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MICHAEL PRABHU, OCTOBER 15, 2019
The Amazonian “paradigm”
https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2019/10/15/the-amazonian-paradigm/ 
Robert Royal, October 15, 2019 
The second week of the Amazon Synod began yesterday and the usual voices said the usual things in the usual way. There was more talk of inculturation and valuing indigenous peoples and eco-conversion, but curiously little to reassure us about how it all is supposed to be successful in the future, since so many participants claim to have already been engaged in just such activities for quite some time in the past.
Venezuelan Bishop José Ángel Divassón Cilveti said at yesterday’s press briefing that the Church in the Amazon region was something like “liturgical” (his language wasn’t clear) before Vatican II. After the Council, beginning in the mid-1970s in his telling, it became more engaged with the people and started helping to promote education, healthcare, indigenous rights, and much else.

If true, this would be damning evidence of the Church in those areas of Latin America. Forget the 50+ years since the Council. After 500+ years since the voyages of Columbus, it hadn’t been working to improve conditions for the far-flung flock? In most places around the world, where missionaries have brought the faith they have also tried to encourage material improvements as well. Bishop Cilveti may be right – it doesn’t seem plausible (it seems more plausible that he and others started to get involved in “social justice” forms of activity) – but it’s terrible if true.

Then again, we know that Bishop Erwin Kräutler, the main figure behind the Instrumentum Laboris and its full-throated enthusiasm for native cultures, has boasted that in thirty years working in the Amazon region, he’s never baptized an indigenous person. If a Catholic missionary hasn’t brought the faith to the people, to whom he was sent explicitly for that purpose, it may be no wonder that he hasn’t brought much in the way of education, healthcare, etc. either.

I wrote here yesterday of the dubious ways that “ecological conversion” is being spoken of when Church figures – as is only to be expected – don’t really grasp the technical side of environmental issues or the tradeoffs that inevitably face us when different good are in conflict.

It would not be much of a stretch to say that something similar is in play in this effort to promote “new pathways” for the Church in the Amazon. Many of the people who have been speaking in the public sessions have spent three or more decades in the Amazon, and to hear them tell it, they’ve been on the side of the angels all that time. So the new paths look very much like the old paths, except for the addition of primarily first-world “solutions,” like married priests and women in roles of authority.

I’ve said here before that the argument that indigenous peoples don’t understand celibacy, if true, is another failure of evangelization after centuries of the Church’s presence in the region.
A journalist prodded the panelists yesterday asking whether there was any opposition in the synod hall to ordaining married viri probati. The answer was vague, that all different kinds of views are being presented. The director of the Vatican Communications Office, Paolo Ruffini, turned even further from an answer by reminding everyone that the synod is only advisory: in the end, the pope will take the advice offered and decide what he wants to do with it.

Brazilian Bishop Carlo Verzeletti described his situation: There are 1010 villages in his diocese, he has only a handful of priests, and about 100 ordained deacons. Meanwhile, the Pentecostals are violently “invading” (his term). He would ordain married men, if the pope allows it, and he even already knows which ones.

It’s hard to tell someone about his own situation, which he obviously knows first-hand. But from a distance and at the risk of being wildly off base, just maybe the new ways he ought to pursue are not to give in to the usual secular perspective and take the radical leap into trying to recruit more priests, largely expand his deacons if needed, in short to try Catholicism, which has managed to persist in all sorts of highly unfavorable situations for millennia.

It’s ironic that the strongest voices at the synod seem to want to preserve age-old indigenous beliefs and practices, which are inevitably now going to change as they come into contact with the modern world. At the same time, they show what seems only a perfunctory desire to preserve another age-old set of beliefs and practices, the ones that involve preaching the Gospel to all nations.
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