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MICHAEL PRABHU DECEMBER 4, 2020
Do we need bishops?
https://mattersindia.com/2020/11/do-we-need-bishops/

chhotebhai, Kanpur, November 24, 2020
In the light of the recent appointments of bishops and archbishops, this question may seem audacious. But it is not altogether without merit. Do we really need bishops, what is their role in our lives, and if at all we do need them, then who should decide on their appointments?

The role of the recently removed Papal Nuncio to India, Abp. Giambattista Diquatro, even raises the question on the role or necessity of a Nuncio. In his letter from Rome in La Croix on 21st November, veteran Rome watcher   Robert Mickens says that in the USA most Catholics would not even know the name of their bishop or that of the President of the Bishops’ Conference. He could as easily say the same for India. 

We have before us the recent removal from the clerical state (why insult us laity by calling it laicisation?) of a 90+ Cardinal Theodore McCarrick of Washington, the removal of the Finance Secretary of the Vatican Cardinal Bellucci, and the rap on the knuckles of another 90+ cardinal in Poland, makes one wonder how deep the rot is?

Here in India we have the suspension of the rape accused Franco Mulakkal of Jalandhar, and Bp Galela Prasad of Kadapa, followed by serious allegations of murder and womanising by Bp K.A. William of Mysuru, now being capped by serious allegations against the archbishop of Cuttack-Bhubaneshwar by the priests of his own diocese. Are these instances just the tip of the iceberg?

So far the only known cases of action taken against bishops in India are of Bp Willie Gomes of Poona some years ago, for having an illegitimate child; and Bp Isidore Fernandes of Allahabad, for the relatively minor act of ecclesiastical indiscipline in consecrating a Protestant bishop. The latter attracts an automatic latae sententiae  ex-communication (Can 1382)! Ironically, murder, rape or financial misappropriation are considered lesser offences! Convoluted logic.

The question then is relevant – do we need bishops at all? During the ongoing Corona pandemic even priests have begun to question the need for organised religion, Sunday obligations, sacramental life or what is sometimes described as Churchianity, as against Christianity.

Ask a common parishioner on the role of a bishop, and pat comes the reply – to pat the children on their cheeks at Confirmation, inaugurate buildings or attend convent concerts. At most he is the one who gives dispensation from mixed marriages or oversees cases of marriage annulments. Does such a seemingly limited role merit the office of a bishop, with a ceremonial coat of arms, a flagstaff car and a residential palace like a medieval European princeling?

The Hindi word for bishop is Dharmadhyaksh, which literally means one who presides over religion. I find the term obnoxious. However, the word bishop is derived from the Greek word episkopos that literally means an overseer or a municipal inspector. By that etymology a bishop would be called a safainayak in Hindi. Not a very flattering definition. Small wonder then that they appropriated for themselves the pompous sounding word, Dharmadhyaksh.

Strangely, the word bishop is not found in the New Testament. Reference is often made to 1 Tim 3:1-7 and Tit 1:5-9. In both these texts the term used is “elder”, obviously a senior person. That is why the authoritative “Dictionary of the Bible” by Rev J McKenzie SJ states that “The institution of the monarchical episcopate, in which each church is governed by a single bishop, does not appear in the New Testament” (Pg 97). The equally authoritative Jerome Biblical Commentary, in reference to the aforementioned scripture texts says that these elders were presumed to be married with children and not prone to drinking, qualities that would make the Christian community attractive to outsiders (Pg 897). Such an elder was more like a person in charge of a house church. It would require a huge stretch of the imagination to compare the bishops of today with the elders envisaged in the New Testament.

The question therefore arises, is the office of bishop, as seen today, an essential part of Christianity that has got sanctified over time? If it is just a pious tradition then it needs to be re-examined in the light of modern society and societal groupings like a church. Have any of our theologians, with doctorates and licentiates from Rome got the guts to re-examine the office of bishop? They would be opening a Pandora’s Box and closing their own doors for funding. So they choose to be mute spectators or abettors of a tradition that may have outlived its utility, at least in its present form.

Assuming that bishops are necessary let us examine contemporary church teaching about them. The Dogmatic Constitution of the Church states that the principal duty of a bishop is the preaching of the Gospel (LG No 25). The Decree on the Bishops’ Pastoral Office in the Church describes a bishop as one “who stands in the midst of his people as one who serves” (CD No 16a). 
Many of us erroneously believe that the DD suffix bishops use stands for Doctor of Divinity. It actually stands for the Greek term Doulous Duli (Servant of the Servants). Small wonder then that bishops have now dropped this suffix. 

Canon Law prescribes that a bishop should have exemplary holiness, charity, humility and simplicity (cf Can 387). It also lays down that he has legislative, executive and judicial powers (cf Can 391:2). This militates against the norms of modern society that is based on separation of powers. Canonically then, a bishop is a dictator, with all powers vested in him. This calls for immediate change. 

What about the selection of bishops? It is desirable that they have a doctorate or licentiate (cf Can 378:5). But Jesus, the son of man, the carpenter of Nazareth, did not have any formal degrees. Yet he spoke with authority, unlike religious leaders (cf Mat 7:29). At the age of 12 he could hold his own against the Doctors of the Law (cf Lk 2:41-50).

In Sunday sermons we are reminded of Jesus the Good Shepherd who “lays down his life for his sheep” (Jn 10:11), while the hireling runs away when faced with adversity (cf Jn 10:12). Sermons, however, are silent on what God says about the erring shepherds of Israel. Some quotes will suffice. 

“Disaster is in store for the shepherds of Israel who feed themselves! Are not shepherds meant to feed a flock? Yet you have fed on milk, you have dressed yourselves in wool, you have sacrificed the fattest sheep … You have failed to make weak sheep strong, or to care for the sick ones, or bandage the injured ones. You have failed to bring back strays or look for the lost. On the contrary you have ruled them cruelly and harshly” (Ez 34:2-4). Angry with his appointed shepherds God says, “The shepherds will stop feeding themselves, because I shall rescue my sheep from their mouths to stop them being food for them” (Ez 34:10). His final salvo is “I myself shall pasture my sheep” (Ez 34:15).    

In the light of the above, neither the New nor the Old Testaments support the role of bishops as presently found in the church. They seem to have become redundant and irrelevant. Perhaps God itself will arise to care for its people. 

* The writer is the Convenor of the Indian Catholic Forum

Readers’ comments

There is no Church without the Bishop. The question is based only on the example of bad Bishops and does not consider those Bishops who are good. So the correct and logical question should have been “Do we need bad Bishops?”. The answer is “no”. And to the question “Do we need good Bishops?” The answer is “yes”. It is not charitable nor Christian to brand all Bishops as bad because of a few. –Dominic
Well reflected and articulated write-up. Over the years it is observed that there is a need for reformation of the Catholic Church — roles, responsibilities and terms, etc., of a Bishop, Priest and Laity. It is quite obvious that the power vested in Bishop is unimaginable and even irrational in the present age. Codes of canon in this regard and other aspects needed to be overhauled without further delay, if one is serious about Kingdom values to be alive in present day society for times to come. –Fr. Augustine Singh Ph.D.*** 
Chhotebhai, why should we point the gun only to the bishops? What about Archbishops, Cardinals, Pope and not the least, the poor priests? Their roles become redundant.
We need to question vehemently the need for the existing “Pyramidal Structure and Hierarchy”.
We should propagate the meaningful “Circular Model” of the church that existed in the early Christian community.

A CHURCH OF THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE AND BY THE PEOPLE – is the need of the hour. –M.L. Satyan
Who is M.L. Satyan?
An atheist, he is -- or was -- the Secretary of the New Age Dharma Bharathi Society of Swami Sachidananda Bharathi who is the number two in the Indian Catholic Forum. See *** page 4.

He writes regularly for Indian Currents and for Matters India.

On March 23, 2020, he wrote (https://mattersindia.com/2020/03/lesson-from-coronavirus-move-from-religiosity-to-spirituality/); an extract:
“My long-pending personal dream seems to have come true. All the worship places such as … church are closed all over India. […] I am happy that it has come true now, thanks to the dreaded virus. Now the time has come for us to ask: Do we need these worship places at all? Who created them and for what? Who actually benefit from them?

The famous singer K J Yesudas* sang a song a few years ago. The words of the song go like this: “Human being created religions; Religions created Gods; Human beings and Religions together divided the land and minds of the people”. This is the bitter truth. *Keralite Latin Catholic by birth, he is popular for his songs honouring Hindu deities.
God never created any religion. It is the invention of human beings. […] In the initial stage of human society, people did have a notion of God/Divine and they related themselves in their own ways. Mostly they worshiped through nature in their own creative ways. There was no mediator or broker in between. In course of time, the religious leaders found a way to “convert religion and the worship places” into a booming business. Precisely for this purpose, the religious leaders “devised methods” in order to make people come to the worship places.

Take the example of Christianity. Look at what happened in the early Christian communities: […] (Acts.2:44-47).

During the first three centuries, the followers retained the innocence of the apostolic tradition; although the church’s wealth had become substantial, they managed to act in harmony with Christ’s injunction about poverty. However, later on, they no longer sold their properties upon being baptized.

They had come to harmonize the possession of wealth with the teaching of Christ conveniently quoting or ignoring sundry passages of the Gospels. They did this by following the example of the church, which as a corporate body, had begun to accumulate wealth. In this manner the apostolic tradition of poverty was abandoned.

The Catholic Church thus gradually became the custodian of wealth acting as the distributor and administrator. The church gained a new status. This was reflected in the multiplication of prestigious cathedrals, church buildings, the opulence of the vestments of her prelates and the magnificence of liturgy.

Devotion to saints became an immense, steady source of wealth for the church as a whole and for the clergy in particular. The whole of Europe was dotted with shrines and pilgrimages and the sale of indulgences were the order of the day for centuries. Catholicism, which claims to be His church, is one of the wealthiest institutions on earth. How come, that such an institution, ruling in the name of this same itinerant preacher, whose wants was such that he had not even a place to lay his head, is now so top-heavy with riches that she can rival the combined might of the most redoubtable financial trusts, of the most potent industrial super-giants, and of the most prosperous global corporation of the world? This is a question that has echoed along with somber corridors of history during almost 2000 years. […]
A religious person belongs to a particular religion and follows its rules, regulations, rituals and ceremonies. Religiosity focuses on priesthood and priestly tradition. A religious person is often fanatic, self-centered, insensitive and ambitious. Religious people are orthodox and conservatives. […] Moreover, religiosity divides people in matters of religious beliefs, practices and worshiping places.

On the contrary, a spiritual person rises above caste, color culture, religion, rules, regulations, ceremonies and rituals. […]”
	Subject: 
	CHOOSING BISHOPS

	Date: 
	Fri, 4 Dec 2020 12:43:21 +0530

	From: 
	chhotebhai Kanpur <noronha.kp@gmail.com>

	To: 
	


Dear Friends,

Here is the sequel to my previous piece "Do We Need Bishops?" Some of the things mentioned here may come as a shock to the laity that is not conversant with church history. Sometimes the church needs shock treatment to waken from its slumber. Please do share this with others. Thanks.

chhotebhai

CHOOSING OUR BISHOPS

(A sequel to DO WE NEED BISHOPS?)
# chhotebhai

When I wrote the previous article on the need or role of bishops I expected howls of protest. Surprisingly, I received mostly positive feedback, including from several priests whom I have never met. So obviously I had my finger on the pulse of the community, or had touched a raw nerve. It necessitated this sequel.

If the church today is an organised society, then it surely needs headship. The question that I had previously addressed was what was the role of bishops and how they had evolved, or mutated, over time. If the church is also a spiritual body, then it does need some form of spiritual leadership. It cannot be a headless chicken running frantically around to eventually collapse.  

The recent instances of erring cardinals in the west, and devious or dubious bishops in India, raises a critical question; “Who or what kind of persons should be our bishops or spiritual heads?” The Vatican II documents and Canon Law are explicit about the intrinsic qualities of head and heart that bishops should have. I have already touched on that in the previous article, so there is no need of repetition. 

The point that we now need to address is, “Where do we find these worthies? Who chooses or appoints them?” This crucial question cannot be left unanswered. Besides Catholic journals, I receive 5 Catholic news bulletins every day, hence am reasonably well informed about the various forces and factors at play, not just in India, but across the world. For the purposes of this article I shall draw heavily on an article by Rev Ricardo daSilva SJ in Catholic News Update Asia (CNUA) dated 28/11/20, and the book “A Compact History of the Popes” by Rev P.C. Thomas. We need to address the issue as objectively as possible.

daSilva’s article is in response to the Vatican making public the 449 page report on defrocked Cardinal Theodore McCarrick of Washington, USA. His sexual misdemeanours first came to light in 1987. It took the Vatican 32 years to defrock him! How many more sexual and financial crimes would he have committed over those years? How many more lives would he have scarred? The thought is numbing.

daSilva identifies two major reasons for this interminable and unpardonable delay. The first is the total lack of transparency and accountability in the way that the Catholic Church functions. The second is the faulty process by which bishops are chosen – by the bishops themselves. Prima facie this is a faulty system and needs urgent redress.

daSilva describes the selection process in the USA; that I daresay is prevalent in India too. The process begins with a local bishop recommending the names of priests from his diocese to the Metropolitan (regional archbishop). The probables from the diocese are discussed in the regional bishops’ meeting. Thereafter three names are sent to the Nuncio (cf Can 377:2). 
The Nuncio is not bound by these recommendations. He may even consult “lay persons of outstanding wisdom” (cf Can 377:3). Does this actually happen? The Nuncio then sends three names in what is called a terna to the Congregation of Bishops in the Vatican. The head of the Congregation then zeroes in on one name that is submitted to the pope; who in turn is not obliged to accept such a nomination.

In the USA some priests, religious and even bishops have expressed reservations about the present system that could be easily manipulated by personal preferences/ prejudices or even political inclinations. The recent Presidential elections have shown how deeply polarised the Catholic bishops and people are. It has been suggested that the laity also have a say in the appointment of their bishops. Further, the names of prospective candidates should be published so that the people are afforded an opportunity to express their aspirations or objections, if any. This would be a process similar to the proclamation of marriage banns.

The existing system in the USA is in all probability also followed in India. But there are exceptions to what is perceived as a universal or inflexible system. Matters India carried a story on 26/11/20 about the diocese of Chur in Switzerland. In 1948 Pope Pius XII had provided for three names to be sent to the diocese for approval. In the present instance the people of the diocese rejected all three names proposed by the pope. 

I now move to Thomas’ book on the papacy. It is a veritable eye opener. Church history, including that of the papacy, is taught in seminaries, but the laity is deprived of this knowledge. Since the election of popes is well documented it is worth studying. First some bare facts. Of 266 popes to date just 4, beginning with St Peter, were Asian, and three were African. In the early church most of the popes were Greek. However, with the Great Schism of the East in the eleventh century the papacy got confined to western Europe and ultimately to Italy. Over a period of time Byzantine, Roman, French and German emperors controlled the papacy. 

Pope Hadrian VI (the 214th pope) was from Holland. After his death in 1523 there were only Italian popes till the election of the Polish John Paul II in 1978. So for 450 years we could hardly call ourselves catholic (universal)!

Clear cut laws for the election of a pope were first formulated by Pope Nicholas II (150th) as late as 1059. So for over a millennium and 150 popes there was a no holds barred contest for the papacy. In 1274 the General Council of Lyons declared that a new pope should be elected within three days of the demise of the previous one. The cardinal electors would not be given food or water till they elected a new pope. It was as recently as on 22/2/1996 that Pope John Paul II promulgated the present rules and processes for the election of a pope, in his document “Universi Dominici Gregis”.

Those of us who are used to seeing an orderly entry of cardinals into a papal conclave in the Sistine Chapel, and waiting for the smoke to emerge from the chimney, need to know that it was not always that way. Let us walk down memory lane.

St Fabian (the 20th) was a simple farmer. A dove rested on his head and it was interpreted as a sign from God. In one shot he was ordained a deacon, priest, bishop and pope! For 4 years (304-308 CE) there was no pope, and again for 2 years before the election of St Meltiades (the 32nd). During the Dark Ages of 900 – 1050 CE there was a rapid turnaround of 36 popes. John XII (the 130th) was just 18 years old when his influential father foisted him on the church as pope. Gregory V (the 139th), the first German pope, too, was just 26 years of age. Benedict VIII (the 143rd) was a layman when elected. Benedict IX (the 145th) had the dubious distinction of having three tenures as pope because there were four claimants at the time.

What was worse was the many “worldly” factors that went into becoming a pope. Nepotism was rife. Nepote is the Latin/ Italian word for nephew/ niece. St Hormisdus (the 52nd) was married and his son Silverius (the 58th) also became pope. In 535 CE 217 African bishops were bought over and brought to Rome for a papal election. Stephen II (92A) and his younger brother St Paul I (93) both became popes. Sergius II (119) had an illegitimate son who also became John XI (125). Benedict VII (135) became pope by murdering his predecessor Benedict VI. These instances are sufficient to show how extraneous factors went into the election of popes over the centuries.

Returning to India, despite recent scandals, we have not had such a bad legacy in the appointment of bishops that only began in earnest after the establishment of the Indian hierarchy in 1886. By then the darkest hour was over. Nevertheless ethnic chauvinism and nepotism is rampant. Since I live in U.P., I am more familiar with the local scenario. Almost all the clergy of Allahabad, Lucknow and Bareilly dioceses are inter-related. 

Lucknow, though it had less than 7000 Catholics in 2013, has produced 6 bishops since its erection in 1940. Its previous three bishops all went on to become archbishops – Cecil D’sa to Agra in 1983, Alan de Lastic to Delhi in 1991, Albert D’souza to Agra in 2007; besides Ignatius Menezes as bishop of Ajmer in 1979 and Oswald Lewis in Jaipur in 2005. The incumbent bishop of Lucknow since 2000, Gerald Mathias, is also from its diocesan cadre.  

In contrast, Agra archdiocese that has a Catholic history dating back to Emperor Akbar’s time, did not get one of its own priests as its archbishop, till the recent elevation of Raphy Manjaly, who will assume office in January 2021. Allahabad is the second oldest diocese in the north (1886). Post Independence it has had 6 bishops of whom just two – Baptist Mudartha and Isidore Fernandes, were from its own cadre. It makes one wonder as to what “forces” are at work in the choice of bishops.

Do we the people have a choice? Not much, as things stand. It has not prevented me from writing to the Nuncio with my own panel of names, with a small degree of success. I will do so again, now that the see of my parent diocese of Allahabad has fallen vacant.

* The writer has done extensive research on the history of the Church, especially in India, for his forthcoming book “The Jerusalem Code”

***Director, SHINE - Centre for Psychological Counselling, Guidance and Consultation at Archdiocese of Cuttack-Bhubaneswar, Bhubaneswar, Odisha. He is a Doctor of Philosophy (Counseling Psychology) from De La Salle University, Manila.
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