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Our Second Century of Lay Apostolate

National Congress On The Word 
Of God: A Two-Edged Sword

By WILLIAM A. MARSHNER

WASHINGTON, D.C. -  When 
Rome was informed that a national 
effort would be made in 
Washington this September to 
produce a renewal in preaching, 
Cardinal Villot dispatched a letter 
to Patrick Cardinal O’Boyle ex
pressing the Holy Father’s delight 
at the idea and his blessing upon 
the enterprise. One sentence in 
that letter sums up the advice 
Rome wanted to give to the 
American sponsors and par
ticipants: “ In short, preaching 
must proceed,”  Villot said, “ from 
deep conviction, serious learning, 
and loving compassion.”

If the announcement of a 
National Congress of the Word of 
God drew cheers and high hopes 
among Catholic laity and clergy, 
there can be little doubt that the 
reason for this enthusiasm was a 
thorough dissatisfaction with the 
way things are going in Catholic 
puplits. As one newsman said on 
the opening day of the Congress, “ I 
sure hope this works. I can’t 
remember the last time I heard a 
sermon that could have changed 
anybody’s life.”  Some of us have 
trouble remembering the last 
sermon we could sit through. In 
any case, no one disputes that our 
preaching is very seldom informed 
by deep conviction, serious lear
ning, or real compassion.

The organizer of the Congress, 
Fr. John Burke, O.P., spoke openly 
of a crisis of faith that is 
emasculating the American 
homily. At a press conference on 
September 5th, he spoke movingly 
of the need for preachers who can 
convince through the per
suasiveness of their own personal 
faith. Only such men, he said, can 
make the message of salvation live 
in our bones, at the core of our 
being, “ where the sin is.”

Fr. Burke some months ago 
must have faced a question which 
is still largely unanswered in the 
mind of this reporter. How in fact 
does one go about organizing a 
“ Congress” whose effect will be to 
renew the spiritual sources that 
make powerful preaching 
possible? Does one gather people 
together and preach to them? 
Would that sort of thing fire them 
up and at the same time give them 
models of how-to-do-it? Or rather, 
should one gather people around 
he altar and pray down the Holy 
Spirit? (There are precedents.) 
Should one, perhaps, gather 
together top experts in a series of 
fields relating to priestly work and 
have them give workshops on how 
preaching bears on their particular

field or how preaching can be 
enriched by their particular 
competence? Moreover, how can 
those few hundred who attend such 
a Congress have a pebble-in-the- 
pool effect with the thousands of 
priests who stay at home? Would it 
help in this context to involve 
somehow in the Congress as many 
as possible of the existing struc
tures in the American Church — 
USCC agencies, and so forth — that

are currently shaping priestly 
ministry?

These rhetorical questions in
sinuate plausible ideas, or at least 
they must have seemed plausible 
to Fr. Burke, because he tried 
almost all of them. The Congress 
consisted of a mixture of liturgies 
to invoke the Spirit, plenary 
sessions to hear sermons, and 
workshops presided over by ex- 
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perts — mostly USCC-based — to 
discuss particular areas such as 
preaching and the liturgy, 
preaching and religious education, 
preaching and ecumenism, 
preaching and the Bible, etc.

But as I said above, the basic 
question still remains unanswered 
in the mind of this reporter, 
because, in my judgment the 
mixture did not work. And the key 
element in the failure, the element 
that did not mesh with the rest, was 
the expert-dominated workshops. 
Everything else served its pur
pose. The liturgies were a bit 
frowsy, but the bishops who 
preached at them, preached like 
angels.

I ’m going to talk about two 
workshops or “ concurrent con
ferences,”  as they were called in 
the Congress program. I cannot be 
certain that these two were 
representative, since they all ran 
simultaneously on one afternoon. 
Only a long-necked hydra could 
have covered them all. I chose to 
divide my time between these two 
because I knew something about 
the speakers and, quite frankly, I 
expected trouble. One was on the 
liturgy, and the other was on 
religious education.

To set up the liturgy workshop — 
as nearly as I can reconstruct the 
chain of events — Fr. Burke 
secured the aid of Bishop Malone of 
the Youngstown Diocese, who is 
chairman of the Bishop’s Com
mittee on the Sacred Liturgy. 
Bishop Malone, in turn, recom
mended the selection of Fr. Rollins 
E. Lambert, of the Diocese of 
Chicago to serve as “ executive 
director”  of the workshop. Lam
bert has been a member of the

Chicago Archdiocesan Liturgy 
Commission since its inception 
and, more significantly, a board 
member of the notorious Liturgical 
Conference, which blew its brains 
out a few years back at a con
vention featuring “ circus 
Masses.”  Fr. Lambert has since 
left the board of the Conference, 
though not, he told me for any 
doctrinal or policy reasons.

Given that background, it is not 
surprising that Fr. Lambert 
proceeded to pick an extraordinary 
array of speakers for his 
workshop. At the top of the list, to 
give the major address, was Fr. 
Frederick R. McManus, chief 
liturgical bureaucrat of the USCC 
and bane of all who happen to love 
the old Mass. Then as “ respon
ders”  to McManus came three 
people who were supposed to 
represent the maximum variety of 
angles on the liturgy: a Bishop, a 
Black Sister, and a layman. I need 
hardly add that the “ maximum 
variety”  included no one who 
would challenge McManus’ most 
basic assumptions, i.e., a 
spokesman for the Laym an’s 
Commission on the English 
Liturgy or Una Voce.

Frederick McManus gave a long 
and boring speech. As one listened, 
to the monotony of his prose, 
punctuated here and there by the 
rustle of cliches, one felt that one 
understood where ICEL got its 
sense of style. The monotone 
proposed many things; Fr. Mc
Manus called them a “ shopping 
list,”  which was not a bad com
parison. Or like the market memos 
of Mrs. Joe Doaks, the shopping 
list was much the same this year as 
it was last year and the year before 
that and the year before that:

meat, potatoes, cereal, milk, 
butter, and eggs. That is: dialogue 
homilies, more readings, elec
tronic props, parish committees, 
and Bible services. Fr. McManus 
had the same list in 1967, except 
then it was longer. Now it is shorter 
because we have already bought 
their first half: the third reading, 
the vernacular, the new canons, 
the banal hymns, the handshake of 
peace.

The incomprehensible thing is 
that to Fred McManus it is still, 
1967 — and so far as I could tell, to 
his audience as well. Here is a 
roomful of grown-up, intelligent 
men and women who are still 
pretending that going on out there 
somewhere is a “ liturgical 
renewal!”  Years after every in
telligent layman in America, 
across the whole spectrum from 
left to right, has declared that the 
English of the New Mass is a bore 
and a disaster; years after Mass 
attendance began its sharp and 
still continuing decline, I am 
sitting in a crowded room in 
Washington, D.C., listening to the 
chief architects of the whole fiasco 
talk on and on about the same old 
ideas as if the last five years had 
never happened, as if the whole 
bag of tricks were still as fresh as 
toys on Christmas and nobody is 
laughing. It’s absurd.

So what did Fr. McManus have 
to say about preaching? Well, it’s 
curious, but he was quite insistent 
that preaching ought not to teach 
anything nor explain anything. Its 
function, rather, is to proclaim 
(whatever that means), and of 
course, there is a problem about 
what the preaching is to proclaim. 
Fr. McManus said that since young 
people are turned off by the old 
“ articulations”  of the Faith, it is 
impossible to go back to “ obsolete 
theology.” The answer, however, 
is not new theology either. Ap
parently, there should be no 
theology. I quote: “ We are much 
better off if we are forced to start 
anew. We can speak with plain and 
evangelical sim plicity.”  Now 
what, I ask, is “ evangelical sim
plicity?”  Is it perhaps the “ sim
plicity”  of those parables by which 
Jesus preached — and which 
usually His own disciples couldn’t 
understand? Or is it perhaps the 
“ sim plicity”  of St. John’ s 
prologue, with its Logos-theology? 
Is it anything like the “ simplicity” 
of St. Paul’s teaching on grace and 
predestination? Perhaps the 
greatest preacher in Christian 
history was St. John Chrysostom. 
But his sermons, eminently 
evangelical, were neither plain nor 
simple. St. John Chrysostom 
certainly didn’t think that the 
Gospel was simple, which is the 
reason, no doubt, why he never 
mastered the trick of 
“ proclaim ing”  them without 
patient exposition and elaborate 
teaching.

Let there be no mistake about the 
real import of McManus’ ap
parently trivia l remarks. He 
rejects, in effect, the entire 
patristic heritage. His root 
assumption is that the Good News 
was originally something “ plain 
and simple,”  something that only 
became obscure or technical when 
generations of “ hellenized” minds

Birmingham, Ala., whose remarks 
were unexceptionable and brief. 
The Bishop’s sat down and was 
replaced by the Afro-nun.

Now this woman is a winner. I 
warn the reader in advance that 
what I am about to say will strike 
some as beyond the pale of charity. 
But in the republic of manners, 
must truth always remain a 
second-class citizen? Are there no 
times when a performance is so 
outrageous that charity itself 
demands rough censure? I think 
there are such times.

Meanwhile, Sister was clad in a 
chic, dark green, double-knit midi,

with an off-white and black silk 
print blouse, saffron scarf, rings 
and things, coiffure au naturel. She 
had the stage manner of one who, 
long ago, was encouraged to think 
of herself as articulate. She an
nounced that she would speak 
sharp things and oracles flowing 
from the depths of her otherness. 
We are all on tippy-toe.

Then she said, “ I am a rather 
traditionalist kind of Catholic”  
(gasps, uncertain laughter, and a 
long pause), “ with my own kind of 
tradition”  (sighs of relief and 
relaxed guffaws).
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Let there be no mistake about the 
real import of McManus’ ap
parently triv ia l remarks. He 
rejects, in effect, the entire 
patristic heritage. His root 
assumption is that the Good News 
was originally something “ plain 
and simple,”  something that only 
became obscure or technical when 
generations of “ hellenized” minds 
got to work on it. Besides being 
theological nonsense, proximate to 
heresy, McManus’ position is 
scientifically and sociologically 
incompetent.

Scientifically, it has been 
demonstrated that even the oldest 
strata of the synoptic tradition 
presupposed the theological 
kerygm a. The New Testament 
fairly bristles with difficult and 
technical terminology. There is no 
possibility of getting behind it to a 
“ simple”  message, just as there is 
no possibility of distinguishing the 
faith from its classical “ ar
ticulations.”

Sociologically, it is nonsense to 
say that young people are 
alienated by traditional language 
and theology. The whole, dense 
jargon of King James fun
damentalism is turning them on in 
droves. It is precisely the attempt 
to somehow express Christianity 
without technical and traditional 
terminology that leaves them cold. 
The “ religionless”  Christianity 
fiasco was an attempt to deal with 
a late-fifties, early-sixties crowd to 
whom God was “ dead.”  But God is 
not the least dead to the newer 
youth. One does wish that these 
experts would keep up to date.

Fr. McManus was succeeded on 
the podium by Bishop Vath of


