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WOMEN'S C'RDINATION

Letter to the A
Delegate

The conclusion of the Vatican
Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith rthat the church does. not
consider herself authorized to admit
women to the priesthood is “not
sustained by the evidence and the
arguments alleged in its support,”
according to 23 theologians on the
of the Jesuit School of
Theologv in Berkeley. Calif. In an
open letter to the apostolic delegate in
the U.S., Archbishop Jean Jadot, the
theologians said that the Doctrinal
Congregation's Jan. 27 declaration on
the ordination of women erred in
arguing the case against women
priests on the basis of dogmatic
impossibiliy. “TI'o sayv that we have
never ordained women in the past and
therefore, cannot do so now, is [0
ignore the fact that the issue has never
arisen in precisely these contemporary
terms and within the new realization
of women's place in the world,” they
said. The text of their letter — which
was delivered to Archbishop Jadot in

- Washington, D.C. on March 16 by

Rev. James Connor, S.J., president of
the American Jesuit Conference —

Sollows.

Your Excellency: Christ’'s Peace!
We, the wundersigned
theologians of the pontifical faculty of

postolic

the Jesuit School of Theology at
Berkeley, address this letter to you as
the representative of the Holy Father
to the American church.

We wish to discuss the recent
declaration of the Sacred
Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith regarding the ordination of
women to priesthood which asserts:
“The church, in fidelity to the
example of the Lord, does not
consider herself authorized to admit
women to priestly ordination.”

We are not attempting here an
extended investigation of the entire
question of women's ordination, nor
IS it our purpose here to present a
comprehensive argument that
women should be admitted to the
ministerial priesthood. Rather it 1s
our judgment that the conclusion of
the declaration is not sustained by the
evidence and the arguments alleged
in its support, and that it could
sanction within the church a practice
of serious injustice. It is for th's
reason that we send to you an

~ expression of dissent and of appeal.

An Important Pre-Note:
The whole purpose of our
writing will be vitiated beyond repair
continued on page 667
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Theologhas —coried Jrom front pase

il the nature of our dissent iy misunderstood,
Public disapereement and frankness ol response
x“nrtm he taken in other cultures of read by
anfriendly eyes as schism or as insult or as dis-
obedicnce 10 lawlul authonty.

Precisely the opposite 15 the wise. We
dissent not because we disassociale ourselves in
any way Irom the atholic Church or from the
Roman pontitl, but berause we feel ourselves
very much united with both. Dissent i our
culture is the protest of those who belong. 11 1S
the loyal opposition of those who feel that thetr
very identification is leading them into @
situation in which they scem o acgiesee "
what is cvil

For theologians, dissenl 15 neither a
luxury nor a rhetoric There are times when
those whose  lives are conseorated 1o the
assimilation and explanation ol the word ol
God, cannol renuin silent when that word s
attenuated seriously by mdifference o1 by crrol
or by insensitivity of by ignorance.  The
question then  becomes ong of conscience.
Dissent becomes o moral imperative, and at
this  moment s of  morality  thereare - no
spectators  Not (o act is il own modahty ol
entrance into the deed — as emphatically as s
approval or prosceution.

The Dissent:

It is with this understandimg that we ask
Your Excellency to convey to the Toly | ather
and to the Doctrinal Congregationour
disappomtment and  disagreement with  the
determination of tns congrepation reparding
the ordination of women. Tt is simply not
evident to us that fidelity to the example of
Jesus. who incorporated the human race into a
unity  within  himself,  would demand  that
women be excluded because ol their sex from
the sacramental and poverning lunctions within
the church forever and on princple.

Il the Doctrinal Congresation  had
confined ity discussion o the  present
opportuneness ol the ordination ol women to
the priesthood, alleging the practice o the
Oriental church, the position o women in
dilferent cultures, the contemporary attacks on
the Holy Sce from the far night, it swould have
issucd  a dechiation  whose  reasonableness
would not have been legitimitely questioned,
although its concinsions might well have been.
There is a sanity about allowing for caltural
growth, and the church must both fead and
procced in terms ol the  development  of
consciousness throughout the entire workl.

But the thrust of the declaration s not in
terms ol organic and histonical desvelopments,
but in terms of dogmatic impossibility, The
fnu_nd;uiﬂnﬂ of its arguments are laid in sacred
scripture, the fathers ol the church, the
unaltered tradition ol the past 2,000 years, and
the nature ol the sacramental sign. 1t s our
j_u:igmn::nl that nonc of these, cither
individually or collectively, can bear the weight

assigned. The hinees ol a letter do not alliss us
(o present our esfended investigitions of the
use o cach ol 1ese loci theologict. Here we
simply summanz  the conclusions ol our work,

1. The scriptural evidence does nol
allow for any settlement ol the question onee
and tor all on the possible aecession ol women
o the presbyterate. This was the judgment of
the Pontifical Biblical Commission and once with
which we agree. The  dedlaration fils 1o
acknowledge that at s disagreemg, with the
Pontitical Biblical Commission and 10 provide
adequate grounds for so doing. What s more,
the declaration sometimes  uses biblical data
wilh a questionable exegetical methodology and
with presuppositions that allow the contextual
meaning, ol certain  passages 1o he
compromiscd.

> Of the imtial five patristic authoriies
cited. only one (Epiphanius) clearly and dircctly
supports  the  prohibition of  women's
ordination, while one other (Tertullan) oflers a
basis for argument that this should be the vise,
but no one would admit the truth of the basis
for his argument today.  The other  three
citations are basically irrelevant. OF the second
series of patristic authorities alleged, only one
(Constitutiones  Apostolicac)  olters  some
support for the statement for which it is cited.
I'he others do not, *

(I the most important and persuasive
patristic passages have been referred to by the
declaration, then the patristic argument s (oo
weak to be of any importance. We are certainly
not confronted with the “‘unammous conscnl
of the fathers' which is generally required for
the establishment of a theological position.

3 The notion of tradition used i the
declaration is that ol the inllexible Lransmission
of past practices, regardless of the cultures oul
of which they came and the needs o which
they responded.  Both  the development  of
doctrine and  the vitality of any tradition
indicate  that what is handed on must be
transkated into the contemporary idiom and
respond to the discerned presence ol the Spinl
of Christ. bringing the evolving church into
closer fidelity to the gospel. To say that we have
never  ordained  women in the  past and
therefore. cannot do so now, is lo ignore 1he
fucl that the issue has never arisen in precisely
these contemporary terms and within the new
realization of women's place in the world,

4. The sacramental sign necessary (o acl
in persona Christi 1s 1o be located within the
human person rather than within masculine or
feminine  sexuality.  There is  a legitimate
concern of the declaration that “‘the image ol
Christ'” be perceived by the faithful n the
pricst. We do not sec how women's ordination
would dergeate from this,

On the contrary, the presence ol women
as priests, as well as men, could be an abiding
sign to the faithful that all Christians “"have pul
on Christ Jesus'™ and in this wdentification hes
their hope for salvation. 1L is simply a matter of
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Cyet that the excluston of womer ‘rom priestly
ardination in our day does not rcintoree tthe
image of Chrst™ for a growing number of
people.  but rather symbohizes sexual
discrimination within the church. '

The declaration correctly maintiins that
no single person can fay cluim to ordinalion as i
personal nght. The profound issue of justice
docs not arise because one wonuan has becn
denicd preshyteral orders. The issue of justice
iv engaged when an entire class of Catholics 1S
antecedently excluded on principle even from
the possibility Lhat Christ might call them 10
this ministry. so that simply because they are
wonien it s impossible 10 admit them to this
service ol word and of sacrament.

The exclusion of any group of Christians
from o lite or from a function Lo which they lecl
4 call s so oserious an action by the church, 1t
should be supported as an obvious demand ot
the gospel.  Any evidence should be
overws helming which makes discrimination an
imperative. This declaration does nol contain
stiich evilencee.

The declaration offers neither
encouragement nor leadership to the prowing
movement for the rightful evolution of women
within the church. The emerging CONSCIOUSNESS
of women's rights is 4 major moral
development of our times. and one which the
declaration positively acknowledged.

Despite this recognition, hawever, the
declaration  retards  that  movement and
commits the people of God 10 abiding and
exclusive government by men. In is decision,
the Roman congregation may well be repecaling
1 ity own form and through its insuflicicnt
sensitivity o the  1Ssucs mvolved, such
condemnations as those of the Chinesc rites. of
the Copernican  understanding of the solar
system, and ol the carly emerging  bibhcal
morement at the turn of the century.

This is the reason that we wnte 10 you.
Your Escellency. Roman congregations have
made setinus mistakes in the past whose harm
to the church we continue 1o experience
conturivs afterwards. We believe that we may
well be on a similar path again, and the eflect of
aligning  priesthood  with masculinity  may
identify the church as regressive for millions of
hunan beings in the future. 1Uis our conviction
that  this declaration, becausc of the laulty
nature of its argumentation and conclusions,
could impose a grave injustice on Catholic
women and undermine the position of the
wecessor of Peter within the United States,
continuing  what  has  become  a SCrinus
dissipation of his authority.

The appeal which we make 10 Your
I'seellency s really threefold:

—That the concerns and judgments ol
the muembers of this  pontifical  faculty ol
theology be communicated to the Holy Father
and 1o the Doctninal Congregation.

—That in the future. any document

which is to bear so directly upon the hves and

elf-understanding of so many members of the

church be submitted as a matler of policy to the o

bishops. theological faculties throughout the
world, and 10 appropriale representative bodies

of those scriously aflfected. Only after this ~
widespread consultation should something so
serious be given authoritative sanction by one
of the Roman congregalions.

—The declaration left open the
ordination of women to the diagonate and we
ask that it be instituted now as soon as possible,
giving sacramental and public sanction for
ministries  which  many women have becn
authorized 1o perform alrcady within the
church and which they arc performing so
successfully. We believe that expanding the
church's experience  here  would iluminate
r ™

“It is simply not evident to
us that fidelity to the example
of Jesus...would demand that
women be excluded because
of their sex from the
sacramental and governing
functions within the church
forever and on principle.”

\ : ==

successfully the evolving discernment about
the church's decisions and actions in the future.

We recognize that these three measures
will not end the discussion of women's
ordination to the priesthood. but they will allow
it to continue organically and gracclully within
the developing self-understunding  of  the
church. The growing discernment and
incorporation of the Spirit of Christ Into our
aructures. i all that we hnally hope for
through this lettcr.

In sending this as an open letler. Y our
Excellency, we follow a practice of general
discussion which is as old as our nation The
declaration itsell is a public document. The
letters of praise which it has clicited from many
bishops and Catholic groups have been printed
in Osservatore Romano, 1n diocesan
newspapers. and in the sccular press. These
letters with their comments mdicate 1wo things:
(at evaluation is not out of order, and that this
cvaluation is public. Once such a seene has
heen set. it would denigrate the church 1o
pretend o public tha there I8 no  scrious
contrary opinion or 1o deny this dissent the
public  voice granted to the alternative
cvaluation.

Second.  we muake our rellections
public o supporl n their pain those who have
read in this declaration a decision that women
will always occupy a sccondary role within the
church. There (s no question thal ~soeme have
tiken serious scandal from this declaration, thal
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so decisive a document could be issued whose

.«.1‘::1.~:.ulmnun wias  so mimmal and - whose

2

argumentiion appears so weak, Perbaps thes
letter can give hope 1o some who fecl here a
deep imustice, indicating that one can disagree
without either leaving the church or withoul o

destructive billerness and mutual
recrinumn:lion
Finally. then, plcase understand  the

profound love for the church and for the vicar
of Christ that has led to this dissent and Lo s
open expression. It was a woman — Beatrice,
Dante’s symbol for theology — who put so well
the spirit in which we write: *" dmae i mosse,
che mi fa parlare.” (Int. it 720 Tos love which
has brought us 1o speak.®

Sieners: Joweph A Tetlow, S, presdents Ardrew
1 Dufner. S 1. dean, Fdward M. O Flabeite, 5 1. mector,
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Mehae! 3 Buckley, 510 avonw prodesaaw ol
aslemate thoeokogy  amd spurituality, fohn Coleman, S )
ot professay of rehigron and sty Prowvahkb | Gl N )
asst  professor theolopy . Phabyy
Schmite, S vmiting professor of pastoral theokgy, | rnesd
R Narmmmez, S 1. adp oot prolessor ol savied sonptune,
My T, Corcoran, S, for  aoademie melabions,
Willam ). Pukeo, S ). et protessin of sacned sengpriaie,

Thowts N Bt S ). ol osst probessor ol
svstematic theology,  Sandra M Schnendeis, TN assl
professor New  Testament studhes and spinituadily, Joeph
M. Powers, S )L assw professor of systenuitn theologs,
Robert M Daley, 81, prolessan ol meral theodops . T ewis
MOoCox, Sl assee proostessor ol spinitaabity, Dl
Stogaman, S, asst, protessor of systematic theojopy |

Auhae! L Cook, S 1, asst prodessor o systemalig
theologs . Thomas Lo Schubeck, 810 st prolessor ol
religion and sexacty, tohn 11 Waght, S 10 professor ol
svstematic theology, Trank A Molony S 1 diveciot ol Tiehd
cducanion:  Chis Bennctt, S5 5, st an held
cducation,  Roderwh A P Mackenawe, S0 vising
professor of O Testament, James L mpeieur, S
professor ol systenntic theology
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Archbishop Jadot

Archbishop Jean Jadot, apostolic
delegate in the U.S., has forwarded 1o the
Vatican the letter  he  received  from 23
theologians ai the Jesuir School of Theology in
Berkeley, Calif., according to a statemoent he
issied  March 24, While  the  church s
“enlightencd” by the waork of theologians, he
saic. it is the church throuch  her official
teachers.. who can and wuist discern what iy
changeable and what is not.” His statement

Sollows.

As requested by the signers ol the open
letter, 1 have transmitted the document to the
[loly Sce.

I wish 10 note the following: as the
declaration states, the Catholic Church doces
not  consider  hersell authonized o admit
women o priestly ordination. Her teaching s
normative lor Cathohes,

As new questions are raised, the church
is enlightened by the studics of theologrns.
But. it is the church through her official
teachers, under the gudance of the Holy Spiril,
who can and must discern what 15 changeable
and what 15 not.

In discussing the role of women m the
church — a role that evervone agiees should be
expanded — it is important not ta lose sight of
the unique contributions  which women can
that this
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cquality of men and women were Lo he reduced
to a practical uniformity of roles and functions.
Were (his to come about, the church and the
whole human family would be poorer, not
richer.m :
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