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In the September 28, 1996 issue of America, the Jesuit weekly Catholic magazine, there is 
a challenging article by Rev. Martin R. Tripole, S.J. of St. Joseph's University in 
Philadelphia. The title of this essay is: "The American Church in Jeopardy." The author 
maintains that there is conflict today between liberal and conservative factions within the 
church. There are frightening statistics among Catholics regarding church attendance and 
deep divisions in beliefs and attitudes among American Catholics regarding religious truths 
and values.!
Father Tripole begins by noting an increased fragmentation of the church. He maintains 
that we "find our self-identity in what divides us rather than in what unites us. … Norms or 
standards that have traditionally been taken for granted are increasingly rejected. 
Arguments in their favor are increasingly seen as rationalizations without foundation." 
What is especially frightening is that we are not sharing normative traditional principles 
with young people, and young people must discover a new set of values for themselves. 
But where do they turn to discover these values?!

The public arena and truth!
The author goes on to express a deep concern for the role of religion and society. He 
maintains that "It is now taken for granted that religion is a purely private affair, a matter 
between me and God." This presumption makes religion irrelevant to issues in society 
today. Yet, followers of Jesus cannot afford to remove God from the public arena, 
especially when we confront issues that impact the well being of society.!
What is especially alarming to the author is the increased conviction that truth is relative or 
subjective. He maintains, "For if truth is really relative and subjective, there is no such 
thing as truth. Every idea represents only one individual's viewpoint and has no necessary 
bearing on the views of another. Each person is free to hold as truth his or her own private 
opinion, but is not free to urge a truth that in any way would be imposed on another."!
This approach to truth has incredible consequences. Community and public etiquette are 
no longer possible realities. Father Tripole maintains, "Once truth has been made 
subjective, the only remaining basis for morality is majority opinion based on private 
interest. A society without objective standards of reality is a society doomed to destruction, 
and if the church no longer has the authority to compel by objective standards, that church 
will not survive either."
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Service and faith!
One of the great benefits of Vatican II was the call to all Christians to serve the needs of 
others. However, Father Tripole asks if the role of the church is increasingly being 
exclusively equated with service to the poor that "much of the spiritual and sacramental 
life of the church is downplayed, ignored or forgotten for being outdated." There is a great 
challenge today to see the connection between the liturgical and sacramental life of the 
church with the call to service. Otherwise, the church becomes another service 
organization. The author asks, "For why does one need to go to Mass, if the function of 
the church is primarily to service people's temporal needs? Why go to church at all, if it's 
purpose is merely to provide principles of practical moral living which common sense, 
good judgment and a dose of secular humanism are just as capable of providing?"!
I have to admit that Father Tripoli’s insights are disturbing. He concludes with an even 
more disturbing insight, but then offers a challenge. Father Tripole maintains that "the 
church is losing a sense of uniqueness of the Christian faith." Young people today see 
little difference between one religion and another. "Religions are differentiated by how well 
they serve personal needs. The purpose of having faith is to make you feel good, to help 
you in time of need or to resolve problems of meaning. … God is there to help me 
whenever I need him."!

A return to Christ!
The author concludes his reflections by asking us to recognize "Christianity as a faith 
experience with Jesus Christ, and it must get all its meaning, power, strength and value 
from that relationship or it has no right to exist." The challenge today is to appreciate the 
fact we enter into this personal encounter with Jesus Christ through the church. In turn, 
the church shares the Lord with us through its liturgy and sacraments, its proclamation of 
the word, its institutions, its people.!
When we dare to enter into this faith experience, we change our lives. Father Tripole says, 
"Once we let the power of that faith-life enter into our lives, we become really new beings 
– as St. Paul tells us, new creations." We take the risk of entering into this faith experience 
because God calls us to do so. Liturgy and sacramental celebrations take on a whole new 
meaning because they become opportunities to experience community with Jesus Christ. 
When faith in Jesus Christ is the center of who we are and what we believe, then we live 
out that faith in countless ways.!
I would urge you to take time to read the entire article by Father Tripole. It is a challenging 
reflection. We need to meet that challenge by looking for ways in which we can appreciate 
the gift of faith that God shares with us. We must find even more effective ways to pass 
this gift on to our children. Our faith is more than personal opinions, selected choices, or a 
subjective emotional experience. It is living out the ministry of Jesus Christ. May we have 
the faith and courage to do so. May God's grace and peace be yours in abundance.!
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