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          IMPASSE AND SOLIDARITY IN THEOLOGICAL ETHICS  

    I want to begin with a personal experience of impasse in my own life and the 
attendant lessons I have learned, particularly the intrinsic healing value of 
solidarity. 

 It starts in 2006 when my dermatologist found a mark on my back. She biop-
sied it and called me two days later, saying. “I’ve got good news, you have a very 
thin melanoma.” I fell out of my chair. While I was stunned, she was relieved. The 
melanoma was later removed and the borders showed no trace of cancer. She 
assured me that they got the cancer before it had spread. 

 Last July I convened the planning committee for the next international con-
ference of Catholic Theological ethicists, to be held in July 2010 in Trent, Italy. 
After the meeting, I remained in Europe for a few more days. One morning I woke 
up and discovered a lump, just below my waist. I was alarmed. It was clearly a 
swollen, rather large lymph node. Since I was heading home in three days, I called 
my physician to ask if I could see him upon my return. 

 My primary care physician examined me, confi rmed it was a lymph node, but 
was convinced that it was a mischievous but not dangerous one. Still, he arranged 
for me to see a surgeon to biopsy it. When I met the surgeon the next day, he said 
that he was convinced that the node held a melanoma tumor. 

 At this time, I was scheduled to fl y to Manila to co-chair a conference of 
moral theologians from East Asia. The meeting would be the fi rst of its kind in 
East Asia and was an outgrowth of the 2006 conference of moral theologians held 
in Padova. Besides being co-chair, I was the conference plenary speaker and I had 
been invited to lecture elsewhere in the city. Moreover, many of the theologians 
coming to the conference were young and new and travelling considerable dis-
tances to be there. Since my doctors were in disagreement about whether I had 
cancer or not, they decided I could go to Manila and that the day after my return I 
would have surgery. 

 Flying those thirty hours to Manila were probably the most destabilizing 
hours of my life, but I became convinced that if I did have cancer, I needed to take 
it in stride and to trust in God that everything would eventually work out. 

 I had been to Manila on four previous occasions, always to teach at the 
Ateneo. This time was different. I remember sitting in a cab at an intersection on 
Katipunan Avenue wondering whether I had cancer. Sitting alone in that cab, 
I was pretty anxious but I looked out the window and saw teems of Filipinos there 
at that intersection. A full twelve hour time difference from Boston, I was alone 
in a cab on the exact other side of the world, and Katipunan was no Commonwealth 
Ave. I was literally and fi guratively at the furthest point I could possibly be from 
my home, friends and family. And I was wondering, do I have cancer? 
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 That’s when I saw the beggar children, the shirtless workers, and the women 
carrying their children. Seeing them, I realized how vulnerable life is, how fragile 
the wall between life and death is for hundreds of millions of people, how tran-
sient good fortune, good health, and the good life can be. I wondered how the beg-
gar children lived and how long they would live. I wondered about the mothers’ 
grief and the exhaustion of the workers, who realized they would never, ever have 
a decent wage and that their families would always be in destitute poverty. 
Wondering whether I had cancer, I found myself thinking of all these people 
whose own health and well-being was easily as precarious as my own. They lived 
in impasse; I was experiencing it. The worker knows there is no way out; the 
mother has no relief of her concerns for her children, and the beggar children will 
never get beyond their situation. 

 For the fi rst time in my life I felt that I was not living my life by my expecta-
tions. My life was at a crossroads, and I would have to live with far less certitude, 
stability, and confi dence. Yet, at that traffi c intersection, the horizon of my life 
expanded enormously. I thought I am not alone. I have friends and family cer-
tainly, but on the other side of the world, I belonged where I was. I began to enjoy 
the present and the unfamiliar with far greater ease than ever before. 

 The conference and lectures went well.    1  I returned to the States, had surgery 
and learned that I had a malignant tumor. Manila prepared me for the months to 
come: major surgery in September, a month of daily infusions of interferon in 
November, a host of side effects, and now an eleven month maintenance which 
requires me to administer interferon every Monday, Wednesday and Friday. I still 
have another fi ve months to go, fi ttingly fi nishing on, of all days, Halloween. 

 I share all this because I have been affected by the complaint of the New 
Wineskins members that we need to be more confessional, more expressive of the 
way Jesus Christ enters our life, and more embracing of Christian holiness.    2  So I 
tell you how these recent months have been my impasse and my Kairos. I also do 
this because it would be incongruous for me to talk about impasse and not say 
anything about my own somewhat known situation. Finally, all my life I have 
tried to be in solidarity with the marginalized and alienated. But this experience 
was different. I felt solidarity not only as a principled stance, foundational to jus-
tice. Rather I experienced solidarity as a personal union; I felt that I was person-
ally transformed emotionally, spiritually, and intellectually. There I discovered 
the intrinsic worth and healing nature of solidarity. Whereas often we think of 
solidarity as an action of extending ourselves to the marginalized and alienated, 
who in turn benefi t from this inclusive stance, I found instead that solidarity 

1Agnes Brazal, Aloysius Cartagenas, Eric Genilo, and James Keenan, eds., 
 Transformative Theological Ethics: East Asian Contexts  (Quezon City: Ateoneo de Manila 
University Press, 2009). 

2  William Mattison III, ed.,  New Wine, New Wineskins: A Next Generation Refl ects on 
Key Issues in Catholic Moral Theology  (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefi eld, 2005). 
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was a virtue honing in me my openness and commitment to others. Moreover, 
like most virtues I found this experience of solidarity to be refl exive: as I sought 
to be in greater solidarity, I became in turn better incorporated and better able to 
face my own impasse. 

 Now nine months later, I fi nd myself experiencing something akin to William 
James’ twice born person. Despite the sustained and compelling depression and 
fatigue as well as the nightly sweats and the low grade, and sometimes spiked, 
fevers which I get from interferon, I am experiencing a new and reconciled peace 
in my life that I never knew before I became ill. In my recovery I am discovering 
a new found ability to appreciate the present (I always aimed for the future), to 
attend to those whose lives are far more in jeopardy than my own, to appreciate 
more deeply the humanity of the people I meet, to sense the abiding presence of 
the Lord, to be far less trapped by my own fears, and to stand in hope, not despite, 
but because of the ambiguity with which I live. Though these sentiments are still 
in their early stages, all of this is very reconciling and I fi nd that the more I iden-
tify with others’ suffering, the more able I am to bear mine, though with others. 
I think this is a lesson that we need to constantly reiterate. 

 James distinguished between the healthy soul and the sick soul. The healthy 
soul is a person who is able to pursue her or his own desires; the sick soul has con-
fl ict, struggle, and frustration throughout life and knows a great deal about evil 
and sin. Because of this striving only the sick soul can become a twice-born per-
son. The healthy soul has a superfi ciality that could never experience rebirth. 

 This rebirth resonates with my own experience. James writes: “The process 
is one of redemption, not of mere reversion to natural health, and the sufferer, 
when saved, is saved by what seems to him a second birth, a deeper kind of con-
scious being than he could enjoy before.”    3  

 I know that many, many here have had similar experiences of the sick soul: 
whether from disease, alcoholism, drug addiction, betrayal, censure, job loss, the 
death of a spouse, child, or loved one. I am deliberately trying to tap into your 
experiences of the sick soul as well, because I think the key to advancing solidar-
ity in the face of impasse is an ability to live cognitively, emotionally and spiritu-
ally with one’s own suffering while being in union with others’ in theirs. We 
know the healing power of solidarity and we can talk about it from our own expe-
rience. We know, or at least I believe, we stand in solidarity with others who face 
impasse precisely because we have faced our own. We enter solidarity, then, not 

3  William James,  The Varieties of Religious Experience  (London: Routledge, 2002), 
157. In a similar, but more confessional vein, James Alison tells his painful story of having 
been “caught and held through the depths in which the utterly terrifying and yet completely 
gentle, unambiguous ‘yes’ of God to suggest into being the consciousness of a son, to bring 
forth the terrifying novelty of an unbound conscience.” He learns of a new faith beyond 
resentment. James Alison,  Faith Beyond Resentment: Fragments Catholic and Gay  (New 
York: Crossroad, 2001), 95. 



CTSA Proceedings 64 / 200950

from a condescending position of strength but from the vulnerable position of 
being human. 

 Solidarity is not fi rst and foremost a principle for action; solidarity is affec-
tive and spiritual union with others whose life situations are also being challenged 
and compromised. From that union we are called to act in justice. Solidarity is 
then fi rst a fundamental, existential, deeply felt sense of union; but secondly it is 
a call to engage in certain moral practices to better the life situation of the other. 

 Christianity offers us a way to allow our suffering, especially through soli-
darity with others, to generate a new, never lived life. And that rebirth occasions 
a new empathy and a new credibility. Again, James writes: “No prophet can claim 
to bring a fi nal message unless he says things that will have a sound of reality in 
the ears of victims such as these.”    4  

 Being able to acknowledge one’s suffering in the context of others’ suffering 
is a key to the mystery of Christianity; it is the great inversion: by thinking on oth-
ers, we are healed. Lisa Cahill writes about this when she links personal suffering 
to redemptive and communal understandings of solidarity in her recent research 
on the ethics of the Kingdom of God and the option for the poor.    5  

 With an attentiveness to suffering now, let us look at the impasse that many 
people today suffer. And let us look at how as theologians we respond. 

 We have seen throughout the world a growing inclination in the industrial-
ized world to distance itself in the name of institutional stability from those whose 
lives are vulnerable and unstable. A new quarantining happens as we send migrat-
ing boat people back out to sea, build national fences, fi nger print visitors, deny 
visas to those who are HIV positive, and strategically keep poorer persons from 
infi ltrating local venues. These more belligerent actions are coupled by silent 
practices that stigmatize the poor, the sick, the homeless, and the unemployed and 
make their marginal access to the goods of the world even more diffi cult. In poorer 
countries the results of this global isolationism has led to enormous refugee move-
ments, forced migration and limbo-like camps where people are held as in transit 
forever. 

 The experience of the widening gulf between the wealthy and the poor was 
frequently addressed when four hundred Catholic ethicists from over sixty coun-
tries met in July 2006 in Padova at the fi rst international cross-cultural conference 
of theological ethicists. At the opening session, Antonio Papisca, the UNESCO 
Chair of Human Rights, gave a devastating assessment of the state we are in, 
clearly a state of radical impasse: “The grave dangers of the present hour include 
infi nite war, permanent political destabilization in many regions of the world, the 
praxis of falsehood and cynicism, the insolent violation of the rule of law, 
 homicidal and suicidal terrorism, the impudent practice of torture, indifference 

4James, 162. 
5  Lisa Sowle Cahill, “The Atonement Paradigm: Does It Still Have Explanatory 

Value,”  Theological Studies  68 (2007): 418-432. 
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and even contempt vis-à-vis the poor, the destruction of the natural environment, 
and the deployment of dehumanizing biotechnologies.”    6  

 At the heart of Papisca’s argument is the exposure of indifference and even 
contempt for the poor coupled with the isolationists’ disregard for moral 
standards. 

 Another speaker Ronaldo Zacharias with near brutal honesty provided a pic-
ture of such alienation in his homeland Brazil, but he added that often theological 
ethics fails to recognize and respond adequately to such alienation. He writes 
about “a rampant insensitivity to social exclusion, cultural uprootedness, dehu-
manizing poverty, with the attendant emergence of religious fundamentalism. 
Theological ethics is in the meantime often distant from reality, parsing unob-
served norms, and needing to fi nd greater interdisciplinary engagements.”    7  In this 
critique, Zacharias suggests that often theological ethicists live and write in a con-
ceptual world of their own. 

 From Chile, Tony Mifsud names the phenomenon of a growing asocial indi-
vidualistic mentality as his country’s most formidable identity challenge. “The 
problem is not so much the loss of old social models, but rather the weakness of 
the new imaginary collectives which fail to shape a shared  we. ”    8  Mifsud refl ects 
on life in Chile and fi nds a progressive individualization that resists the claims of 
tradition (moral, familial, religious, and social) and attempts to forge new condi-
tions for possible relatedness, predominantly through consumption. Like 
Giacometti fi gures, Chileans are seen as no longer connected to the common good 
or more specifi cally to the poor neighbor; likewise their only association with the 
Church is in its spiritual sustenance but not in its moral or social claims. Mifsud 
proposes that we forge a renewed sense of Christian identity that helps individuals 
to see their incorporation into the Body of Christ.    9  

 In each of these instances, the lack of sympathy for those alienated in poverty 
is coupled with an isolationism by those fearful of the risks of contact with them. 
At the same time, theologians seem not yet able to provide a bridge of solidarity 
between the two. 

 While it is evident that those alienated from the world’s goods suffer, we can-
not overlook the fear and suffering of those who tend to isolationism. Marianne 
Heimbach-Steins sees these tensions exacerbated in her native Germany. She 
calls the search for isolationism: “a deeply rooted insecurity of the individual and 

6Antonio Papisca, “The Needs of the World and the Signs of the Times,” in  Catholic 
Theological Ethics in the World Church,  edited by James F. Keenan (New York: Continuum, 
2007), 11-19, at 11 (hereafter,  CTEWC ). 

7  Ronaldo Zacharias, “Dreaming of a New Moral Theology for Brazil,”  CTEWC , 116-
123, at 120. 

8  Tony Mifsud, “Moral Refl ection in Latin America: Challenges and Proposals within 
the Chilean Reality,”  CTEWC,  131-137, at 131. 

9  Mifsud, “Moral Refl ection in Latin America,” 136-137. 
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the collective level caused by  political change ,  growing economic pressure,  and 
 social disparities.”  But she notes that rather than achieving isolationism, working 
and middle class groups discover “an  increasing cultural and religious plurality  
which forces different identities to meet and interact within one and the same 
society.”    10  

 In short those seeking to protect themselves from the instability of the devel-
oping world fi nd themselves being manipulated and coerced into relationships 
that they would rather forego. These are hardly conditions then for promoting 
solidarity; they more likely produce resentment. 

 These testimonies resonate with our own experiences in the United States and 
Canada. As in Brazil, Chile, Germany and Italy, we see that notions of the com-
mon good become fragmented and a new subjectivity emerges, all too universal, 
of persons defi ning their communities’ teachings not according to the traditions 
but according to their insulating imaginations. 

 For this reason the call to solidarity and the promotion of justice is extraordi-
narily urgent today. From Argentina, Miguel Yáñez proposes a solidarity to incor-
porate the marginalized, humanize economic and social structures, and temper 
competitiveness and individualism.    11  Another Argentinean, Aldo Marcelo 
Cáceres argues that religious traditions offer an essential awareness of our human-
ity that promotes a solidarity across national frontiers.    12  Pope John Paul II’s  
encyclical  Sollicitudo rei socialis  provides the most commonly cited refl ections 
on solidarity; there the late pope discusses interdependence as “a  system deter-
mining  relationships in the contemporary world” and solidarity as the “correlative 
response as a moral and social attitude, as a ‘virtue’.”    13  Daniel Groody cites the 
pope’s “globalization without marginalization” or “a globalization of solidarity,” 
which ought to be the ultimate  telos  of globalization.    14  Finally David Hollenbach 

10Marianne Heimbach-Steins, “Political-Ethical Challenges in Europe: A Christian 
Socio-Ethical Perspective,”  CTWEC , 101-107, at 101. 

11Humberto Miguel Yáñez,  Esperanza y Solidaridad  (Madrid: Comillas, 1999). 
12Aldo Marcelo Cáceres,  Una ética para la globalización  (Buenos Aires: San 

Augustin, 2005). 
13John Paul II,  Sollicitudo rei socialis  no. 38. (December 30, 1987). < http://www.

vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30121987_
sollicitudo-rei-socialis_en.html>.  See Charles Curran, Kenneth Himes, and Thomas 
Shannon, “Commentary on  Sollicitudo rei socialis,”  in  Modern Catholic Social Teaching , 
ed. Kenneth Himes (Washington: Georgetown University, 2005), 415-35, esp. 426-30. 
Kenneth Himes, “Globalization with a Human Face: Catholic Social Teaching,”  Theological 
Studies  69 (2008): 269-289. 

14  Daniel Goody, “Globalizing Solidarity: Christian Anthropology and the Challenge 
of Human Liberation,”  Theological Studies  69 ((2008): 250-269, at 267. Groody refers us 
to John Paul II,  Ecclesia in America  no. 55 (Washington: United States Catholic Conference, 
1999). See Groody,  Globalization, Spirituality, and Justice: Navigating the Path to Peace 
( Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 2007). 
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argues that, since globalization structuralizes inequality and marginalization, we 
need to establish normative standards of solidarity that are as sophisticated and as 
interlocking as the network of globalization itself.    15  

 These writings have forged a consensus within theology, the church and the 
academy that has established solidarity as a pivotal agenda for the twenty-fi rst 
century. Moreover, the writers themselves have worked actively to promote soli-
darity for the marginalized. Hollenbach for instance has founded at Boston 
College, The Center for Human Rights and International Justice and has promoted 
a wide array of collaborative efforts dealing with refugees, forced migration, and 
deportations.    16  

 I believe, however, that what remains outstanding is the need to move other 
audiences to understand within our societies and within our churches the need for 
an affective solidarity that leads to practices of justice. I think we need to expand 
our circle of readers and we cannot do that through the same style of writing that 
is cultivated in and for the academy. We need to ask ourselves after all our writing 
on alienation and solidarity have we touched the average Catholic citizen from 
Canada and the United States to move toward a stance of greater proximity and 
concern? Is there any effective history, what the Germans call,  Wirkungsgeschichte,  
to our writing on solidarity that extends into the world of ordinary people? Or 
have we made an argument for the academy and for church offi ces? Other than 
our colleagues and students has anyone moved toward the alienated other? 

 In the fi rst phase of the promotion of solidarity and justice, church leaders 
and theologians developed inter-departmental bonds so as to fi x the agenda of 
solidarity. Now, however, we must move beyond the chancery and beyond the 
academy. I believe we need better rhetorical strategies so as to prompt others to 
stand in solidarity and to promote justice for the alienated. If we were to sympa-
thetically tap into the suffering of the isolationists, if we were to address the 
experiences that they have, we might awaken those who in effect squander the 
common good. 

 But we need to ask ourselves, are we inclined to do this and are we able to do 
this? Why do we so often overlook these more public, less academic audiences? 
We resonated with this audience on two occasions: First, during the critical 
response to  Humanae vitae  the laity knew, for instance, who Charles Curran was 
and they knew what he was saying and why. Later, during the sexual abuse crisis, 
many others wrote about it not only in academic journals but more public publica-
tions as well. 

15  David Hollenbach,  The Common Good and Christian Ethics,  (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 220-244. Christopher Vogt provides a ground-breaking essay on 
common good and virtue ethics, using solidarity, compassion, and hospitality as founda-
tional sources, Vogt, “Fostering a Catholic Commitment to the Common Good: An 
Approach Rooted in Virtue Ethics,”  Theological Studies  68.2 (2007): 394-417. 

16< http://www.bc.edu/centers/humanrights/>  
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 But in both these instances we resonated with the stance of this public lay 
audience. We were sympathetic to the consciences of married laity looking to 
birth control as an ethical remedy and to lay movements as they responded to the 
sexual abuse scandal. What happens when we do not resonate with the public 
audience and when this audience shows little interest in our positions: as for 
instance, immigration reform, prison reform, or in solidarity with the poor through-
out the world? Think for instance of Bryan Massingale’s argument that during the 
civil rights movement, the  Catholic Theological Society of America ,  Theological 
Studies  and most theological ethicists evidenced little interest in the fi fteen years 
of the greatest struggles in the US over race relations.    17  

 His lament was that we did not write any essays for the academy on civil rights. 
Imagine if we had written during those years in academic journals and presented 
research at the CTSA  but also  wrote public pieces and engaged those who feared and 
labored against any civil rights. We could have also written for clergy, religious, and 
lay people to help them as they courageously marched, preached, and protested. 

 One of the most exciting events this year was to see a number of Catholic 
theologians like Vince Miller, Shawn Copeland, Cathy Kaveney, Lisa Cahill, and 
Dave Hollenbach rallying around the Obama campaign, giving specifi c political, 
ethical and ecclesiological advice. That type of practical imagination is what we 
need to cultivate, but we need to cultivate it with a broader audience and we need 
to do it more than every four years. 

 We can only address these audiences if we know them. Certainly one of the 
main reasons for the worker priest movement years ago was to live and labor with 
the oft-overlooked and rarely adequately educated working class. But, without 
that movement, how do we address the working class, the middle class, or those 
with greater assets who like others hunger for some theological voices that are 
understandable and practical? Do we know how to speak to them, to resonate with 
them, and to engage and move them? Have we cultivated a style with them? 

 Here I use the word “style” that John O’Malley has used in order to convey a 
resonance with a particular type of culture.    18  Do we develop a style with people 
who are not academics, that is, with the vast majority of the continent? One exam-
ple of developing that style is the recent work of Joe Fahey and Tom Massaro and 
others in forming  Catholic Scholars for Social Justice  and writing for  America  on 
this very topic.    19  

17  Bryan Massingale, “The African American Experience and U.S. Roman Catholic 
Ethics: ‘Strangers and Aliens No Longer’?,” in  Black and Catholic: The Challenge and 
Gift of Black Folk: Contributions of African American Experience and World View to 
Catholic Theology,  ed. Jamie Phelps (Milwaukee: Marquette University, 1997), 79-101. 

18  John O’Malley,  Four Cultures of the West  (Cambridge,  Harvard University Press, 
2006). 

19  < http://www.catholicscholarsforworkerjustice.org/index.html>;   Thomas Massaro, 
“More Perfect Unions: Violations of workers’ rights cannot go unchallenged,”  America  
(March 9, 2009), 9. 
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 If we want to talk with more than ourselves, then we must develop more 
embodied, relational, practical, and narrative-based arguments to offer effective 
ways of addressing impasse in the world, the church and the academy today. We 
need to develop strategies that are more affectively evident, more emotionally 
resonant, more imaginatively developed, and more liberating for both the margin-
alized and the isolationist. We must therefore be suspicious when as academics 
we think that concepts and good critical thinking are rhetorically suffi cient for 
addressing the challenges of the day. 

 I believe also that it would be helpful if we look within ourselves to fi nd our 
own narratives of suffering and seek to relate those narratives with those of people 
in fearful isolation. If we can develop empathy between ourselves and average 
North American Christians we might in turn prompt them not only to stand in 
solidarity but to actually promote justice. The call to solidarity and the promotion 
of justice are the remedies for addressing those who are profoundly alienated and 
trapped in impasse. But  how  do we raise consciousness in others, when as Mifsud, 
Zacharias, Papisca and Heimbach-Stein noted, people are not at all inclined to 
consider those in need. Granted that people  should  be in solidarity with the alien-
ated, do we not need to  do  something that prompts interest in the impasse in which 
others live daily? Do we not need to develop a more compelling yet attractive 
style when there is deep fear-based protectionism and cynical resentfulness aris-
ing from so many average citizens? 

 At present a number of our colleagues are writing about affect and the emo-
tions; here I think of Diana Fritz Cates, Edward Vacek, Patricia Beattie Jung and 
Stephen Pope. They each argue that the emotions are not antithetical to human 
knowledge but constitutive of it and that previous models of intellectual objectiv-
ity that focused on “cool, detached reason” were actually detrimental to practical 
wisdom rather than conditions for it. But do we adequately incorporate their 
research into our own intellectual arguments? Could we not integrate our emo-
tions better into a new style, into more readable works, that are not “dumbed 
down,” but that summon Catholics across the continent to realize that the moment 
of kairos is now? 

 While we develop this style, we could learn to write more appealingly not 
only for others, but even for one another. We could make the academic style more 
humane, no? Could we not use more narrative, say a story of a union worker in 
North America coupled with one about the struggling laborer from Africa or Latin 
America? Could we not use scenes from movies or theater, from poetry or songs, 
from journals or even a case history, to make our arguments more specifi c and 
more concrete but also more rhetorically engaging? 

 There is evidence of such developments. Black Catholics like Shawn 
Copeland, Bryan Massingale, and Jamie Phelps do this very effectively; I think 
we are seeing it in the writings of Latino scholars like Maria Pilar Aquino and 
Miguel Diaz. Feminists like Margaret Farley, Chris Gudorf, Cristina Traina, 
Mary Jo Iozzio, Carolyn Sharpe, Patti Jung, and Anne Patrick bring in narratives, 
cases, poetry, and fi lms in their writings. Newer scholars like Maureen O’Connell 



CTSA Proceedings 64 / 200956

and Rachel Bundang turn to the photo and the mural, while Christopher Vogt 
turns to the concrete case of the intravenous drug user. 

 Two ethicists have cultivated much broader audiences through their own cre-
ative columns: Patrick McCormick reviews fi lms at  U.S. Catholic  and Cathy 
Kaveney brings in television, the most pedestrian of artistic communication, at 
 Commonweal.  

 But these are only incipient developments. So we need to ask, what’s really 
holding us back? Are we fundamentally held hostage in our professionalism by a 
frigid, conceptual, abstract, though well-documented style? Does our own com-
mitment to academic excellence inhibit us from writing in a style that has more 
capability of serving the broader church and the world? Even in my preparation 
for this talk, colleagues warned me against referring to my own experience of 
impasse, particularly with cancer, lest some members of the CTSA dismiss the 
paper as lacking intellectual rigor. But an academic style is no guarantee of intel-
lectual rigorism. 

 This critique of academic prose is nothing new. It was after all in the writings 
of Desiderius Erasmus and Martin Luther. Erasmus was appalled at academic 
writing; he came “to see the academic culture as the natural enemy of literature.”    20  
In the prefatory letter to Paul Volz, Erasmus explained the value of his  Enchiridion 
militis christiani . Among a variety of contrasts, he commented on the literal and 
fi gurative weightiness of the scholastic tomes: 

  There are almost as many commentaries on the  Sentences  as you can name theolo-
gians. Of makers of summaries there is no end…. How can a mass of such volumes 
ever teach us how to live, when a whole life time would not suffi ce to read them?… 
Furthermore, suppose that they have defi ned everything truly and correctly, not to 
mention the tedious and frigid style in which they deal with these questions, how 
few men have the leisure to read through so many tomes? Who can carry the 
 Secunda secundae  of Aquinas round with him?    21  

   He admonished theologians for their squabbles and insists: “The good life 
is everybody’s business, and Christ wished the way to it be accessible to all 
men, not beset with impenetrable labyrinths of argument but open to sincere 
faith, to love unfeigned, and their companion, the hope that is not put to shame.” 
Finally, he reminds Volz that in all this the scholastics have abandoned the 
“unlettered multitude, for whom Christ died.”    22  These people must receive the 
wisdom of God. 

 Luther too was critical of the academy. “My advice has been that a young 
man avoids scholastic philosophy and theology as the very death of his soul… In 
all these hundreds of years up to the present, the courses at the universities have 

20  O’Malley,  Four Cultures,  104. 
21Desiderius Erasmus, “Enchiridion Milits Christi,”  Collected Works of Erasmus: 

Spiritualia,  ed. John O’Malley (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988) LVI, 9. 
22  Ibid. 
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not produced, out of so many students, a single martyr or saint to prove that their 
instruction is right and pleasing to God.”    23  

 Still there are signifi cant examples of such diversity of style and purpose in 
theology today. One is found in the writings of an African theologian who in the 
past four years has authored three books aimed to serve the broader church. In 
 From Crisis to Kairos: The Mission of the Church in the Time of HIV/AIDS, 
Refuges and Poverty , the Nigerian Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator demonstrates 
how the sociological category of crisis correlates with the theological conception 
of kairos. Wanting to demonstrate that the church “operates at a very concrete and 
experiential level,” he argues that “when it comes to understanding the commu-
nity called church in Africa, we derive considerable benefi t by situating it in rela-
tion to the social contexts and conditions that shape its function, meaning and 
theology.”    24  Later, in order to accompany this project more practically Orobator 
co-authored with Elias Opongo a manual for parish communities to help parishes 
deal with local, contextual issues, bringing the issues of analysis, social teachings 
and justice to instructive purpose. Using simple, sample cases, for example, the 
right to land and housing, standing up against corruption, encountering ethnic dis-
crimination, the authors lead local communities of faith to understand how they 
can consider their challenges, analyze them, and act to resolve them. It is a para-
digm for moral formation of the ordinary working Christian community.    25  Finally, 
in  Theology Brewed in an African Pot,  Orobator uses African narratives and prayer 
to explain basic Christian beliefs on God, trinity, Mary, grace and sin.    26  These 
works convey styles of writing that are broader, less academically oriented, but 
clearly intellectually rich. 

 In North America, one important development has been the work of newer 
scholars who have written textbooks for undergraduate students. These works are 
written with an engaging style, are personally revealing, well narrated, and peda-
gogically rich. This started I think before them with Russell Connors and Patrick 
McCormick’s  Character, Choices and Community  (1998) and later their “work-
book,”  Facing Ethical Issues  (2002)    27  which together helped us to teach with 
greater attention to not only an understanding of the moral tradition, but also to 
appreciating its practices. More recently, David Matzko MCarthy and M. Therese 

23  Martin Luther, “Against Latomus,” in  Luther’s Works  (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Press, 1958), Volume 32, 258. 

24Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator,  From Crisis to Kairos: The Mission of the Church in the 
Time of HIV/AIDS, Refuges and Poverty  (Nairobi: Paulines Africa Publications, 2005), 18. 

25  Elias Opongo and Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator,  Faith Doing Justice: A Manual for 
Social Analysis, Catholic Social Teachings and Social Justice  (Nairobi: Paulines Africa 
Publications, 2007). 

26  Orobator,  Theology Brewed in an African Pot  (Maryknoll: Orbis Press, 2008). 
27Russell Connors and Patrick McCormick,  Character, Choices and Community  

(Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1998); Connors and McCormick,  Facing Ethical Issues  (Mahwah: 
Paulist Press, 2002). 
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Lysaught coedited  Gathered for the Journey  (2007);    28  Jozef Zalot and Benedict 
Guevin coauthored  Catholic Ethics in Today’s World  (2008);    29  David Cloutier 
wrote  Love, Reason, and God’s Story  (2008)    30  and William Mattison wrote 
 Introducing Moral Theology  (2008)    31  Finally one of the most passionate yet intel-
lectually illuminating works for undergraduates has been Mark Allman’s provoc-
ative,  Who Would Jesus Kill?     32  The style of these authors is relevant to my 
argument and could be extended to cultivate a broader audience. 

 But they are still limiting themselves to undergraduates and that does not yet 
get us out of the academy and into the “real world.” And we need to get out of the 
academy. 

 I want to close on this note: that just as we should be suspicious of the aca-
demic style, there are many reasons, as we work for the promotion of solidarity 
and justice, that we need to be suspicious of the academy. As its writing style 
inhibits solidarity, so do its institutional structures. 

 Notions of the common good are not only fragmented in large sectors of the 
industrialized world; they are also evidently diminished in the university. In an 
essay entitled “Collegiality as a Moral and Ethical Practice,” M. Shawn Copeland 
writes about a young black woman theologian who fi nds that her white colleagues 
are as strikingly naïve about their privilege as they are about her own challenges.    33  
But Copeland focuses not only on the so-called “innocent” self-understanding of 
racists, but on the isolating character of our training and of our working in the 
academy. 

 In the academy we function very much as individuals from doing our own 
doctoral studies to teaching in the classroom. We cannot underestimate the indi-
vidualism of our scholarly formation and our professional lifestyle. What other 
fi eld of work requires its professional formation to be at least fi ve years of work-
ing alone on one’s own project with the last two years spent in solitary confi ne-
ment? Why is the highest form of learning so individualistic and isolationist? 

 The structures within which we work often undermine rather than encourage 
us into greater sociability. Not only are our professional lives highly individu-
alistic, we train our students in similar ways, by admissions programs, testing, 

28  David Matzko MCarthy and M. Therese Lysaught, ed.,  Gathered for the Journey  
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007). 

29Jozef Zalot and Benedict Guevin Winoma,  Catholic Ethics in Today’s World  
(Winoma: St. Mary’s Press, 2008). 

30  David Cloutier,  Love Reason, and God’s Story  (Winoma: St. Mary’s Press, 2008). 
31William Mattison  Introducing Moral Theology  (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 

2008). 
32  Mark Allman,  Who Would Jesus Kill?  (Winona: St. Mary’s Press, 2008). 
33M. Shawn Copeland, “Collegiality as a Moral and Ethical Practice,” in  Practice 

What You Preach,  ed. James F. Keenan and Joseph Kotva (Franklin, WI.: Sheed and Ward, 
1999), 315-332. 
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 grading, recommendations and other evaluations that rarely focus on a collective 
but almost always on a highly meritorious individualism. 

 One is hard-pressed to claim that the academy promotes solidarity. While 
police offi cers work with their partners, fi refi ghters their ladder companies, health-
care workers their team, and lawyers their fi rm, the last two vestiges of the hierar-
chical model of the medieval era are the academy and the church. In both we fi nd 
the models of training and advancement that are highly individualistic and dubi-
ously accountable. While we are all too familiar with the powerful infl uence that 
the culture of clericalism has had on our priests and bishops and have seen con-
vincingly how many pastors and bishops are unable to promote any real sustained 
collegiality, we must ask to what degree the culture of the academy is an improve-
ment over clericalism?    34  I remember Frank Clooney commenting years ago that 
as Boston College was promoting the church of the twenty-fi rst century, he argued 
that more apt for Boston College would be a project called the university in the 
twenty-fi rst century. 

 Aside from department meetings, we work alone, teach alone, grade individ-
uals and write their single letters of recommendation. What about our professional 
lives exude solidarity? I’d say the most evident and frequent sign of solidarity 
with others is when we cite another’s work in a footnote. 

 This lack of solidarity makes us dull in our sensitivity to the limits of the 
academy. This lack of solidarity jeopardizes our ability to promote justice at the 
university. For instance, we teach at institutions that provide a commodity that 
few can afford. The pathway to higher education is highly individualistic and 
competitive and rewards the fi ttest, while ignoring others. Do we stand in solidar-
ity with those unable to study where we teach? Does it come up in our forums? Do 
we leave the community colleges to take care of the masses, while we provide 
quality education at prohibitive prices? As in health care, do we in higher educa-
tion promote a two tiered system? What is the mentality of a high school student 
who knows that he or she will never get into a university of note, but rather will 
travel locally to get a less privileged education? Do we develop any solidarity 
with these students? While we criticize the health care industry for its soaring 
fees, do the similar economic barriers to higher education get critiqued? 

 What about other matters of justice and fairness. What about contracts for 
adjunct professors? Do we stand in solidarity with them? What about those norms 
for merit increment that favor almost always seniority? And what about the fac-
ulty member who has done more popular and accessible works; were it better if 
they had never done them? How are they welcomed by the academy at times of 
advancement? 

 It is not surprising then that the academy promotes such a frigid style of writ-
ing and inhibits so much creativity. Sure there are enormous benefi ts at the uni-

34  Michael Papesh, “Farewell to the Club,”  America  186, May 13, 2002, 8-9;  Clerical 
Culture: Contradiction and Transformation  (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2004). 
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versity, in terms of teaching, mentoring and research. But there are also liabilities 
which we as theologians and as ethicists rarely address. 

 If we want to respond to the impasse of marginalized persons as well as those 
isolationists in the industrialized world, we need to be in our depths familiar with 
our own sick soul and our own suffering. But we need to explore these issues per-
sonally and professionally. We need to make the academy more humane, more 
attentive to the variety of styles that promote intellectual rigorism, more respon-
sive not fi rst to the problems of the twenty-fi rst century, but to the people. 

 An emotionally detached place like the academy makes detachment its own 
type of style. We need instead to develop not only our research which recom-
mends a more holistic, existential, imaginative, attractive, and integrated style; we 
need to write, work, and support communities within  and  outside the academy 
with that style. We need to be much more alive and in solidarity with one another 
and with others. And we need to be suspicious of the academic style which is not 
only a form of writing, but a form of life. 

 My colleague Lisa Cahill writes that moral truth “corresponds to the reality 
of human interdependence and to the possibility of our being in solidarity with 
one another to relieve human suffering.”    35  That seems to be right on, but in order 
to realize this task we cannot simply follow our minds and leave our hopeful 
hearts and sick souls at home. Otherwise we will remain trapped in our own unfor-
tunate impasse. 

 JAMES F. KEENAN 
  Boston College  

  Boston, Massachusetts     

35  Cahill, “Moral Theology: From Evolutionary to Revolutionary Change,”  CTEWC , 
221-227, at 223 .



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings true
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1000
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (DJS standard print-production joboptions; for use with Adobe Distiller v7.x; djs rev. 1.0)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [792.000 1224.000]
>> setpagedevice


