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To Mr Kevin Flaherty Editor

From Fr Francis Marsden 


"Take heed, watch and pray; for you do not know when the time will come.”


The start of a new liturgical year is an apt moment for some stocktaking in the Church in these islands.


Apart from all the speculation about the new Archbishop of Westminster, and whether Rome wants a fundamental change of direction in England and Wales, the most interesting debate recently has been that sparked off by Bishop Patrick O’Donoghue of Lancaster Diocese.

He followed his excellent analysis of Catholic schools: “Schools: Fit for Mission” with a similarly perceptive overall look at the “Church: Fit for Mission?”

While both these documents have been warmly welcomed by many committed Catholics, and endorsed by Vatican spokesmen and Roman Congregations, the lack of enthusiasm in certain quarters – indeed, the cold shoulder turned towards Bishop O’Donoghue -  has been most revealing.


It simply goes to underline the fact that Bishop Patrick has put his finger on many things wrong with the Catholic Church in England and Wales, which in some dioceses seems trapped in inexorable decline. Others prefer simply to avert their eyes, and – depending which analogy you prefer – to fiddle while Rome burns, or to rearrange the deckchairs on the Titanic.


The key issues centre upon the different ways in which the Second Vatican Council has been interpreted. 


One fundamental mistake was to regard Vatican II as a revolution, rather than simply the latest in the series of 22 Church Councils, stretching back to Nicea (321 AD) and Jerusalem (49 AD). Vatican II needs to be read in continuity with what went before, not as a reaction against it. No discontinuity should ever have been posited between Vatican II and Vatican I or Trent. 


Vatican II altered no church doctrines or dogmas. It left the entire structure of Catholic truth unchanged – for the truths of the Faith are supernaturally revealed by God and cannot be changed. 

This, however, was not the impression given to the mass of the faithful. Change was everywhere, and everything seemed up for grabs. Even the clergy were unsure which rules and laws had been abrogated, and which were still applicable. 


The Zeitgeist of the sixties and seventies regarded everything new as wonderful, everything old as primitive and medieval. It was partly to blame for this error. 


In science and technology, such an attitude may have some justification. The outlook of technology, however, cannot be projected willy-nilly on to theology. 


Divine Revelation was given primarily during the life, death and resurrection of God the Son, Jesus Christ. Official Revelation ended with the death of the last Apostle. Since that epoch, the Church has grown to understand the “deposit of faith” more fully, drawing out the implications of what was there in seed at the beginning. We cannot however mutate Revelation into something else, in order either to please ourselves or to suit the mood of the times.



After Vatican II, hordes of experts circulated the parishes and dioceses, giving the impression that everything the Catholic Church had been doing previously was wrong. Anything old-fashioned must be jettisoned overboard, “now the newer rite is here.” This was most apparent in the area of liturgy, the way the Mass was celebrated: most other devotions – Rosary, Novenas, Benediction, processions - were dropped anyway.

This attitude overflowed into doctrine and morality. Solemnly defined dogmas of the Church were questioned and contradicted: the Sunday Mass obligation, the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, the need for sacramental confession after grave sin, the existence of hell and purgatory, of angels and devils, the indissolubility of Christian marriage.

The old name for this type of obstinate denial of Catholic doctrine was heresy. Heresy now became a dirty word, politically incorrect . It must never be applied to anyone, however outlandish and uninformed their notions.


To some extent, the whole concept of a Church with the right to teach authoritatively was lost. The Church as “the pillar and bulwark of the truth”, God’s herald of divine truth to the world, was replaced with an endless round of discussion groups, personal experience and the supposedly “new and exciting insights” of paperback theology.


The boundaries between Catholicism and other denominations became blurred. Yet there is a wide gap in mentality between communities which assert that every believer and his Bible is the ultimate authority, and Catholicism, which continues to maintain that Christ founded the Church, and that the Holy Spirit has constantly guided and guarded it from serious error throughout twenty centuries.


This is the crux of the matter: Who ultimately determines the content of Christian Faith? Is it the individual Christian, or is it the Pope as St Peter’s successor, and the Bishops in union with him? It is the definitive teaching of the Church Universal, which frees a Catholic from his own whims, caprices, blind spots and personal preferences, and those of any particular pastor, theologian or individual. 

Legitimate authority keeps us open to the mystery of God, whilst private judgment can lead us up blind sidings or off the rails completely.

In a recent interview with the Zenit news agency, Bishop O’Donoghue said: “I strongly support Catholics receiving a university education, but we have to ensure that they also have a firm grounding in the fullness of the faith from an early age in our homes, schools and parishes, and that they are equipped to challenge the erroneous thinking of their contemporaries.”


He felt that many Catholics in university circles had come adrift from the Faith: 


“The Second Vatican Council tends to be misinterpreted most by Catholics who have had a university education -- that is, by those most exposed to the intellectual and moral spirit of the age. These well-educated Catholics have gone on to occupy influential positions in education, the media, politics, and even the Church, where they have been able to spread their so-called loyal dissent, causing confusion and discord in the whole church.”

This was like throwing fireworks into the turkey coop. It set off a storm of cackling and hissing among those academics who like to think they have a mission to tell the Church what She ought to be teaching.

The bishop’s remarks provoked me to reflect upon my own university days, at Cambridge 1972-78. In a very positive sense, I rediscovered my Catholic Faith afresh there after about five years, in reaction to the prevailing apathy and agnosticism of many of my contemporaries.

The overwhelming climate was that of liberal Protestantism, with some stalwart High Anglicans and Evangelicals thrown in for good measure. Among the Catholic students, many of us were afflicted with the “anti-Roman syndrome,” although we didn’t realize it at the time. Not for us all that Vatican rubbish. We were the enlightened ones, the intelligentsia. 

During Students “Rag Week,” for instance, some Catholic students sold fake indulgences (for charity) outside the Catholic Chaplaincy, to show how enlightened and progressive they were. 

Heavily influenced by the “intellectual and moral spirit of the age” we preferred to sit light to the strictures of the Church. No one likes to appear old-fashioned or unthinking before his peer group.

There was too much of that cynicism, dryness and brittleness of soul, which is antagonistic to true religion. First the Protestant Reformation, then Puritanism, then the nihilistic doctrines of logical positivism, and finally experiments on live human embryos in tanks – it is easy to see how St John Fisher’s beloved university city has lost its Catholic soul.

Despite all this, I emerged from Cambridge with a doctorate in organic chemistry and a much deeper Faith than I had entered with. So I am not a good example of what Bishop O’Donoghue is talking about.


The experimental sciences do give the researcher a taste for objective truth. Had I been studying a subject where the philosophical climate is relativist and sceptical about finding truth, perhaps this would have undermined my Faith more. 


A university degree does not automatically give its holder any proficiency in theology. Catholics who are highly educated in German, engineering or sociology may have a grasp of the faith only at a poor GCSE level.


Catholic theology is an academic discipline in its own right, and this ought to be respected. It is not the same as Protestant theology. One can do an English theology degree nowadays in world religions, gay and feminist theology, and know next to nothing about Catholic systematic theology, Church history, canon law, or the Sacraments. In fact, with a ragbag of progressivist ideas, one might be worse-equipped as a Catholic R.E.teacher than someone who has no “theology” degree. 


The anti-intellectual climate of the English Catholic Church, the lack of a Pontifical Catholic University in the country, the deviant theology especially of some religious orders, the poor standard of many Catholic school syllabuses, the levelling-down of the priesthood vis-à-vis the middle-class laity, the dilution of the faith in the pursuit of false ecumenism  - all these have plunged us into the deepest crisis we have suffered since the Protestant “Reformation.” 

While “the relentless diatribe in the popular media against Christianity” has undermined working-class faith, perhaps Bishop O’Donoghue also has a point in suggesting that too many Catholics – well-educated in secular disciplines but not well grounded in theology -  think it is their prerogative to change Christ’s Church, rather than let the Church change them?  
