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RESPONSES TO THE 1997 QUESTIONNAIRE
Peter FLEETWOOD

My purpose is to explain what happened to the more than 200 repl ies to the October 1997
quest ionnaire which was designed to help the Dicastery prepare for  th is Plenary Assembly,
and to of fer  an in i t ia l  evaluat ion of  a l l  that  has been read and studied over these two years.

First  of  a l l ,  I  should point  out  that  the present address is the f i rst  part  of  the document
on the responses to the quest ionnaire which has been prepared for you. Without th is,
the second sect ion,  which summarises the content of  the responses, could appear very
strange. The third sect ion is s imply a l is t  of  a l l  the responses we received. That sect ion
ought to be sel f -explanatory.  The f inal  sect ion is s imply a chart  analysing the response
from the var ious cont inents.

The f i rst  th ing to ment ion is the sty le of  the responses. This is because approaches var ied
widely.  The major i ty of  respondents fo l lowed the pattern of  the three quest ions or f ie lds
into which the quest ionnaire was div ided. At the other end of  the scale,  some inst i tut ions
simply explained how they funct ion,  wi th no clear relat ion to the quest ionnaire,  and there
were al l  sorts of  documents in between. Some responses were very substant ia l ,  more
l ike books than repl ies to quest ionnaires,  but  merci fu l ly  they were few in number.  Most
were about three or four pages long, and a few were less than a page in length.  Some
were disappoint ingly uninformat ive,  some said th ings which one would regard as common
knowledge, and a few were br i l l iant ,  both in analysis of  the current s i tuat ion and in of fer ing
new ways forward. I  th ink i t  ought to be stressed that most respondents were in some sense
special ists,  very of ten highly qual i f ied intel lectuals,  so they are not exact ly representat ive
of the major i ty of  people where they l ive and work.  However,  th is in no way puts into
quest ion the qual i ty of  what they wrote;  i t  s imply colours the way they view things.

A psychologist  once told me that he never te l ls  h is pat ients al l  the negat ive elements in
his assessment of  them, because they remember the negat ive th ings more easi ly than the
posi t ive ones, and work themselves into a terr ib le state.  I  ment ion that because some of
the responses we have received and read are starkly honest about s i tuat ions judged to be
very di f f icul t .  This can be taken many ways. I  am convinced that what they say should be
taken as a chal lenge to responding boldly – boldness is ,  in fact ,  a concept which surfaced
very of ten in the mater ia l  I  read. There is just  no point  in pretending that everything in
the garden is rosy,  or  in being frozen into inact iv i ty by th ings which are problemat ic,  and
presented as such. For example,  a s ister involved with lay people in the Uni ted States
spoke of  a certain f rustrat ion wi th the language of  Church documents.  She made i t  very
clear that  the group who expressed frustrat ion want to evangel ise their  cul ture,  but  f ind
i t  hard to understand the way these documents are wr i t ten.  In such cases, I  am always
reminded of  the scholast ic maxim quidquid recipi tur  ad modum recipient is recipi tur . In
other words,  what I  get  out of  l is tening to Sister ’s ref lect ion is a chal lenge to the whole
Church to communicate more ef fect ively,  not  a reject ion of  what the documents are t ry ing
to say.  I t  is  interest ing that the same point  was made many t imes.

There are some heal thy warnings in some responses. I  shal l  ment ion just  two. The f i rst  is
about the dist inct ion between inst i tut ional ised rel ig ion and spir i tual i ty;  th is is something
very common in western societ ies,  and i t  is  pushed by the ideologues of  New Age thought.
The Bishops’  Conference in my own country had a whole study week on this dist inct ion,  led
by a professor of  educat ion who teaches rel ig ion teachers,  but  is highly respected in New
Age circ les.  The man in quest ion is of ten consul ted by the bishops, precisely because he
is an expert  in cul ture,  but  I  wonder why he is t rusted so much. The second warning came
from Father Cott ier ,  and concerns ecology. Issues concerning the future of  creat ion and
the correct  re lat ionship wi th the environment surely meri t  the at tent ion of  theologians, and
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they obviously str ike a chord wi th many Christ ians,  part icular ly young people.  But i t  is  qui te
correct ly pointed out here that ecological  consciousness does not come unaccompanied.
One strange twist  is  the spread of  what Father Cott ier  cal ls a k ind of  "v i ta l ism",  which
honours l i fe as such, whi le refusing to recognise the special  p lace of  man in creat ion;  on
a banal  level ,  i t  means that animals have more r ights than people in some cases, and one
response even pointed out that  i t  is  safer in some countr ies to be a fox than a foetus these
days. There are several  other very subt le warnings scattered throughout the responses,
and I  th ink they are very valuable.

An idea which may cause Bishops’  Conferences to groan because of  their  economic
circumstances is that  of  patronage of  the arts.  Many respondents stressed the enormous
value of  patronage, which ought to be viewed as an investment for  the future of  the
Church. There was some sound advice in a few responses, part icular ly the idea that i t  is
useful  to develop good relat ionships wi th industr ia l  and char i table foundat ions,  as wel l  as
the relevant of f ices in UNESCO and other organisat ions.  These are al l  more than wi l l ing
to fund or support  projects,  but  are of ten in need of  guidance. One of  several  or ig inal
ideas was that of  encouraging or sponsor ing something which would raise awareness
of the saints just  as epic poetry made the heroes of  o ld famous and remembered. An
idea l ike th is could be put into pract ice at  a l l  levels,  f rom schools and par ishes to
universi ty l i terature facul t ies and Cathol ic cul tural  centres.  The idea of  music,  paint ing
and l i terature compet i t ions was something ment ioned in several  responses, many of  which
gave examples of  local  ones.

Much was said in the responses about the sty le wi th which the Church can best approach
her task.  The word "dialogue" is appl ied an amazing number of  t imes to relat ionships wi th in
the Church, but the most eloquent one is f rom a pr iest  working in a Musl im country,  in a
cul tural  centre which is v is i ted almost exclusively by Musl ims. For him everything depends
on God’s covenant relat ionship wi th humanity,  and the relat ions wi th in the Tr in i ty.  This
means to him that dialogue is fundamental  to div in i ty,  and God’s absoluteness, of fered
to us as a model,  is  never exclusive or compet i t ive,  but  a lways inclusive and creat ive.
He sees this as a model for  re lat ionships between communit ies and within communit ies,
but I  th ink i t  probably gives a good theological  basis for  evaluat ing what many responses
said about the role of  women in the Church, even i f  some see that as a predominant ly
western issue. Many of  the th ings put forward as good approaches for the Church to use
are the f ru i t  of  ref lect ion on what is already happening. There is great praise for  Cathol ic
educat ional  inst i tut ions and par ishes, as wel l  as those movements which successful ly draw
young people c loser to Chr ist  and br ing many older people back to a Church they now
exper ience as more hospi table and welcoming. I t  is  worth not ing that the Church needs to
"cul t ivate",  not  to invent,  a credible sty le of  l i fe.  I t  would be chur l ish not to recognise that
many responses acknowledge that many people are doing great th ings in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ .

A str ik ing th ing was how many of  the responses to the 1997 quest ionnaire spoke of  the
Church’s relat ionship to the poor.  This may wel l  be an example of  something which is
already being addressed adequately in some parts of  the wor ld more than in others.  I t
is  certainly a feature of  many surveys in northern Europe that the group which is least
touched by the Cathol ic Church these days is the one referred to as " the urban poor",  so
ment ion of  the poor as a high pr ior i ty ref lects a very strong concern that the same care for
them be exercised everywhere, and i t  surely must not be taken to imply that  the s i tuat ion
is uni form throughout the wor ld.  I t  probably also highl ights an awareness of  quest ions
relat ing to internat ional  methods of  tackl ing poverty,  which are very much in the spot l ight
as the Jubi lee year approaches.

A great deal  was also said on dialogue with non-bel ievers.  The most f requent ly made
point  was the idea that i t  is  essent ia l  to begin f rom commonly held values. I t  is  c lear f rom
contr ibut ions f rom var ious parts of  the wor ld that  many pol i t ical  and civ ic inst i tut ions real ly
do appreciate i t  when the Church takes an act ive part  in debate and in deciding publ ic
pol icy.  Here again,  i t  was stressed that the Church demonstrates great sel f -conf idence
and responsibi l i ty  by being involved in issues which real ly exercise people.  Many of  the
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values which are prominent in contemporary cul ture coincide with Chr ist ian concerns,  l ike
sol idar i ty,  working for the common good and issues concerning human r ights.  Many of  the
people who could be referred to as non-bel ievers today have never real ly heard the Word
of God, so,  as several  responses suggested, there are of ten no longer any controversial
quest ions.  These people are not against  Chr ist  or  h is Church, but s imply do not know them.
So the power of  wi tness is something which was emphasised in many responses. There is
an openness to being convinced, and in the Jubi lee celebrat ion of  the Incarnat ion there
is a renewed invi tat ion for  the Church to show in al l  sorts of  ways how much she shares
the gaudium et spes, luctus et  angor of  every man and woman. Several  responses pointed
to the c lear need for sanct i ty at  every level  of  the Church.

One di f f icul t  but  fascinat ing area is that  of  understanding cul ture i tsel f .  Some of the
responses expressed grat i tude and admirat ion for  Pope John Paul  I I ’s  inspirat ion in
constant ly urging Chr ist ians to conduct a l ively dialogue with cul ture,  h is insistence that
this is especial ly fer t i le ground for pastoral  in i t iat ives and for dialogue with those who do
not bel ieve in Chr ist .  However,  many responses recognise di f ferent sorts of  d i f f icul t ies,
somet imes with qui te creat ive responses. One acute analysis suggests that  one cul ture
may contain many universes ,  and this would demand a di f ferent iated approach for a
genuine evangel isat ion of  cul ture or for  an ef fect ive incul turat ion of  the Gospel .  The
Church may need to expand the already r ich var iety of  ways in which she is present in
the wor ld,  to ref lect  the fact  that  every cul ture is complex,  and closeness to the people
wi l l  require recogni t ion and then penetrat ion of  i ts  var ious subcul tures.  Not only that ,  but
wi th the speed and complexi ty of  cul tural  change, ef fect ive evangel isers have to update
their  cul tural  map qui te f requent ly.  This is part icular ly important because of  the fa lse image
people are of ten given of  re l ig ion in general  and of  the Cathol ic Church in part icular.  A
few responses appealed for sensi t iv i ty to cul tural  var iat ions wi th in a region. For example,
the Conference of  Major Rel ig ious Super iors in Aotearoa New Zealand sent three repl ies,
precisely because the three major cul tural  groups (Pakeha or whi te Europeans, Maori  and
Paci f ic  Is landers) wanted their  voices to be heard separately.

As one would expect,  much was said in di f ferent responses about young people.  So many
responses put so much fai th – or real ly hope – in the generat ions to whom the future
belongs, wi th some very helpful  and sensi t ive suggest ions about approaching their  cul tural
zone. Even i f  a cr i t ical  d istance between some young people and the inst i tut ional  Church
can be noted in the summary of  the responses, a great deal  is  unsaid,  both there and in
the responses themselves, about very large numbers of  young people t ry ing their  best  to
l ive the Gospel ,  and expressing very high hopes in their  Church. Perhaps one of  the most
important of  a l l  the remarks made in al l  the responses is Archbishop Doré’s cal l  to take
note of  what he cal ls " the genius of  chi ldren",  whose keen awareness of  the hol lowness of
mater ia l ism can cal l  people to a deeper qual i ty of  l i fe.

This quest ionnaire has produced a r ich vein of  informat ion,  which gives a hopeful  p icture
of the future of  the Church. I f  i t  ref lects the real  l i fe of  Cathol ics around the wor ld,  an
amazing amount of  energy and thought and prayer is going into l iv ing the Chr ist ian l i fe.
One of  the posi t ive elements is the real ism of many who responded and their  refusal  to
hide from di f f icul t ies;  there are many examples of  indiv iduals and organisat ions wi th in the
Church who are not afraid of  the hindrances that somet imes come their  way, but carry
on courageously and of ten quiet ly.  One of  them advised against  being sat isf ied wi th a
negat ive analysis of  the wor ld,  because the truth beyond is much more hopeful .  My last
duty is to thank those who responded, some of whom have not yet  had an of f ic ia l  reply to
their  ef for ts,  and to say a special  word of  thanks to those of  my col leagues here who have
helped me cope with a mountain of  paper,  especial ly as we had four months less than we
had hoped to work on i t .

A breakdown of responses by region of origin
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Afr ica

America

Asia

Europe

Oceania

Rome

Vat ican

Internat ional

members

1

1

1

3

2

consul tors

2

2

5

1

2

1

nuncios
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4

1

1

bishops & conferences

3

4

4

7

1

rel ig ious

5

10

2

10

3

15

secular inst i tutes

1

9

2

17
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4

universi t ies

10

2

18

6

seminar ies

2

1

others

4

13

2

14

8

totals

16

49

15
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79

5

22

4

14

Total:  204

A breakdown of responses by original language

Engl ish

50

French

45

Spanish

42

Ital ian

29

German

16

Portuguese

16

Pol ish

4

Croat ian

1

Slovak
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1

Total:  204


