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Ubi Petrus, ibi ecclesia.
Where Peter is, there is the Church.Where Peter is, there is the Church.Where Peter is, there is the Church.
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Dear ACCC Members and Associates
Many priests have reported an increase in their Mass 
attendance since the ý lm, The Passion of the Christ has The Passion of the Christ has The Passion of the Christ
commenced screening. Its appearance has generated 
much discussion about Christ and his passion in the 
daily press. It would seem that everyone wants to take 
a position on the ý lmôs value. The ý lm of course can 
only be a catalyst or a means of presenting the reality 
about Christ. It should give great heart to priests about 
the ability of the wonder and mystery of Christ to speak 
for itself!  As priests of the New Covenant we have the 
responsibility and the privilege of proclaiming the Good 
News about Jesus Christ to the men and women of our 
age. If we do the proclaiming, fearlessly and consistently 
we have the promise that the Lord will grant the increase. 
The work of evangelisation is the work of God! We 
should take new heart from the evidence that the men 
and women of our time are open to the things of God. 
We must remember, ñFaith comes through hearingò. If 
we are silent then the message of Christ is not proclaimed 
as the Lord desires.
Another matter that can encourage us to be bold and 
fearless arises from the Ad limina address of the Holy 
Father to our bishops in March. The Pope encourages 
our bishops to teach the meaning and the necessity of 
participation in Sunday Mass:

Any weakening in the Sunday observance of Holy 
Mass weakens Christian   discipleship and dims the 
light of witness to Christôs presence in our world.

A new coný dence can emerge from this charge from the 
Holy Father. We should not just lie down and bemoan the 
falling away of the faithful from Sunday Mass, but take 
up the challenge of thorough catechesis at every level 
about the reason for Sunday observance and also the 
obligation that is attached to it. We need not be afraid of 
boldly proclaiming the sovereignty of God in all things, 
especially in the time we give to God. We as priests can 
play an important role in assisting the faithful to keep 
the Lordôs Day by watching over the groups that are 
associated with our parishes. Social, sporting or other 
groups that claim allegiance to our parishes should be 
discouraged from programming events at the same time as 
Sunday Mass or at times which diminish the opportunities 
of the faithful to fulý l the Sunday obligation.
The presence and action of Christ, Our Risen Lord 
affords us hope and vitality. As priests may we address 
the challenges that confront us with coný dence and 
vigour!

Rev. John Walshe, PP  National Chairman

Dear Readers:
I am looking forward to the June 2004 Annual Conference, 
not because the international speaker will necessarily be 
better than the ñhome grownò ones whose inspiring talks I 
have published, but because this yearôs speakers are likely 
to deliver ñpapersò, rather than talks, and the extreme 
labour of transcription and editing may be eased!  Many 
thanks for appreciative feedback!
At our last Executive meeting it was decided to give 
a $100 book voucher to all newly ordained Australian 
diocesan priests (so please advise us, if you miss out!).  
It was also decided that notice of member deaths be 
included where these are advised (Iincluded where these are advised (Iincluded where these are advised (  shall not be doing I shall not be doing I
the seeking!).  It was also thought that ñlivesò of deceased 
priest members be submitted, or ñMy favourite priestò 
pieces.  Again, I shall be happy of submissions, but will 
not be doing the seeking! as simply doing what I do is a 
lot for a busy parish priest.  Submissions/suggestions of 
papers are invited.
Again, I am grateful to those who assisted me in bringing 
this issue to publication.  

                                 Editor
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Two papers in this issue present addresses by the keynote 
speaker at our 2003 Conference in Adelaide.  These have 
been edited to retain their ñtalkò character.  Precise biblical 
references have mostly not been introduced, and quotations 
follow the extemporary form from the Greek given during 
the talks.  Headings are due to the Editor. (Ed.)

Awakening to St Paul

I must confess that I never really liked St Paul.  Iôm not 
sure whether you do or donôt.  None of us can remember 
life without St Paul. Iôd heard him and read him of course, 
but when I turned to Biblical Studies, I have to say that 
I wasnôt particularly drawn to Paul.  Iôm not sure why, 
but he just didnôt appeal.  I knew he was important, but 
there wasnôt that deeper sense of being drawn to the 
ý gure of Paul.  I did not ý nd him attractive.  So I did  
the bare minimum.  Then when I came back from my 
doctoral work, which Iôd done on Luke, I got off the 
plane from Rome, and they said, ñWelcome home, Mark.  
Congratulations on the doctorate and in two weeks time 
youôre going to be teaching St Paul.ò  I said, ñBut I havenôt 
got a thought on St Paul!ò  They replied, ñWhatôs that got 
to do with it?ò 

Now about half way through that first semester of 
teaching, a penny kind of dropped and it was as if scales 
fell from my eyes and I saw St Paul as if for the ý rst time 
ï as the Paul I had never known.  I thought I knew Paul.  
And you might think you know Paul too, but donôt be too 
sure because heôs far stranger I think than ever meets the 
casual eye.  So, I met him for the ý rst time.  And out of 
that experience of encounter with Paul I think that became 
probably the most memorable course Iôve ever taught.  I 
didnôt see it coming, and I think in some ways the hand of 
God was in the midst of it, but I still that the best course 
Iôve ever taught at an undergraduate level was that one 
on St Paul.  I probably know more about other aspects 
of Scripture.  But the whole thing was teaching out of a 
sense of encounter and the sense of excitement I think that sense of encounter and the sense of excitement I think that sense of encounter
it generates made it a memorable experience.

Since that experience of coming to know St Paul ï not 
just as text or as some kind of body of theological insight, 
but to know Paul as ñfriendò ï the discovery of Paul as a 
parable of priestly leadership has been one of the more 
decisive things in my own priestly journey. So now in 
my little chapel in Melbourne, I have an icon of St Paul 
from St Paul Outside the Walls up the front to the right of 
the tabernacle, in recognition of what I have learnt about 
my ministry of priests and bishops from St Paul, and 
what I continue to learn.  Heôs not the most immediately 
attractive personality in some ways, but I think he bears 
more than a trace of the prophet Jeremiah, and I often 
see in his letters the ý gure of Jeremiah þ itting down the 
corridors of the text, and almost everywhere there lurks 
the shadow of Jeremiah.  I think Paul was temperamentally 
drawn to Jeremiah, who is the most tender and the most 
terrible of the prophets. And I think itôs that strange 

combination that drew me to Paul.  The question then is, 
ñWhat might he teach us about ourselves in the priestly 
life today?ò  

Paul: contrary to biblical anonymity

You see the thing is this, biblical literature almost always 
is deeply and deliberately impersonal.  For instance, ñWho 
wrote the four Gospels?ò  In fact, we do not know!  They 
are anonymous texts.  Who wrote the soaring and splendid 
stories that ý lled the book of Genesis for instance? Again 
the answer is, We donôt know.  And the question is why donôt 
we know who wrote those extraordinary stories that ý ll the 
book of Genesis, and why donôt we know who wrote the 
Gospels?  The answer is that those who did write them donôt 
want us to know.

Now, why do they expend so much of their time and their 
literary skill in covering their tracks?  The question is a 
theological one.  The answer is this: if you go back to the 
book of Genesis: Who brings God on stage? Who decides 
what God will say and do, and when and how God will 
say and do whatever he does in the world of the biblical 
stories?  Who?  Itôs the biblical narrator who creates the 
narrative world, and itôs the biblical narrator who brings 
God on stage and who put words on Godôs lips and who 
decides what God will do.  Iôm not saying itôs fabrication, 
but what I am saying is that itôs the author who creates a 
literary world and who is therefore in control in the world 
that the author creates?  In that sense who is really ñgodò?  
Answer: the narrator.  You see the theological problem?  In 
order to glorify God, he has, as it were, to rival God, but 
lest he be seen to rival the very God heôs seeking to glorify 
he hides himself and his magniý cent literary skills.  So itôs a himself and his magniý cent literary skills.  So itôs a himself
rhetoric of self-effacement ï very skilfully and deliberately 
undertaken ï in order to serve the gloriý cation of God.  In 
other words, ñDonôt look at me! Look at God!ò  

Similarly, the evangelist has taken a cue from the Old 
Testament.  In order to glorify Jesus, they have to create 
the literary world where they decide when Jesus enters the 
scene, what Jesus will say and how he will say it, and they 
make quite different decisions. This makes it all the more 
striking that, in the case of Jeremiah and Paul, you have 
literature which drips with a name and a personality in a 
way that is unusual not just for biblical literature, but for 
the ancient world.  Our sense of individual personality is 
not something that is much found in ancient literatures.  So 
it is extraordinary that the Letters of Paul drip with a sense 
of personality, individuality and identity.  This is literature 
that could hardly be more personal.  And at one stage he 
even grabs the stylus from the scribe as he is dictating and 
writes, ñSee with what big letters I write my name!ò  

St Paul the man, the message

Whatôs going on in these Letters that are drip with a name 
and a personality?  It seems to me that the man himself, the 
medium, becomes the message, and thatôs why I say that Paul 

Saint Paul: parable of priestly leadership
Bishop Mark Coleridge*



The Priest3

himself is the ñwordò or the parable.  In other words you 
canôt, as it were, prescind from the man and his story, and 
take simply the message.  You have to count the man himself, 
come to grips with his personality, come to grips with his 
story as a parable of leadership, ñpriestly leadershipò as Iôve 
called it ï and a story that is valid in every time and place.  
So the man himself is the message. 

Who was he?  He was a Pharisee, a Jew.  Was he born of poor 
parents?  I think not.  Paul was of a wealthy background.  
How else could you explain the level of his education? He 
was bi-cultural.  He would have used the name Paul when 
he went to school.  Saul was his name at home.  Much the 
way that we have kids these days who are Jimmy Nguyen.  
In other words, the name theyôre called at home is too 
difý cult elsewhere, so Paul would have used one of the 
most common names of the Greco-Roman world, Paulus, 
right from the start.  So you ý nd two names, he was bi-
cultural, a man between worlds.  It seems that at an early 
age ï this was quite common ï he was sent to Jerusalem 
to study.  And undertook there rabbinic studies which 
lead him to the moment of persecution.  Now just on this 
persecution, it has to be said itôs difý cult to understand why 
Paul was persecuting the Christians.  Iôm not going into the 
historical detail, but there are real questions here because it 
wasnôt at all common.  In fact, thereôs almost no evidence 
to suggest that Jew persecuted Jew at this time.  But Paul 
says it himself in Galatians and this is where when you hear 
it from him, youôve got to accept that itôs true, even if we 
donôt understand it.  This is where there are a lot of gaps in 
the story.  Now, I want to focus now upon one of the two 
moments that really represent the twin pillars of the Pauline 
phenomenon and itôs the story of what is often called his 
ñconversionò.  Now one of the questions is, Are we dealing 
with a conversion at all?  I suspect not.  Now let me start ý rst 
of all with the account of Paulôs ñconversionò, and again I 
stress that ñthis is your lifeò.  So if Iôm talking about Paul, 
I am really talking about each of you.  

Reading Paul as ñyour lifeò

Letôs now make it clear that a fundamental principle in the 
reading Scripture is that this is your life.  Itôs not ñonce upon 
a timeò.  And thatôs why I say Paul was a parable of priestly 
leadership, and fundamental to that statement is the claim 
that this is about you, although not just about ñyouò.  Itôs a 
kind of an interpretation of you.  We call the Scriptures the 
Word of God; but I sometimes think it would be better to 
call them the interpretation of God.  Each of us is in danger interpretation of God.  Each of us is in danger interpretation of God
of being cast adrift on the seas of our own uncertainties, 
anxieties, ambiguities and opacities.  Who will interpret 
you to yourself?  The answer is God.  So in the text, a 
word spoken to you, as an interpretation of yourself ï and interpretation of yourself ï and interpretation of yourself
thatôs what I mean when I talk about a parable of priestly 
leadership.

So letôs turn now to the road to Damascus.  The question 
is not the historical one, Why was he going?  Our question 
here is, What happens in this moment?  There are two great 
turning points in the Pauline journey, one is the Damascus 
road experience and the other is the brawl at Antioch.  So 
letôs focus upon those two experiences and what they can tell 
us about what it means for us to be priests today. So, ý rst of 

all, Damascus Road, where Paul comes to two great insights 
that he will never forget and that he will spend the rest of his 
life unpacking.  So letôs try and name the insights.

First insight: Jesus is Lord

Here we see powerful Paul riding off to Damascus with a 
letter in his back pocket from the Sanhedrin.  This is power!  
Now at this point of seeming power he is knocked down!  
Why now, we donôt know.  Certainly Luke insists upon the 
exquisite timing of Jesus in his Gospel.  Jesus knows the right 
moment to knock you down.  His timing is perfect.  All right, 
so, the question at this point is who is in fact in control? Paul 
seems to be in control and powerful, but what he comes to 
see ï and this is the ý rst of these two great insights ï can be 
expressed in the simplest and most ancient of all Christian 
creeds, Jesus is Lord.  Now what does it mean?  It means Jesus is Lord.  Now what does it mean?  It means Jesus is Lord
in some fairly general and rather bland sense that Jesus is 
ñin controlò.  Paul is clearly not in control at this point.  
Thereôs a world of what ñseems to beò, and in that world 
Paul seems to be ñin controlò.  But thatôs not the world of 
ñwhat isò, and in fact the whole of the Bible is really about 
making the journey out of the world of what ñseems to beò, out of the world of what ñseems to beò, out
and into the world of ñwhat isò.  

Obedience as the path to freedom

What else does Jesus is Lord mean?  To understand what Jesus is Lord mean?  To understand what Jesus is Lord
else it would have meant for Paul, keep in mind that he was 
a Pharisee.  Now who were the Pharisees?  They get a bad 
press in the New Testament, yet Christianity is closest to 
Pharisaism of all the different sects within Judaism.  What 
was the Pharisee looking for?  Freedom ï the most deeply 
human search for freedom.  And where was freedom to be 
found according to the Pharisee?  Strict obedience to the 
Law.  What was the whole purpose of the Law?  It wasnôt to 
tie people down, it was to set them free.  In other words, our 
forebears came forth from the land of Egypt in the Exodus, 
that was great for them, but what about us?  How do we 
come forth from our Egypt in our time and place?  Or is it 
all just ñonce upon a timeò.  The whole point of the Law 
and obedience to it was to say that Exodus wasnôt ñonce 
upon a timeò but ñnow and alwaysò.  And how do you come 
forth from captivity, whatever it is?  Obey the Law.  So the 
Pharisee was scrupulous about obedience to the Law, not 
because he was some kind of legalist, but because beneath 
all of that there was the search for freedom, the search for 
Exodus, for a liberation that was complete.

The ñwordò giving freedom

Now, the ý rst and only commandment, what is it?  We call 
them the ñcommandmentsò ï in Hebrew theyôre ñwordsò, 
to bring light out of darkness as the word of God did in the 
beginning.  Every time this one and only commandment is 
given to us in the Scripture, it is formulated in a very precise 
way.  It has three elements.  Fathers, what are they?  First: 
ñHear, O Israel, I am the Lord your Godò; Second: ñWho 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of slaveryò; 
Third:  ñYou shall have no other God beside me.ò

Very often we jump from the ý rst element to the third, 
leaving out the crucial second element.  Itôs not, ñI am the 
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Lord your God, you shall have no other gods beside meò.  
Godôs action, ñwho brought you out of the land of Egyptò is 
crucial in the schema.  If you leave out the second element 
ï what God does ï youôre in danger of ending up with a 
religion that simply blesses the status quo.  The ý rst element 
speaks of relationship: ñI am the Lord your Godò. But whatôs 
the effect or effect or effect purpose of the relationship?  Why does God 
relate to us?  Answer: to set slaves free.  Here again you see 
the Scripture interpreting you: you are in some way a slave.  
The logic of Pharaoh is ñonce a slave, always a slaveò; and 
the whole purpose of biblical revelation is to inculcate this 
counter-logic, and ñno other godsò ï and this is the linchpin 
of Paulôs life, which is why I dwell on it ï ñno other godsò, 
not because God is insecure or anxious that heôs going to lose 
business: ñNo other godsò because every other god either 
leaves you in Egypt or takes you back there.  All other gods 
end up like Pharaoh.  Thereôs only one God who sets slaves 
free and thatôs the strange God of Paul.  

Liberating encounter with the risen Lord

The claim that Jesus is Lord speaks therefore of the
liberating lordship of God.  This is the thing that Paul had liberating lordship of God.  This is the thing that Paul had liberating lordship of God
sought most persistently and passionately through his life as 
Pharisee.  But what you see in the early chapters of Romans 
is a man who knows that heôs looking for the right thing in 
the wrong place.  In other words, he is looking for the fulness 
of liberation by obeying the Law, and the sense of radical 
frustration in that search is voiced in the early chapters of 
Romans. The Pharisee thought he could ý nd freedom, but 
Paul in his heart of hearts is saying, ñBut it canôt be found 
here.  I know that for a fact!ò And the frustration comes to a 
climax in Romans 7:24 where he says, ñWho will deliver me 
from this body doomed to death?ò  Who?  And the answer 
comes immediately in the next verse, ñThanks be to God 
in Christ Jesus our Lord!ò  The fulness of the liberating 
lordship of God is mediated only through the encounter 
with the risen Christ, such as Paul has here on the road 
to Damascus.  Thatôs all that Christianity is according to 
Paul, and according to the whole of Christian history: the 
encounter with the risen Christ!  Thatôs why weôre not, in 
the strict sense, a ñreligionò.  Weôre an ñencounter with 
Christò.  If there has been no encounter, thereôs just the 
panoply of religion, and thatôs when the rot sets in.  But if 
there is the encounter with the risen Christ, then even all that 
is shadowed and tawdry and messy in the life of the Church 
cannot conceal the magniý cence at the heart of the mess.  
You see the mess, but youôre not crushed or weighed down 
by it. And whatôs this ñmagniý cenceò?  Iôm not talking about 
the glories of the Vatican or whatever, however magniý cent 
they may be.  I am talking about the encounter with Christ, 
and that as truly liberating.  Now this was and remains 
crucial for an understanding of Paul.

Second insight: power in powerlessness

Letôs move on to the second of his two insights, which you 
pick up in the strange words placed on the lips of Christ 
who knocks Paul down.  In fact, the encounter with the risen 
Christ is always a ñknockdownò.  You see it in the stories 
of encounter with the Risen Lord at the end of the Gospels.  
They are the seeds of Christianity, and thereôs a pattern to 
them.  Jesus is not expected ï he comes ñout of nowhereò.  

Theyôre not sitting around saying, ñWhenôs he coming?ò  
He comes ñout of nowhereò.  He ñknocks you downò and 
shakes the foundations of your life, and then you get a job!  
If you donôt get a job, you know itôs not the real Christ 
that youôve encountered. Itôs completely unexpected; itôs a 
knockdown; and you get a job.  Thereôs always that pattern 
to those encounter stories at the end of the Gospels or here 
in Acts.  in this moment of knockdown, Paul is stripped of 
power and that is fundamental to what I want to say to you 
today.  The seemingly powerful one is stripped of power, 
and in fact from this moment on until the moment when he is 
beheaded on the road to Ostia, his experience of the priestly 
ministry is an experience of being drawn more and more 
deeply into a kind of powerlessness.  But at the same time 
as heôs drawn more deeply into that kind of powerlessness 
and stripped of one kind of power, what he comes to see 
is that there is astonishingly a kind of empowerment that 
comes only in that disempowerment.  By being stripped of 
one kind of power, I am in fact empowered in another way 
that I never dreamt possible.  

Now this is fundamental to Paul, and itôs fundamental to him 
as a parable of priestly leadership.  I say, Fathers, that we 
are men who must be plunged more and more deeply into a 
kind of powerlessness in order to be empowered in the way 
that our ministry demands.  To be stripped ï this is where 
Paul, I think, is so incredibly fresh ï to be stripped of one 
kind of power is of course painful, even humiliating.  It is a 
knockdown experience and deeply disconcerting, because 
the logic of Pharaoh is a logic of the power to which you 
think you must cling.  But to be stripped of that and to 
be plunged more and more deeply into an experience of 
powerlessness is to me the key. From another angle, priestly 
ordination and then episcopal ordination is being lead from 
one depth to another of a kind of powerlessness.  I am far 
less in control of my life in some ways as a bishop that I 
was a priest. 

This is a theme to which I will return and itôs fundamental 
to what I want to say, because we are so much the signs of 
contradiction.  We stand up in a world that is geared to power, 
the world of Pharaohs and slaves; and we stand up and say, 
ñNoò ï we choose a path of powerlessness.  And how could 
we say other or do other if we are serious about living the 
mystery of the Lordôs cross.  So go back now to the strange 
words on the lips of Christ on the road to Damascus, ñSaul, 
Saul, why are you persecuting me?ò  Whatôs strange about 
those words?  Always look for whatôs strange in Scripture, 
because often itôs your foot inside the door of insight and 
understanding.

Corollary of second insight: 
Christ in his Body, the Church

He  says, ñWhy are you persecuting me?ò, and Paul could 
well have replied, ñIôm not persecuting you, Iôm persecuting 
them!ò.  Thatôs the point.  If you persecute ñthemò, you in 
fact persecute ñmeò.  It bowls me over every time I think of 
the extraordinary way that Paul came to describe the Church.  
And keep in mind that churches that heôs talking about are 
ramshackle communities of about 30 or 40 that were racked 
with problems.  If you think weôve got problems now, just go 
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and read one of his Letters!  The Church has always been a 
mess and ï I say this clearly ï thereôs never been a ñgolden 
ageò.  Sometimes people give the impression that there was 
a ñgolden ageò when we got it all right, and then something 
began to go wrong, and weôve been running downhill at a 
great rate ever since.  That is sheer nonsense when you read 
the New Testament.  The Church has been a mess from ñDay 
1ò.  The only question is whether or not we can perceive 
the magniý cence at the heart of the mess, and therefore 
experience of the liberating lordship of God in Jesus.

Letôs go back to the words, ñWhy are you persecuting me?ò  
Just try and de-familiarise yourself from Paulôs metaphor of 
the body of Christ.  How did he think of it?!   I sometimes 
have this same sense when I read Shakespeare or listen to 
Mozart.  How did they think of it?!  How did Shakespeare 
think of those words?  They are so astonishing!  Or Mozart, 
... whereôd he get it?  ..whereôd he hear that?!  Again itôs so 
astonishing.  But Paulôs metaphor, the Body of Christ, is no 
less amazing, given how early he came up with it and what 
he was dealing with, the realities of his communities.

The Church is Jesus

This is part two of the same insight but itôs the tough part.  
The Church is Jesus.  Now this is going to be hard to 
sell.  Everyone loves ñJesus, beautiful Jesus.ò  New Age 
bookshops are full of books on Jesus, you know sort of 
ñsweet Jesusò, ñgentle Jesus, meek and mildò.  But they 
certainly donôt want the Church.  Well, faced with that sort 
of claim, Paul would stand up and say, ñSorry, folks, but you 
canôt have one without the other; you just cannot!ò  And Paul 
would also say, ñIf you do that, almost certainly the Jesus that 
you end up with will end up looking and sounding just like 
é yourself.ò  Wouldnôt that be lovely!?  The only guarantee 
we are in touch, encountering, the real Jesus is if we are in 
touch with his Church.  It is only in the Church that you will 
encounter the real Jesus, and therefore know the real Jesus, and therefore know the real liberating
lordship of God.  Take any other path and youôll be going lordship of God.  Take any other path and youôll be going lordship of God
round and round in circles of ever deepening frustration, such 
as Paul himself knew and articulates in those early chapters 
of Romans.  Youôll be a classic case of someone looking for 
the right thing in the wrong place, and the Church certainly 
does not need priests who ý t into that category.

The Lord of the Church calls

So there we have the two insights that St Paul will spend the 
rest of his life unpacking, and this is why he will expend all 
of his energies in seeking to found and nurture communities 
around the Mediterranean basin. This is the fundamental 
apostolic task: to found and nurture communities of faith in 
which people can meet Jesus and therefore experience the 
liberating lordship of God.  And in a sense thatôs what we 
are.  What else are we called to do?  
Now letôs just follow the story from Damascus Road.  
He picks himself up and the story in fact is continued in 
Galatians.  And here we hear not Lukeôs voice, but Paulôs.  
Can we just have a look at the way he interprets that ñroadò 
experience, this overwhelming experience of encounter?  
This is what he says about it in Galatians: ñYouôve heard 
of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted the Church 
of God violently and tried to destroy it, and I advanced in 

Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people so 
extremely zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers.ò  
I sometimes think that the violence and the zealotry was a 
function of his anxiety, that he knew that the foundations of 
his religious cosmos in fact were shaking, and I sometimes 
think that there might have been some deep attraction to 
the ý gure of Jesus and to Christianity, and that his violence 
against Christianity that he speaks of here was an attempt 
to destroy the source of the attraction that he found deeply 
threatening.  This is a pattern psychologically.  But what 
follows is what interests me.  Here he interprets the 
Damascus Road experience in his own words: ñBut when 
he who had set me apart before I was born and had called me 
through his grace éò.  Is this echoing anything to you?  Yes, 
the call of Jeremiah.  It is almost verbatim!  You see whatôs 
going on, Paul is asking himself what does this experience 
mean; and in order to interpret the experience, where does 
he, a Pharisee, go?  To what we call the Old Testament, but 
which was the only Scripture he knew.  

Conversion or commission

So at this point is Paul interpreting the Damascus Road 
experience as a ñconversionò?  I donôt think so.  Heôs 
interpreting it primarily as a prophetic commission, and 
himself as a ñprophet to the nationsò.  And so on that score 
too Jeremiah was an attractive interpretative resource for 
Paul when asking what did the encounter, what did the call 
mean?  ñHe who set me apart before I was born and had 
called me to his grace.  He who called me, was pleased 
to reveal to me his Son.ò  Now this always fascinates me 
because almost all of the manuscripts, and the oldest and the 
most reliable, donôt have in Greek was pleased to reveal his 
son ñto meò; they say that he was pleased to reveal his son 
ñin meò [ , Gal 1:16, Gal 1:16, Gal 1:16], and thatôs different.  Now which 
did Paul in fact dictate?  I would bet my bottom dollar that 
he saidhe saidhe said  and he means ñwas pleased to reveal his 
son in meò.  So whatôs happened?  I think scholars through 
the centuries have looked at that and thought it a bit odd.  It 
seems to make more sense or to be more logical to say, òHe 
revealed his son to meò.  But thatôs not Paulôs point.  

The apostle becomes the revelation

So what is Paulôs point?  It is that he actually becomes the 
revelation!  Do you see the point?  Itôs what we would call 
a sacramental sense of his apostolic ministry.  He actually 
becomes the revelation.  So I think itôs a genuine misreading 
of Paul and of the manuscript evidence to read it as ñto 
meò. Because I think again that Paul as a parable of priestly 
leadership is fundamental, in the sense that he is actually 
becoming the revelation.  Fathers, the mystery inhabits us in 
ways that we at times donôt even glimpse or guess or imagine. 
Of course there is a revelation to us, but more radically there 
is a revelation in us.  And donôt expect ever to see the scope 
of it, but for Godôs sake see this reality.  This is fundamental 
to our priesthood now, because otherwise weôre wandering 
off down paths of merely functional understandings of the 
priestly ministry that take us nowhere and that are deeply 
unfaithful to the most ancient and venerable sources such 
as we are encountering here.  

Continued on page 34
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Dear brother priests, I ask you ... to show a special care for altar boys, who represent a kind of 
ñgardenò of priestly vocations.  The group of altar boys, under your guidance as part of the parish 
community, can be given a valuable experience of Christian education and become a kind of pre-
seminary.  Help the parish, as a family made up of families, to look upon the altar servers as their 
own children, like ñolive shoots around the tableò of Jesus Christ, the Bread of Life.
(Pope John Paul II Letter to Priests Holy Thursday 2004, para. 6.)*

A key 1994 text of the Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship 
and the Discipline of the Sacraments says, ñé the obligation 
to support é groups of altar boys will always continueò and 
urges priests to ñ... follow the noble tradition of having boys 
serve at the altarò (Cardinal Ortas, Prot. 2482/93).  In a 2001 
text the Congregation ampliý es that it remains an individual 
priestôs decision to select only boys (men) for serving the 
altar, and again acknowledges the ñwell known assistance 
[of this practice] ... since time immemorial in encouraging 
future priestly vocationsò (Cardinal Estevez, Prot.  2451/
00).  It is interesting to note that the latter text refers to 
authorisation of women (girls) serving the sanctuary as an 
ñinnovationò that, unexplained, may lead to ñhampering the 
development of priestly vocationsò.+  The Editor is of the view 
that ï ñexplainedò or ñnot explainedò ï this is an unhelpful 
ñinnovationò that will eventually wither.  

Introduction
I had a holy priest as a predecessor, and a priest who loved 
and was loved by children.  Yet, he made no progress with 
the sanctuary servers, and they were few in number, poorly 
trained, and poorly disciplined when I arrived.  I now have 
14 very keen boys ranging from 8 to 19, and have parents 
who are just amazed at the way that their children serve the 
Mass, and a higher Mass attendance, if only because the 
children want to come to Sunday Mass.  In many respects, I want to come to Sunday Mass.  In many respects, I want
ý nd it difý cult to work out why this is so, because there is a 
certain ñmagicò of a particular priest and particular children, 
and I am in awe before what I do not understand.  But there 
are some pointers that I identify, and it is these that I would 
like here to share.  Inevitably, itôs a bit ñpersonalò, and ñIò 
appears rather frequently.  But thatôs the nature of treating 
what are my reþ ections on this experience.

ñFather, you do what you dodo what you do!ò
These were the words of a seminarian when he saw that 
during Mass I was directing the children.  He asserted that 
I should be completely focused upon what I am doing as a completely focused upon what I am doing as a completel
priest, and the children will ñcatch onò.  After thought and 

ñNoble Traditionò: training altar boys
Father Paul-Anthony McGavin

prayer, I now say (to myself), ñMake sure that óchannel 
Number Oneô is highly focused on what you are doing in 
persona Christi.ò

ñIôve got eyes in the back of my head!ò
This was the reply of my mother when as a child I asked 
how she knew I was doing such-and-such.  In the ý gure 
of speech of ñchannel Number Oneò, I say, ñPut the lesser 
channel on wide-range roving, but selectively so, so that 
I only see/hear what I need to see/hear, even if it is quite 
detailed.ò  The sanctuary servers soon learn that there is not 
much that escapes Fatherôs notice, with the result that they 
ñkeep their eyes on Fatherò.

Attend to detail
It is essential to notice the small things; not necessarily to essential to notice the small things; not necessarily to essential
correct them all the time;  but to notice ï and, in a quietly 
persistent way, to train in detail.  So, when a boy is near 
me, heôll hear ñhands up and togetherò if they are not, or if 
heôs coming toward me, will see a ñhands up and togetherò 
motion that quickly prompts his response.

Serious, but not severe
At times, I am anything but serious, and the children are 
sometimes ñin stitchesò over my good-humoured sending-up 
of their antics.  But mostly they know that I ñmean businessò 
and that my ñbusinessò is to give the very best to God.  At 
times, I just ñlet it rideò when I can see that is the best to do, 
but the tenor is a consistent and persistent correction (ñKeep 
your candles straight!ò), but never bad-humoured.

Donôt start where you wish to ý nish
When I arrived, girls had been serving in the sanctuary for 
over a decade.  I thought it best to give girls the opportunity 
of the new training program that I made a requirement for 
sanctuary service.  The girls, of course, were mostly eager to 
please, and in some respects better than the boys.  But they 
still were ñgirlsò who came along wearing silly footwear, 
adjusted their hair during Mass, and ñmincedò their steps.  
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Just gradually, I let the boys come forward and the girls 
take other roles (in itself the subject of another article!).  
That is, I let the people see that it ñworksò better with 
boys.  For most people, ñseeing is believingò and practice 
that seems just to ñgather momentumò works better than 
arriving with a ñjolt!ò.

Minimise boring training
Boys quickly get bored with training sessions, so ñtrain 
to useò.  First up, they need to learn how to walk in 
processions (steady pace, together, etc.);  how to hold 
candles (base held ñinsideò, stem held ñoutsideò, etc.);  
when to genuþ ect and when to bow, and how to do 
these actions with dignity.  The rest can be learned 
bit-by-bit and ñon the jobò, and as the boy takes more 
graduated sanctuary roles.  The biggest training is quiet 
and consistent reinforcement, with a good-natured and 
perhaps funny showing what it looks like when it is done 
contrary to training.

No set rosters
Children nowadays are caught-up with family and other 
activities that make difý cult a very set pattern.  Instead, 
visit the school playground during the week, by which 
time children have an idea of family commitments, and 
will tell you whether they want to serve next Sunday.  
Boys have ñblue daysò, and if they are just passed over on 
such days, they donôt carry resentful memories of serving, 
and are generally much more forthcoming.  It takes out 
the burden and the hassles.  By having sufý cient roles that 
can be combined when there are fewer numbers, on-the-
spot adjustments can be made so that all goes smoothly.  
The weekly playground visit is, moreover, excellent for 
meeting with the boys ñon their own territoryò.

Emphasise coordination
More than anything else, I want the boys to grow in a love 
of Our Lord and of the Blessed Sacrament.  But this loving 
attention is best developed by cultivation of an attention to 
coordination.  One can quickly pick the strut of someone 
who is doing an action that is not of worship.  I thus 
place considerable emphasis on measured and coordinated 
actions such as lifting candles together, walking together, 
matching one anothersô and the celebrantôs pace.  I 
remember one time I had a concelebrant, and I said to the 
boys (not in his hearing), ñHe may well race to the ambo 
like heôs trying to catch a train.  Donôt you race.ò  Next 
time, I noticed that the concelebrant acted as though he 
was involved in liturgical action with others, rather than 
oblivious to others.  A reverent coordination certainly 
helps ñshift gearsò from activist behaviour to worship.

Provide change ñmarkersòProvide change ñmarkersòProvid
When people can see something ñworkingò, then signal 
the change.  For ñmyò boys it was new red robes with 
white surplices for the two smallest boys.  Once I had 
satisý ed myself that they liked the new outý t, the older 
boys were called over from the school to take their view, 
and ñCool! Cool! Cool!ò was their chorus of approval.  
The boys eagerly awaited their new outý ts, and the old 
and ill-ý tting albs were discarded as some funny ñunisexò 
dress of an earlier era.  It was a ñboyò thing to wear red 
and white! and parents were charmed.

Provide graduated ñmarkersò
Previously, sanctuary servers ñretiredò with high school 
(happily, the retirement rate from Mass attendance was 
not as great as the sanctuary service retirement rate).  I 
introduced a black robe with white surplice for my one 
16-year-old, and the two year-6 primary boys now eye 
his outý t, asking, ñWhen do we get this?ò  The two 
19-year-olds are in albs with red cinctures (if I were 
starting-from-scratch Iôd keep them in black and white 
until acolytes;  one is preparing for institution as acolyte).  
Such graduated markers, and things like getting to use 
the thurible are cultivating with the boys a ñgrowing-upò 
attitude (rather than ñgrowing out ofò attitude).

Provide mementos
When people like what a priest is doing, the money tends 
to be forthcoming.  I funded the new sanctuary robes from 
the Presbytery Account, and generous Mass Offerings / 
Easter Dues followed.  The 16-year-old wants to be a large 
animal veterinarian and is already dressing accordingly, 
with the result that a generous farmer benefactor got a 
photo of a boy in black and white inscribed ñaltar boy in 
boots: prayò, and much enjoyed that!  Another generous 
benefactor got a photo of her small nephew in red and 
white, and was ecstatic at that.  The photo accompanying 
this article is of primary-school-age servers only.

Pull-up any putting-down of girls
There was a time when the boys were getting used to their 
new domain that I noticed some ñlook downò attitudes 
toward girls.  For example, a boy asked seriously, ñWhy 
donôt the girls serve?ò with one chiming-in, ñBecause they 
wear lipstick.ò  This gave me the opportunity to explain to 
the boys that there would never be a time when it would 
not be ý tting for them to serve in the sanctuary, because 
each of them could become a priest if it became clear that 
this is what God asks;  but girls become ñMothersò, not 
ñFathersò: ñNow you respect your Mother, donôt you?  
Well, donôt expect a girl to be a óboyô for you to respect 
herò was my closing line.

Be alert to group dynamics
I remember in early days my amazement at an acolyte 
sending away a boy because there already were two 
servers.  Now I can ý nd ñjobsò for 8 or more.  The ý rst 
time I had 5, I recall one boy saying enthusiastically to 
his peers, ñItôs good having more servers, isnôt it?!  The 
boys like doing things as a group, and they really like the 
company of other boys in serving.

Let leadership emerge
I was slow to appoint a ñhead serverò because I wanted 
it just to emerge that one was showing leadership, by his 
punctuality, his piety, attention to detail, and courtesy (and 
his wearing black shoes, instead of runners! that the others 
copied).  Now there is a very nice within-ranks leadership 
that is not ñhigh handedò and that the other boys respect.  
The Head Server has a medallion on a ribbon, and his 
Deputy an identical but smaller one.

Correct only once
I correct many times, but for each occasion of offence, 
only once.  One time a boy was so engaged in conversation 
during Mass that I could not attract his attention.  At 



May 2004 8

an appropriate point, I calmly walked over to him, said, 
ñMove thus! [separating the boys] and pray, not talk!ò  
At the end of Mass, I made no reference to the act of 
discipline.  Next Sunday (not in their hearing), I asked 
the acolyte to kneel between the two boys.  Now the boy 
is among my best behaved (although in school he still gets 
in plenty of trouble!), and partly I think his good behaviour 
is because I act as though Iôve quite forgotten the offence 
once Iôve dealt with it.  The boy also can then ñleave it 
behindò.

The ñpartyò and ñsurpriseò element
I have a cupboard in the Presbytery stocked with altar 
breads and wine ï and Mars bars!  Each boy gets a ñfun 
sizeò Mars bar after serving (Lent weekdays excepted).  At 
Christmas, each boy got a hair gel pack (now that was really
ñcool!ò).  The boys sometimes disconcert the acolytes by 
their ñwham!ò behaviour after Mass and their cheekiness in 
claiming their ñtreatò.  But it provides a welcome relief and 
rhythm.  Itôs as though they see that Iôm happy for ñboys to 
be boysò (at the right intervals!), and itôs part of their doing 
ñwhat Father wantsò during Mass.

Expect un-pious answers
The boys pay close attention to the way I pray and to my 
own piety.  But what they ñlikeò about sanctuary service may 
not be particularly ñpiousò.  Boys have their own reasons 
for doing what they are doing, and they may not even want 
to articulate what they are.  It may be that they like the 
priest, like their mates, like the action, etc.  I much believe 
in ñbuilding from the outsideò, so I work at making a boyôs 
behaviour pious, and, to a large extent, I leave what is going 
on in the boyôs head and heart to the boy.  I teach the Faith, 
but I nevertheless think that ñfaith is ócaughtô rather than 
ótaughtôò, and so I run somewhat with ñexternalsò (as the 
subject matter of this article shows).

Expect high performance
Because a boy kneels for 15 minutes does not mean that he 
has a love of the Blessed Sacrament, but I make them kneel, 
and kneel straight and still (ñeyes in the back of my head!ò).  still (ñeyes in the back of my head!ò).  still
And I make them genuþ ect properly. A boy wonôt get there 
all at once, and boys ý dget (some more than others!), but 
they are trainable, and one key to training is high standards.  
I have not spoken about ñpraiseò and results.  I do praise (but 
not effusively), and when after Mass I compliment them on 
their reverence, they know that I mean what I say.

Always be ñFatherò
Children may decide ñFather is my friendò, but the priest, 
who is friendly to all, has always to be ñpriestò.  I cultivate 
the boys in what it means to be a priest by always presenting 
and acting as one (unless, for example, I am out running, in 
a tracksuit!).  This builds a strong impression of the priest 
and priestly behaviour in the boys that assists their being 
very clear about ñwho Father isò (and about, ñperhaps I will 
become a priestò).  (One boy after the rodeo told me he was 
not sure whether heôd become a bull-rider or a priest: both 
evidently seemed exciting and manly endeavours to him!)

Be someone whom boys may imitate
The prevalence of ñIò in this article is embarrassing (but 
inevitable, as Iôm writing about what I have found ñworksò).  I have found ñworksò).  I

But of course, itôs Our Lord whom we want our boys (and 
girls, and all our parishioners, and others) to follow.  Itôs 
a great challenge being so visible and being so watched.  
This encourages me greatly to keep my eyes and my heart 
on Our Lord so that I may truly be a sacrament of His love 
and mercy and joy.  What a wonderful privilege it is to see 
oneôs ñsonsò growing in the Lord!  It is one of the greatest 
joys of my life!

Conclusion
Boys are just waiting for a priest to inspire them and train 
them, pay attention to them, love them.  The ñpriestò 
archetype is there stamped in each boyôs soul.  All we have 
to do is to live the classic archetype that Catholic priests 
have lived for millennia, and boys will pop-up like grass 
that grows into trees.  It is a most rewarding ministry, and 
one utterly worthy of our attention and our time.

Postscript. This article was held back from publication 
in the last issue because I was considering two streams of 
feedback, one afý rmative that yet counselled the deletion of 
materials directly treating the hazards of training altar boys 
in the present milieu (ñpriests are weary of all thatò), and 
another stream of feedback unsupportive and critical of my 
approach.  During Easter Week I read two documents that 
gave me the coný dence to publish.  The ý rst, was the Holy 
Fatherôs address to priests of Holy Thursday 2004 and its key 
quote that appears at the head of this article.  The second was a 
publication by the NSW Commission for Children and Young 
People entitled, The Working With Children Check Guidelines
(April 2004).  This publication, although in a different literary 
and language mode, gives me coný dence that the stream of 
critical response was misplaced.  The words ñreportable 
conductò can be used to alarm priests working with children, 
and it is interesting that this Check also includes ñWhat kinds Check also includes ñWhat kinds Check
of behaviours fall outside the deý nition of reportable conductò 
(5.1.2) ï a section no doubt prompted by the Commissionôs 
experience with misconceived reportage.  The Check also Check also Check
includes a useful glossary section, that provides concepts and a 
vocabulary that may be used against a priest by those who are 
unsupportive of ñtraining altar boysò, but also concepts and a 
vocabulary that a priest may use as his own ñcheck listò and 
that provide a language for deþ ecting hostility (eg, the jargon 
of ñgrooming behaviourò of a patterned kind that is a precursor 
to harmful conduct).  It is well that priests undertaking this 
necessary work with boys be conversant with ecclesial and 
civil guidelines.  In the NSW jurisdiction we are fortunate to 
have such a Check that can be used to inform priests and to Check that can be used to inform priests and to Check
reassure them  in their diligent and prudent work with children.  
At a practical level, I found the Check personally reassuring.  Check personally reassuring.  Check
And at the level of ideals, I found the Holy Fatherôs words 
encouraging.  This is a ministry that requires courage and 
prudence.  I hope that the lead photograph captures comething 
of the fruitfulness of which the Holy Father speaks in urging 
this priestly work.

* The generic ñserversò of the English text of the Holy Fatherôs 
Letter seems doubtful, as he speaks of ñpre-senminaryò and 
ñpriestly vocationsò: he means ñboysò.
+ These texts were respectively published in the Congregationôs 
journal Notitae 30 (1994):333-35 and 37(2001):397-99.

Rev Dr P A McGavin PP writes from the Parish of Christ the King, 
Taralga, and with tribute to ñhisò boys and parishioners.
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The Priest
Fr Clemente Rebora IC

Translated by Pamela Hawker

The priest is like a bell
Tolled by the Holy Spirit

To call the human race to Jesus.

The priest is like a shining light;
When the altar is deserted, the candles out,
Always, for all, and close to Him he burns.

The priest is like the peak in its purity
Bestowing height upon the Christianôs mount:

Nearer to heaven, yet dwelling in solitude.

The priest is like a root
Squeezing and dripping out the hidden sap

So that the blessed plant may bring forth fruit.

The priest is like the shade is to the sun,
Signing and following the motion of the light,

The light which is Christ in His works and words.

The priest is like a nightingale
That the earth, resurrected in the spring,
Invites to raise itself to praise in light.

The priest is like a river, on the move
To its outlet, or death, whence comes eternity,
Because the earth is only passage and trials.

The priest is like a waterfall:
The water enlivens him, while he is engulfed,

Confused in humbleness by such a calling.

The priest is like the canvas in the wind
Which, stayed by the mast, is powerful;
By himself a rag, with Jesus formidable.

The priest is both a harbour and defence
Against the groundswell contrary to Christ:
Extending wide the arms of Mother Church.

The priestôs a teacher, telling a true story
To the deluded world, speeding to its end:
The story of Godôs will and of his glory.

The priest is the essential Christ
Who through the Cross saves the lost human race

With grace ineffable and his own Vicar.

The priest has wisdom, such that is the light
Of sanctity: wisdom which, gaining Christ
In time invaluable, yet does not presume.

The priest is standing like a separation
ôTwixt Heaven and earth; while caring for the world,

He invokes the Saints in assaults on Paradise.

The priest uplifts the innocence
Of Baptism, is guardian of the pure;

Yet where stain is, he groans in penitence.

The priest, in his whole being, is a prayer
Rising unseen in sacriý ce to God:

Thus he unnerves the devil and his hosts.

The priest unendingly beseeches
Pardon, offers thanksgiving to his Lord:

Receives from Him all he believes and loves.

The priest is ever the most faithful friend
Of Jesus Christ in whom he yearns and suffers;
And where he ý nds gall, Jesus gives him honey.

The priest is charity which in the midst
Of war gives peace to everyone:

In Christ he brings together all the peoples.

The priest is the ý rst dear acquisition
Of the Divine Blood: he makes true the royal

Priesthood which the people have from Christ.

The priest is the Sacred Heart which drains away
The tainted blood from out our veins,

Imbuing our arteries with His spotless blood.

The priest is like Christ at the wedding at Cana:
He renders thanks to God, blesses and gives

Eternal life; be bears the sins of all.

The priest knows neither what he can nor is;
How can he dare to fashion from his God
The food for souls? Oh, Holy Eucharist.

The priest is one who, shattered, goes his way
Adoring God; and self-bewailing says:

ñI am worth nothing, Jesus is all.ò

The priest is glorious in the Mass:
Offering to the Father the Son of pardon, sacriý cing

Himself with Him, and in Him, gift and promise.

The priest was given by the Lord:
The priest comes from the Madonna:
The priest brings forth the Saviour.

Praise be to the exalted Trinity,
In Jesus and with Joseph and through Mary.

From Peoise Religiose (1936-1947); translation É Pamela 
Hawker 2003.

Clemente Rebora was born in 1885. His experience of World War 
I atrocities profoundly shocked him and he fell into an existential 
crisis. In 1931 he joined the Rosminian Fathers (The Institute of 
Charity), and was ordained priest in 1936. In 1952 he was struck 
with cerebral illness. He spent his last two years in bed, unable to 
celebrate Mass and in much pain, but continued to write religious 
poetry until his death on All Saintsô Day, 1957.

Pamela Hawker lives in Lincoln, England, and has an MA in 
Theology and Classics from the University of Cambridge. She 
has long had  a special interest in Reboraôs poetry and has translated 
many of his works from the original Italian.  She is related to a 
priest member of ACCC who submitted this to the Editor.
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Saint Paul: his perseverance in priestly leadership
Bishop Mark Coleridge*

The second of two papers in this issue presents an address 
by the keynote speaker at our 2003 Conference in Adelaide.  
It has been edited to retain its ñtalkò character.  Precise 
biblical references have mostly not been introduced, and 
quotations follow the extemporary form from the Greek given 
during the talks.  Headings are due to the Editor. (Ed.)

Paulôs perseverance

One of the questions that came to fascinate me as I got 
more deeply immersed in Saint Paul, the Pauline mystery, is 
the question, ñWhy the hell did he keep going?ò  I mean why 
didnôt he at some point just pack up his troubles in his old kit 
bag and, go home!  Now this might be asked of us.  Now why 
are you still a priest?  Plenty have left.  So I mean why are 
we still here?

Why did Paul persevere? why do you persevere? é Well, I 
just happened to open the Scriptures at 2 Corinthinans, chapter 
11:

Five times Iôve received at the hands of the Jews the 40 
lashes less one.  [How many times is that?! = 195! Now just 
keep in mind 195 lashes! ï what would that have done to 
him physically? All right, just keep that in mind, because itôs 
going to come up again later on.  He must have been rather 
battle worn by the end of his life, late 50s probably, an old 
man in those days.] ... three times Iôve been beaten with rods, 
once I was stoned, three times Iôve been shipwrecked, a night 
and a day Iôve been adrift at sea.  On frequent journeys, in 
danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own 
people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in 
the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brethren; [Iôll 
come back to that one!] in toil and hardship, through many 
a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in 
cold and exposure ï and apart from other things ï there is the 
daily pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the churches.

I mean itôs a litany of horror!  And it could be extended!  Do 
you see what I mean about why didnôt he at some point just say, 
ñThis is a bad joke!ò, and go home?  The question is simple but 
itôs vital to understanding the mystery of Paul, and particularly 
Paul as parable of priestly leadership.

Paul and Peter: strengthening the brethren

Could we just go back to the story: after the Damascus road 
experience he says in Galatians, ñI went away into Arabia.ò 
Now what does he mean by ñArabiaò, he doesnôt mean Saudi 
Arabia.  What he calls Arabia is the desert country south of 
Damascus in modern day Jordan, and I think if you look at the 
data he must have been there for something like 2İ years.  He 
just ñvanishes off the radar screenò, and again the question is 
obviously What was he doing?  Not 2İ weeks, but 2İ years!  
He seems to have just gone off into this desert world.  I 
presume at the heart of ñwhat he was doingò was unpacking the 
overwhelming, tumultuous experience of the encounter on the 
road to Damascus.  Then he says, ñI went back to Damascusò; 
this is years later.  And we are told in Acts that he preaches 
that the Christ is Jesus.  Immediately, persecution shadows his 

path.  So right from the start, this is a man in a tight spot.  The 
Christians donôt trust him.  The Jews want to kill him.  Now 
why didnôt he give up even at that early stage?  But then he says, 
ñAfter three years [note, three years], I went up to Jerusalem 
to visit Cephas, and remained with him 15 days.  And I saw 
none of the other apostles except James the Lordôs brother 
[who was the residential leader of the Jerusalem community], 
and then I went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia.ò  Whatôs 
happened?  He goes to Jerusalem for two weeks.  He meets 
with Peter.  The word, that he would have dictated to his 
scribe, as ñvisitedò, , is very interesting.  Itôs a 
tricky word, because  moves in two directions, as 
it were.  It can mean either to pass the information to someone, 
or to receive information from someone.  And the question 
is which did Paul mean?  Seems to be he meant both, which 
is why he used the slightly unusual word.  In other words he 
goes up to Jerusalem for two weeks to exchange information 
with Cephas.  Itôs interesting that he mentions Peter ý rst even 
though it was James, not Peter, who was the residential leader 
of the Jerusalem community.  Like Paul, Peter was to become a 
travelling apostle.  But no one disputed his unique position, and 
the commission heôd received from Christ.  No one!  Whatever 
the institutional proý le of Peterôs role,  Paul always defers to 
him, as he does here.

All right, then, he goes to exchange information with Peter.  
Paul wanted to tell Peter what was the truth of his own 
experience.  What information might Paul have wanted to 
receive from Peter? ï well, the whole thing of ñbeing with 
Jesus from the beginningò ... Did Paul ever meet Jesus?  I think 
not.  Thereôs no indication in the Letters.  Not that the Letters 
tell everything, but even reading between the lines and ý lling 
in the gaps a bit, you have the sense of a man who didnôt meet 
Jesus physically as Peter did.  But he obviously would have 
been curious, and to whom would you go if you wanted to 
know more about Jesus?  Youôd go to someone who was with 
Jesus from the beginning  ï to Cephas.

Another interlude

Then he says, ñI went up to Syria and Cicilia.ò  Whereôs he 
going?  He goes home.  I would say almost certainly what 
was decided upon was a ñstrategic withdrawalò.  He was too 
hot!  The mother Church, Cephas and James, decided that Paul 
should at this stage go home ï for the time being.  And again, 
pressing the data you come up with the fact that he goes back to 
Tarsus and stays home for about seven years.  And again, what 
was he doing?  We donôt know.  So if you ask me, what was 
Paul doing for the 10 years after the Damascus Road moment, 
I could really only tell you that he preached in Damascus for a 
short time before he got out of there in a basket, and then was 
two weeks in Jerusalem.  For the rest of that decade, I donôt 
know.  I ý nd that most intriguing because it must have been 
a tumultuous time in his life.  Did he have a family back in 
Tarsus?  We donôt know.  Paul is certainly not married later 
on when heôs dictating some of the later Letters.  I think 
probably he was married at one time and a widower, but this 
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is all just speculation.  It would have been most unusual for a 
Pharisee not to marry: it was a religious duty.  But that only 
feeds the speculation.

The prelude to Paulôs return

The question at this point is, ñHow and why did he ever 
reappear on the stage of history?ò  Why didnôt he just vanish 
forever?  And the answer comes with the persecution of 
Christianity in Jerusalem in which Stephen is killed.  Acts 
tells the story of the community scattering as a result of that 
persecution, and they go north, heading for the third city of the 
empire, Antioch.  Best place on earth to hide is a city!  But one 
of the most extraordinary things that happens there is that the 
Gospel begins to be preached for the ý rst time to Gentiles! Now 
it is impossible to overstate the challenge that this represented 
to the Jewish Church.  In other words the question is this, 
ñIs Christianity simply a sect of Judaism? or is Christianity 
a new, though deeply related, intervention of God?ò  In other 
words, the question is the relationship between Church and 
Synagogue.  It is the fundamental question of the ý rst century 
of Christianity, even if it doesnôt seem as huge to us now as 
it did back then.

Now, when news reaches Jerusalem, the mother Church, 
that the Gospel is being preached to Gentiles, it challenged 
something fundamental to Jewish religious life ï the separation 
of Jew and Gentile.  How could you possibly be preaching the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ to Gentiles?  Thatôs the question.  The 
alarm bells start ringing up on the hill in Jerusalem.  Stop!  
Stop!  Stop! Wrong way; go back!  Now, what do they do in 
this situation?  They decide to send one of their most trusted 
people to make a discernment.  They sent Barnabas ï a crucial 
ý gure, even though heôs been lost to history.  It seems as if heôs 
almost deliberately written out of the New Testament.  The 
subtitle of any course Iôve given on Paul is, ñWhy the loser 
won?ò  Because in many ways in his own time Paul looked ña 
loserò, even though to most people he now is triumphantly ña 
winnerò.  With Barnabas, the question is the exact opposite.  
Why the ñwinnerò lost?  Barnabas is sent down by the mother 
Church in Jerusalem to make a discernment in this volcanic and 
confusing situation.  When he came, we read in Acts,  he ñsaw 
the grace of Godò.  So, whatôs the ý rst discernment Barnabas 
makes?  Is this of God or not?  Yes: preaching the Gospel to 
Gentiles is ñof Godò.  A very big discernment.  And incredibly 
fateful, given the subsequent history of Christianity.  He was 
ñglad when he saw the grace of God and he exhorted them all 
to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose.ò

Barnabas recruits Paul

Now, thatôs the first discernment.  The second crucial 
discernment follows.  ñSo Barnabas went to Tarsus to look 
for Saul, and when he found him he brought him to Antioch.ò  
Whatôs happened?  Barnabas has had a hard dayôs discerning 
in this situation and recognises in Antioch an extraordinary 
spiritual energy that is fraught with risk and danger, and that 
therefore needs the right kind of leadership.  Who does he think 
of? ï Paul.  Once again, Barnabas was the diplomatic bridge 
that lead Paul to the Jerusalem community.  You can see it in 
Acts.  So Barnabas is a crucial ý gure, if in fact as I suggest he 
is, the diplomatic bridge for Paul to meet Peter and James in 
the ý rst place, but now heôs the one who brings him back on 

to the stage of history.  Not only does he make the discernment 
that Paul is the one they need as part of the leadership team in 
Antioch, but he actually goes and gets him.  Paul sets forth once 
again from Tarsus and comes back to Antioch with Barnabas, 
and at that stage heôs on the road to the chopping block at Ostia.  
Obviously, he canôt have known that at the time, but that this 
is where in a sense it all begins.

Barnabas and Paul to Europe

Now, in Antioch Paul works as part of the leadership team; then 
as you remember he becomes part of the ý rst ever Christian 
missionary team.  Note: Heôs not the leader.  The leader of 
the ý rst ever Christian missionary team outside Palestine is 
Barnabas.  Paul is ñvice-captainò.  And the third member of the 
missionary team is John Mark, who leaves them once theyôve 
passed to the mainland circuit.  So off they go.  A little journey 
just across to Cyprus and then southern Turkey and then back 
again.  It might be small in its scope but it is vast in its symbolic 
force.  For the ý rst time, the Gospel leaves Palestine; and once 
it does, itôs on the way to places like Australia. They then come 
back after preaching to the Gentiles with no little success.  But 
the whole controversy is raging.  Is this for Gentiles or just for 
Jews?  And so much does the controversy rage that eventually 
the mother Church in Jerusalem says, ñWeôre going to have 
to have a meeting to try and resolve this.ò  So we have what 
we call the Council of Jerusalem, recounted in Acts 15.  Now, 
there again itôs Peter who seems to have made the authoritative 
intervention to say it is permitted to preach the Gospel to 
Gentiles.  Even though you have the Jewish Christian saying 
No.  All right, so the decision is made, but it doesnôt resolve 
the problem ï whether the Jew and the Gentile can sit down 
together.  This was the issue, whether they could share table-
fellowship and therefore the Eucharist.  Paul and Barnabas go 
back to Antioch, sit down at the one table, Jew and Gentile, 
even though that must have gone against the deepest grain of 
their Jewish being.  One table, one Church, one Eucharist: 
despite the difý culty of actually doing this, this they believed 
is what God is doing in Jesus ï knocking down the barriers 
to create One People.  Then, it seems, Peter comes down to 
Antioch, and at this point and he too sits down at the one 
table.  But then some of the so-called James party come from 
Jerusalem, the conservative Jewish Christians, and say Stop!  
Gentiles are allowed to enter the community, but not to sit at 
the one table.  One Church, yes; but two tables!  Weôre all one 
in Christ, we just have two tables!  And Peter is so spooked by 
their performance he splits and does not sit down and eat with 
Gentiles.  Now at this point youôve got a big problem because 
whatôs at stake is the nature of the Church. 

Paul claims Gospel freedom for the Gentiles

At this point Paul eyeballs Peter in the famous brawl at Antioch 
recounted in Galatians.  ñWhen Cephas came to Antioch, I 
opposed him to his face because he stood condemned.  For 
before certain men came from James he ate with the Gentiles, 
but when they came he drew back and separated himself fearing 
the circumcision party.ò  In other words, the Gentiles had to 
become Jews in order to become Christians, and then sit at their 
own table. Listen now to the story that unfolds,  ñWith him 
the rest of the Jews acted inconsistently so that even Barnabas 
[again in Paulôs story, even Barnabas!] was carried away by 
their inconsistency with the demands of the Gospel.ò  Barnabas 
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lines up with Peter!  At this stage, whatôs Paul looking like?  
A desperately isolated ý gure, a dead-set loser, an extremist.  
He has to make a decision.  Heôs got few options.  One is 
that he can just go home to Tarsus, and again my question 
is, why didnôt he go home at this stage?  Heôs so isolated.  A 
second option would be just to cave in, and say, ñLook Iôm 
sorry I put you to all this trouble.  Youôre right, Iôm wrong, 
letôs just get on with the show.ò  Does that sound like Paul?  
Hardly.  The third option is to start up his own independent 
mission.  Itôs an extraordinary decision, but thatôs the option 
he takes.  And you can just hear the cry of his opponents, 
whom he calls ñfalse brethrenò. These are people, well-
intentioned Christians, who systematically follow in Paulôs 
footsteps trying to undo the work that he has done in building 
up his communities, because they regarded him as doing the 
ñwork of the Satanò.  He of course replies in kind, and said to 
them ñYou are the ones who are in fact working against God, 
because you are re-erecting the very barriers that God had 
knocked down in Jesus.  You have misunderstood the Gospel.  
I understand it.ò  Now these are dangerous claims.  But in 
the end, Paul was right about the Church.  It didnôt look like 
it to most people at the time, but it certainly does now.  The 
Church is not a Jewish sect and never was, though it looked 
to be at that time to many, if not most people.

Paulôs European mission

Now, he starts up his own independent mission, and in a 
sense this is where the trouble starts.  I come back to the 
litany of horrors and the question why did he continue?  
This independent mission was born in conþ ict, sorrow and 
anguish, and until the day he died it was tough.  Scholars 
talk sometimes about different apostolic journeys.   But itôs 
really one unceasing journey.  Thatôs part of the parable too:  
that our priestly life is en endless journeying.  In Paulôs 
case itôs only interrupted by three things ï the weather, ill 
health, and imprisonment.  The New Testament tells of three 
imprisonments.  There were probably others about which 
we hear nothing.  

So Paul sets forth, having recruited his own team; and 
eventually he crosses into Europe.  This was the great risk 
he took.  He could have ended up with egg all over his face, 
and the only thing that ever vindicated the Pauline mission, 
the only evidence he could ever present that this was of God, 
were the communities that he founded and nurtured.  The ý rst 
of them we hear in the story of its founding in Acts when he 
made the symbolic journey across the Dardanelles.  It wasnôt 
far, but it involved going from Asia into Europe; and how 
fateful that was to the movement of Christianity into Europe.  
Paul in many ways is the ñfather of European Christianityò, 
and when you think of the impact of European Christianity 
on the history of the world itôs hard to over-estimate Paulôs 
impact far beyond the bounds of Europe.  He establishes a 
community at Philippi and then at Thessalonica.  But in both 
cases he had to beat a retreat because again he is stalked by 
persecution.  This is the pattern throughout his life.  The 
danger is, if those communities collapse, he ends up with 
egg all over his face.  And you can see in the Letters that he 
writes to them that he is anxious about the churches.  Why 
is he anxious about the churches?  Itôs because thatôs all he 
had to show, the sole vindication of his mission against all 
the criticism.

Failure in Athens, and a further insight

So, hightailing it out of Thessalonica, Paul comes to Athens.  
Now to arrive in Athens ï the spiritual, intellectual and artistic 
capital of the world at that time ï was for Paul a huge event.  
We hear the account of his mission in Athens, highly stylised in 
Acts 17.  But again, reading between the lines, you have to say 
that the Athenian mission, for which he would have had high 
hopes, was a failure.  Now this was crunch time. Why do I think 
it was a failure ï because  no community was founded there; and 
that was the sole criterion of success for Paul.  We donôt have 
a Letter of Paul to the Athenians.  Itôs odd, isnôt it?  He failed, 
and he goes to Corinth.  And I think there he begins to ponder 
the truth of his own experience, especially his experience of 
persecution and failure.  And this leads him to another depth 
of his own experience to discover another truth.  Out of that 
grappling with that truth at that depth, he writes what we ý nd 
at the beginning of First Corinthians:  ñWe only preach the 
cruciý ed Christ.  We have no wisdom.  Itôs the Cross.ò  Now 
why does he move to the Cross?  This is really the heart of what 
I want to say.  You begin to get a clue of what Paul awakens 
to in his own life, and what we I think, Fathers, we also must 
awaken to ever more deeply ï and not just one waking, but a 
life-long waking.  Listen to what he writes from prison at the 
start of Philippians: ñI have suffered the loss of all things.ò  
Now this is not just over-heated rhetoric ï if you consider in 
real terms what Paul lost in following the apostolic path.  He 
lost he lost the support of his native Jewish community; he 
lost family and friends; he lost economic security; he lost his 
freedom and his health; and he will eventually lose his head.  
The fact is that itôs a fairly accurate statement: he lost everything
ï ñin order to have Christò.  So the loss is the gain: you get the 
same kind of rhythm.  He says, ñI want to know the power of 
his resurrection that I may share his suffering, becoming like 
him in his death.ò  What does he mean, ñbecoming like him 
in his deathò?  What is the ñdeath of Christò?  He sees that 
life begins with death, by reproducing the pattern of Christôs 
death.  Reproducing the pattern of the Lordôs death: what is ñthe 
pattern of the Lordôs deathò? It is the destruction that becomes 
creation!  This defeat that becomes the victory!  

Reproducing the pattern of Christôs death

Paul begins to see slowly, slowly that this is what is happening 
in his own life.  And thatôs when he begins to feel I am the 
revelation, as he says in Galatians 1.  I am the good news!  
Itôs not ñback thereò, itôs actually happening in my life.  The 
mystery of the Lord is the Cross.  And thatôs why in Philippians 
the word that echoes constantly in the letter is joy: ñRejoice 
in the Lord always, and again I say I will be joyful!ò  And 
here he is, I think, in an Ephesian prison!  The joy heôs talking 
about patently doesnôt depend upon comfort.  Whatôs he talking 
about?  What is the joy, ? Itôs a joy that belongs only, 
in fact, to the risen Christ, who gives it to those who come 
to know, as Paul comes to know, that he is invincible with 
the invincibility of the risen Christ: the Lamb once slain now 
lives for ever.  Brothers, they canôt do anything to us.  The 
harder they try to stop you the more they give you impetus!  
The more they try to shut you up the more they give you an 
eloquence which is not ours.  You see the point?  Once you 
realise, and only once you realise, youôre invincible are you 
able to experience that depth of human experience that is called 
joy.  And you now begin to understand why he says again in 
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Philippians, ñI can do all things in him who strengthens me.ò  
See what I mean by invincibility?!  I mean, heôs either mad, 
or heôs speaking some great truth to say a thing like, ñI can do 
all thingsò.  Here you have a man whoôs in prison, powerless, 
brought to another depth of powerlessness in his life, whoôs 
saying, ñI can do all things in him who strengthens me.ò  That 
relates directly to what he said about joy.

Christ living in me

Thereôs another very odd text, and therefore fascinating, at the 
end of Galatians.  But before I get to the end of Galatians, Paul 
says earlier in the Letter, ñI have been cruciý ed with Christ; it 
is no longer I who live but I who live but I Christ who lives in me.ò  But which Christ who lives in me.ò  But which Christ
Christ is he talking about?  Itôs the dying and rising Jesus.  Thatôs 
the truth of my experience, says Paul.  But thatôs something you 
donôt see quickly.  Very practically, it comes down to a question 
like, ñShould we or should we not ordain this man a priest?ò  
Some of you have been in formation and have had to answer 
the question as I have.  And there are obviously many things 
to be considered in making that kind of decision, but I have 
come to think more and more ï and Paul has taught me most 
on this ï that, in the end, after looking at Rectorôs reports and 
exam results, etc., the question is, ñWhere in this manôs life is 
there any sign that weakness is becoming strength?ò  Go back 
to the end of 2 Corinthians, read again the litany of horrors.  It 
is here that he moves to that thunderous statement that takes 
us to the heart of the Pauline mystery: ñWhen I am weak, then 
I am strong!ò  I mean, Fathers, ponder those words, more and 
more! and theyôll take all of us a long way.  

Weakness becomes strength

John 19:44 treats this as the cosmic wound becoming the 
cosmic fountain.  [An interpretation powerfully captured 
in Mel Gibsonôs The Passion. (Ed.)]  This is Johnôs way of 
saying what Paul means.  And let me put it personally for you.  
Where is the weakness becoming strength in your lives and in 
your ministries? Where is the wound becoming the fountain?  
Because thatôs the mystery of which we are stewards and 
servants.  I also think how crucial are the words at Ordination 
where the Bishop hands the gifts to the new priest, ñPut into 
practice the mystery you celebrate.ò  Let this be the logic at the 
heart of your own life, so that you can help others in a world 
that says when youôre wounded youôre gone.  No! There is no 
wound that cannot become a fountain of life!  Thatôs the Good 
News!  Thatôs the revelation.  Thatôs the Cross.  But itôs not the 
Cross ñout thereò, or ñway back thereò.  Itôs here.  In me!

The marks of Jesus

Now back to that text at the end of Galatians.  Galatians is the 
work of a man whoôs fed up because his  credentials are being 
challenged yet again by his opponents, those saying ñfalse 
apostle, false apostleò.  Itôs written in white hot anger, and Paul  
slaps his credentials on the table.  His ultimate credential is 
given to us in Galatians 6:17: ñFrom now on, I want no more 
trouble from anyone; for I [and this is the key] é for I bear 
on my body the marks of Jesus!ò  Now, people have read that 
text and heard it down through the centuries and said, ñOh 
how interesting!  Paul must have been the ý rst stigmatic!ò  I 
donôt think itôs got anything to do with ñstigmataò.  What heôs 
talking about is what he had on his body.   How many lashes 

did he get? I think the count in 2 Corinthians is 195.  So when 
they stripped him for beheading, how do you reckon he would 
have looked?!  He would have been a mess.  When he talks 
about the ñmarksò on his body, heôs talking of scars, really 
horrible scars.  But how did he interpret those scars?  What is 
he saying?  ñI bear on my body the marks of Jesus.ò  These 
are not the scars of Paul.  You want to know my credentials?  
Here they are ... these scars of Jesus!  And like the ñscars of 
Jesusò these scars shine like the sun.  The emblems of shame
become the trophies of triumph.  

The Cross: the new creation

Here heôs drawing on Jeremiah, I think, because Jeremiah 
too, who was called ñfalse prophet, false prophetò, as he went 
around pointing his ý nger at false prophets who were saying, 
ñShalom, Shalomò, telling people what they wanted to hear, 
and giving poor Jeremiah a very hard time.  Jeremiah had to get 
up and say things that no one wanted to hear, and they threw 
him in a ditch.  And then people said, ñAha, aha! ï the fact that 
you are suffering and being rejected shows that God is not with 
you!ò  And here, Paul, like Jeremiah, is saying, ñLook at me, 
look at my credentials!  You look pretty good.  Not a scar on 
your body.  Have a look at me!  But these are the scars of Jesus, 
the Son of God!ò  So itôs the same thing that heôs declaring here, 
and what he means in his phrase, ña new creationò.  

There are many ñcrossesò in this world, but Paul speaks of the 
mystery of the Lordôs cross.  It is this Cross alone that does not 
destroy you.  The many crosses of the world do destroy you.  
The difference with the Lordôs Cross is that it doesnôt destroy 
you, it creates you.  Surely in your life as a priest youôve met 
people like this: theyôre horribly handicapped or wounded in 
some way, but it hasnôt destroyed or depressed them, itôs made 
them more radiantly human.  Now thatôs the Lordôs Cross.  I 
donôt care where you ý nd it or how, thatôs it.  What we have to 
do is to spot it; and thereôs not much chance of that unless ý rst 
we are somehow living it.  This Cross is the blazing core of 
the priesthood, of the sacriý cing priest.  And when you stand 
at the altar and break the bread, offering the body broken for 
the life of the world and the blood poured out for the life of 
the world é Thatôs us.  Itôs not ñout thereò, itôs ñhereò, itôs us!  
We live what we celebrate.

The fountain of Paulôs blood

When I was in Rome on one of my stints, I lived quite near 
the place of Paulôs execution, which is called Tre Fontane, 
Three Fountains, and I loved it as a spot to go and pray.  The 
name comes from the story of Paulôs martyrdom: when the 
apostolic head was severed from the apostolic trunk, we are 
told, it bounced three times.  And each time it bounced, 
what happened?  Up popped a fountain!  I donôt think 
weôre talking empirical truth, but I think weôre talking 
truth of a deeper kind.  The beheading of Paul in a sense 
was inevitable.  In that moment he becomes ý nally and 
completely powerless; it was the climax of a process by 
which Paul was stripped more and more of power through 
his apostolic life.  After all, thereôs nothing more powerless 
than a corpse.  All it can do on its own is decompose.  The 
beheading is the ultimate wound: when a head is chopped 

Continued on page 34
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Editorôs introduction. Most priests would be able to 
identify some priests who are homosexual or who present 
indications of homosexuality, some of whom would be 
identiý ed as ñgood priestsò and some would doubtfully 
be described as ñgood priestsò.  But this issue would not 
be in the forefront for most priests when thinking about 
the ñgoodò and the ñnot goodò among their brethren.  The 
imputation of uný tness to receive the Sacrament of Orders 
as made by the then Cardinal Prefect of the Congregation 
for Divine Worship and Discipline of the Sacraments on 16 
May 2002 itself raises its own dubium.  Cardinal Medinaôs 
responsum seems singularly unreasoned theologically (its 
key words are empirical ones: ñinadvisableò, ñimprudentò, 
ñriskyò), that are open to expert examination.

This article presents such a further examination by Mr 
Ronald Conway, a distinguished Catholic psychologist 
of many years experience (including experience in 
advising Australian bishops on priests and candidates for 
ordination).  Mr Conway argues that the dubium in terms 
of ñhomosexual tendenciesò and the responsum in terms 
of ñhomosexual men or men with homosexual tendenciesò 
is inadequately speciý ed to admit an empirical conclusion 
of ñvery riskyò, and that the conclusion of ipso facto ñnot 
ý tò for sacramental ordination is doubtful.

This is a topic where temperate judgement is rare and 
where doctrinal and disciplinary reý nement is still in 
progress (eg, para. #2358 of the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church was revised in 1997).  I am pleased to be able 
to publish this contribution.  The citation for the award 
of an Order of Australia Medal to Mr Conway noted his 
contribution to bringing the insights of psychology to a 
wider audience.  It is hoped that this article will bring 
a clearer psychological consideration to this complex 
contemporary issue in the Church.  (Editor)

Understanding homosexuality
A recent formal communication between the Congregation 
for Clergy and the Congregation for Divine Worship and 
Discipline of the Sacraments (see sidebar) concluded in 
a somewhat peremptory response from Cardinal Medina, 
then Cardinal Prefect of the latter dicastery.  Relying on 
experience from ñmany instructed causes for the purpose 
of obtaining dispensation from the obligations that 
derive from Holy Ordinationò His Eminence concluded 
that ñOrdination to the diaconate and the priesthood of 
homosexual men or men with homosexual tendencies 
is absolutely inadvisable and imprudent and, from the 
pastoral point of view, very risky.ò  Men seeking to be 
dispensed from Sacred Ordination are unlikely to provide 
a satisfactory sample for larger generalisations and for 
forming criteria for discerning the selection of candidates 
for the sacred ministry of the Church.  The cited evidence 
itself would lead one to review the conclusions.

Homosexuality and the Priestly Vocation:
the contours of a dilemma
Ronald Conway *

The very brevity of the dicasterial text conveys a view 
that the issue may be simply determined, whereas the 
issue is complex and a just determination is not so 
straightforward.  Unfortunately, this sweeping response 
lacks adequate deý nition and would conceivably disqualify 
a signiý cant proportion of young men as candidates for 
sacred ordination.  Enforced in an undiscerning manner, 
it would signiý cantly diminish the ranks of apsiring 
ordinands.  Clearly, some further reþ ection on the matter 
will require more adequate deý nition of what is meant by 
ñhomosexualò.  

The term ñhomosexualò1 was coined as a psychiatric 
definition in the late 19th century by Kraft-Ebing.  
Since then the direction of consensus of psychiatrists 
and psychologists has been toward an understanding of 
same-sex emotional attraction that does not treat it as a 
personality disorder.  A 1997 revision of the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church inserted at paragraph 2358 the 
sentence, ñThis inclination, which is objectively disordered, 
constitutes for most of them a trial.ò Traditionally, the 
Church has wisely focused its moral judgements not 
on dispositions but upon acts.  Thus, the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church (#2357) deý nes homosexuality in 
terms of ñrelations between men or between women 
who experience an exclusive or predominant sexual 

Responses to Questions on Ordination of 
Homosexuals
The Congregation for Clergy has sent this Congregation for 
Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments your 
Excellencyôs letter, asking us to clarify the possibility that 
men with homosexual tendencies be able to receive priestly 
ordination.

This Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the 
Sacraments, conscious of the experience resulting from many 
instructed causes for the purpose of obtaining dispensation from 
the obligations that derive from Holy Ordination, and after due 
consultation with the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 
expresses its judgment as follows: 

Ordination to the diaconate and the priesthood of homosexual 
men or men with homosexual tendencies is absolutely inadvisable 
and imprudent and, from the pastoral point of view, very risky. A 
homosexual person, or one with a homosexual tendency is not, 
therefore, ý t to receive the sacrament of Holy Orders.

Jorge A. Cardinal. Medina Est®vez, Prefect
Congregation for Divine Worship and Discipline of the 
Sacraments

Vatican City, 16 May 2002  Prot. n. 886/02/0

Obtained from Adoremus website: www.adoremus.org (Ed.)
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attraction toward persons of the same sexò.  That is, it 
focuses on ñrelationsò not on ñtendenciesò and declares 
ñhomosexual actsò as ñintrinsically disorderedò that 
ñunder no circumstances can [be] approvedò(#2357).  
This judgement about debased homosexual acts I believe 
articulates what the Church has always taught.

Everything is not ñas it seemsò
There is little evidence to support the view that 
homosexuality is a physical condition, and same-sex 
attraction occurs both among physically effeminate men 
and men who are strongly masculine in physique.  It 
also is not unusual for men with same-sex attraction to 
adopt a ñmachoò posturing, and to engage in aggressive 
competitive sports and high risk-taking activities.  The 
psychological mechanisms of fear, denial, and reaction 
formation often lead to behaviour of calumny, detraction, 
persecution, even physical harm of men perceived as 
homosexual by men whose affective lives are stunted.  
Behaviour not usually identiý ed as homosexual may 
also occur.  This may be illustrated by current media 
attention of group sex activity between team sportsmen 
and a woman (or women).  Such activity may occur where 
the men are emotionally aroused and drawn to impress 
their mates.  The primary orientation of the action is 
not toward the ñgirlò or ñgirlsò (woman/women), but 
toward the ñboysò (men).  Such actions are probably 
best understood as sexual performance in the presence 
of blokes and for blokes.  That is, activity of this kind 
is mainly homosexual, not mainly heterosexual.  Men not mainly heterosexual.  Men not
engaging in such activity would probably be shocked at 
this suggestion ï because they probably would regard 
it as un-macho to be homosexual, and because they 
probably are not homosexual.  They are men who are not homosexual.  They are men who are not
stirred-up emotionally and with strong feelings one to 
another ï feelings that they donôt know how to channel 
and which they do not judge morally.  They just end up 
acting out their emotions in sexual ways, even in debased 
sexual ways, and homosexually.  But that doesnôt make 
them ñhomosexualò men.

Chastity
Although the circumstances are very different, young men 
such as seminarians who become emotionally involved 
may ý nd themselves sexually aroused and even act out 
their involvement in homosexual ways.  Yet this does not 
in itself indicate that they are ñhomosexualò.  The correct 
analysis may be one of affective immaturity and moral 
immaturity.  Some formation regimes attempt to work 
against the development of strong affective relationships, 
and the result is men with stunted pastoral capacities and 
who are incapable of close and emotionally involved 
relationships.  It can also result in men whose retarded 
affective development can lead them to immature and 
immoral acts in later years.  Other formation regimes 
may attempt to exclude those who display same-sex 
intimacy and to treat them as ñhomosexualò, when they 
are not.  We live in a culture with little awareness that 
sexual arousal often follows emotional arousal, and that 
governing both calls for virtues of affective maturity 
and moral maturity.  A key test of a manôs suitability or 
unsuitability for ordination is not whether or not he has 

same-sex attraction in one degree or another, but whether 
he has a well-formed understanding of the moral teachings 
of the Church, a moral commitment to chastity, and the 
affective maturity to engage in close personal relations 
both with men and with women that have the poise and 
integrity that is required of a priest.  What matters is 
behaviour, particularly patterns of behaviour.

Occasionally one comes across a ñgayò priest, who 
declares that he is celibate but who moves with ease in 
the ñgayò sub-culture and even promotes the ñgayò values.  
This however is untenable.  The Church has always taught 
that celibacy is not only a matter of refraining from sexual 
activity, but of restraint in action with purity of heart.  The 
ñgayò sub-culture denies the critical distinction between 
sodomy and coitus ï that one is intrinsically disordered, 
and that the other is a procreative act that when sanctiý ed 
in marriage is a holy act.  Promoters of ñgayò lifestyles 
are men who are complicit in immoral lifestyles that 
are contrary to the constant teaching and practice of the 
Church.  Sometimes, however, it is priests who themselves 
are not ñgayò who engage in such complicit action.  This not ñgayò who engage in such complicit action.  This not
underscores the point that is not ñhomosexualityò or 
otherwise that should exclude some men from ordination, 
but their dissent from the moral teaching and practice of 
the Church.  This is what the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (#2359) teaches:

Homosexual persons are called to chastity.  By 
the virtues of self-mastery that teach them inner 
freedom, at times by the support of disinterested 
friendship, by prayer and sacramental grace, they 
can and should gradually and resolutely approach 
Christian perfection.

Much confusion and antipathy arises from the failure to 
bring together ñmasculineò and ñfeminineò characteristics 
to build a gentle and robust personality capable of genital 
chastity and purity of heart.  Presenting the issue in terms 
of who is or is not ñhomosexualò or who has or has not 
ñhomosexual tendenciesò distorts the considerations 
that need to be brought to bear on the question of 
suitability for Sacred Ordination or dispensation from 
the duties of Sacred Ordination.  The whole tone of much 
contemporary discussion in the Church, of ñprotocolsò, 
and of exemptions from normal canonical processes (as 
sought and largely achieved by Bishops in the USA) 
suggests the rise of a ñnew Jansenismò, where even the 
word ñtouchingò takes on overtones of the degraded and 
the forbidden.  

Clinical experience
Forty years or more work with intending priests has 
convinced me that the closest objective view one can 
attain of sexual orientation is that each of us lies at a point 
along a continuum between ñcompleteò heterosexuality 
and ñcompleteò homosexuality.  Any personôs position 
on this continuum at maturity involves elements that are 
hormonal, emotional, social, and cultural that belong 
to both sexes.  The processes of sexual maturation and 
psycho-social sexual differentiation involve psycho-
sexual, social and personality development that builds 
personal development as a man for males and as a woman
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for females.  Insistence on a heterosexual/homosexual 
dichotomy is I believe misleading, scientifically 
untenable, and pastorally harmful.  Drawing a line 
between heterosexuality and homosexuality is like 
drawing a line in the sand.  To attempt to do so would be 
arbitrary, offer no coný dence in selection, and is likely 
to do much harm to applicants and lead to oppressive and 
unjust treatment.

More discerning criteria
I am not professionally trained in theology, but I think 
that I could generally better discern those who have a 
developed understanding of and commitment to Catholic 
faith and morals than I could generally discern those who 
are ñhomosexualò and those who are ñheterosexualò.  As 
a psychologist, I can generally discern those who are 
immature in their personal development.  It is those who 
do not have an integrity of character and personality 
development corresponding to age that ï in Cardinal 
Medinaôs words ï are ñvery riskyò.  Probably one does 
not need a psychologist to discern such cases, but it is here 
that a psychologist has a better scientiý c basis to offer 
sound advice on the selection of candidates, and to address 
the development needs of priests and of candidates for 
sacramental ordination. 

It is notable that in St Matthewôs representation of the 
temptation to sin, the ñlast sinò proposed by the devil was 
not the lust of the þ esh but the lust of power (Mt 4:8f).  
There seems now to be a dangerous preoccupation with 
sexual sin.  Some cases that are regarded as sexual offences 
may be better described as ill-advised or inappropriate 
behaviour, while other cases gravely debase and damage 
lives.  Some cases are isolated incidents, while others 
show a pattern of behaviour.  Some cases involve incidents 
that have been repented and penance done, and where the 
perpetrator has stably lived a reformed life, sometimes 
for many years.  Other cases reveal a perpetrator who 
presents a continuing danger physically and morally 
to others.  Yet there appears to be a marked incapacity 
and/or unwillingness to apply just judgements of such 
offences and to apply just remedies for sin.  Good men 
may refused consideration for ordination and good men 
may be deprived of the exercise of their ministry, because 
there is an unwillingness and/or an incapacity fairly to 
judge cases.  There seems also a weak understanding that 
the demonstration of reform of life powerfully proclaims 
the Gospel.

Discriminating without discrimination
I have heard ñgayò propagandists argue that David and 
Solomon were ñhomosexualò,2 and that St Johnôs leaning 
on Our Lordôs breast was ñhomosexualò.3  From the other 
side, should the Church in an undiscerning way apply 
the responsum of Cardinal Medina, a culture of fear and 
intimidation could arise.  The 1986 Letter to Bishops of 
the then and now Cardinal Prefect of the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith provides more balanced counsel 
ï counsel that is re-stated in the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (#2358): ñEvery sign of unjust discrimination [of 
homosexual persons] should be avoided.ò  

Conclusion
Aspirants for the priesthood nowadays receive a far closer 
scrutiny and are examined more carefully by a range of 
assessors, and not by the seminary rector and the bishop 
alone.  Candour about oneôs sexual history is encouraged, 
and stigma about being truthful is avoided.  Above all, 
men being assessed are treated as a whole (ñholisticallyò), 
and not merely as persons who are sexually ñsafeò and 
sexually ñunsafeò.  A man with homoerotic leaning should 
not be rejected without a wide and balanced consideration 
of his suitability as a candidate for the Sacred Ministry 
of the Church.

The 1986 ñLetter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the 
Pastoral Care of Homosexual Personsò is published in the 1987 
Ignatius Press book by Father John F. Harvey, The Homosexual 
Person: new thinking on pastoral care. (Ed.)

* The author thanks the Editor and other priests for clariý cation 
of certain theological and canonical points.

Ronald V Conway, OAM is a practising Catholic and registered 
psychologist who has practised in Melbourne for many years 
and has been a proliý c writer on psychology.  His 1972 book 
(the ý rst of a trilogy) The Great Australian Stupor presented a The Great Australian Stupor presented a The Great Australian Stupor
strong critique of male stereotyping in Australian culture. 

Editorôs Notes:
1  Greek homoios,  = same + Latin sexus = division (the 
same root as we get in secateurs, secare ñto cutò);  heteroheteroheteros, 

 = otherwise, differently: so, ñheterosexualò, different 
[sexual] division; ñhomosexualò, same [sexual] division.
2 ñ... The soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and 
Jonathan loved him as his own soul.ò  (1 Samuel 18:1)  ñI am 
distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; very pleasant have you 
been to me; your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of 
women.ò (2 Samuel 1:26)
3 ñOne of his disciples, whom Jesus loved, was lying close to 
the breast of Jesus ... thus lying close to the breast of Jesus he 
said to him ....ò (John 13:23f)

The Canon Law: Letter and Spirit, the commentary of the 
British Canon Law Society, addressing C1029, concerning 
those to be promoted to Sacred Orders, judiciously refers to 
C220 on a personôs right to good name and to privacy (and to 
close observance of the non-sacramental ñinternal forumò), and 
underscores that ñ... no psychological assessment ... should be 
allowed to become the sole factor in determining a candidateôs the sole factor in determining a candidateôs the sole factor
ý tness for ordination ... or for admittance to seminary formationò 
(emphasis in original).

St John Cassian, not always the most temperate of commentators, 
says in his Institutes (c.425AD), ñ... The ý ght against the spirit 
of fornication which takes longer than others, is an endless battle 
that few win completelyò (Book 6, ch. 1).

ñFor this is the will of God, your sanctiý cation: that you abstain 
from immorality, that each one of you know how to possess 
his vessel in sanctiý cation, not in the passions of lust as do the 
heathens who do not know God ... For God has not called us 
for uncleanness, but in holiness.  Therefore whoever disregards 
this, disregards not man but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to 
you.ò (1Thes. 4:3-5,7-8)
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DOCTRINAL QUESTION BOX
Thomas Sapientia

Q.  I occasionally hear the term ñeucharistic speciesò and 
it seems that the term ñspeciesò is being used differently 
than it is in current English.  We constantly hear the Holy 
Eucharist referred to as the ñBody and Bloodò of Christ, 
but, as I write, we have just celebrated the Ascension 
of Our Lord into heaven.  I would be grateful of some 
clariý cation of this language, so that I may more sharply 
understand the worship and belief of the Church.

A.  It is true that in current English usage the word ñspeciesò 
refers to a grouping of things that is part of a more general 
(ñgenus -erisò) class and whose members differ only in 
minor details. For instance, within the general class of 
grasshopper there can be noticeable differences between 
groupings. We refer to these groupings as species, as we do 
of groupings of cricket, lady-bird beetle, and þ y. The Latin 
word ñspecies-eiò means a shape or outward appearance.  
The verbs ñspecereò (3rd.c.) and more commonly 
ñspectareò mean to look at, behold, observe, from which 
come words such as spectacle, spectre, spectacular, 
specialise. In classical and slightly later Latin the word 
ñspeciesò developed shades of meaning, and included at 
times something seen even by the mind ï and therefore 
an idea or notion. In a few authors (Appeleius, Cicero 
and Quintilianus) it occasionally had a sense akin to its 
common English meaning today, denoting the particular 
thing among many to which the look or attention is turned 
ï hence a particular sort, kind or quality. In later juridical 
language it was used at times to refer to a special case. The 
word is used in various senses by St Thomas Aquinas. But 
in general these various meanings sprang from the notion 
of appearance or form. It is in this sense that the Church 
came to use the term in relation to the Holy Eucharist ï the 
eucharistic appearance, form, or (to use the Latin word) 
ñspeciesò being that of bread and wine. So when hearing 
the language of the Church, this etymologically more 
fundamental meaning is to be kept in mind. This more 
primordial meaning has largely lapsed from common 
parlance, though an examination shows that it is related 
to it. Due to the long use of the word in different contexts  
ï especially by scientists ï the word has commonly come 
to mean a grouping in the sense described above.  

Let us turn now to the question of the presence of Christ on 
the altar and in heaven. From his conception by the Virgin 
Mary Christ remains divine in person and nature as from 
all eternity, while taking to himself a fully human nature. 
He remains God while being truly human in body, soul 
and in all human faculties, lacking however any tendency 
to sin.  He is our incarnate God beyond his earthly life, 
and as risen is no ñghostò (Lk 24:37), let alone a mere 
product of faith. It is this same risen Jesus who as the 
ascended and gloriý ed Lord is seated at the right hand 
of the Father, ever interceding for us (Heb 8:1). Now 
this Lord Jesus Christ at the Last Supper instituted the 
ministerial priesthood and consecrated the bread and wine 
changing it into his Body and Blood which were to be 
offered in sacriý ce for us on the Cross. He commanded 

his Apostles to offer this Sacriý ce in his memory. The 
Church has always understood this Sacriý ce of the Altar 
as a ñsacramentò of Calvary (ie, an effectual sign instituted 
by Our Lord), offered in an ñunbloody mannerò (CCC 
#1367). It re-presents and makes present sacramentally 
here and now the one Sacriý ce of Christ in his body and 
blood, soul and divinity, glorious now in heaven.  As St 
Thomas Aquinas explains: the body of Christ is in heaven 
under its own proper (or natural) form, and on many altars 
under the sacramental form (S.Th. 76,5, ad primum); and 
so it is eaten not in its proper form, but in its sacramental 
form (S.Th. III, 77,7, ad tertium)* (S.Contra Gen. 62,4, 
and 63,13).

That is, the Church is constant in testimony, belief, 
and worship that her gloriý ed Lord is in heaven, and is 
constant in testimony, belief, and worship that the same 
gloriý ed Lord is truly and substantially present under 
the Eucharistic species.  This Eucharistic presence has 
not the same manner or form as the presence of Jesus 
in heaven ï it is sacramental. The sacramental presence 
of Our Lord arises whenever a man (vir) who has been vir) who has been vir
empowered by ordination to act in the person of Christ 
(in persona Christi) takes wheaten bread and grape wine, 
and, according to the intention and form laid down by the 
Church in Christôs name, makes present in his memory the 
sacriý ce of Calvary.  To express the change involved in this, 
the Church has used the term ñtransubstantiationò (CCC 
#1376).  The ñsubstanceò (its objective reality or nature) 
of the bread and wine is changed into the ñsubstanceò of 
the body and blood of Christ (his objective risen reality). 
There is a trans-substantiation. But the ñaccidentsò of 
the bread and the wine (ñaccidentsò being those qualities 
of a thing ï such a personôs size ï that can alter while 
its nature or ñsubstanceò remains) continue unchanged. 
These ñaccidentsò upon consecration are referred to as the 
Eucharistic ñspeciesò (or appearance). These hallowed 
philsophicial terms, conveying a straightforward meaning, 
protect the words and teaching of our Lord in respect to 
his Eucharistic presence.

Thus the sacriý ce of the Mass re-presents the entire work 
of Christ for our salvation and sanctiý cation, and makes 
the Lord sacramentally present for our adoration. In Holy 
Communion the whole Christ, ñbody and blood, together 
with the soul and divinityò (CCC #1374) sacramentally 
gives himself to us.  Thus, the Church in speaking of the 
Body and Blood of Christ keeps a constant faith in the 
risen Lord Jesus in heaven and in his sacramental presence 
in the Holy Eucharist. 
* Corpus Christi non est in hoc sacramento deý nitive ... cum tamen 
sit et in caelo in propria specie, et in multis aliis altaribus sub specie 
sacramenti (S.Th.76,5).  Corpus autem Christi non manducatur in 
sua specie, sed in specie sacramentali (S.Th.77,7).
Thomas Sapientia is a pen name.  The column is prepared in consultation 
with a panel of experts: Rev Dr Peter Murphy, Rev Dr Anthony Percy, Rev Dr 
Joseph Rheinberger, Rev Dr Edward Tyler, Mr John Young.
This ñboxò was ý rst published in the August 2003 issue of Inter Nos., and is 
re-published here as a more enduring record of this ñquestionò. (Ed.)
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Introduction

The dispute concerning the existence and extent of gender-
exclusivity in natural languages, the relation of such 
exclusivity to sexism, and the use of so-called inclusive 
language as a remedy for such exclusion has been heightened 
in recent years by controversy surrounding the use of inclusive 
language in translationðespecially the translation of texts 
considered to be, in some sense, ñcommon propertyò: the 
works of ancient authors and other classics, traditional songs 
and carols, national documents of foundational stature, etc. 
In the case of new renderings of the Bible and of liturgical 
texts, the passions of the disputants run particularly deep, for 
the obvious reason that all parties to the dispute recognise 
that more than sentiment or aesthetics is at stake.1

The purpose of this essay is ý vefold: (1) to lay out the 
arguments of the adversaries in a clear light; (2) to 
demonstrate that only one of the rival accounts is tenable 
on linguistic grounds; (3) to elucidate the function of 
unmarked forms in general and their distribution in 
English in particular; (4) to examine the problems caused 
by the employment of inclusive-language devices in actual 
texts; and (5) to argue that the failure of such devices is 
inevitable, and not simply the failure of maladroit translators. 
The discussion necessarily centers on the use of inclusive 
language in English, itself a linguistically important fact. I 
shall principally use biblical and Roman Catholic liturgical 
texts to illustrate my remarks; however, with the exception 
of the section treating ñhorizontal languageò, my arguments 
presume no speciý cally theological interests or allegiance, 
and the conclusions apply to translation generally.

The terms of the dispute 
and the nature of the evidence

Few of the participants in the inclusive-language debate 
will deny that what can broadly be called ñsexual politicsò 
has awakened new sensibilities to locutions that thirty years 
ago were unproblematic.2 All parties to the dispute agree 
that a change has occurred. However, there are competing 
and contradictory accounts of this phenomenon, differing 
fundamentally as to the nature of the pertinent change. The 
claim advanced by inclusive-language proponents is this:3

Formerly, words like ñmanò, ñheò, ñhisò, and so forth could 
be understood in the appropriate context to refer to females 
as well as males. A change has occurred in the meaning of 
such words in English; they are no longer understood to be 
inclusive of females. Consequently, continued use of the 
genericðñGod wished to save all menòðis understood to 
mean ñcomplacuit Deo salvos facere omnes viros.ò This is 
an evolution in the language that must be respected, even 
in translation.

The Necessary Failure of Inclusive Language Translations:
a linguistic elucidation
Paul Mankowski, SJ *

The counter-claim is this:
ñManò, ñheò, etc., have precisely the same range of meaning 
today that they had in 1975 and 1675. No pertinent change 
has occurred in the language per se. What has changed is 
the social and political valence of the generic employment 
of these expressions; a taboo (that is, a supra-linguistic 
phenomenon, external to the grammar of the speaker) has 
been attached to the generic usage. Confronted with the 
sentence, ñGod wished to save all menò almost everyone 
will understand it to mean ñcomplacuit Deo salvos facere 
omnes hominesò, but many hearers will feel resentment 
that the taboo was not honored. Just as Mussolini attempted 
to stigmatize the Lei form of polite address as effeminate 
and un-Italian,4 so too generic ñmanò has been stigmatized 
for political reasons.

A natural language (as opposed to an artiý cial construct like 
a computer language) is constantly in a state of þ ux, in that 
the ñrulesòthat make for intelligibility are constantly being 
renegotiated through the innumerably many speech-acts 
taking place between the speakers of a language. Not every 
facet of a language changes at the same rate, however, and 
most changes, even changes in semantics, are too subtle 
and gradual to be noticed until well after they have taken 
place. The inclusivist thesis is a claim that the meanings 
of particular English words have changed, speciý cally that 
some of their older meanings have been lost. How can we 
know that the meaning of a given word has changed? What 
counts as evidence for a purported change? We can judge 
that change in meaning has occurred when two conditions 
are met: when classes of speakers insulated from taboos or 
indifferent to them spontaneously employ the new usages, 
and when cognitive errors spontaneously multiply when and 
where the older usage is maintained. To look for evidence 
that satisý es the ý rst condition it does no good to examine the 
writing in academic journals or the addresses of politicians, 
since such discourse is notoriously susceptible to social 
pressure. More telling evidence would come from the speech 
of prisoners in their exercise yard or of schoolchildren on 
the playground (not in the classroom) when they are 
unconscious of being observed; if inclusive-language 
devices occurred spontaneously in these environments 
we would have convincing empirical coný rmation of the 
inclusivist thesis. The second condition for veriý cation of a 
ñlost meaningò requires that cognitive errors be observable 
in instances where the obsolete usage is maintained. For 
example, if a female apprentice zookeeper were to stray 
into an area around which the notice was posted ñWarning! 
Man-eating Tiger!ò in the belief that ñman-eatingò did not 
apply to women, this would indicate empirically that ñmanò 
has lost the meaning which inclusivists claim it has.  Yet no 
inclusivist has been able to demonstrate that either the active 
empirical condition (naive usage) or the passive empirical 
condition (cognitive errors) has been fulý lled. When generic 
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ñmanò is used today it is met not with confusion but rather 
with resentment.

Perhaps a thought experiment will make the linguistic 
situation clearer. Let us imagine that a competent English 
speaker, man or woman, is presented with a translation of 
Virgil dating before 1970. Our reader will be required to 
determine on the basis of context which uses of ñmanò 
translate homo and which translate virðthat is, which virðthat is, which vir
uses are generic and which not. If the reader has been 
ideologically catechised the instances of generic man 
may spark resentment, but there can be little doubt that 
(1) the correlations of man = vir and man = homo would 
be identiý ed correctly in the overwhelming majority of 
instances, and (2) the percentage of misidentifications 
would not differ signiý cantly from that which would have 
occurred in 1970.

Pertinent dynamics of semantic change

It is a linguistic axiom (and a logical necessity to any 
scientiý c study of semantics) that a word with multiple 
meanings cannot simply ñloseò one of them, such that the 
meaning, while still useful, is lost to the language within 
the adult memory of its speakers. A word can indeed lose 
a meaning, but only to another word. For example, equus 
ceased to be the prime bearer of the meaning ñhorseò in 
late Latin, but this could happen only because there was a 
contemporary rival or synonym (caballus) to which equus 
was able to cede its prime meaning. In other words, for 
semantic change to occur there must be a superþ uity of 
competing forms; there can never be a deý ciency, for then 
there would be no ñmotivationò (as linguists use the term) 
for a change to occur. What inclusivists suggest is that the 
concept of homo or anthroanthroanthroposanthroposanthro  [ ] continues to 
exist for speakers of English, but there is no longer a word 
to which it can be attached. This situation is linguistically 
impossible.

It makes no sense to suppose that someone might awake one 
morning and be struck silent by the realisation, ñWeôve lost 
the word for generic human being.ò When speakers behave 
as if a word were lost, when in reality it is still current, 
linguistic stress results, and this stress manifests itself in their 
speech as clearly as a man trying to avoid the cracks in the 
sidewalk displays his neurosis in his gait. A telling example 
can be found in the dispute over translation of the phrase et 
homo factus est in the Nicene Creed. The older rendering, 
ñand [he] became manò, was deemed to be exclusivist by 
its revisers, and in 1993 the Catholic bishops of the United 
States were presented with a translation of et homo factus 
est as ñand became truly humanò. This version also met 
with dissatisfaction, and consequently the bishops were 
canvassed by mail and asked to consider these inclusive-
language alternatives:5

1.  and became a human
2.  and became a human being
3.  and became one in Being with us
4.  and became of one Being with us
5.  and took our human nature
6.  and assumed our human nature
7.  and assumed our humanity

8.  and became one of us

This list demonstrates in and of itself that ñmanò has not lost 
the meaning homo. Such hesitations are utterly foreign to 
natural semantic change, but indicate that the only natural 
English equivalent to the Latin word has been arbitrarily 
banned. Divinity is to humanity, as divine being is to 
human being, as God is to . . . what? ñManò is the word 
that will come before the mind of virtually every speaker 
of English; the circumlocutions catalogued above point to 
an ideologically potent taboo, in its operation no different 
from parlour games in which the players handicap each 
other by, for example, forbidding words beginning with the 
letter ñbò. It is not surprising, therefore, that the revisers 
of et homo factus est ultimately despaired, and their most 
recent proposal is ñand was made manò. No text can be 
translated with requisite precision if the receptor language 
is artiý cially and arbitrarily handicapped. It must collapse 
under the strain.

The function of un-marked forms

The vexation caused by so-called generic ñmanò, ñheò, 
ñhisò, and so forth can be lessened if they are correctly 
recognised not as masculine forms but as unmarked.unmarked.unmarked 6 If a 
word A designates a class and a subclass B is distinguished 
within it, the feature by which B is differentiated will ñmarkò 
the subclass. A will then have two meanings: ý rst, the general 
or universal meaning, and second, that of the non-B part of 
A. B will be referred to as ñmarked,ò and A as ñunmarked.ò 
For example, if next to the word ñpigò we introduce the 
word ñpigletò, ñpigletò is marked (for size) and ñpigò is the 
unmarked form. Because it is unmarked, ñpigò has (along 
this axis) two meanings: pig simpliciter, and adult pig. In the 
sentence ñI have one pig and eight pigletsò the word ñpigò 
means the adult. In the sentence, ñI bought three goats and 
six pigsò we cannot know how many adults and how many 
piglets made up the purchase. The second example is not 
an instance of ñexclusive languageò; no potential piglet is 
left out of the discourseðñpigò is simply unmarked for size. 
Consider this sentence: 

The men and ofý cers of the Second Battalion will return 
to camp on Monday.

Here the word ñmanò is being used non-generically, yet it 
means not ñnon-femalesò but ñnon-ofý cersò.  English ñmanò 
is not only unmarked for gender but unmarked for military 
rank. Accordingly, in different sentences it can serve the 
broader or the narrower function, almost always without 
ambiguity. In the same way, marked/unmarked gender 
contrasts are almost always unproblematic. When a form 
marked for gender is introduced, its correlative assumes two 
uses: the gender-alternate to the marked form, and the usage 
non-speciý c as to gender. Thus we have ñactressò, which 
is marked for gender, next to ñactorò, unmarked; marked 
ñdrakeò beside unmarked ñduckò; and, notoriously, marked 
ñwomanò and ñsheò beside unmarked ñmanò and ñheò.  Even 
such marked forms as ñpoetessò that are nearly obsolete 
remain entirely intelligible.

Consider the following sign (seen in an international airport 
terminal):
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