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THE CHURCH OF ROME

AMID ECUMENICAL YEARNINGS
TROUBLED MONSIGNORS

AND FRUSTRATED LAYMEN

If we may be allowed – as a brief introduction – to spare a few words, we of the Convivium are a group of men and women, undoubtedly far from being perfect, but nevertheless willing, whose aim is to search for the truth. What we all have in common is our strong aspiration to Heaven, a truly profoundly felt religiousness.

We meet every week to discuss the subject of survival and eternal life together. Special meetings are dedicated to meditation and others to debates on the phenomenon of globalisation and the ideal of a united world.

I have to add that we pay great attention to paranormal phenomena, since they seem to suggest survival. We are also convinced that the souls of our dear defunct loved ones can manifest themselves to us to comfort us and prove to us that the dimension into which they have entered is the afterlife of God and eternal life.What they have revealed to us about their condition seems to fully agree with the essence of Christian-Catholic teaching and drives us to living in an intensely religious, upright and honest manner, committed to social work. As far as the paranormal is concerned, I will limit myself to these few words for the sake of being clear in this nevertheless brief self-introduction. I am well aware that this topic is controversial, particularly in the Church. Therefore I do not want to insist, also so as not to give the reader the impression that we are very different Catholics from all the rest. 

The discourse I intend to deal with here exclusively concerns Catholic laymen as such and the groups or communities in which they spontaneously gather, even though not in a way that is always recognized by the ecclesiastical authorities. Therefore, I will speak about our community of research as any other group, that can be compared to many other “basis groups”.

Each one of our meetings is intended as a service offered to the Lord: we ask Him for inspiration and therefore we start every one with a prayer. Sometimes throughout the year we meet together to celebrate the Eucharist. This, by definition, always has an infinite value, but one is well aware from experience just how good true participation in a holy liturgy is for the soul. I will repeat what I have already said, we are all far from being perfect; however, thank God I have to say that I haven’t seen such full and deeply felt participation in many other masses. 

The priests who have taken care of our souls must have treated us far too well, because it is all too easy for us to lapse into the worst on other occasions, with different priests. 

People say that comparisons are not a nice thing; but I desperately need to “get something off my mind” remembering a holy mass celebrated for the funeral of a very dear friend of ours. We didn’t organize the service, the person in charge was a parish priest, it’s of no importance here to state of which neighbourhood in Rome; however, we were all there, along with other people not from our community; therefore the church was packed. 

We had to wait a long while, since the priest was busy giving confession. He finally took up his place at the altar, but, before he started the liturgy, he explained why he had been so late, reaffirming that it wasn’t possible to take communion without going to confession. 

I don’t know what “mortal” sins those good women had committed, besides speaking badly about their daughter-in-laws or mother-in-laws, which would have prevented them from taking holy communion. The priest also deemed it his duty to give us a lesson on how many masses would be suitable to celebrate for a defunct person: to the octave, to the thirtieth day after his death and so on. He then specified how much time should pass between eating food and taking holy communion according to the new rules. 

However, he forgot to tell us that – of course: unless we had killed or tortured someone or were guilty of having committed some malicious and wicked crimes or deeds – it is entirely legitimate to take holy communion without having been to confession just before, when, not having had the opportunity to have done it straight away, one makes sure to do it as soon as possible. And definitely in a somewhat less rushed manner than when there is a crowd of parishioners waiting. (Please read, on this subject, number 81 of the Instructions for the Eucharist, as regards with what will be said a few lines on). 

Nobody doubts the need for good rules and habits. However, what seemed questionable and extremely out of place, is that certain things were pointed out to us on that occasion, in that particular sacred atmosphere full of pathos that had been created in that solemn moment. 
The Vatican congregation for the Divine Worship and Discipline of the Sacraments deemed it necessary to publish, in April 2004, the Instruction Redemptionis sacramentum (the Sacrament of Redemption) “regarding some of the things that one has to observe and avoid concerning the Holy Communion”. 

This document reaffirms the right, that Christians have, of having mass (nn. 162-164). Nevertheless, it goes without saying: celebrated in the most suitable manner. What does this mean? First of all this means that, restraining his own moods, bad tempers, obsessions and worries concerning this that and the other, the priest shall do his best not to freeze his parishioners, not to frustrate them, to mortify them for no reason, not to come to loathing the sacraments and put them off coming to church. 

Besides positively accomplishing this more negative part of his own commitment, the good priest of souls shall do his best to involve those present, to transmit a little of his own spiritual potential, to light them up with a fire that burns in him.

The priest should remember that he is not so much a “superior”, as a promoter, a loving guide. His has to be a presidency in charity. 

More than ever today it is better for the father of the prodigal son to leave home to go and meet his son halfway, to encourage him to return home. 

My father, who in the Belle Époque was a young officer in the army, told me a quip that was going around in those days in that environment. To be more precise it was a joking definition: “What is military discipline? It is that sense of uneasiness that overcomes you in the presence of a superior”. 

This may well be normal for the armed forces: a good soldier fears a look of disapproval from his superior more than the enemy’s bullet. However, in that community of love which is the Church, feeling uneasy before the priest is certainly not a good thing; even if this is very often the case. Certain people have the gift of instilling true uneasiness in their fellow man, in the same way as certain written works do in the most sympathetic reader. 
Having already opened the subject on the Vatican Instruction, one can immediately point out the length of the document, the fact it is divided up into as many as 182 numbers, regarding an enormous amount of detail, with the immediate effect of uneasiness it produces on first sight.

As one gradually reads it, its structure as a whole could provoke a sense of growing admiration, associate, however, to a sense of growing suffocation. The joint of the parts is the work of such skilful cabinet making that the reader himself is at last embedded. 
The archbishop himself Domenico Sorrentino, secretary of the Congregation for Divine Worship from which the document comes, in an article published in the Osservatore Romano along with the Instruction asked himself: “In this way is there not the risk of stiffening the rules, ‘protecting it with armour plating’, excluding, on principle, possible improvements or adjustments?”

The bishop reassures us: “He who carefully reads the Instruction will find the answer there. If it does in fact gather together and reaffirm so many rules, it does not omit distinguishing their weight. In n. 7, for example, it distinguishes between the precepts that come directly from God and the laws promulgated by the Church, inviting us to ‘suitably consider the nature of every rule’. N. 13 refers to the various ‘degrees’ with which the single rules link up with the supreme law of the salvation of souls. The final chapter distinguishes the infringements in relation to their seriousness, not however without remembering that also the less serious should not be treated lightly”. 

This statement leads us to breathing a sigh of relief and taking it upon ourselves to read the document very carefully line by line and also between the lines. This does not however mean taking away the chilling impression that right from the beginning the document has had on even its most willing reader.

As we have already seen, the archbishop points out not only that the rules have a different weight, but that they can also lead to more or less serious infringements.

One may well wonder whether so many “infringements” would not be better defined as “different uses” in a vision less obsessed by the mania of unanimity at all costs. Anyway, it has to be nevertheless admitted that, reduced to the bare bones as they are, the real unequivocal infringements remain.

So just what are the worst infringements? They are those that the document defines “the most serious crimes”, graviora delicta (n. 172). 
It is attempting to celebrate the Eucharist and simulate it without having the charisma. 

It is the taking away, sacrilegiously, of the consecrated host, or throwing it away. 

It is the consecration of the bread, or wine, or both, sacrilegiously.

There is no doubt that they are all extremely despicable acts. To define them, in a spiritual sense, as authentic “crimes”, does not at all seem inappropriate. 

In addition to these there is a fourth one: the fact that a Catholic priest and a protestant minister concelebrate the Eucharist. 

In my opinion it is profoundly unfair to define such an initiative as “criminal”. It concerns an ecumenical meeting between Christians, whose promoters are only wrong in that that they have taken the saying of Jesus by the letter “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt 18, 20). 

Now, if two or three of Christ’s disciples have come together in his name confident that he is with them, does it really seem strange, sacrilegious and criminal that they share the bread and wine of the Eucharist? 

Was it not Jesus himself who urged his disciples to do it in remembrance of him, for that memory of sacrifice that he made, which is its renewal? (Lk 22, 19). Is it not, in all cases, a sign of the presence of Christ, who throughout the centuries continues amidst them “every day to the close of the age”? (Mt 28, 20). 
The Instruction would answer that, as in fact one reads in the afore mentioned n. 172, the protestant ministers “do not recognise the sacramental dignity of sacerdotal ordination”. 

Also granted this, I truly can’t, in my faith, see any profanation in such a gesture of renewing together the Holy Supper. The protestants define it in different way to us, but there is no doubt that it is also a sacrament for them: one of the two – so to speak – surviving sacraments, which are Baptism and the Eucharist, after the repudiation of the other five. 

Perhaps not everyone will agree on its real meaning. But how many Catholics have a one hundred percent exact and correct knowledge of the Eucharist? Besides, does it not concern an experience to be lived with intense devotion, more than a concept to define? 
Another objection which may come to us from the document in question is this: the protestant ministers do not have the apostolic succession, their charisma does not come from the apostles in uninterrupted succession. The recognition of the apostolic succession was denied by Pope Leone XIII, who denied the Anglican bishops who had requested it; and the Anglican ordinations of priests like the bishops were declared “totally void” and “absolutely null” (Letter Apostolicae curae of 1896; Denzinger, nn. 3315-3319). 

Totally void and absolutely null! If the ordinations are such, that is to say, inexistent, then so too are the sacraments. Don’t you think that’s going a bit too far? 

After centuries of all kinds of persecution the Church of England came to us to ask us for no less than a licence of legitimacy, wouldn’t you say that was already in itself a marvellous sign of new times, an incredible, unheard of occasion that we should not let slip away? 

Could one not conceive the succession in a less chronological and more ideal sense: as the foundations of the bridge destined to overcome certain historical gaps to favour a return, a recovery? Could one not come up with an intermediate formula, one that is a little more Christian and also one in keeping with the reasonableness and common sense? Is it possible that Jesus – become in Heaven that formalist he was never on earth – totally absents himself from a Eucharist although lacking in form, although arrived to us through historical events on which judgement remains difficult and controversial? Was it right to completely empty out Anglicanism? The knowledge I have of the Englishmen makes me think that, despite their political faults (and what country doesn’t have them?), the Holy Spirit must have well found its channels to reach them too!

Perhaps this wasn’t the right moment for a discernment that paid attention to details and shades in meaning. The troubled and worried monsignors upset everything. 

Mutatis mutandis, they acted in a way that was not entirely unlike that of their colleagues who, two centuries before, brought about the condemnation of the so called “Chinese rites”, the consequent persecution of the Church in China, the annulment of intelligent, advantageous and useful missionary work carried out by the Jesuits, the cantonment of the vastest prospects of evangelisation in that enormous country. 

Both events are needless to say complex and would definitely deserve two considerably long separate discussions. In both cases, the one thing that has at all costs to be said is that nowadays the supreme authority of the Church moves in directions that essentially speaking are the complete opposite to those decisions, whose inappropriateness seems even increasingly more evident.

In addition to the Catholics, the apostolic succession is attributed to the Eastern Orthodox. However, nowadays the Pope receives a visit from no less than the Patriarch of Constantinople himself. After they have warmly greeted one another in peace and with reciprocal forgiveness, the two pray together and each of them attends the rites celebrated by the other; afterwards they stand together on the balcony looking out over St. Peter’s Basilica and bless the crowds below; however, when faced with such a marvellous opportunity of being able to celebrate the Eucharist together, they decline to do so. 

This is absolutely heartbreaking! We can only comfort ourselves with the good old phrase “Time is a great healer! The day will come when the situation will have matured...” I would like to say: “Let’s get a move on! The Council has opened our souls to great hopes which should not be disappointed…” 

Another wonderful occasion to become united with believers in God although of different faiths has been lost thanks to a second Vatican Instruction made public in May 2004, about twenty days after the Redemptionis sacramentum. It is the Instruction Erga migrantes caritas Christi (The charity of Christ towards migrants) of the Papal Council of the Pastoral for Migrants and Travellers. 

I would like to dwell on number 61 of this Instruction, where, it is true, doesn’t exactly forbid to the letter, but – with a milder expression – “does not deem it opportune” that the Catholic “holy places” – such as “churches, chapels, places of worship and areas reserved to the specific activities of evangelisation and of the pastoral” – are made available to those who belong to non-Christian religions. 

I have to point out that, on the contrary, this is allowed for the non-Catholic Christians and for their churches and communities (n. 56). I think this is an excellent thing; but then I wonder why it should not be deemed opportune to do, for example, also with those of Islamic faith. 
The answer is: “To avoid misunderstandings and confusion”. As if a Muslim collective prayer could be mistaken for a mass, or with the recital of the rosary and the Marian Litanies! 

On the contrary, the document allows that “spaces of a social type” are made available to those who belong to non-Christian religions: for example, spaces for “free time, leisure and other moments of socialisation”. 

I suppose this is better than nothing, but if they deny the holy places, then where is the much praised ecumenism? Does this not consist in recognising the presence of the “seeds of the Word”, in other words, the manifestation and revelation of God, also “outside of Israel”? 

In numbers 96 and 97 the seeds of the Word are explicitly mentioned and it says, amongst other things, that the holy Catholic and apostolic Church “is holy also to sanctify all men and so that in them the name of God may be sanctified”. 

Now what happens in many different situations is a specific case: groups of Muslim immigrants are in such a state of poverty and in such hardship that, even though they wish to come together to “sanctify the name of God”, they can’t, they don’t have the necessary places in which to do it. 

What does a good parish priest do at this point? He says to them: “Dear brothers, your God and ours is the same. We wish more than anything else that His name should be sanctified. Come and worship Him in our church, which we will willingly make available for whoever wishes to offer Him a prayer of love and praise”. 

After such a long series of misunderstandings, hate, persecutions, crusades, sieges, battles on land and at sea, could there be anything more beautiful and full of poetry than a gesture of this kind? I don’t think it would be “opportune” they say, because it could cause “misunderstandings and confusion”. But who cares! 

One may well answer: “But they don’t do the same!” The document in question hints at a fair, healthy reciprocity. It speaks about it meaning “not as a purely behaviour concerning a claim”, but rather as “behaviour of the heart and the spirit” and a “relationship based on reciprocal respect and justice”. 

We cannot but agree. A quick mention to this reciprocity would be good; but should one insist so much? Would the saying “I’ll give you this if you give me that”, be so Christian after all? 

We Christians are resolutely convinced that our religion lies on a superior level: it is definitely – so to speak – “a cut above the rest”. Do we want to insist with reciprocity before the horizons that a Sermon on the Mount opens wide to us? 

Noblesse oblige, or, to use the Poet’s own words, “here we shall see you nobleness”. Let’s take all initiative. Let’s set a good example. 

For heaven’s sake, let’s avoid all “confusion”, but in the name of our common God, let’s try, nevertheless, to establish a brotherly relationship, to form, with the Muslims in the same way as with all others, one only huge family, a real ecumenical family. 

This topic could extend to many other different subjects. However, what we have said up until now provides enough material to reasonably persuade us to posing ourselves a more general problem. I must confess that it is, for me, a vital and much suffered one. 

What the two Instructions considered say is proposed as law: a law that binds all members of the Church. Number. 13 of the Redemptionis Sacramentum, mentioned by the archbishop Sorrentino, refers to the “various degrees with which the single rules are linked to the supreme law of all the ecclesiastical right, which is the cure for the salvation of the souls”. 
What does “salvation of the souls” mean? It is an expression which needless to say should be understood in the widest and most comprehensive sense. If it is true that “whoever seeks to gain his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life will preserve it” (Lk 17, 33) it is likewise clear that that worry about saving one’s own soul doesn’t have to be exclusivistic in the sense that “As long as I save myself, who gives a damn about the others!” on the contrary, we shall we saved all together.

Furthermore, it is not only a salvation that concerns us and involves the souls, but also the bodies destined to resurrection. And all values, even the earthly ones, the sciences, the arts, technology, sociality, the best hopes, all good and valid things, everything that we really and rightly so have to heart. 

I would like to take the liberty of translating “the cure for the salvation of souls” with an expression that is even more comprehensive, such as “the cure for our real good”, “the cure for the real good of everybody and everyone”. 

We may still wonder at this point: Whatever the subjective goodness of intentions may be, have the rules delivered by the Vatican Congregations always promoted common good? In every event? Objectively? Effectively? To tell the truth, some doubt still remains.

Let’s think about what happened in the century of the Risorgimento of Italy. Did not the Pope and his Roman Curia, perhaps most energetically disapprove, to the point of condemning and excommunicating, of he who acted to annex the territories of the Pontifical State to the new Italy putting an end to temporal power? And nevertheless, every time he goes back to visit the President of the Republic of Italy, does the Pope not seem more than happy to have been relieved of such power, of such hindrance? 

Let’s consider, then, the case of consciousness of the sincerely Catholic patriots, our great-grandparents and great-great grandparents: would they have had to totally obey the Pope in those days, to blessed Pius IX, and were they not therefore allowed on the other hand to disobey him in anything so as not to run the risk of upsetting him? I will be content with proposing this example, even if the principle that results from it could be applied to a much vaster ambit. 
I am not a parish priest and nor do I feel up to telling the parish priests what they should and should not do. But I am a layman and I pose myself the problems of what I could and should do as a layman. They are problems of consciousness, that certainly do not want to be resolved in a too superficial and rushed manner. And even less so with the roguish cunning of a “Let them say it then do as you want”.
There is in fact, a quantity of laymen who profess to be Catholic and who nurture a particular devotion for the Pope. There are hundreds and thousands of them, who, in the general hearings of the Nervi Hall and St. Peter’s Square, and wherever the Pope may be in any part of the world, wave their arms in warm welcome and applause, shouting out their enthusiasm at the top of their voices. 

At a first sight, they may well give the impression of being willing to obey the Pope in everything. But I really do have my doubts as far as this is concerned, I am convinced that, if I could gather together their trust, I would come to know that in many things each one of them acts accordingly to his own criteria, which are entirely different from the rules laid down by the Vatican documents mentioned here and many others too. 

Are we really sure that these people regularly go to confession, as the Pope urges them to do in such an insistent and sorrowful manner? 

Are we really sure that they have all married their women and have never ever had sexual relations outside their marriages? 

Are we really sure that in those relationships they never use contraceptives? 

Are we really sure that in voting they are always extremely careful and pay scrupulous attention to the recommendations of the ecclesiastical authorities? Let’s stop here.

In their eyes the Pope is a charismatic man, an important spiritual reference point. Does this mean that they would be willing to follow him in absolutely everything? Needless to say, of course they are, in the many things that appear right; but I wouldn’t go as far as saying in absolutely everything. 

The Pope himself is far too intelligent not to have realised this. What is more, there are “intelligent” and “open” priests, who in their own hearts, restrain the intolerance which would perhaps come instinctively and naturally to them and therefore take their more or less “devout” laymen for what they can give. In pastoral terms, this seems to be the wisest, most cautious attitude. 
Amongst those who participate in peace manifestations there are a certain number of people known as the so called “disobedient”. In my opinion this is not what you could call a nice word, as “obedient” sounds so much better. 

No one of us is completely to himself, no one of us has been created by himself. For he who believes in God, first of all there is the obedience owed to Him. Jesus Christ himself, says Paul, “though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross ” (Phil 2, 6-8). 
Obedientia et pax was the motto of Pope John. As far as he was concerned, don Lorenzo Milani gave one of his books the title L’obbedienza non è più una virtù (Obedience is no longer a virtue). The fact is that there is obedience and obedience. One may disobey the laws of the State but obey the “non written laws of the Gods”, as Antigone did by mercifully burying the bodies of his two brothers going against the king who had forbidden it.

Jesus lets himself be guided in everything by the will of his divine Father; and, as far as what the Jews call the Torah, the Law, is concerned, he says that he came not to abolish it but to ratify it and accomplish it (Mt 5, 17-19; Lk 16, 17). One could say that Jesus reinterprets the Law, grasping its real profound spirit. 

However, one must also add that, precisely in the name of this more inner and more substantial obedience, he does not hesitate to violate one or two single more minor rules of the Torah itself (Mt 12, 1-8; 15, 1-20; Mc 2, 23-28; 7, 1-23; Lc 6, 1-5). In these circumstances, obeying certain rules would in effect be violating the highest rule: the highest one, or rather, the “supreme law”, which is the law of the love of God and charity. 

In this way, not even the law of resting on the day of the Saturday should be observed in every circumstance, at all costs: Saturday is for man, not man for Saturday (Mt 12, 1-13; Mk 2, 23-28 and 3, 1-5; Lk 6, 1-10). 

Burdening the faithful with an excessive quantity of precepts could weigh down the spiritual life and hamper it, as it were, preventing it from actually taking off. Jesus’ admonishment should be added to these oppressive guides, when he says: “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! Because you shut the kingdom of heaven against men; for you neither enter yourselves, nor allow those who would enter to go in” (Mt 23, 13). With all due respect, I am tempted to say: Watch out you too, those who compile the Instructions… 

What was clear was the instruction of the apostles and presbyters of the Church of Jerusalem: which did not expect the gentiles converted to Christianity to be circumcised and be subject to all precepts of the traditional Jewish Law, except for a few judged more essential and binding (Acts 15, 1-33). 
The freedom from certain obligations could be understood as freedom “to do as we like” but also, on the contrary, as that freedom which encourages a more profound and complete spiritual formation in us, and in other words, to use Jesus’ words, one that would make it better and easier for us “to enter the kingdom of heaven”.

Once a confessor asked me which newspaper I usually read. I could have objected that I wasn’t obliged to answer these kinds of questions at the “court of penance”. However, in my although somewhat contrite soul – in that moment – from remorse of real sins, I was overwhelmed by the curiosity of hearing where the good father intended to lead up to with that question: so I answered that every day I read – guess what! – Il Messaggero. (La Repubblica wasn’t around yet in those days). My answer was met with his enthusiastic disapproval: it wasn’t a good paper to read, I should have preferred to read a Catholic paper! 

To make up for this, when I was younger and the Index of Forbidden Books was still in use, a priest and friend of mine offered to let me have a “dispensation”, for my studies. Therefore, I was able to read Kant and Voltaire in a less unlawful manner! 

Since I am somewhat confessing with my reader too, I will confide to him/her that every now and then I go to non Catholic churches. I hasten to add: often with great edification. I have learned many things, I have relived my search for God by travelling along other people’s paths. 

In attending the Eucharist that is celebrated, it doesn’t seem at all brotherly to decline taking holy communion. If, I repeat, Jesus lives and acts wherever two or three people come together in his name, then how can I exclude that he is present in the species of bread and wine of a Eucharist celebrated in the Lutheran Church of Aalestrup in Denmark, or in a black men’s Church of the Disciples of Christ in Lynchburg, Virginia? I have particularly fond memories of these celebrations. They are all wonderful experiences that have enriched and strengthened my sense of communion with everyone.

Up until now I have been talking about a relationship between the Church and the single man, who is obliged to obey many rules except for the one it can dispense him from. So what I now wonder is: Isn’t the Church supposed to belong to all Christians? Should I consider myself on one side and the Church on the opposite, a mere interlocutor? Should I see in it a sort of supplier of spiritual services of which I am a mere customer? I don’t intend this to be a quip in bad taste: it is a hypothesis, which alas, is terribly realistic. 
Let’s see how the Church of the first origins established its hierarchies. Jesus personally chose the twelve apostles; but, after the defection of one of them, the twelfth was replaced, by means of a draw through which Jesus, invisibly present with his Spirit, was requested to choose between the two approved by the assembly of brothers, composed of about one hundred and twenty people (Acts 1, 15-26). There is no doubt that the choice was utterly democratic. 

The same can be said about the election of the seven deacons, consecrated by the apostles with the imposition of hands after they had been chosen by the “entire assembly” formed by the “multitude of disciples” (Acts 6, 1-6). 
A third example of ecclesiastical democracy is the deliberation of the Church of Jerusalem regarding the precepts that weighed upon the newly converted. We have already said something about this, but it is interesting here to dwell for a moment upon the formula with which the deliberation is remembered: “Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men from among them…” (Acts 15, 22 and more generally 1-33). 
In the Acts it appears quite clear that in the Church, democracy does not at all contradict the principle that the charismas come down from above by grace and that the first initiative is divine.

As a matter of fact, nowadays, a certain democracy with elections from below is only had in communities and associations and not even in all of them. On the contrary, there is hardly any democracy at all in the more general structures of the Church. It is true that the Pope is elected by the cardinals, but then it is essentially him who chooses the bishops. Needless to say, he is of course helped in this by the officials of the Secretariat of State as well as by the nuncios and apostolic delegates in the various nations. In the usual terminology, the cardinals are “created” by him. It is essentially the bishops who choose their parish priests. As far as the parish priest is concerned, there is no doubt that he is the small king of his parish, on whom all essential decisions depend. 

So where do the laymen have a say in the matter? I would say: in their communities and in their associations. And not always in the same degree. There are laic associations and communities where the assistant ecclesiastic priest is chosen by the council, which in turn is elected from below. 

These more liberal associations, which the laymen have formed on their initiative, are very different from the more classical ones of Catholic Action, where the laymen collaborate with the clergy in strict dependence on it and where those in charge are chosen by the clergy, nominated from above. 

Today the old Catholic Action is in crisis. The clergy are trying to resuscitate it. But the laymen prefer to enter into more liberal, freer associations. And so the clergy, the parish priests, the bishop and the Roman Curia itself are forced to reach agreements with the laymen, moderating them, giving them opportune advice but likewise welcoming their reasonable requests. I think that this is the only way in which the active participation of the laymen to the great ecclesiastical decisions can actually push its way through.

Furthermore, I think that an increasingly more active participation of the laymen to the ecclesiastical choices and decisions and to the elections of parish priests, bishops and perhaps – why not? – even of the Pope, would convince the laymen to feeling less extraneous to the life of the Church. 

 A laity with more participation would also be better formed and more sensitive to the right requests that inspire the documents of the teachings and the ecclesiastical discipline. Furthermore, it would also participate more actively in those determinations. It would feel as if they were less imposed, less rained down from above, less abstract, more shared and more intimately felt.

A double movement is therefore desirable: a maturation of the laity to understand better and more deeply the requests of the ecclesiastical authorities; and then, in the authorities, a maturation of they who are given the powers, so that they will be increasingly more capable of understanding the legitimate requests of the men of this world in a present that is projected towards the future. That a good inspiration could really illuminate each and every one of us on all levels and from all points of view. 
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