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The Progress

The year was 1951. For some, 1951 belongs to an age long forgotten. The political heat of 
the Cold War created a unique fear and anxiety in a world that had discovered the 
hydrogen bomb a year earlier.  !

I was 19 in 1951. It was my first year at the major seminary, which involved leaving home 
for the first time. Memories of that transition time in my life will always remain strong. Yet, 
what I will always remember was my first experience of a seven-day silent retreat in early 
October with over 300 other seminarians. !

It was my first introduction to the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius with their powerful 
themes of sin and grace, God's love, and the choice that I am asked to make. Yet, what 
made that retreat so memorable was the presence of a Jesuit retreat master named 
Father John Courtney Murray, S.J. !

I still have the spiral bound booklet which contains the notes I took over 40 years ago of 
the wisdom shared with us during that retreat. I review those notes at times, and they 
resurrect the dreams and hopes of a time long past. Those retreat notes as well remind 
me of a man who was one of the most influential theologians in our nation's history. !

Religion and society!

Father Murray's great contribution to theology was his emphasis on the importance of civil 
discourse and constructive dialogue to help us live effectively in a pluralistic society. In 
1955, the Vatican asked him to stop speaking and writing about religious liberty. Father 
Murray responded in obedience to this request. Later, the bishops of Vatican II would 
vindicate him since he would become the force behind the Vatican II “Declaration of 
Religious Liberty.”!

As we celebrate July 4th this week, it would be good to recall the wisdom of Father John 
Courtney Murray. More than anything else, he recognized the importance of civil discourse 
and constructive dialogue to help people live effectively in a pluralistic society. He insisted 
that a healthy political society has a commitment to consensus by being "locked together 
in agreement" with a willingness to be engaged passionately in reasonable discussion of 
significant issues. !

A commentator on Father Murray's though writes, “Murray feared the 'modem day 
barbarians,' who reject the role of reason in public affairs and who resort to the rule of 
force and fear. Barbarians replace dialogue with monologue, reason with passion, and 
civility with harsh rhetoric. They think they have exclusive hold on the truth and are called 
to convert or coerce others to their way or thinking. Such barbarism, which tempts even 
good citizens, makes conversation impossible and deprives society of the necessary 
resources for achieving unity in the midst of diversity." (Contemporary Theologians, James 
Bacik, Thomas More Press, 1989) 
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Dialogue in the church!

If dialogue is essential for a healthy political society, such dialogue is also important within 
the church. Such dialogue has been part of the church's experience from apostolic time. 
What is critical for such dialogue is the basic agreement we have on fundamental values 
and beliefs. This dialogue also presumes that people engaged in the dialogue are well 
informed. Religious illiteracy precludes constructive conversations on religious issues.!

Just as there is a pluralism in society, there is also a healthy pluralism within the church 
that recognizes legitimate differences. Such pluralism is especially evident in the different 
stances taken on issues from war to the economy, from the death penalty to welfare. For 
some, liturgy has become the new battlefield that determines one's loyalty to the church. !

As a church, we are blessed with fundamental convictions regarding religious truth. Such 
truth is rooted in our tradition as a community or faith. In any and all dialogue on religious 
issues, charity and respect are absolutely essential. What is especially needed is a trust in 
the presence of the Holy Spirit in our midst who guides us in our ongoing journey of faith.!

Looking back and looking ahead!

In 1951, I never dreamed that so much would happen in the years that followed within our 
world or our church. Yet, what I remember most from the first long retreat given by Father 
John Courtney Murray was his insistence that there are basic truths and values which 
sustain us as people of faith. He called us to be people of passion who can reasonably 
explore legitimate differences of opinion.!

One can easily forget experiences that happened earlier in our lives. Yet, I still page 
through the old spiral notebook of retreat reflections. They are an enduring record of a 
wisdom that remains pertinent today. It's amazing how some reflections never age. They 
still remain a challenge that needs to come alive. May God's grace and peace be yours.!

Religious freedom in society


