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Our Say - Cultural engagement and detachment

One of the most liberating developments
to emerge at the Second Vatican Coun-
cil was a willingness to acknowledge and
respect ways of being in the world other
than that to which we had grown accus-
tomed within the Roman Catholic tradition.
Specifically, formal acknowledgement and
respect were given to other cultural and
religious traditions, with their rituals and
symbols and ways of organising life, their
different but valid perceptions and priori-
ties, each with its particular grasp of what it
means to be human.

This gave rise to an engagement with
these traditions in a serious dialogue. En-
couragement was given to churches to adapt
the liturgy and worship to the local culture.
Missionaries became acutely conscious of
the place of culture in evangelization. The
ecumenical movement was begun with great

‘husiasm. And so a new consciousness
—<veloped within the Church — one that was
also developing in the wider world as we
became more aware of the limitations of
colonialism and cultural imperialism.

here has been a subsequent and perhaps

unforeseen offshoot of this liberating
development within the Church. As we
became more and more alert to and con-
scious of the rights and riches of other tradi-
tions, it was inevitable that we would,
sooner or later, became alert to and con-
scious of the limits of our own way of being
in the world.

It is true that the ground-breaking think-
ers prior to, during and after the Council,
were already conscious of this. Over the
last decade or so, however, this conscious-
ness has became the normal Catholic per-
ception. The cultural engagement beyond
the Church has facilitated a cultural disen-
gagement within the Church.

This development is both a danger and
an opportunity. It is a danger because we
may not deal well with the disillusionment
and the loss of clarity and confidence, even
if they were based on false premises. It may
leave people cynical, resentful and angry. It
may also leave people apathetic and without
energy or interest for the immense task of

renewal that lies before us.

It is also an opportunity because it sets
us free to ask the foundational questions
with honesty and with the possibility that we
can develop a whole new and more Gospel-
centred way of being in the world.

We can ask, as Pope John Paul II has
done, just how we might reform the papacy.
We can begin to think of the Church as a
community of local churches and ask how
this might be developed. We can ask
whether our ways of being Catholic in Aus-
tralia today are more reflective of a bygone
European culture than the current demands
and possibilities of living the Gospel in this
culture at this time.

We might also ask why Christianity in
Australia has been so sectarian, and re-
spond, not with abstract references to his-

tory, but with concrete references to our

own lives and our personal contributions to
that sectarianism. We could also ask what
wisdom the first inhabitants of this conti-
nent, with their unique spirituality, might
bring to our struggle for renewal. a
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