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The Progress

Over the past 14 years, I have attended each and every meeting of the National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops which have been held on an annual or semi-annual basis. 
The main focus of these meetings have ranged from the Pastoral Letter on Peace in 1983 
to the 1987 meeting with its focus on the Archdiocese of Seattle as well as the Economic 
Pastoral. After each meeting, people would often ask about the meeting and its dynamics. 
Yet, no meeting generated as many questions as did the meeting last week in Washington, 
D.C. when the proposed Pastoral Letter on Women in Society and the Church was 
proposed for approval.!

A pastoral letter from the bishops needs a two-thirds endorsement of those eligible to vote. 
The pastoral letter had gone through four drafts, and the chair of the committee introduced 
the presentation by saying that during the nine years of the preparation of the letter, "the 
Committee had managed to alienate one time or another every identifiable male or female 
group." Among the bishops, there was present different opinions about the letter without a 
clear consensus. Interventions from the floor ranged from a fear of losing a generation of 
very fine young women if the letter was approved to the absolute need for such a letter in 
order for the bishops to help faithful Catholics who are looking to the bishops for guidance.!

Though the chair of the writing committee insisted that the pastoral was not a referendum 
on the issue of the ordination of women, this was the issue most often addressed by the 
media and in the debate itself. A vote finally came on the pastoral letter, which was 
approved by a majority of the bishops present and voting, but it did not gain two-thirds 
approval. A motion introduced by Cardinal Bernardin then called for further study and 
dialogue regarding the pastoral letter with an unambiguous commitment to the church's 
teaching on the ordination of women. This motion eventually passed and is now in place. 
The months ahead will determine how the NCCB will respond to this challenge.!

The NCCB meeting this year was definitely difficult. The lobby of the hotel was filled with 
people urging you to vote one way or another. Bishops spoke with strong passion and 
conviction about the issues. The discussions continued into the elevators, the dining room 
and hallways. There is no doubt that the development of the four drafts of the pastoral 
letter raised women's issues in society and the church to a new consciousness level. 
Hopefully, the action taken by the bishops last week will help us respond to the concerns 
of women, while understanding and preserving our teaching as a community of faith.!

Evangelization and stewardship!

In addition to the Pastoral Letter on Women, two other pastoral letters were presented to 
the bishops which did receive approval - pastoral letters on evangelization and 
stewardship. Evangelization calls Christians to take the risk of sharing one's faith, to invite 
others to be part of our faith community, to see evangelization as a priority in the church 
today.
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The Stewardship Pastoral is a challenge for us to look at the resources we possess and to 
ask ourselves how we use our gifts in service to God and people. It is more than just 
making a financial commitment; it is rather a faith response which becomes a way of life.!

Sexual abuse!

Present at the meeting of the NCCB were a group of people who stated that when they 
were children, they had been sexually abused by clergy. Three bishops represented the 
NCCB and met with the group. The result was a powerful statement by Cardinal Roger 
Mahony which called for the church to seek healing and reconciliation with victims of 
sexual abuse.!

The bishops passed a resolution which recommended the immediate response to all 
allegations of abuse where there is reasonable belief that abuse has occurred and to 
reach out to the victims and their families with a strong commitment to their spiritual and 
emotional well-being. It is also important that the alleged offender be relieved of his 
ministerial duties and referred for appropriate medical evaluation and intervention, if such 
an allegation is supported by sufficient evidence.!

In this whole process, it is absolutely essential to comply with the obligations of civil law in 
regard to the reporting of the incident and cooperating with the investigation, as well as 
dealing as openly as possible with the members of the community.!

As you can see, there were many issues at last week's meeting in Washington, D.C. As in 
other gatherings of disciples of Jesus, the prayer is always there to ask the Holy Spirit to 
be present. I believe the Holy Spirit was present as the bishops continue to respond to the 
challenge we share with others in the church today. And for all that the people of our local 
church offer to me, I give thanks. May each of you have a blessed Thanksgiving with 
God's gifts of grace and peace in abundance.!
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