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The Vatican statement,
while lauding sisters’ his-
toric work in education and
on behalf of the poor, said
the conference had allowed
influential members and
speakers at its meetings to
undercut, without chal-
lenge, core church doc-
trines on sexuality, the na-
ture of Jesus and the male-
only priesthood.

The statement said
some conference speakers
have consistently re-
mained silent on opposing
abortion and that members
have expressed ambiva-
lence about celebrating
Mass at some women’s
gatherings, since that re-
quires the leadership of a
male priest.

Action criticized
While the Vatican action

only affects the leadership
conference, not individual
orders, some observers
have criticized the 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 Helen
Deines of Louisville, a pro-
fessor of social work emer-
itus at Spalding University,
a Catholic school. “They
taught me what my faith
meant, and they modeled it
for me.”

She recalls being edu-
cated in classes as large as
50 children by Catholic
nuns in San Francisco more
than a half-century ago.

“They were paid noth-
ing,” she said. “And they
took the children of immi-
grants and they educated
us to be citizen-leaders. ...
This is how our church
thanks them.”

A former president of
the leadership conference,
Sister Joan Chittister, told
the National Catholic Re-
porter the action was an
“immoral” attempt to con-
trol members “for think-
ing, for being willing to dis-
cuss the issues of the age.”

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

And leaders of religious
orders with a major pres-
ence the Archdiocese of
Louisville — including the
Sisters of Charity of Naza-
reth and the Dominican
Sisters of Peace — de-
ferred more detailed com-
ment to the leadership con-
ference, as did several lo-
cal 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,
saying it “has remained
faithful to its mission.”

“People are stunned,”
Sisters of Mercy President
Pat McDermott told The
Washington Post. “They’re
outraged, angry, frustrat-
ed; they don’t know where
this came from and how to
hold it.”

Sister Cathy Mueller,
president of the Loretto or-
der, said the leadership
conference would respond
“from a place of integrity
as well as a place of nonvio-
lence.”

“There’s lots of press
going on right now that can
bash one side or the other,
and that’s not going to be
LCWR’s way,” she said.

But Mueller, herself a
former conference board
member, said the outcry
over the Vatican action re-
flects polarization in the
church over many issues.
“What will happen, I don’t
know,” she said.

Kelley said she’s not
worried about the direc-
tive. “I think it’s a minor
eruption,” she said.

“We’ll take it in our
stride,” said Rose Marie
Nielsen of Tennessee, a
“co-member” or lay affili-
ate of the order and a for-
mer sister. “In the mean-
time we’ll work for peace
and justice.”

Progressive order
Few religious orders

are more emblematic of
the leadership confer-
ence’s progressive ethos
than the Sisters of Loretto,
who exchanged their hab-
its for civilian clothing dec-
ades ago as they embraced
the reformist Second Vati-
can 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 jubi-
lee celebrations with the
dedication of a billboard on
East Breckinridge Street
in Louisville promoting hu-
mane treatment of mi-
grants by paraphrasing a

quote from Jesus: “I was an
immigrant and you wel-
comed me.”

The order was founded
by three women on the
Kentucky frontier on April
25,1812, to educate the chil-
dren of pioneer Catholics
moving from Maryland to
the “Holy Land” of Central
Kentucky. Their order —
the first for women in the
United States not tied to a
European order — reached
a peak of several hundred
sisters during the 20th cen-
tury.

The Loretto Community
now has about 215 each of
sisters and co-members,
the latter including men
and women of all faiths
who embrace the order’s

priorities on peace and
equality. Members now
work in 31 states and 11
countries.

Although the order is
now headquartered in Col-
orado, the historic Ken-
tucky home remains a base
for dozens of members
with a farm, infirmary, re-
treat center, heritage cen-
ter and other amenities.
Members regularly return
for meetings such as this
week’s celebration.

Louisville Archbishop
Joseph E. Kurtz, while not
directly involved in the
Vatican review, said he
supports the action from
Rome, while emphasizing
the “great legacy of women
religious 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 each year.

Addressing issues
At the same time, the

leadership conference
needs “to address issues
related to renewal and ac-
countability,” said Kurtz,
who is also vice president
of the U.S. Conference of
Catholic Bishops.

Kurtz compared this
process to similar reviews
in the past several years of
American seminaries —
which he said were re-
solved quietly after earlier
fears of upheaval — and of
the limited teaching au-
thority of national bishops’
conferences.

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

Maureen Fiedler, a Lo-
retto sister living in the
Washington, D.C., area,
said the Vatican report
seemed like “a document
from the 18th century.”

Fiedler has a long histo-
ry of activism — joining in
an extended fast by women
in an effort to promote the
Equal Rights Amendment
in the 1970s; protesting the
U.S. military involvement
in El Salvador and Nicara-
gua in the 1980s; and seek-
ing the Catholic Church’s
acceptance of women
priests, as well as its affir-
mation of gays and lesbi-
ans.

Seeking changes in
church teachings — which
the Vatican considers di-
vinely revealed and un-
changing — “makes every-

thing else look easy” by
comparison, she said.

Sister Mary Ann
McGivern of St. Louis
spoke of working for 30
years at a shelter for wom-
en — some of whom had
had abortions.

“It’s not much help to
say to them, ‘This is
wrong,’ ” McGivern said.
“What they need is help
with children they have,”
such as guidance on proper
infant care and nutrition.

The Vatican’s failure to
recognize that aspect of the
sisters’ work is “a source of
great pain,” she added.

Falling numbers
Looming large over the

future of the nuns, mean-
while, is a long-term de-
cline of their aging ranks.

The 55,944 nuns nation-
wide recorded in 2011 are
fewer than a third of their
1965 total, according to a
Georgetown University

survey.
The median age among

Loretto sisters is now in the
late 70s, and even the co-
members tend to be older,
Mueller said.

But young adults have
been drawn to opportuni-
ties for internships at the
Loretto Motherhouse and
with sisters in social-ser-
vice agencies, Mueller
said.

“We are reaching out to
people who may never be-
come vowed members,
may never become co-
members,” Mueller said.
“However, they embody
the Loretto values.”

And she isn’t discour-
aged by smaller numbers.

“The Spirit works in
many ways,” she said. “We
started with three. ... We’re
still a strong force even
with our aging.”

Reporter Peter Smith can be
reached at (502) 582-4469.

Members of the Loretto Community talk Wednesday at a symposium that was part of their 200th anniversary celebration
at their Motherhouse in Marion County, Ky. PETER SMITH/THE COURIER-JOURNAL

NUNS: Vatican action spurs shock and anger
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LORETTO
Founded April 25, 1812, in
Central Kentucky under the
name “The Little Society of
the Friends of Mary under
the Cross of Jesus.” Charter
members Mary Rhodes, Chris-
tina Stuart and Ann Havern
sought to live in community
and meet the education
needs of their fellow Catholic
migrants from Maryland to
Kentucky. The Rev. Charles
Nerinckx, a Belgian-born
missionary, composed their
first rule.
Within a few years, the sisters
moved to the site of their
current Motherhouse in
present-day Nerinx in Marion
County. Loretto sisters ex-
panded their education work
along with American west-
ward expansion. Some
nursed the ailing in an 1830s
cholera epidemic and the
Civil War.
Sisters have done mission
work in Latin America, China,
Pakistan and elsewhere.
Sister Mary Luke Tobin, a
former superior general of
Loretto, was one of the few
women to participate in the
reformist Second Vatican
Council in the 1960s.
In recent decades, the sisters
exchanged traditional nuns’
habits for regular clothing
and have been involved in
activism for peace and social
justice.

VATICAN
ASSESSMENT
The Vatican Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith
began a doctrinal assessment
of the Leadership Conference
of Women Religious in 2008.
» The conference: A Vat-
ican-chartered organization
of leaders of women’s reli-
gious orders, generally those
with an emphasis on social
service, peace activism and
the poor, whose members
wear civilian rather than
traditional religious clothing.
» Findings: While applaud-
ing nuns’ work on behalf of
education, the sick and the
poor, it found serious “theo-
logical, even doctrinal errors”
with leaders often challeng-
ing church teachings against
homosexuality, failing to
highlight its high-priority
stance against abortion and
using “radical feminist
themes” to challenge church
teachings on the fatherhood
of God and the male priest-
hood.
» Actions: Archbishop J.
Peter Sartain of Seattle will
oversee reforms in the leader-
ship conference, including:
■ Revisions to its statutes.
■ Withdrawing a handbook
seen as too tolerant of dis-
sent.
■ Approving future speakers
and presenters at major
programs
■ Reviewing the use of li-
turgical texts, including
ensuring the Mass has “a
place of priority” at confer-
ence events.
■ Reviewing the conference’s
links to lobbying and other
organizations.
Source: Doctrinal Assessment
of the Leadership Conference
of Women Religious, Congre-
gation for the Doctrine of the
Faith.
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Mall St. Matthews

shoes
Derby

for the

Shine from head to toe
with spring bling

from Nina

“Stasy”
Coral, floral multi,
sizes 6-10M.
$99

“Sadi”
Silver,
sizes 6-10M.
$129

“Fiarra”
Fuchsia,
sizes 6-10M.
$99

“Nolga”
Silver glitter,
sizes 6-10M.
$69
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