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The Progress

There are certain words in our language that are truly powerful. One such word is 
“integrity." It is that unique characteristic of fidelity and commitment to what is essential to 
who we are as human beings. It is a word that we apply to government, institutions, and 
even religious belief when we recognize a commitment to preserve values, no matter what 
the cost. !

The challenge to religious faith!

The importance of integrity in religious belief is the theme of an article in last week's 
edition of Newsweek. The article describes the decline in church membership of mainline 
Protestant churches. The author says, "the leaders of the nation's once robust Protestant 
establishment face the loss of brand-name loyalty." !

The article concludes by quoting American church historian Martin E. Marty, who writes, 
"To give the whole store away to match what this year's market says the unchurched want 
is to have the people who know least about faith determine most about its expression." 
The article asks whether or not mainline churches have lost their theological integrity. !

On the eve of Pope John Paul's visit to the United States, this week's edition of Newsweek 
contains the results of a poll regarding the opinion of Catholics on issues such as the 
priesthood and sexuality. The poll would indicate wide disagreement between church 
teaching in some areas and the experience of American Catholics. !

Our heritage as people of faith!

Reading these articles in Newsweek prompted me to ask how we address these realities 
within the Roman Catholic Church. We are a community of faith rooted in Scripture and 
tradition. For 20 centuries, the church has been an integral part of the lives of millions of 
people as it continues the mission and ministry of Jesus. In the light of new challenges and 
questions, church leaders, theologians, and the people of God would reflect on how the 
message of Jesus addresses new experiences which range from nuclear war to the 
industrial revolution, from the expression of sexuality to the dignity of the human person, 
from business ethics to human labor. !

In the core questions of religious belief, the challenge has always been, and continues to 
be, whether we are faithful to the heritage we share. We know that the Holy Spirit is 
present to us, but do changing times call for changing basic religious beliefs and values? 
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A hierarchy of truth!

It is most important to recognize that there is a hierarchy of truth within our faith tradition. 
When we profess the Creed in our celebration of the Eucharist, we acknowledge the 
essential non-negotiable elements of our faith. Down through the centuries, the church 
and theologians have helped us appreciate the full implications of what the Creed asks of 
us in our daily lives. We, in turn, must ask how these core religious beliefs impact our 
lives. We have a tradition of revelation that has something to say about the whole gamut 
of human activity. To be Catholic is to accept core values and truths sanctioned by the 
tradition. !

As Catholics, we are a church of word and sacrament. The sacraments continue to be the 
opportunity offered to us to experience an encounter with Jesus Christ at significant 
moments in our lives. They are essential to our faith. The liturgy for the celebration of 
sacraments has changed and developed down through the centuries, and liturgical 
guidelines continue to change as the church reflects on how different cultures and 
traditions can best express the celebration of these sacred moments. !

Underlying so much of our faith tradition are fundamental convictions that cannot be 
ignored. They include the dignity of each human person created in the image of God, the 
fundamental option for the poor, the value of human life, and the value of the informed 
conscience of each believer. No disciple of Jesus can ignore these convictions. !

The church as teacher!

There is no doubt that the church today has an urgent ministry which is to share with 
people the fullness of the Gospel message, our tradition, and the implications which 
impact peoples' lives. The church must do this in a credible and convincing way with 
theological integrity. As the church pursues this basic mission and ministry, we must take 
time to listen, to reflect, to think out the challenge offered to us.!

When people are asked their opinion about religious truths, as they were by Newsweek, 
they should also be asked whether they understand the meaning of the church's teachings 
with which they disagree. Moreover, people should know whether their dissent is based on 
considerations that spring from the core meanings of the tradition. !

If people respond "Yes" to these two questions, there is a need to listen and address their 
questions. If the answer to either question is "No," then there is the challenging issue, not 
of dissent but of finding ways to teach better. !

No one should ever have told us that being disciples of Jesus would be easy. Over and 
over again, Jesus would challenge people to embrace the difficult choice, to take up the 
cross. !

As Pope John Paul II comes to Denver this week to attend the International World Day for 
Youth, I am sure his message will be challenging to all of us. Do we dare to listen? May 
God's grace and peace be yours.
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