the 

new rectory was the result of a democratic vote. Moreover, now that St. Perpetua 

was located in such a classy part of town, it had to blend in. The current shabby 

old rectory was bringing down the tone of the neighborhood. 

Father Louis pointed out that it is important for the Church to be an 

integral part of the culture in which it finds itself, and a house that the 

parishioners would feel comfortable visiting was one way to make sure that the 

Church would continue to be relevant to their lives. A food bank and shelter, 

while an eminently worthy project in the abstract, was really the responsibility of 

a parish in a poor rural district, a parish that shared the culture of poverty with 

those who would be served by the facility. A shelter would only turn off the 

people of St. Perpetua — they would certainly volunteer to go out to work at a 

shelter from time to time, but they certainly wouldn’t want it next-door. Putting it 

there would only make it more difficult for St. Perpetua, as the local, visible 

representative of the universal Church, to relate to its surroundings. The new 

rectory, by contrast, would facilitate such a relationship. 

CASE 10 

St. Sixtus parish includes within its boundaries Shady Acres, a large 

retirement community. The pastor, Father Larry Preston, has taken some definite 

steps to make sure that the senior citizens feel welcomed and respected in the 

parish. Working with Nancy Pratt, the music director/liturgist, he has set aside the 

7AM mass with the seniors in mind. Nancy and Father Larry agreed that most of  



the younger people, and those with families, wouldn’t want to go to mass so early, 

whereas older people are frequently up at that hour. Nancy is always very careful 

to pick old, familiar hymns for that mass, and the cantor is instructed to sing very 

loudly and slowly. Only the organ is to be used, never the piano or — Lord save 

us! — the guitar. The homilist is always reminded to stand at the ambo and not go 

wandering around. Lectors and eucharistic ministers are warned that they will not 

be allowed to carry out their duties if they do not show up in their “Sunday best” 

clothes. Eucharist, which is distributed under both species at all the other masses, 

is given only in the form of the host at 7:00. 

Apart from the special mass, Father Larry has also encouraged the 

formation of a seniors’ club that caters to both the social and spiritual interests of 

the Shady Acres contingent. Members of the teen and young adult groups are 

asked to pay biannual visits to the old folks; this past year the confirmation class 

started an “adopt a grandparent” program. 

The diocesan director of social services has recently asked St. Sixtus to 

prepare an evaluation of its senior outreach program in light of the principles of 

cultural diversity, and Father Larry has convened a special committee to do so; he 

has encouraged them to be as candid as possible in applying those principles to 

the St. Sixtus activities. 

CASE 11 

Over the past decade, St. Isidore parish has built a new church and 

remodeled the old church for use as a parish center. In doing so, the pastor, 

Monsignor Jerome Wiggins, made sure that the buildings provided ample  



handicapped access. There are ramps leading into both buildings, the aisles of the 

church are wide enough to accommodate wheelchairs, and all the rest rooms are 

wheelchair accessible. A special section has been reserved for the hearing 

impaired at every mass, and a signer trained at the local college was assigned to 

each service. Braille and large-print editions of the missalette are available on 

request. Residents of a nearby group home for people with mental retardation are 

always allowed to attend the parish carnival free of charge. Monsignor Wiggins 

was confident that his parish was not merely “compliant” with codes and statutes 

— it had gone out of its way to provide a welcoming atmosphere for people with 

many different kinds of disabling conditions. 

The diocesan director of social services has recently asked St. Isidore to 

prepare an evaluation of its handicapped outreach program in light of the 

principles of cultural diversity, and Monsignor Wiggins has convened a special 

committee to do so; he has encouraged them to be as candid as possible in 

applying those principles to the St. Isidore activities. 
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THE PROCESS OF THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION (KINAST) 

DESCRIBE THE EXPERIENCE 

WHAT happened? 
WHO was involved? 
WHERE did it take place? 
WHEN did it take place? 
HOW did it come about? 

ENTER THE EXPERIENCE 
a. PLAYERS 

b. PLOT (issues or values at stake) 

c. PLACE 

e Physical setting 

e Cultural factors (seen in use of images, objects, gestures) 

e Integration 

eo Learning 

e Sharing 

LEARN FROM THE EXPERIENCE 
a. the experience as ILLUSTRATION 

b. the experience in APPLICATION 

C. the experience through INTERPRETATION 

ENACTING THE EXPERIENCE 

a. Personal 

e Identity 

eo Self-image 

e Motivation 

e Feelings about oneself 

Ministerial 

eo What one does 

e How one ministers 

e Skills one develops in working with 

e Individuals 

eo Groups 

e Communities 

e Society at large 

Theological 

e The Word-from-God 

oe Communicated through nature and HISTORY (culture) 

e The Word-about-God 

e Faith as mediated by culture 

e The Word-to-God 

e Living the Christian life in the context of one’s culture  



APPENDIX C: 

SAMPLE INQUIRIES AND RESPONSES 

 



Case Study | 

In July 1994, following an exhaustive study by a special task force, the 

Archbishop of [our city] closed St. Bridget of Ireland Parish, which is located in 

the center city district. Originally an Irish parish, St. Bridget had been for most of 

this century an African-American parish. Parishioners of St. Bridget were asked 

to join a neighboring parish, SS. Peter and Paul Cathedral Parish. Peter and Paul 

is a racially and economically diverse parish, drawing its membership from within 

its parochial territory and from more than three dozen zip codes throughout the 

greater metropolitan area. The image of the parish in the minds of the St. Bridget 

people was that of a “rich white parish” (which it had been several decades ago). 

Prior to its closing, St. Bridget’s population was nearly all African- 

American. It drew its membership mostly from outside its official parochial 

boundaries; there was little effort to bring in white professionals and 

students/faculty from a nearby university. Its pastor was one of three African- 

American priests in the archdiocese; he was also the pastor of neighboring Holy 

Trinity Parish, a historically Slovenian national parish that in recent decades had 

become racially diverse, with about half the membership being African- 

American, one-fourth Slovenian-American, and one-fourth other whites, mostly 

of Appalachian origin. 

Liturgies at St. Bridget were described as “mostly white,” i.e., decidedly 

not African-American. Parishioners, however, had a strong sense of “family,” and  



they held hands during the Lord’s Prayer at Mass, sange some favorite black 

spirituals (using the Lead Me, Guide Me African-American Catholic hymnal), and 

had an extended passing of the sign of peace. Liturgies at Peter and Paul, by 

contrast, serve as models for the archdiocese. It is the Archbishop’s church in 

addition to being a parish church. Archdiocesan liturgies (e.g., the annual Chrism 

Mass) are carried off in the highest liturgical style. A choir that includes 

musicians from throughout the city sings at all archdiocesan liturgies and every 

other week at Sunday parish liturgies. Lectors and other liturgical ministers are 

thoroughly trained. (At one time, prospective lectors had to audition before being 

accepted into that ministry.) The cathedral pastor also works in the archdiocesan 

Office of Worship. A professional musician serves as music director. The parish 

uses the Worship hymnal for its parish worship. At the time St. Bridget was 

closed, parish liturgies at Peter and Paul, while liturgically correct and well done, 

were far from being “stuffy,” but they were also not warm gatherings of family 

and friends. Most parishioners, in fact, were older, and there were relatively few 

children. 

The challenge: how to integrate these two parishes into a single 

worshiping assembly. A task force was formed with members drawn from both 

parishes. This group, under the leadership of the cathedral pastor, planned the 

merger. (It was not, technically speaking, a real merger, since the St. Bridget 

people were asked to join Peter and Paul, and the latter could certainly have 

dictated the terms. But all concerned were wise enough to treat the situation as if 

it were a merger.)  



The task force decided to merge the two pastoral councils; a St. Bridget 

parishioner was appointed to chair the council. All St. Bridget liturgical ministers 

were appointed as ministers at Peter and Paul. Two lectors were assigned to each 

Mass; one from each parish made up the team. An African-American carved 

crucifix from St. Bridget was installed in a niche in the cathedral church in a 

ceremony at which the Archbishop presided. The task force also appointed a 

liturgical commission with representation from both parishes. The result was a 

slow, but steady change in the feel and sound of the liturgies at Peter and Paul. 

Customs from St. Bridget were slowly introduced, including holding hands at the 

Lord’s Prayer, singing the Lord’s Prayer more frequently, extending the passing 

of the sign of peace, and adding songs from Lead Me, Guide Me to the parish 

repertoire. Later, as a new awareness of diversity came to the parish, the Hispanic 

culture of one segment of the parish population was recognized; a few hymns in 

Spanish were added, and a sung Spanish/English response was added to the 

General Intercessions. 

There were a few changes outside the liturgy. The parish now has many 

more children, and so religious education classes were established, as was a 

Sunday school for adults. Committees on evangelization, stewardship, and 

hospitality were formed. These changes were implemented very gradually, and 

most of those who have participated in the transition believe that they were able to 

work together to build a new community by drawing on the best of the two older 

communities. 

Response I  



You did a really good job with the who/what/when, etc. aspects of the 

reflection, which made it easy for me to imagine myself in the situation. And I 

must say that [ was very impressed with the sensitivity and maturity with which 

the two parishes have been managing their “merger.” The decision on the part of 

SS. Peter and Paul to forego playing the upper hand will bear much fruit as the 

communities grow closer together. Was that decision made formally by the 

pastor, the parish council, or some other officially constituted body, or did it 

evolve organically out of the situation? 

I think this situation illustrates the general tendency in cases like this, 

which is to focus on liturgy. There are very good reasons for doing so, not the 

least of which is the fact that liturgy is the most visible expression of a 

community’s sense of itself, of its social mission, and of its relationship with God. 

It is also true that the bulk of the literature on cultural diversity in the modem 

church also focuses on liturgy, so that there is a wealth of experience to draw 

from when working in this area. But I do hope that you can encourage the people 

in this new community to build on the solid foundation they are establishing in 

their common liturgical life. You mention, for example, religious education for 

both children and adults, and the formation of committees dealing with 

evangelization, stewardship, and hospitality. I gather that the same spirit of 

cooperation marks those endeavors, but I would be interested in following the 

process, because cooperation in these areas is a path less well trodden. Whereas 

“inculturated” liturgy has various readily available models that can be adapted for 

local use, catechesis and the other aspects of parish life often have to be  



improvised from scratch when a community wants to build cultural diversity into 

the mix. 

I would also encourage you to suggest to the people that they consider 

other dimensions of diversity along with the obvious ethnic factor. For example, 

do young moms have common interests that cut across the ethnic divide? How 

about senior citizens? Are people with physical or mental disabilities being well 

served in liturgy, catechesis, hospitality, regardless of their ethnicity? Are there 

things that can be done to minimize the manifestations of distinctions between 

those who are more or less affluent? 

My comments reflect my experience as an anthropologist: sometimes a 

sensitivity to ethnic differences, admirable though that sentiment is at heart, can 

lead to reifying that difference by turning it into the most salient criterion of 

identity. An urban parish such as the one you describe is diverse in so many ways 

— age, gender, socioeconomic status, and so forth. Ethnic identity may or may not 

be the most decisive factor, but giving it a central place in planning assures that it 

will be decisive (and potentially divisive) even if it was not so to begin with. 

To be truly sensitive to cultural diversity, we should avoid the extremes of 

either forcing everyone into a melting pot or allowing every conceivable group to 

do its own thing. I believe that it is highly desirable to celebrate difference 

(perhaps by, on occasion, specially inviting the English-speaking parishioners to 

attend a liturgy planned entirely by the Spanish-speaking members, rather than try 

always to devise a least-common-denominator liturgy), but that it is equally 

desirable to establish multiple points of reference. To allow ethnicity (or race) to  



become the main determinant of diversity in liturgy, catechesis, and all the other 

aspects of parish life is to run the risk of settin gup a line of conflict. When people 

feel invested in more than one group, there is less danger of them falling back into 

a hard-line them-vs.-us stance. Inter-ethnic tensions may be reduced if people can 

make common cause (on the basis of age, family situation, or other factors) on 

criteria of diversity other than race. 

I take inspiration from the situation described in Acts 6; in the very 

earliest days of the church in Jerusalem, there was already conflict between the 

Greeks and the Hebrews — both originally Jewish communities, but speaking 

different languages and apparently practicing different social customs. The 

solution was not to deny the distinction but to establish a division of labor that, 

while it originally served the needs of the two groups, eventually grew into a 

distinction that cross-cut (and overrode) the ethnic divide: the apostles, 

responsible for preaching the Word, and the deacons, responsible for community 

service. 

Case Study II 

In 1963 twelve young women left their villages in India in response to 

God’s call, and the request of a priest from Germany, who invited them to join 

our religious community because of the lack of vocations in Europe. Their 

courageous response took them to Erlenbad, Germany. As they left India, they 

thought they would never return. By 1967, forty-one native Indian women had 

entered the community in Erlenbad. These forty-one became missionaries in a  



foreign land. After receiving their formation, education, and professional training, 

they worked as nurses, kindergarten teachers, or pastoral assistants in Germany 

and Switzerland. At present, five native Indian sisters continue to minister in 

Europe. 

In 1975 some of the sisters of that pioneering group from India discerned 

the desperate situation in their homeland and asked to return to work among the 

most needy and oppressed. Four returned home. They saw the tragic situation of 

the rural people and formulated a program to serve the lower castes and the 

outcaste tribal people of northern India. A community of sisters was established in 

India as a region of the European province, which has provided support for the 

missionaries in the form of leadership development, training, education, 

formation, and building projects. Differences in culture, language, and social 

situation eventually led to a division of the region into a northern and a southern 

unit. 

The sisters opened their first mission in Madhya Pradesh, which is not 

only the biggest state of India, but also the one with the highest percentage of 

tribal and lower caste people. It is also one of the most remote parts of the 

country. Most of the people are Hindu. English is the common language among 

the educated, but the villagers speak only Hindi. The sisters settled in the district 

of Raisen, and at the request of the local bishop and in consideration of the needs 

of the people, they started an English Medium School there. In 1977, four more 

sisters joined the pioneers at Raisen, and the school now has a student population 

of 1,2000 in kindergarten through grade 12.  



As more sisters arrived and young women have joined them, the group has 

expanded to different parts of India. In Usri, the sisters have visited two-thirds of 

the region’s sixty villages, establishing educational and agricultural programs in 

twenty villages. Until the sisters moved in, the tribal people had no opportunity 

for education. Through agricultural programs, the sisters help the villagers plant 

vegetable and medicinal gardens. They identify the names and medicial uses of 

herbs, a great help to the locals who have no access to professional health care. A 

dispensary was recently built with funds from Europe and the United States. As 

the only trained medical personnel in the area, the sisters treat anywhere from 

fifty to 100 people per day. Malaria, snake bites, and malnutrition are the most 

common ailments. 

Women work very hard in India. Even the apparently mundane task of 

grinding corn is done by hand. The European Province and Generalate 

Development Office have joined in an effort to fund a grinding machine in each 

village. Funds have already helped build a gathering place for the people. Because 

the sisters often go to the villages at night when the people are not working, the 

community hall also serves as a place for the novices to stay when they are in the 

villages. 

In the village of Goreghat, some of the sisters teach in a boarding school 

with several hundred children. One of the sisters, trained as a nurse in Europe, 

treats about fifty people each day, many of whom have walked many miles 

through mountainous terrain in search of medical assistance. The sisters provide: 

overnight housing for those patients unable to return home the same day.  



In Jabalpur the sisters have a guest house for students. Some of the 

postulants and aspirants live there while they study. Women studying at the 

unviersity also pay to stay there, providing another source of income for the 

sisters. Narsinghpur is the site of the formation house. It is also a symbol of the 

significant inculturation to which the sisters are committed. The intense formation 

plan incorporates elements of native Hinduism as well as the Indian Rite liturgy. 

In addition to their studies, the novices visit the villagers to work alongside the 

people. Before cutting soybeans, they join in a ritual in which a coconut is broken 

and shared by all present. It is a eucharistic moment for them as they pray to be 

preserved from snake bites. 

In order to carry out their ambitious plans, the Province has established a 

recruitment house in Trichur, in Kerala, a state in the southern part of India. Four 

sisters are involved in recruiting new members, a process referred to as “fishing.” 

They visit parishes and host “come and see” weekends. 

The sisters face a complex amalgam of governmental structures and 

peoples in the world’s largest democracy. Fifty years after independence from 

British rule, India still struggles to balance political ideals among peoples of 

marked difference in language, culture, religion, and social development. India’s 

nearly one billion people speak more than a thousand languages and dialects and 

support more than twenty political parties. The people of India belong to six main 

ethnic groups, and there are sharp cultural variations from one community to the 

next. Even though India has attempted to stabilize birth rates for decades, it will 

surpass China as the world’s most populous country by the middle of the twenty-  



first century. Keeping up with the housing, health, and educational needs of 

eighteen million additional people eachyear puts a great strain on the country. 

Three-quarters of the population lives in rural areas, many in extreme poverty. 

Every year, a quarter of a million people travel to the big cities to seek 

employment; few jobs, however, are available, and more than 500,000 people live 

in an inhumane slum in Bombay alone. On several social scales, India is ranked as 

134™ among 174 under-developed countries. The literacy rate hovers at just over 

fifty percent, but for women the rate drops to thirty-nine percent. In rural areas, 

illiteracy is even more pronounced. The per capita income is $350. LIfe 

expectancy is decreasing every year as the maternal and infant mortality rates rise. 

The sisters also report inherent discrimination against women and girl children, 

epidemic diseases such as cholera, plague, dysentery, tuberculosis, general 

malnutrition, as well as prevalent crime, alcoholism, prostitution, beggary, 

corruption, and violence. 

In 1992 the sisters of the Northern Unit gathered as a community to 

discern a plan for the future. Seeing their country’s bondage of poverty, illiteracy, 

ill-health, and various kinds of exploitation, the sisters made a commitment to 

integrate themselves more deeply into the culture and customs of their people, to 

work in the villages among the very poor and to wear the saree, the dress of the 

village women. In recent years, as they have responded to the greatest needs of 

their sisters and brothers, they have committed themselves primarily to 

empowering women, educating the poor, and healing the mainly rural population. 

In their plan for becoming a province, the sisters identified short and long-term  



action plans. During the first five years, they will intensify projects already 

underway as well as train members to fulfill their mission to: start a vocational 

training center for the women of Raisen; intensify the literacy campaign in the 

villages (especially promoting education for girls); establish a home in Bangalore 

for physically handicapped women and girls; construct a working women’s hostel 

attched to the Provincial House in Bhopal; and train members in the Hindi 

language, science, social work, nursing, herbal medicine, theology, formation, and 

accounting. The long-term plan includes: using already established houses in 

villages as centers for missionary outreach to more remote villages; establishing a 

Hindi Medium School in Raisen; establishing an institute for women in grassroots 

rural development; developing rural health care and agricultural instruction; and 

establishing an agricultural and dairy farm to train rural women in farming; 

raising cattle and subsistence crops. A financial plan has also been drawn up to 

help meet these goals. 

The sixty sisters of the Northern Unit of India presented this plan at the 

1996 General Assembly and received approval from the delegates to form their 

own province. The very first to express words of congratulation was the Bishop of 

Bhopal, himself a tribal member from one of the poor villages. 

Response II 

I am very impressed with the decision to focus the ministry on the tribal 

people and people of the “scheduled castes,” both of which are severely 

marginalized in Indian society. Even though we think of India as a predominantly 

Hindu nation, the fact is that it is quite culturally diverse and not at all the  



monolith Americans might think of when they envision a Hindu society. It is not 

necessary to find people of a completely different culture in order to find cultural 

differentiation. It seems that your sisters have already learned that lesson well. 

The recognition of cultural differences between northern and southern India is 

also significant. I am also pleased to see that “disability” or “handicap” is not 

ignored as a factor in cultural diversity. 

The focus on women is also highly significant. It is certainly so in the 

Indian context, since women have historically had so few opportunities in that 

culture. But it is also an important lesson for us to learn about our own society — 

we cannot ignore gender as an element of diversity (even within the “same” 

culture). I would be interested in learning more about how the sisters’ ministry 

with and on behalf of the village women has been received by the men — have the 

latter been supportive or hostile? If supportive, how have they been involved in 

the outreach efforts? If hostile, how has their attitude been dealt with? By the 

way, regarding the decision to adopt the saree — do they wear a saree that has 

been modified to look like a religious habit (in the manner of Mother Teresa’s 

order), or do they wear ordinary “street clothes”? 

I like the way the formation plan incorporates elements of Hinduism and 

the Indian Rite liturgy, but am curious as to how a sensitivity to cultural diversity 

informs the sisters’ non-liturgical activities, especially their “fishing” expeditions. 

[ say this not to denigrate liturgical inculturation by any means — just to point out 

that unless the lessons we learn in liturgy are carried out in the “real world,” they 

are not really formative of “church” in the fullest sense of that term. One of the  



problems of cultural diversity is that of the potential conflict between a church 

and a government that represent differing social norms or policies. In the U.S., for 

example, we have the perennial tension regarding the role of women in particular 

and the laity in general in the life of the church — the church appears to be out of 

step with government policy on equal opportunity, affirmative action, and so 

forth. In India, it seems as if there is a real bone of contention with regard to 

family planning. How are the two positions reconciled? 

Case Study III 

St. Benedict Parish in a working-class suburb of a large midwestern city, 

was established in 1861 to serve a German-speaking Catholic population in a 

period that saw ethnic churches as an appropriate response to the influx of 

western European immigrants. Today, a rich ethnic diversity complements that of 

the founding families with Irish, Polish, Italian, Mexican, African-American, 

French, Lithuanian, Czechoslovak, Russian, and Yugoslav backgrounds 

represented. Polish and Italian ethnic parishes are less than a mile away, and St. 

Peter Claver, with an African-American population, was founded in the 1950s as 

a “mission parish” of St. Benedict (it was staffed by St. Benedict’s clergy). While 

history brought different cultural streams into the parish, the result is more a 

collection of rocks than one of nature’s works of art. In fact, as numbers increased 

among minorities, the typical “we” and “they” mind set took hold and maintains 

its grip, especially in relation to African-Americans and Mexican-Americans. 

This is true despite the fact that some of these families count their history in the  



town back four generations, when their ancestors were farm laborers or railroad 

gandydancers. 

How does the black population relate to St. Benedict? Being a mission 

church now means that St. Peter Claver’s membership worships in a small church 

that was built to replace a temporary shed in a nearby, but economically very 

depressed town. Its conditions are so desperate that it has eagerly welcomed the 

arrival of an incinerator complex, owned and operated by an out-of-state 

company. People thought that the business would bring many new job 

opportunities, unaware that virtually the entire operation is automated, and that it 

is a major producer of toxic waste to boot. 

Through the years, St. Peter Claver has been an anchor for black families 

in the area. It has its own choir, conducts its own social and parish activities, and 

operates on its own budget. Some of the children attend St. Benedict School, but 

most do not, since tuition costs are high and public transportation is not 

convenient. St. Benedict makes periodic efforts to increase contacts between the 

two parishes by means of joint choir recitals, attendance at each one’s annual 

fund-raising events, and joint outings to support social justice projects. There are 

also common Christmas Eve and Holy Saturday liturgies at St. Benedict. This 

approach, however, is like trying to turn over an eight-cylinder engine with only 

one working battery cell. 

In keeping with their history of separateness, the two parishes conducted 

their own long-range planning processes, an effort that had been mandated by the 

Archdiocese. There was no collaboration, nor has any future conversation on  



these matters been suggested, despite the fact that the St. Peter Claver planning 

| group acknowledged that the parish is losing members at a rate that puts even its 

ability to maintain itself as a mission church in doubt. 

The two communities profess common social justice goals, but do not 

always work together to achieve them. A shelter for homeless people was opened 

near St. Peter Claver in 1998, partly through the efforts of a black priest at St. 

Benedict; nevertheless, it has not become a way to channel or focus Christian 

concern. Most people at St. Benedict were unaware that the shelter had even 

opened, despite a brief bulletin notice calling for volunteers. 

Another separate relationship exists between the Spanish-speaking and 

English-speaking members of St. Benedict. The Spanish community is mostly of 

Mexican heritage; it constitutes approximately forty percent of the parish 

membership. One Sunday Mass is entirely in Spanish, and there is a Spanish 

choir, a prayer group, and youth ministry, as well as pilgrimages, festivals, and 

fund-raisers. Despite this intensive involvement in liturgical, social, and 

devotional activities, when the pastor recently rented a bus to take supporters to 

the U.S. Office of Immigration to rally for timely action on applications for 

citizenship there were only eight Spanish-speaking parishioners on board, and 

only one English-speaking member. This apparent lack of concern is especially 

puzzling since one of the pending cases involved a St. Benedict family. Low-level 

awareness of these kinds of injustices within the parish family seldom provoke 

outrage, let alone action. A Reach-Out social agency connected with the parish 

can appeal for foodstuffs and get a decent return, but the response is minimal  



when it announces that there is plenty of food on hand but that cash is needed to 

enable people to pay electric bills. 

Sometimes the policy of dual languages for every common event exceeds 

the patience of English-speaking members, especially since some of the English- 

speakers assume that many of the Spanish community actually do speak English, 

but just prefer not to do so. 

Response III 

Your case study is a classic example of what most people think of when 

they speak of the “problems” of cultural diversity. It is very sad that we have 

allowed ethnic and racial communities to go along separate but (supposedly) 

equal paths and call it satisfactory multiculturalism. I, for one, believe that we 

belong to one church. It may be a church with multiple possible expressions of 

membership, but we are too often content to allow the development of what 

amounts to parallel memberships. 

The situation you describe has obviously been generations in the making, 

and no glib words of wisdom can easily undo patterns that have been established 

and that are, for all their awkwardness, probably quite comfortable for most of the 

people involved. But I think the most fruitful vehicle for long-term change is the 

social justice angle. Much of the literature on ecumenism suggests that Catholics 

and Baptists, for example, are not likely to agree on theology any time soon (let 

alone Catholics and Buddhists, or whatever), but they can — and often do — agree 

on the need to do something about the poor, the homeless, youth at risk, and so 

forth. It seems to me that the less than encouraging example of the homeless  



shelter that you mention is a result of the project being perceived (probably 

correctly) as “their” thing — planned and developed by one parish, with input 

sought only after the fact from the other parish. In my experience, it almost does 

not matter what the outcome or product of social action is — what is really 

important is that diverse groups feel invested in the planning process and so learn 

to work together. They may not “solve” poverty, but they have learned a very 

valuable lesson that will serve them well as “church” in the long run. It is unlikely 

that everyone in both parishes will ever get on board, but as long as key opinion- 

leaders in both groups do, then some progress can be made. 

Perhaps the process could begin with an open community forum to which 

people from both parishes are invited. It might be a good idea if the 

convener/facilitator were someone from neither parish — perhaps a diocesan 

coordinator of social justice projects, if such a person exists. And perhaps the first 

meeting could be held at a neutral site, like a diocesan office. If it is 

inconveniently located, so much the better — make the most of the inconvenience 

by arranging to van-pool to get people there in a cooperative fashion. At that 

meeting, some sort of organized brainstorming method (“nominal group 

technique,” “Delphi method,” or whatever) could be used so that the group could 

come up with a priority list of target problems/issues. These opinion-leaders could 

then return to their respective communities and get some feedback on possible 

ways to implement programs designed to deal with those priority targets. Then the 

planning group would reconvene to pick a project for the next year (or two) and  



establish both a long-term goal and interim action steps, with allocation of tasks 

apportioned between members of the two communities. 

In the ideal, the Spanish community at St. Benedict could be drawn into 

this planning process. Even though they are physically in the same church (unlike 

the African-Americans at St. Peter Claver), it seems as if they are not “of” St. 

Benedict, except insofar as they are allowed to play on the very potent symbols of 

their ethnic heritage (language, music). Idealistic (perhaps trite) though it may 

sound, the key to nurturing a church that remains “one” even as it honors diversity 

is finding common ground. If liturgy and catechetics have gotten to be areas of 

longstanding contention, with different groups taking entrenched and perhaps 

even confrontational stances, leave them aside for the moment and give everyone 

a positive experience of working together on a project that is not already “owned” 

by one group or another. 

Case Study IV 

In September 1997, our parish undertook a long-range planning process 

(entitled “Tomorrow’s Parish”) designed by the Archdiocese. Its purpose is to 

introduce the principles, processes, and procedures of data-based institutional 

planning and evaluation to each parish the Archdiocese on a three- to five-year 

schedule. The pastor’s first step was to establish a planning committee. Composed 

of eighteen members, it included representatives of many of the most active 

families, mean and women, participants in active organizations (Women’s Club, - 

sports teams, Home and School Association), a deacon, and three couples.The  



Planning Committee for Stage One of Tomorrow’s Parish delivered its report, 

“Understanding the Present,” in January 1998. The report was a collection of 

snapshots of where we are and how we got here, based on ten-year records 

provided by the Archdiocese, plus parish archives, interviews with members and 

staff, and surveys and meetings conducted with parishioners. 

The pastor presented this planning exercise as an important parish activity 

for three serious reasons: declining membership, income, and school enrollment; a 

trend toward one priest per parish within the next five years; and the parish’s lack 

of success in recruiting a sufficient number of lay participants in its many 

ministries, especially in leadership roles (two ordained deacons withdrew in 

recent years, before the present pastor arrived). 

The archdiocesan planning materials indicated that the clergy’s presence 

was not necessary to the success of the process, and that it should not become a 

burden on top of everything else on their schedules. To his credit and our 

satisfaction, the pastor brought his professional community organizing skills to 

two of the early meetings to excellent effect. Thereafter, however, he absented 

himself, unless given reason why it was important that he attend. This decision 

was interpreted by influential members as a prejudgment of the “non-importance” 

of their work. Given the quality of the group, what could have been a dynamic 

force for parish renewal came to be a lackluster and discouraged, if not cynical, 

group of people. 

In the months since the committee completed its work on concerns for the 

future and strengths and weaknesses that parishioners want to see addressed, the  



Parish Council has taken the initiative for Stage Two, developing a plan. Their 

work is near completion. While they were working, however, the pastor 

announced new initiatives that he has organized for the current year that can 

clearly be tied to the very proposals making their way through the planning 

process. Two of his initiatives have already been confirmed. 

At least two problems present themselves in this situation. First, two 

parish groups have invested twelve months in efforts to bring improvements to the 

parish, but the pastor’s new initiatives, though appropriate and welcome, have not 

been presented within the context of the planning or the expressed interests of the 

parish at large. Second, the dissatisfaction of committee members has virtually 

assured their non-involvement in the implementation of any other plans that the 

Pastoral Council hopes to move forward in Stage Three of Tomorrow’s Parish 

(the action stage). 

Response IV 

This case is a very sad example of how an objectively good process can 

work out badly. The “strategic planning” process is a notorious trap with ample 

opportunities for ego-tripping, factionalization, and turf-protection, even though it 

can work for the long-term benefit of a community that actually behaves like a 

community. As you describe the situation, I think the first (and probably fatal) 

problem was the diocese’s direction giving the pastor the opportunity to opt out. 

Yes, the pastor is terribly busy — but so, I assume, are all the people on the 

committee. To say that the pastor alone should be freed from the “burden” is 

implicitly to say that there is no community here — there is hierarchy. If I were the  



diocesan director, I would have rephrased the instructions to say that the pastor 

need not (indeed, should not) serve as the chair of the planning committee, but 

that he should certainly sit as a working member (not “ex officio” or as an 

“observer”) of it. Early meetings of the groups should be devoted to discerning 

the particular talents and interests of the members — some (like the pastor in your 

case) are good at community organizing; others will be skilled at data collection 

and research; others good at “schmoozing” with people to sound them out on the 

issues; others sensitive to the nuances of conflict resolution; others good at 

writing or editing or public speaking; others — and this should never be 

overlooked when it is a parish that is the object of a planning exercise — capable 

of leading the group in prayer (not just the perfunctory invocation at the 

beginning of the meeting, but the sort of “ceaseless prayer” that carries over from 

the meetings to the everyday lives of the participants). In this way, everyone 

comes to feel that he or she has a special gift that can be contributed to the 

process. The planning committee is not just a bunch of people — it comes to be 

more than the sum of its parts because all those diverse gifts enrich and nurture 

each other. That, to me, is the real glory of diversity, cultural or otherwise. 

The fact is that in spite of all the talk of lay leadership, most Catholics are 

still accustomed to the “let-Father-do-it” approach — to which most pastors 

(“burdened” or not) are only too happy to acquiesce. If lay leadership is nothing 

more than sitting on a committee going through the same tedious processes people 

might go through at their workplaces when planning a new computer network, 

then of course it will seem like something better left to someone “in charge.” But  



I believe that the process is almost more important than the product when it 

comes to building church. By all means, the members of the planning committee 

should take a day of retreat (perhaps for the discernment process mentioned 

above) to get to know each other in a quiet, reflective, prayerful atmosphere. 

Perhaps before the group gets down to business, it should reserve a meeting or 

two for community-enhancing activities. I like the book Practicing Our Faith, 

edited by Dorothy Bass, for such a purpose, but I am sure there are many others 

that similarly get us in touch with the things that make church important in our 

lives — things that can be all to easy to forget once we get embroiled in the details 

of research and planning. A planning committee must understand that it is using 

the diverse talents of people not to build a better mousetrap, but to strengthen the 

Body of Christ. 
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