Root Shock

The Church as a large home for God’s People: Lecture 1
Timothy Radcliffe 2005
Recently I had dinner with a friend of mine and his wife and children. He left the priesthood some twenty years ago. We had worked together as University chaplains in the seventies. All during the meal he angrily attacked the Pope, the Vatican, Opus Dei and all the usual suspects. Then, when we were having coffee alone he lamented that he had been unable to pass on to his children his love of the Church. I wonder why! 

The Church in many countries in the West, but especially in America, is polarized. One symptom is this is a widespread anger against Catholics who have other views. What young people are going to find their home in a community that is so angry? Who will be attracted to a Church in which people so much time being aggressive about other members? This polarization directly contradicts the nature of the Church, which is to draw the People of God into unity, so as to be a sign of the Kingdom. As a young American theologian, Christopher Ruddy, wrote, ‘Polarization is a luxury which the Church can no longer indulge or even tolerate…Polarization has strangled the Church’s ability to be genuinely evangelical or missionary.
’ So in these two lectures I wish to explore how we can begin to put these divisions behind us and begin to enlarge the Church, as the spacious home for all God’s people. 

First of all I must look briefly at the nature of this polarization. I am aware that I come from another part of the Catholic Church. In England we have our tensions and disagreements but not the same crisis of division, and so please forgive me if I fail either to understand what you are living through or to address the issues in ways that are fruitful. 

This polarization of the Church is usually seen in terms of the division between the left and the right, between liberals and conservative, progressives and traditionalists. This is only partially accurate. Western society is deeply marked by this polarity and because we are members of that society then it colours the way that we Catholics see the things. But this sort of dichotomy is also deeply contrary to our faith, and so we are called to transcend it. 

The polarity of left and right goes back to the Enlightenment. They saw themselves as enlightened because they had been liberated from tradition, and above all from the traditions of the Church. The sun of reason had dawned, and all the old dogmas could now be left behind. And the Church often repaid the insult by defining itself over against progress and all its dreadful symptoms: democracy, freedom of conscience, individualism and so on. This was the great battle of the nineteenth century, the Church against liberalism. 

But the idea that there is an opposition between tradition and progress is nonsense for a Christian. St Paul was perhaps the most creative Christian thinker there has ever been, but he saw himself as transmitting the traditions he had received.  ‘I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions even as I have delivered them to you.’ (1 Cor. 11.2). To be a Christian is to receive the good news that is transmitted to us by those who have gone before. For a Christian tradition is the eternal source of newness and vitality. The old renews us. 

So there may be tensions within the Church between Catholics who are liberal and those who are conservative, because most people in our society are one or the other. We are marked by the categories of our culture. But it cannot be the real nub of the division because for a Catholic our faith transcends that polarity. 

So how can we describe the divisions which are splitting the Church, and why are they making people so angry? It is hard to do so fairly and objectively because everyone of us, including me, is caught up in it. We all have our deep convictions and temperaments. None of us can be entirely impartial. But we must try to describe the situation in ways that everyone will recognise and be able to say, more or less, ‘Yes. That’s where I am at.’ We must refuse to talk about the Church as if there are ‘the good guys’ and the ‘bad guys.’  This is a prophetic task. Often in the past we have seen the prophets in the Church as those who stood over against the institution and denounced it. Today the main prophetic challenge is surely to find ways forward beyond division. We must summon each other out of exile. 

The first challenge is to find names for the ‘parties’ that are dividing the Church. I have already suggested that to think in terms of progressives and traditionalists, or liberals and conservatives, is not helpful. These two parties have also been called Augustinian and Thomist. But I do not think that captures it either. After all, Dominicans have the Rule of St Augustine and love St Thomas! It has been said that they have theologies that are correlational and epiphanic, but when words like that appear, then your eyes will probably glaze over and you will look at your watches. 

Any name is in danger of alienating some people, but one must have a go. I will call them the Kingdom Catholics and the Church Catholics. Some Catholics see our beloved community as primarily the People of God on pilgrimage towards the Kingdom. Others see us as primarily as members of the institution of the Church. Most of us identity with a bit of each but finally tend more towards one or other description. I shall argue that as Roman Catholics, we need both sorts of identity. 

Let’s begin with the Kingdom Catholics. In 1963 during the second session of the Council, Rahner, a Jesuit, Schillebeeckx, a Dominican, and Küng, a diocesan priest, met to plan the foundation of a periodical that would forward the agenda of the Council
. It was called Concilium. It regrouped theologians who were exhilarated by the Council’s embrace of modernity. It first appeared in 1965. The central doctrine was the Incarnation. In Jesus Christ, God had drawn near to the whole of humanity. And the Christ whom they cherished was the one who overthrew the boundaries between human beings, who touched lepers, reached out to foreigners and gathered us into the People of God. This was an outward looking theology, which saw the signs of the Holy Spirit at work in all human beings. Schillebeeckx often talks about our Deus Humanissimus, our most human God. The test of this theological tradition, especially with the evolution of liberation theology and feminism, was that it was based on experience and that it was liberating. No revelation without liberation. I remember the excitement of it all! 

I remember when I was a student, my elder brother rang me up and asked how I was enjoying my protected monastic life. I had great pleasure in telling him about how we friars had found a drunken woman lying on the ground outside the Priory, and we had taken her in and given her a bed for the night, and discovered the next morning that she was a prostitute. ‘Who lives the protected life, my dear brother?’ I asked. 

So under the rather vague label of Kingdom Catholics, I am including all of us whose big dream is to draw the Church closer to the modern world. Who want, as Pope John said, to throw open the windows to modernity. I am also thinking of all those Catholics who struggle to bring the Kingdom nearer by battling against injustice, and siding with the poor. 

And then there are the Church Catholics. They too may be symbolized by a periodical, Communio. This was first published in 1974, at a time when worries were beginning to surface about where the Church was going after the Council. The opening editorial looks back for the origins of the periodical in a meeting of the International Theological Commission in 1970. This is a Commission appointed by the Pope. Some members ‘felt that there was a real need for a journal which would communicate a sense of the communion which is the inner life of the Church.
’  There you get the essence of the concern, the communion which is the inner life of the Church This periodical looked above all to Hans Urs von Balthasar as its guru. Its theologians included Cardinal Ratzinger, who also had an article in the first issue of Concilium.. They believed that we must stand firm with the proclamation of our faith. Its truth and beauty had the authority to attract people. If one embraces the language of modernity too enthusiastically, then we are likely to lose our identity. The central doctrine was not so much the Incarnation as the cross. We must dare to stand by the scandal of the crucified Lord. At the heart of the Church’s life is adoration and doxology. If you go to meetings of young Catholics today, then you will often find groups gathered in silent and devout adoration. 

So these are the Church Catholics, I am grouping here all the Catholics who feel that we must struggle to articulate a clearer identity, and that we must not let ourselves assimilate to the world. We must not be afraid to underline what is distinctive about our faith, otherwise we will be assimilated to modernity. They have been called ‘Identity Catholics.’ 

These are two very vague labels, but that they respect two basic tendencies. Some of us may respond to elements in both. I do! And yet some people will feel firmly on one or other side . One tends to put the cross at the centre, and the other the Incarnation; one sees truth as the rallying call, and the other liberation. One focuses on doxology and adoration, the other on praxis. One sees Christ as the one who gathers into community and the other the Christ who overthrows the boundaries. The one says Ubi ecclesia, ibi Christus.  Where there is the Church, there is Christ. The other tends to reply Ubi Christus, ibi ecclesia.  Where there is Christ, there should be the Church. In the words of John McDade ‘Where the poor are suffering, there must the Church (and its theology) be.
’ 

How can we heal that division? I would suggest that the first step is in recognizing that behind each theological vision there is the longing for a home in which we can belong. But each is moved by a different sense of the homeless. We cannot overcome polarization unless we recognise the homes that each side is longing to build. 

Let me take an analogy. Mindy Thompson Fullilove wrote a wonderful book about the destruction of the Black American neighbourhoods. In recent years, urban planning has destroyed thousands of black American communities, and dispersed millions of people. Highways were driven through black communities, breaking them up. Whole streets of houses were demolished for development, and entire neighbourhoods dispersed. Small shops disappeared and were replaced by impersonal supermarkets. Irish, Polish and Italian communities have suffered in similar ways the destruction not just of their homes but of home, somewhere to belong. 

This produces what Thompson Fullilove calls root shock. ‘Root shock is the traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s emotional ecosystem.
’ ‘Root shock undermines trust, increases anxiety about letting loved ones out of one’s sight, destabilizes relationships, destroys social, emotional, and financial resources, and increases the risk for every kind of stress-related disease, from depression to heart attack. Root shock leaves people chronically cranky, barking distinctive croaky complaints that their world was abruptly taken away.’ Home is where you feel safe in the dark. 

She gives a wonderful description of the Hill district in Pittsburgh before it was destroyed: ‘Interactions of all kinds kept the Hill afloat and made sure that everyone ate, had clothes to wear, and behaved properly. The boys on the streets got advice from older men: the dancers and musicians taught them how to refine their arts; the pimps showed them an easy way to make money; the regular guys urged them to go straight – “Even if you see me do it, don’t you do it.”
’ Neighbourhoods were not just places where people lived together. They transmitted wisdom, the knowledge of how to resolve conflicts, of how to cope with difference. She writes, ‘The way of life evolves over time, as each effort at problem resolution becomes part of the collective memory and the collective foundation for problem solving.’

Urban development swept all that away, and left people lonely and exiled. There was no community in which people of different generations and opinions could mix and know each other. Exiled, one had to choose the people with  whom you spent your time and they tended to be people who were like you. Zigmunt Bauman, of Leeds University in England, has written about how the mobility of modern society pushes us towards communities of the like-minded. There is ‘the impulse to withdraw from risk-ridden complexity into the shelter of uniformity.
’ With the loss of traditional communities, we have become insecure and anxious, and we seek out people who think like us. The old neighbourhoods meant that you had to rub shoulders and negotiate compromises with those who were radically different. You were with them for the long haul and so there was no way around it. But, when community collapses, then identity is invented
.  When you no longer easily belong, then you must discover who you are. Identity politics is born. I saw the same thing in Rwanda. Few knew whether they were Hutu or Tutsi, until community collapsed. 

My thesis is that in the Church we are all suffering from root shock. And this generates anger and confusion, and the search for identity, given in the company of like-minded people. The Second Vatican Council embraced modernity, and the Church tried to make its home there. But people of both parties agree that we choose an unfortunate moment to do so. George Weigel, whom one could situate in the Church party, says that ‘Vatican II indeed opened the windows to the world, but just at the moment when modernity "barrel[ed] into a dark tunnel full of poisonous fumes."
’ Interestingly Schillebeeckx, who is firmly of Kingdom party, wrote, ‘After two centuries of resistance, Catholics embraced the modern world just at the moment when the modern world began to distrust itself.
’ My thesis is that most Catholics are suffering from this loss of home, this root shock, whether we are primarily of the Kingdom or the Church camp. And we can only rebuild the larger home for God’s people if we understand the exile that the other feels. 
The very first pages of Communio puts the restoration of the home at the heart of its programme. Remember the aspiration that gave birth to the periodical:  the ‘need for a journal which would communicate a sense of the communion which is the inner life of the Church.’ Much of what came after the Council was experienced as ecclesiastical urban planning, tearing up the neighbourhood. The theologians who wrote for Concilium were seen as driving the highways through the community, knocking down the small shops and the loved institutions. Religious tore off their habits; the churches were turned upside down; the old songs and devotions disappeared. I remember a young friar, now a venerable figure, taking great pleasure in knocking the old statues off their pedestals in the novitiate Church. Even some of the original urban planners, like Cardinal Ratzinger, began to doubt the wisdom of what was going on. He switched sides. 

At the same time there was a sapping of civil society, the breakdown of the family, the rise in teenage pregnancies, the spread of drugs, growing poverty in the inner city, secularisation. In 1968, everyone went crazy. And so one can understand this strong desire to restore the home. This meant reclaiming the signs of Catholic identity. Instead of embracing modernity, and losing our culture, our way of thinking and being, we needed claim a theological language that was properly Catholic: Catholic ways of thinking, praying, talking, Catholic markers of identity that could withstand the threats of annihilation. It was the time to reconnect with your roots, whether Afro-Americans, claiming an African heritage, or Irish Americans learning the Gaelic that their parents had not transmitted, or Catholics going back to Benediction and the old wisdom. 

Naturally this attracts young people who had never known this pre-conciliar Church, but dreamed of home, with a nostalgia for a lost homeland. Many English people dream of going to live in the traditional English village, with its pubs and medieval churches, and village greens. They pay vast sums for houses in the Cotswolds. They may not tell one end of a cow from another, but it is evocative of the human desire to come back to some idyllic home, a lost Paradise. 

Meanwhile, the Kingdom Catholics were suffering a mirror root shock. The intense experience of collegiality of the Council was over. Now everything seemed to go back to much as it was before. The pilgrimage of the People of God to the Kingdom seemed to halt. The Vatican appeared to take back the reins of power. Church was not becoming the home of which we dreamed. And, as with the Church Catholics, there was a similar root shock in civil society. The utopian dreams of the sixties were not being realised. We were not on our way to a just and equal world, in which poverty would be ended. The disappointment was especially severe for Latin American liberation theologians. Cuba was not the paradise for which they had longed. Capitalism was triumphing and the gap between the rich and the poor deepened. The Socialist dream was revealed as a nightmare. 

So both groups suffered a root shock, a sense of alienation and exile. In fact they are mirror images of each other. Each conceived of themselves as counter-cultural. Church Catholics thought of themselves as resisting the destructive culture of modern individualism and relativism to which the Kingdom party seemed to succumb. And Kingdom Catholics thought of themselves as resisting the destructive fundamentalism and exploitation of the right, to which they believed Church Catholic were surrendering. 

As Bauman remarked, we see the replacement of community by identity. Catholics often came to feel more community with like-minded Protestants than with other Catholics. Church Catholics began to feel surprisingly at home with Evangelical Protestants, and liberal Catholics with liberal Episcopalians. In an American society which is increasing polarized between Democrat and Republican, then it became ever more tempting to see in these parties markers of identity. On line dating columns in the States, bringing together lonely people, the first question is now: ‘Which political party do you support?’ So American Catholics began to think of themselves as progressive or traditionalist, liberal or conservative, terms that are fundamentally un-Catholic. Once the complex ecology of the Church breaks down, our cultural neighbourhood, then other people begin to tell us who we really are. This is why I deeply resent it when people ask whether I am liberal of conservative. It is like asking a man when he stopped beating his wife.

Secondly many people are suffering from the anger of root shock. Remember the words of Fullilove: ‘Root shock leaves people chronically cranky, barking distinctive croaky complaints that their world was abruptly taken away.’ That is the sort of anger that one can find in so many gatherings of Catholics, and it is an anger that we pour out on each other. Each side blames the other for demolishing the family home, but that does nothing to rebuild it. 

At the end of Root Shock, she writes beautifully: ‘We have all been forced from home but none of us has yet reached safety. We might choose to continue to proceed in blindness. But we might also recognise that we can use the journey to create the arrival of our dreams, in the community of all of us. Let us listen to the bell; it tolls for us. It’s time to go home.
’ That is bell is tolling for us Catholics too. How can we come home to each other?

The Anglican communion is suffering profound wounds at the moment. In February there was a meeting of the 38 primates of the Anglican Church to try to heal their divisions, especially over the ordination of actively homosexual clergy. But the deeper issue they faced was just the same as ours: how may they sustain communion? Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, preaching at evensong at the end of the meeting, said: ‘So what is required of us who are called into this fellowship? We are required first of all to know that it is Christ who has made peace. In other words, we are not to be anxious. A doomed peace of advice it may be for any Church, not least for the Anglican Communion at the moment, and yet that is what Christ says to us. He has made peace and our life rests on what he has done and on nothing else. So our own efforts at peacemaking and witnessing to peace in world and Church alike must not be characterised by anxious striving, by desperate activism, by the passion to get it all sorted and all right, now. He has made peace by the blood of his Cross, and we live in the fullness of what he has done and we warm ourselves at the pillar of fire that is set, up in our midst, between Earth and Heaven by his prayer and sacrifice.’

So, for the rest of this first lecture, I wish to look very briefly at the Last Supper. It is the moment that Jesus gives us the new covenant. What does it say about our home in the Church? What sort of home is it called to be? Is it a home in which everyone, regardless of his or her sympathies and parties, may belong? 

According to Mark’s gospel, this was what happened: ‘And as they were eating, he took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many. Truly, I say to you, I shall not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.’ (14.22-25).

The slight difference between words about the bread and the cup are key. The bread is given just to them. The cup is also given to them, but is poured out for the many. It will not be drunk again by Jesus until the Kingdom. The bread is to given to that small community, which Jesus has gathered around him. His disciples share it together. The cup looks forward to the larger the community of the many, which is translated perhaps more accurately in our Eucharist prayers as ‘all.’ It points to the Kingdom, into which all are called. And in John’s gospel there is of course no account of the gift of the bread and the wine, but there is a similar sort of tension. On that last night there is the gathering of the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples, those whom he no longer calls servants but his friends. It is an intimate moment of communion. And yet right at the end, Jesus prays ‘not only for these, but also for those who believe in me through their word, that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee.’ (17.20f). 

So if we look at this celebration of the new covenant, the gift of our home, then we see a tension between the gathering into communion of these disciples, Jesus’ close and intimate friends, and the reaching out for all, for the fullness of the Kingdom. The cup is ‘for you and for all.’ 

That tension is an intrinsic part of the Last Supper and of every Eucharist. I would suggest that the tendency of the Church party is privilege the first, the blessing of the bread. Jesus is the one who establishes the Church, who gathers us together around the altar, into intimate communion. This is, as their manifesto said, the communion which is the inner life of the Church. Christ is the one who draws us into the Church, where we may belong. 

The Kingdom party privilege the second moment, the blessing of the cup, which reaches out to the fullness of the Kingdom in which all humanity is called into unity. It suggests the Christ who overthrows every boundary, who touches the lepers and reaches out to the Samaritans, who breaks the law and transgresses the boundaries. It suggests a Church which is turned outwards, towards all that it is human, which seeks for signs of the Spirit working in the world. For many, it means a commitment to liberation and an option for the poor. It is the theology of Rahner or Schillebeeckx or Gustavo Gutierrez. 

That tension is the necessary dynamic of the Last Supper and of the life of the Church. It has been there from the beginning. We are always struggling to keep the tension alive, rather than let either side dominate. This tension was the drama of the early Church, a Jewish community which had to face the transformation of its identity as it reached out to the Gentiles. That was the drama in which the community had reach out, as it had never dreamt, so as to gather in our Gentile ancestors. It led to tremendous battles between Peter and Paul. 

It was the drama of the Church when it was faced with discovery of the Americas, when the early settlers found that there were people who had never heard of Christ, radical outsiders who were called inside. One thinks of the words of the Spanish Dominican, Antonio de Montesinos on that First Sunday of Advent in 1511, when he rebuked the Spaniards of Hispaniola for their treatment of the indigenous people. ‘Are they not human? Do they not have rational souls? With what right do you make war upon them? Are you not obliged to love them as yourselves?’ The Spanish community that was gathered around the altar had to die to its established Western identity, be opened up beyond itself otherwise it would cease to be a sacrament of the vastness of the Kingdom and just become a sign of European culture. It is a tension that we face again today, as the Church seeks to understand how to be a particular community in the global world. 

It is a dynamic which is at the heart of being Roman Catholic. For to be Roman is to be a particular community. We are heirs of a particular tradition, or rather web of traditions. We have inherited ways of talking and thinking, praying and governing, living and dying. We are bound together as this particular community by communion with the See of Rome. But we are also Catholic, which means that we reach out to universality, eager to be open to the unimaginable diversity of human cultures and wisdom. This means that we are always a little impatient with any identity which seems closed and finished and defined. We are on the way to the Kingdom and there will discover the secret of our identity hidden in Christ. This tension between our identity as both known and hidden appears in the First letter of St John. ‘Beloved, we are God’s children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.’ (3.2f). 

The challenge is keep that tension dynamic and alive. If we become just Roman, then we may become just a sect, an introverted group of people with a private language, the Fortress Church, confident of its identity but closed. We would not be a sign of the Kingdom. But if we become just Catholic and loose that rootedness in the particularity of our community, then we will be in danger of becoming just a vague moment, the Jesus people, shuffling chaotically in no discernible direction. We would not either be a sign of the Kingdom. Which means that the Church can only be a sign of the Kingdom if it is an identifiable ‘we’, but a ‘we’ that is always being torn open in the outreach to ‘the all.’ 

The challenge, then, is for us to ensure that there is no victory of either party, for that would be the defeat of the Church. It is to restore the dynamic tension between the cup and the bread, between the gathering into community and the outreach to all humanity, between our identity as given and unknown. This is the breathing of the Church, the gathering in of breath and its expulsion, the rhythm which has been dynamic since God breathed his spirit into the lungs of Adam in the beginning, and Christ breathed out on the cross his last breath, and the Spirit once again filled our lungs at Pentecost. The Pope has often insisted that the Church must learn to breathe again with both its lungs, of the East and the West. Indeed, we must. We must also learn how to breathe in and out and oxygenate the life of the Church.

So in this first lecture I have explored the nature of the divisions in the Church, and looked to the Last Supper to see how Christ summons us beyond them. In the next lecture we shall struggle with the more difficult challenge of learning how to overcome disunity. How can we learn to breathe again? How can we recover from root shock, and be healed of our anger? Or, as we shall see, how can we breed pandas? 
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