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Vatican report chides umbrella group 
By PETER SMmt 

The CouOO-Joumo.l 

NERJNX - Rain began 
just a$ about 300 nUllS and 
other members of the 
Loretto Commwlity were 
finishing iI. symposium re· 
cently thill mil.l"ked thb 
week's 200th anniversary 
of their founding by three 
Central Kentucky pioneer 
women. 

The min prompted the 
sisters to cancel a scheduled 
procession to the "mission 
bcll~ that is rung to mil.l"k 
the returns and departures 
of nuns. 

The c:ommunlty galhOied at the Loretto MotherhouM In April lor Its 20o.year Jubilee. 

But it didn't stop a few 
from taking the walk and 
giving a few tugs on the bell 
roJX! at the sisters' Mother
house in rural Marion 
County. "A little rain won't 
hW1 us, ~ said Sister lean 
Kelley, a member for about 
68 years. "" 'e went out and 
rang the bell anyway.~ 

She and other members 
of the order are taking a 
similarly spirited approach 
to a recent Vatican an
nouncement that Rome 
would be taking more di
rect supervision over the 
~adership Conference of 
Women Religious, an um
brella organization of nu
merous orders of nuns. 

In a directive by its Con· 
grcgation for the Doctrine 
of the Faith, the Vatican put 
Archbishop J. Peter Sartain 
of Seattle in charge of re
vamping the conference, 
and reviewing and sele<:t· 
ing conference speakers. 

The Vatican statement, 
while lauding sisters' his
tork work in education and 
on behalf of the poor, said 
the conference had allowed 
influential members and 
speakers at ilS meetings to 
undercut, without chal
lenge, core church doc
trines on sexuality, the na
rure of jesus and the male
only priesthood. 

'lbe statement said some 
conference speakers have 
conSistently remained silent 
on opposing abortion and 
tltat members have ex
pressed ambivalence about 
celebrating Mass at some 
women's gatherings, be
cause that requires the lead
ers~a~esl 

While the Vatican action 
only aiTl'ClS the leadership 
conference, not individual 
orders, some observers 
have criticized tile action as 
a reactionary step in a 
Vatican crackdown against 
dissent among liberal nuns.. 

"Those women remind 
me of the women at the 
foot of the cross," said 
I-Ielen Deines of Louisville, 
a professor of social work 
emeritus at Spalding Uni
versity, a Catholic school. 
~They taught me what my 
faith meant, and they mod
eled it for me.~ 

She recalls being educat
ed in classes as large as 50 
children by Catholic nuns 
in San Francisco more than 
a half-century ago_ 

"They were paid notlt
ing," she said. ~And they 
took the children of immi
granl.'l and they educaled us 
to be citizen-leaders .... This 
is how our church thanks 
tllem_" 

A fonner president of 
the leadership conference, 
Sister .loan Chittister, told 
the National Catholic Re
porler the action was an 

~immoml~ attempt to con
trol members "for thinking, 
for being willing to discuss 
the issues of the aj,'C.~ 

But current directors of 
the leadership conference 
are taking it more low-key 
approach, saying they will 
discuss the matter in the 
coming months. 

And leaders of religious 
orders with a major pres
ence in the Archdiocese of 
l...o\lisvil1e - including the 
Sisters of C harity of Naza
reth and tile Dominican 
Sisters of Peace - deferred 
more detailed comment to 
the leadership conference, 
as did several individual 
nuns reached for comment 

The national leaders of 
the Sisters of Mercy of the 
Americas, a Maryland
based international order 
with about 30 members in 
Louisville, issued a state
ment of support for the 
leadership conference, say
ing it "has remained faithful 
to its mission." 

~ I"eople are stunned,~ 

Sisters of Mercy President 
Pat McDermott said_ 
"They're outraged, angry, 
frustrated; they don't know 
where this came from and 
how to hold it." 

Sister Cathy Mueller, 
president of the Loretlo or
der, said the leadership 
conference would respond 
kfrom a place of integrity as 
well as a place of nonvio
lence_~ 

wrhere's lots of press su
ing on right now thai can 
bash one side o r the other, 
and that's not going to be 
LCWR's way," she .said. 

But Mueller, herself a 
former conference board 
member, said the oUlcry 
over the Vatican action re
fle<:\s polarization in the 
church over many issues. 
"What will happen, I don't 
know,~ she said. 

Kelley said she's not 
worried about the directive_ 
"I think it's a minor enlp
tion," she said. 

~We'l1 take it in our 
stride,w said Rose Marie 
Nielsen ofTennCllseC, a "co
member" or lay affiliate of 
the order and a former sis
ter_ ~I n the meantime we'll 

work for peace andiu_stice." 
PROGRESSIVE OfIDER. Few 

reli~ous oroers ~ more 
emblematic of the leader
ship conference's progres
sive ethos than the Sisters of 
Loretto, who exchanged 
their habit!; for civifian 
clothing decades ago as 
they embraced the re· 
formist Second Vatican 
Council. 

They have been active 
working with and among 
the poor, and protesting 
U.s. militarism in Latin 
America - where many of 
them have worked. 

They capped their ]Ubilee 
cclclmllioru with the dL-dica
lion of a billboard on East 
Breckinridge Street in loois
ville promoting hwnane 
treatment of migrants by par
aphr.mng a quo4£' from jesus: 
MI was an immignult and you 
welromcd me.~ 

The order was founded 
by three women on the 
Kenruck),' frontier on April 
25, liB:.'., to educate the 
children of pioneer Catho
lics moving from Maryland 
to the MHoly Land" of 
Centrnl Kentucky. llteir or
der - the fint for women in 
the United States not tied to 
it European order 
reached a peak of several 
hundred sisters during the 
20th century. 

The Loretto ConUlluni· 
Iy has about 215 each of sis
ters and co-members, the 
latter inclnding men and 
women of all faiths who 
embrace the order's priori. 
tics on peace and <-'quality. 
Members now work in 31 
states and 11 countries. 

A1thouj,>h the order is 
now headquartered in C0-
lorado, the historic Ken
rucky home remains a base 
for dozens of members 
with a farm, infinnary, re
treat center. heritage center 
and other amenities.. Mem
bers regulil.l"ly relum for 
meetings such at a recent 
celebration. 

Louisville Archbishop 
j oseph E. Kurtz, while not 
directly involved in the re
view, said he supports the 
action from Rome, while 
emphasizing the ",;reat 
legacy of women religious 

VISit W k d f k to applyt 

we're surrounded by." 
He said lay people in 

this area show how much 
they value nuns in many 
ways - including making 
an annual collection for 
their retirement fund the 
biggest archdiocesan spe
cial collection e~ear. 

ADDRfSSlNG ES. At 
the same time, the leader
ship conference needs ~to 
address issues related to re
newal and accountability," 
said Kurtz, also vice presi
dent of the U.s. Confer
ence of Catholic Bishops. 

Kurtz c~mpared .this 
process to stmilar revIews 
in the past several yean; of 
American seminaries -
which he said were re
.solved quietly after earlier 
fears of upheaval - and of 
the limited teaching author
ity of national bishops' con
ferences. 

Some individual nuns 
and their supporters, how
ever, decry the move. 

Maureen Fil-dler, a L0-
retto sister living in the 
Washington, D.C., area, 
said the Vatican report 
seemed like ~a docwnent 
from the 18th cenrury_" 

Fiedler has a long histo
ry of activism - joining in 
an extended fast by women 
in an effort to promote the 
Equal Righl.'l Amendment 
in the 1970s; protesting U.s. 
military involvement in E1 
Salvador WId Nicaragua in 
the 1980s; and seeking the 
Catholic Church's accept-

alice of women priests, a$ 

well as il.'l affirmation of 
gays wld lesbians. 

Seeking changes in 
church teachinSli - which 

the Vatican considern di
vinely revealed and un
changing ~ "makes every
thing else look easy~ by 
comparison, she said. 

Sister Mary Ann McGiv
em of SL Louis spoke of 
working for 30 yean at a 
shelter for women - .some 
of whom had had abortions. 

"It's not much belp to 
say to them, 'This is 
wrong,'~ McGivern said. 
~What they need is help 
with children they have," 
such as b'lJidance on proper 
infant care and nutrition. 

The Vatican's failure lu 
recogni7.e that aspect of the 
si~ters' work is ~a source of 
great pain, ~ she added. 
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