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'No consensus on follow-up to Notre Dame flap

John L. AllenJr. | Jun. 17, 2009

Los Angeles AUXi I'iary Bishop Thomas J. Curry (CNS photo)

Auxiliary Bishop Thomas Curry of Los Angeles, 66, is chair of the U.S Bishops? Committee on Education, and
thus likely to be a key player in discussions about the fallout from the University of Notre Dame?s controversial
decision to invite President Barack Obama to deliver the commencement address and to award the president an
honorary doctorate. Curry is also a distinguished intellectual with a special interest in church/state relations;
he even operates a blog devoted to church/state issues at www.thomascurry.org. He sat down with NCR during
the bishops? spring meeting in San Antonio today to discuss the Notre Dame/Obama case.

(Read also Allen'sinterview with bishops' conference vice president Bishop Gerald Kicanas. No push to punish

Notre Dame for Obamainvite [1].)

Will there be any conver sation about the Notre Dame/Obama controver sy at this meeting?

Ohyes, | think there will be conversation about it during the executive session tomorrow. | think there will be a
lot of independent conversations, but | also think the bishops need to discuss it together. 1t?s something that?s
going to continue to come up over and over and over again.

Welivein the middle of a society with which the church has very significant differences of opinion. We simply
have to learn how to do that well, and it?s alearning experience all over again. The issues change, and our
learning curve has to change. If | may go back to history, we had to do thiswith regard to living in areligiously
pluralistic society. The church struggled with that for a hundred years or more, but we did come to live with it.
We have to come to be able to do two things: to challenge people who differ drastically from us, but also to
dialogue with them. There are great issues involved, and we have to make clear distinctions between endorsing
something, challenging it, and engaging it.

You say there will be discussion of the Notre Dame case, but do you think there will be a decision of some
sort?

It would be wonderful if we could have a decision that everyone would agree on, but | would doubt very much
that everybody is going to come to a consensus at the moment. | would see it as a continuing discussion and
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exchange of views, and some of the views are very strong and passionate.

The bishopsissued a 2004 statement which said that it?sinappropriate for Catholic institutionsto honor
someone who holds positions contrary to the teaching of the church. Do you think there?s a consensus
among the bishopsthat what Notre Dame did isin violation of that policy, or isthat part of what?s under
discussion?

| think that?s part of what?s under discussion. Certainly there are very strong opinions that thisisin violation of
the policy, and perhapsit is. But | think there are also very strong opinions that we must continue to discuss this
and work things out. He [Obama] is the president, and while we disagree with him on some things, we simply
have to deal with peoplein public office. The question is, how do we do that? How do we both challenge them
and also continue to discuss things with them?

Isthis something your committeeislikely to take up with regard to Catholic univer sities?

Y es, we?re in the process of discussing it. | cant really say too much because we?re till in that process. This
month, representatives of our committee will be meeting with some college presidents to discuss it, and at the
moment |?m waiting for the response to that. We?ll meet before the November meeting and talk about it then. |
don?t expect that we?re going to issue a policy at that stage, because | ?2m not sure we?re at a point where we
could come up with something that would enjoy consensus.

Do you think controversieslike what we saw at Notre Dame may happen again, without any stronger
national policy?

The worst possible scenario would be that thisis just the prologue to a more general controversy at the next
graduation season. | would be a bit more optimistic. | think that the issues are going to continue, but perhaps
more on alocal level. 1”2m hopeful that it won? develop into a complete polarization between the church and
politicians, and that we can deal with specific issues in specific ways rather than the whole country getting
involved.

Do you sense any push among the bishopsfor punitive measur es against Notre Dame?

No, | don?t find any general consensus about that at all. Quite the contrary. | can speak for everybody, and
certainly some people feel angry and betrayed, but | dont find that thats a consensus, either on our committee
or among anyone el se.

In fact, although it?s still in the preliminary stages and we haven made any decisions, but Notre Dameis very
interested in Catholic schools, especially K-12, asis our committee, and we hope in the future that we?| be
cooperating with Notre Dame and other universities to support the schools. Sometimes if we can focus on issues
like that, it can change the atmospherics, helping us remember that we?re al on the same side.

Y ou?re confident that Notre Dame and the bishops are on the same side?

I2m confident of that. | have no reason to believe otherwise. | haven? had any conversations with people at
Notre Dame [about the Obama invitation], but | have had conversations about Catholic education, and | have no
reason to believe that thisis going to lead to some kind of war between the bishops and Notre Dame.

The question some would ask is, what?s the point of putting out statementslike the oneyou did in 2004 if
they can beignored without any consequences?

That?s agood question, but first of all, | wouldn?t say there were no consequences. A very significant number



of bishops objected fiercely to this, and Notre Dame has been very much in the forefront of criticism from many
Catholic laity aswell as bishops. | would say that there was a strong controversy.

The other point is that the 2004 statement is analogous to our statement on political activity before each
election. 1t?s not a matter of faith and moralsin the sense that we?re defining something. 1t?s a matter of how
we react to a constantly moving situation in the country. | don think you can say, ?0Okay, we had a 2004
statement and that?s the end of it.? No, the 2004 statement is a significant statement, it has to be taken into
account, but we?re in a continual process of thinking and discernment about our relationship with the political
situation, which is constantly changing.

You?renot in favor of new punitive measuresfor universitiesthat don?t comply with the bishops?
policies?

I don?t think that would be useful.

Some people have argued that the problem with what happened at Notre Dame wasn?t so much that he
was invited to speak, but that he got the honorary degree. Do you think theinvitation itself would have
been acceptable without the honorary degree?

Let me put it thisway: | would anticipate that it would have been less controversial, because the honorary
doctorate engaged the issue of the 2004 statement. A lot of people said that if they had come for the graduation
but without giving him the honorary doctorate, it would have been different. Of course, | can see from the point
of view of the university, they always give the commencement speaker a doctorate. Perhaps they could have
doneit differently. If so, it would not have been seen as engaging the 2004 statement about giving honors.

Arethere circumstances you can envision when it would be appropriateto invite a pro-choice politician
to speak at a Catholic university?

If one had an open forum, as part of a university exercise, with people on one side and on the other ? with the
university making clear where it stood, but giving a chance for dialogue between the points of view ? | think
that would be appropriate.

In other words, context makesthe difference. Isthat why you think an absolute policy probably won?t
work?

| dont see the policies as absolutes, but as guidelines. It would be best for this to be worked out between
bishops and university presidents. Whether it?s the church or the national and international arena, it?s good if
we can contain conflicts, and | think that would help to contain the conflict. Of course, it?s difficult to contain
these things, because people like to get others to comment on them, but | think it would be better to deal with
these things on the local level where possible, more than escalating everything to a national controversy.

Doesthat mean you don?t think there?saneed for a national policy?

No, | don?t mean that at all. | think we do need national guidelines. Otherwise, we?d just be 200 separate
dioceses doing their own thing. We do need some consensus, we need to talk to each other, but my hopeis that
at least the controversy could be contained at the local level.

At some point, will the bishopsrevisit the 2004 statement?

t

| think we have to continually revisit it all the time, to see how things are changing. ? We?re dealing with our
relationship with the political issuesin our country, which are constantly changing, and our way of engaging



them has to change.

Will your committee, or the conference, need to look at waysto foster moreregular dialogue with
university presidents?

There was aforum for that exchange, but it got changed with the reorganization of the conference. Thereisa
subcommittee under the Committee on Education, with someone from the ACCU [Association of Catholic
Colleges and Universities.] ? | think that?s something we need to look at more carefully, so that we have a
broader context for discussion.

Do you think that will happen quickly, in the wake of the Notre Dame episode?

| doubt it ? but it?s something we can continue to talk about.
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