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50 Years since Vatican II

“Vatican II did not just happen,” writes Jerry Ryan in Commonweal (475 Riverside Dr. #405, New York, NY 10115; 12/18/09). “It was the fruit of many related but rarely coordinated initiatives undertaken by flawed people who often bickered with one another.” France in particular during “the years just before and after World War II” was a hub of renewal, disposing the wider church to Vatican II (1962-1965). 

The disparate movement in France--belatedly “recognized as a gift of the Spirit to the church”--was led primarily by laypeople. Ryan profiles some of them—an assortment of mystics, philosophers, journalists, poets and activists. 

Like the others, Leon Bloy (1846-1917) challenges Catholicism to keep its appointment with modernity. Christians, he says, are too comfortable relegating faith to the sanctuary. Faith is not an isolated incident or merely intellectual assent; it is an experience.

Charles Peguy (1873-1914), the ideological opposite of Bloy, also warns against calcified faith. His own participation in Catholicism, explains Deacon Charles Rohrbacher is complex. After converting to Catholicism, Peguy was so sensitive to his non-Catholic wife that he did not receive the Eucharist until his final days. (The Inside Passage, 4/23/10)   

Raissa (1883-1960) and Jacques Maritain (1882-1973) are the best known of these pioneers and, converts themselves, led several others to Catholicism. Jacques Maritain, writes Ryan, brings Catholic philosophy into the modern age. The prevailing idea then “taught in seminaries was a closed and stagnant system, a betrayal of the true spirit of St. Thomas Aquinas” and the Catholic tradition. Maritain’s fuller presentation of Catholicism anticipates Vatican II on church-state relations, ecumenism and other topics. 

Etienne Gilson (1884-1978), a student of Henri Louis Bergson (1859-1941), also says the philosophy taught to Catholics of his day is not adequate. He and others, after studying original sources, give fresh language and application to doctrine. 

These pioneers opened doors for other post-World War II Catholic philosophers and for the so-called new theologians who directly contributed to Vatican II.

Ryan concludes his appreciation with a word of encouragement. He works at an aquarium where an orchestra happens to practice for Boston’s Fourth of July grand fireworks. He once complimented a violinist during practice. Yet, on the Fourth she is facing away from the big display and playing a “little role.” No matter, Ryan concludes, “without her the spectacle would not have been what it was.” So too, like these French lay leaders, “we really don’t know the part each of us is playing in the construction of the Kingdom—perhaps in spite of ourselves.” 
Taking the Initiative

In the Mines

April 5, 2010 was a bad day for workers in West Virginia when an explosion ripped through Montcoal Upper Big Branch Mine (Massey Energy, 4 N. Fourth St., Richmond, VA 23219), killing 29 workers. 

The explosion, according to mine safety expert Davitt McAtteer, was entirely preventable, had Massey Energy paid as much attention to safety as to production.    McAtteer served as the head of the Mine, Safety and Health Administration (1100 Wilson Blvd. #2100, Arlington, VA 22209) under President Bill Clinton and is now vice-president of Wheeling Jesuit University. (Washington Post, 4/8/10; Wall St. Journal, 4/22/10)

Massey’s safety practices are “egregious” and “set it apart from the rest of the coal industry.” Prior to the explosion, Massey was cited numerous times for violations at Upper Big Branch.  Some citations deal with the very cause of the explosion--the failure to properly vent the mine to free it from excessive levels of explosive methane gas.  Other citations deal with another possible cause--explosive coal dust in the mine. (N.Y. Times, 4/25/10)

Massey is not the only party at fault.  MSHA and other federal agencies could have shut Massey down, based on its pattern of violations. MSHA, weakened during President George Bush’s administration, is now led by a mine safety advocate who, however, is under criticism for not rigorously enforcing the law. (Charleston Gazette-Mail, 4/25/10)

Perhaps Bishop Michael Bransfield (1300 Byron St., Wheeling, WV 26003) is sending a message to Massey and MSHA about a core element in the spirituality of work—competency. In recent days he repeatedly calls for improved mine conditions; speaking first at appropriately-named coal field church St. Joseph the Worker (PO Box 444, Whitesville, WV 25209), then at St. Joseph Cathedral (14 13th St., Wheeling, WV 26003) and then in a letter, On My Holy Mountain. 

It is reasonable to “expect that miner safety be a higher priority than coal production,” Bransfield says. Safeguards and adequate technology exist, so we must “ensure that unsafe mining practices and mines with a disproportionate number of violations are properly addressed before [more] lives are jeopardized.” (The Catholic Spirit, 4/9/10; America [4/26/10], 106 W. 56th St., New York, NY 10019; Origins [5/13/10], 3211 Fourth St. NE, Washington, DC 20017)

The Burnt Part Boys by Chris Miller, Nathan Tysen and Mariana Elder is a musical at Playwrights Horizon (416 W. 42nd St., New York, NY 10036; www.playwrightshorizons.org), in cooperation with Vineyard Theater. Set in 1962, the play recalls West Virginia mine tragedies to explore how people deal with a workplace death of a parent. Given the Massey Mine disaster, audiences feel like the play is about current events. Reviewers note that New York residents are also likely to relive feelings from the World Trade Center attack as they experience the play. (N.Y. Times, 5/23/10)

Taking the Initiative

For Nannies

Several labor laws regarding wages, hours and organizing were instituted during the administration of President Franklin Roosevelt. Farm workers and domestics were deliberately excluded from coverage at that time. Thus today the relationship between a nanny and a family is largely unmediated. Both parties can feel stress in negotiating (or neglecting) terms of employment. 

Over several months New York legislators have considered this topic. Now a Domestic Workers Bill has State Senate approval. Sponsored by Sen. Diane Savio (512 Legislative Office Building, Albany, NY 12247), it requires holidays, sick days, vacation days, overtime wages and termination notice. It sets no mandatory wage levels. A similar, though less comprehensive, bill passed the Assembly and the two will be reconciled soon. (N.Y. Times, 6/3/10) 

National Domestic Workers Alliance (3543 18th St. #23, San Francisco, CA 94110; www.nationaldomesticworkersalliance.org) lobbies for and tracks this type legislation, state-by-state.

Just Like Family: Inside the Lives of Nannies by Tasha Blaine (Houghton Mifflin [2009], 6277 Sea Harbor Dr., Orlando, FL 32887; $25) is a poignant meditation about three real-life nannies in different cities in different circumstances. Plus Blaine reflects on short stints she spent as a nanny. 

Parents have heard or read horror stories about nannies abusing children. These are serious but rare events. Most of the exploitation is from the employer side: shortchanging wages, inadequate notification of expectations, unexplained termination and the like. 

As with most workers, most nannies do a competent job, day-after-day. Blaine describes how somewhat uniquely the job comes with a strange ambivalence about boundaries between work culture and private life. Nannies observe many personal matters, including spousal arguments and seeming neglect or indulgence of children. Nannies become attached and yet are never really part of the family. Blaine details some strange ruptures in the relationship, even though the employer is satisfied with a nanny’s work. There are situations where a nanny gives extra attention only to be treated crassly. The overall impression is of workers who pay an emotional price for caring about the children.

Taking the Initiative

In Race Relations

Exactly fifty years ago, Michael Miner reminds us, John Howard Griffin (1920-1980) of Texas “became a national celebrity” for changing races--first described in a magazine series and then as the book Black Like Me (Penguin [1961], 375 Hudson St., New York, NY 10014; $7.99). After using pills, dye and radiation, Griffin “stepped out into the streets of New Orleans.” He was ordered to get off park benches, to leave waiting rooms, to sit in the back of the bus and generally “an unending series of humiliations.” (Chicago Reader [4/22/10], 11 E. Illinois St., Chicago, IL 60611)

Griffin, a Catholic convert inspired by Jacques Maritain (1882-1973), had previous experiences as an outsider. While studying in France, he smuggled Jewish children away from Nazi persecution, only to be betrayed and forced to flee. Serving in the Air Force, he was blinded by a Japanese bomb. Ten years later, blood clots dissolved and his sight was restored. These events showed him that superficial appearances can actually obscure perception. 

Griffin tells his experience with blindness in Scattered Shadows (Orbis Books [2004], PO Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545; $18.95). His biography is Man in the Mirror by Robert Bonazzi (Orbis Books, 1997). 

High school students still read Black Like Me, but not all recognize it as a spiritual meditation. Griffin’s concern goes beyond a geographic and historic set of circumstances to the effects of dehumanization, both for the prejudiced and the persecuted. Miner details the prevailing attitude toward race relations in the early 1960s from “government, to the church, to the press, to the hallowed halls of commerce and academia.” Overt white supremacy is abhorrent, but segregation is “some sort of inconvenience” to which blacks must adjust. 

Even those concerned about race generally did not understand the black experience. For example, some Rochester leaders interested in improving conditions following a July 1964 race riot, invited Griffin to a discussion. The first thing you should do, he told the group, is invite black leaders to the next meeting. Fortunately, the advice was taken, resulting in FIGHT, a civil rights group sponsored by Industrial Areas Foundation (220 W. Kinzie St. #500, Chicago, IL 60654). 

“The world,” Griffin says, “has always been saved by an Abrahamic minority… There have always been a few who, in times of great trouble, became keenly aware of the underlying tragedy: the needless destruction of humanity.”

Taking the Initiative

On Lay Formation

When Pope Leo XIII (1810-1903) tells us to go to the worker, “it is not mere papal persiflage,” writes National Center for the Laity founder Ed Marciniak (1918-2004). “Going to the worker means just that, going to the worker—not just simply writing papers and listening to lectures that deal with workers from the comfortable, critical, safe vantage of scientific study.”

Marciniak is one of ten U.S. Catholic giants profiled in Go To the Worker: America’s Labor Apostles by Kimball Baker (National Center for the Laity, PO Box 291102, Chicago, IL 60629; $25). The Marciniak chapter tells about the Chicago Catholic Worker, the Catholic Labor Alliance and its nationally renowned newspaper Work and concludes with the 1977 founding of NCL.

In other chapters Baker covers Msgr. John Hayes (1906-2002) of Chicago, John Cort (1913-2006), a founder of the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists, Fr. Philip Carey, SJ (1907-1989), a leader in the Catholic labor school movement and Msgr. George Higgins (1916-2002), a Chicago priest long-stationed at the U.S. bishops’ conference. Baker, while giving good context to his subjects, wisely allows them to speak for themselves.

Baker quotes a Marciniak distinction from 1950—one that made him controversial, even in the last months of his life. Catholics should not be “active in their unions as Catholics, [but] as good trade unionists who are Catholic,” says Marciniak. A resolution at a union meeting is not “true and good because it is Catholic,” he continues. The “resolution is Catholic because it is good and true.”

This is not a small matter for Marciniak. “The whole Catholic social movement” rides on clarity about it. Nor for Marciniak does it apply only to union involvement. Once people say, for example, that pro-life is a Catholic position per se, it can be dismissed as something peculiar to one denomination and even some Catholics will be ambivalent about asserting the right to life. 

Marciniak tangled with Church employees over the distinction many times. The vocation of the laity is depreciated whenever Church employees give the impression that a public policy is true and good because they think the policy conforms to Catholic teaching, he says. Church employees who do not abide by the distinction are, while on the clock, prone to take partisan positions. Frequently in INITIATIVES Marciniak took specific bishops and Church employees to task for crossing the line—either to the left or right. It is the job of lay people, formed in faith and using their own competence, to broker justice and peace within their specific milieus—not primarily as volunteers for a Church-endorsed committee. 

Marciniak could have written and certainly believed these words of Pope Paul VI (1897-1978): “It belongs to the layperson, without waiting passively for orders and directives, to take the initiative freely and to infuse a Christian spirit into the mentality, customs, laws and structures of the community in which they live.”

Baker, who interestingly is not Catholic, provides a well-organized book, one not only of historical interest but suggestive of how our church, now unfortunately mired in internal matters, might attract young adults. More on this book in a future INITIATIVES.    

A Worker Justice Reader edited by Joy Heine and Cynthia Brooke (Orbis Books [2010], PO Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545; $24) makes a companion to Go To the Worker. Both books contain a background essay by Fr. Ed Boyle, SJ (1931-2007), former director of The Labor Guild (85 Commercial St., Weymouth, MA 02188; www.laborguild.com) and both feature Msgr. George Higgins. 

Taking the Initiative

Going to the Worker
Fr. Anthony Shonis (Holy Name of Jesus, 511 Second St., Henderson, KY 42420) was assigned to the seminary and other teaching posts until at 55 he was placed in a parish. “What do pastors do?” he wondered.

Shonis decided to go to parishioners at their workplace. He has done about 25 visits for each of the past ten years. It starts with his Labor Day weekend homily. He invites people to sign up for a brief workplace visit. It is not, Shonis stresses, a tour of the company. “I want to talk with them at their workbench about their job.” 

He concludes the visit by giving the person a prayer card. Shonis then writes a positive synopsis for the bulletin. Twice each year he invites the workers to “a one hour discussion on the relationship between faith and work.” The participants each receive a free copy of The Mass Is Never Ended by Greg Pierce (National Center for the Laity, PO Box 291102, Chicago, IL 60629) and a free “subscription” to INITIATIVES. 
Now “when I look out over the congregation at Mass, I see [people] not only as families but as workers,” Shonis concludes. (America [8/31/09], 106 W. 56th St., New York, NY 10019)

Is anyone doing anything similar to Shonis? Please inform INITIATIVES. By the way, any priest or pastoral minister is welcome to supply a postal address for a worker she or he has visited; in turn, NCL will send the worker Mass Is Never Ended and this newsletter for free. 

Shonis is also chaplain to a quarterly newsletter, The Rank and File Catholic (141 Bruce Ave., Paducah, KY 42001; dmgrief@comcast.net). A web version of the newsletter can be found at the same place as INITIATIVES: www.catholiclabor.org. 

Taking the Initiative

Assisting the Unemployed

The ecumenical Joseph’s People (338 Manor Ave., Downingtown, PA 19335; www.josephspeople.org) sponsors support groups for the unemployed in seven locations. Its website has postings for job openings and other useful information.

Michiana Career Network Association (www.mymcna.com) is an ecumenical job assistance ministry in five locations over two states with meetings three mornings, one afternoon and one evening each week. One site is Clay United Methodist (17646 Cleveland Rd., South Bend, IN 46635); another is St. Pius (52553 Fir Rd., Granger, IN 46530). The website has success stories and employment trends.

Job Connections is a program of Community Presbyterian Church (222 W. El Pintado, CA 94526; www.jobconnections.org). The meetings are on Saturday morning.

Work Ministry (www.workministry.com) is a South Carolina-based resource for those assisting the unemployed. It has contact points around the country. In INITIATIVES’ territory, for example, contact: Work Ministry (1606 N. Oneida Ln., Mt. Prospect, IL 60056). The website has some postings and advice.

Green Jobs (St. Marcelline, 822 S. Springinsguth Rd., Schaumburg, IL 60193) is an informal network that directs the unemployed to emerging environmental jobs and educates others about this sector. 

110+ Years

Of Catholic Social Thought

Highlighting Pope Benedict XVI’s 30,000 word encyclical Love in Truth (National Center for the Laity, PO Box 291102, Chicago, IL 60629; $6) is not easy. Fortunately, Benedict XVI has done that task for us in a brief April 30, 2010 address to the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences (Casino Pio IV, Vatican City V00120; www.vatican.va/roman-curia). His emphasis, as in his encyclical, is on analyzing how modern economic life conforms to the principles enshrined in social doctrine.

The world-wide financial breakdown, the pope says, demonstrates “the error of the assumption that the market is capable of regulating itself, apart from public intervention and the support of internalized moral standards.”  The erroneous assumption is “based on an impoverished notion of economic life as a sort of self-calibrating mechanism driven by self-interest and profit-seeking,” merely “a spiral of production and consumption in view of narrowly-defined human needs.”

Instead, he says, economic life has a much “fuller human dimension,” one that “should properly be seen as an exercise of human responsibility, intrinsically oriented toward the promotion of the dignity of the person, the pursuit of the common good, and the integral development--political, cultural, and spiritual--of individuals, families, and society.”  He quotes directly from Love in Truth to point out that “the current [global] crisis obliges us…to set ourselves new rules and to discover new forms of commitment.” In our day, the global dimension of the economy requires that concern for the common good take on “a markedly global dimension…grounded in respect for the dignity of the human person and acknowledged as the primary goal of production and trade systems.” Modern realities also urgently require that “the governance procedures of the global economy” be strengthened.  

Benedict XVI concludes that “the common good embraces responsibility toward future generations; [that] intergenerational solidarity must henceforth be recognized as a basic ethical criterion for judging any social systems.”

Like the encyclical, this address is not a blueprint for action. It is a profound moral framework, one that Benedict XVI offers to members of the Pontifical Academy to help them “contribute to a more profound discernment of the serious social and economic challenges facing our world and help point the way forward to meet those challenges in a spirit of wisdom, justice, and authentic humanity.” It is also a moral framework for each one of us to meet the challenges in our own economic, political and cultural settings. 

A treatment of Love in Truth is included as an appendix to The Social and Political Thought of Benedict XVI by Thomas Rourke (Rowman & Littlefield [2010], 4501 Forbes Blvd. #200, Lanham, MD 20706; $55). Prior chapters consider Benedict XVI’s writing on social topics, going back to the 1980s.

News and Views

Some leaders in the Catholic Campaign for Human Development (3211 Fourth St. NE, Washington, DC 20017; www.usccb.org/cchd) might understandably express reservations about continued funding for community organizations following scandal in a prominent organization. (Note: CCHD severed their relationship long before the recent fiasco.) A sharp change in CCHD policy would, however, be a wrong turn—contrary to CCHD’s mission and tradition, dating to 1969. 

Indeed, “community organizing is one of the best” vehicles for implementing Catholic social thought, as argues Austen Ivereigh in Faithful Citizens (Darton, Longman [2010], 1 Spencer Ct., 140-142 Wandsworth High St., London, England SW18 4JJ). 

The book begins with an overview of papal social documents. Ivereigh draws upon those documents throughout, particularly upon Love in Truth by Pope Benedict XVI (National Center for the Laity, PO Box 291102, Chicago, IL 60629; $6), and describes ten Catholic social principles in an appendix. Once a U.S. reader gets accustomed to the book’s British spellings, it is interesting to see contrasts between the U.S. and European models of Catholic action and to learn about British social thinkers like Cardinal Henry Manning (1808-1892). 

Ivereigh’s second chapter is a history of community organization with particular focus on Saul Alinsky (1909-1972), founder of Industrial Areas Foundation (220 W. Kinzie St. #500, Chicago, IL 60654). Ivereigh deals head-on with lingering controversies about Alinsky, dead now for 38 years. He mentions that Pope Paul VI (1897-1978) consulted Alinsky and notes Alinsky’s friendship with renowned Catholic layman Jacques Maritain (1882-1973). Their sustained and personal relationship is documented in The Philosopher and the Provocateur edited by Bernard Doering (University of Notre Dame Press [1994], 310 Flanner Hall, Notre Dame, IN 46556; $30).

Ivereigh also explains how IAF began to more explicitly incorporate religious values when Ed Chambers, a former Catholic seminarian, succeeded Alinsky as director in 1972. That emphasis continues under the four current co-directors: Ernesto Cortes (Catholic), Michael Gecan (Catholic), Arnold Graf (Jewish) and Sr. Christine Stephens, CDP (Catholic). 

The book comes alive in subsequent chapters through stories about a specific community group, London Citizens (112 Cavell St., London, England E1 2JA; www.londoncitizens.org.uk), with which Ivereigh is involved. Faithful Citizens supplements its main example with many references to other IAF groups in Chicago, Brooklyn, Baltimore and elsewhere.  

Each chapter in this section details London Citizens approach to one or another situation, followed by a summary of a particular Catholic document. In the chapter about the regular assemblies of London Citizens, Ivereigh explains Pope Paul VI’s 1971 apostolic letter, A Call To Action. In the chapter about wages, the reflection comes from Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclical, The Condition of Labor, and in one on housing it is on Pope John Paul II’s 1987 On Social Concern. 

With thorough and periodic evaluation CCHD should continue funding community organizations, using its clearly stated guidelines which include a list of “ineligible use of funds.” The topic will certainly be discussed at an October 22-23, 2010 symposium, “40 Years of Hope in Action.” The host is Center for Social Concerns (228 Geddes Hall, Notre Dame, IN 46556; http://centerforsocialconcerns.nd.edu). 

For its part in advancing community organizations, our National Center for the Laity (PO Box 291102, Chicago, IL 60629) distributes these publications: The Power of Relational Action by Ed Chambers ($4.50); Being Triggers Action by Ed Chambers ($4.50); Effective Organizing for Congregational Renewal by Mike Gecan ($4.50); After America’s Midlife Crisis by Mike Gecan ($11) and Activism That Makes Sense by Greg Pierce ($9).  

Happenings
Celebration (115 E. Armour Blvd., Kansas City, MO 64111; http://celebrationpublications.org/conference2010) hosts a conference in Chicago “on effective liturgy,” July 21-23, 2001. 

Fair Trade Futures Conference (PO Box 12347, Philadelphia, PA 19119; http://fairtradeconference.ning.com) will be held September 10-12, 2010 in Boston. Producers, distributors, teachers and others will discuss their experience and strategize. Student scholarships are available. 

Websites, Blogs and Resources

The U.S. Catholic Conference (3211 Fourth St. NE, Washington, DC 20017; www.usccb.org/campus) has a new web resource, “Transforming Our World,” for campus ministers and college students interested in Catholic social teaching. It has outlines for small group discussion, a list of videos, sample prayers and more.

Crossing Arizona (Cinema Guild, 115 W. 30th St. #800, New York, NY 10001; www.cinemaguild.com) is a documentary about illegal immigration. It features ranchers, border agents, farmers, politicians, even Minutemen and migrants themselves. The current situation, all seem to say, is dysfunctional.

Maryknoll Office of Global Concerns (PO Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545; www.maryknoll.org), in cooperation with other groups, is lobbying against vulture funds. A few financial firms buy the debt of poor countries at a discount and later sue the country for payment, often after international entities offer some debt relief to the country. Passing the Stop Vulture Funds Act (HR 2932) is one objective for the campaign. 

Graduation Pledge Alliance (Bentley Alliance for Ethics, 175 Forest St., Waltham, MA 02452; www.graduationpledge.org) wants students entering their final year in high school and also graduate students to start a campaign leading to Graduation Day 2011 where students commit to exploring the “social and environmental consequences of any job I consider.”  

The Story of Bottled Water is a new five-minute film from Corporate Accountability International (10 Milk St. #610, Boston, MA 02108; www.stopcorporateabuse.org) intended to provoke classroom discussion on pollution and consumer savvy. CAI is a leader in international policies regarding public health and tobacco.   
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Readers Respond

From its readers INITIATIVES gets many requests to reprint items as well as prayerful notes. 

Here is a note from Robert Hogan: “I have been overseas teaching English and earning low pay for the past three years. Some issues of INITIATIVES found me. They were like seeing old friends. I am making my way back to Chicago. I have a job and will soon have a permanent address. I’m happy I can afford to donate to National Center for the Laity again.”

Here is another note, this from Bill McNamara of recently waterlogged Warwick, RI: “I am bowled over by the thank you note for my recent donation. It is worth more than the pittance it acknowledges. It sure helps make me (and others) gratefully conscious of NCL’s vital work. I wish I could be more supportive, but my household, like NCL, is facing a 2010 deficit. Thanks for what you do.” 

