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t fIVe-year INterVals, the PoPe has the chaNce to dIrect hIs eXclusIVe 
attention to the Bishops and faithful of  every nation. following an ancient custom, Bishops regularly 
go to rome “to see Peter” (cf. Gal. 1:18), pray at the tombs of  the apostles and submit an account of  
their stewardship, through the roman curia, to the successor of  Peter.
  Between March 20 and december 4, 1993, the Bishops of  the united states, in eleven differ-

ent regional groups, traveled to rome for their visit ad limina apostolorum - to the “threshold” or tombs of  
sts. Peter and Paul. Besides meeting with every diocesan Bishop personally, as well as celebrating the eu-

charist and sharing a meal with all the Bishops from a region, the holy father gives them a group talk. Whereas 
his encyclicals, apostolic exhortations, letters and Wednesday catecheses are for the universal church, the ad 

limina addresses are aimed precisely at the united states. the discourses of  1993 provide a valuable insight into what 
Pope John Paul II thinks about the strengths and weaknesses of  the church in america.
 John Paul’s talks to the american Bishops amount to a little more than 22,000 words - about 2,000 words each. 
Wishing to let the Pope speak for himself, in this essay I restrict my commentary to the minimum needed to provide 
the context for what he is saying about the principal issues facing americans. occasionally I hazard a guess as to why 
the Pope chooses to say what he does. admittedly, this is speculation on my part, though my comments are backed up 
from his talks. all citations come from the eleven discourses published in the english edition of L’Osservatore Romano 
and Origins.1

PurPose of Ad LiminA VIsIts

 at the beginning of  a group talk the Pope usually expresses his thoughts on its purpose. What he remarks to 
the first group of  American Bishops is typical: “Your ad limina visit brings you to rome to venerate the tombs of  the 
glorious martyrs, Peter and Paul, who established this ‘greatest and most ancient church’ (St. irenaeus, adv. haer. 111.3.2) and to 
meet Peter’s successor in this apostolic see which ‘presides over the universal communion of  charity’ (cf. st. clement, 
Ad Rom., preface)” (1.1). Not only are the visits an instrument expressing the Bishops’ accountability to the holy see, 
they also furnish the Pope with a way to fulfill his ministry to the other members of  the Episcopal College. John Paul 
II considers these encounters as an opportunity to carry out his Petrine responsibility of  strengthening the faith of  
his brothers (cf. lk 22:32). each visit is, he believes, “an occasion for us to support and encourage one another in the 
fulfillment of  our ministry” (10.1). Moreover, the Holy Father points out to the Bishops that “while our private con-
versations deal with the situation of  your individual dioceses, these group meetings give me an opportunity to share 
with you and your brother Bishops in the united states some thoughts on more general aspects of  your ministry and 
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of  the church’s life in your country” (1.1). his addresses 
have two aims: to confirm the Bishops in their episcopal 
ministry and to reflect on American Church life.

 repeatedly John Paul II refers to his group audi-
ences as “moments of  fraternal union” (5.1). they are 
times of  “profound solidarity - sacramental and fraternal 
- which unites us in the episcopal ministry” (8.1). as “ex-
pressions of  the collegial structure of  the church’s hier-
archical communion” (1.1), the meetings show that the 
Pope and the Bishops “are joined in a communion that 
is both fraternal and hierarchical” (2.1). accordingly, the 
age-old custom of  ad limina visits expresses “the com-
munion in truth and charity linking the members of  the 
college of  Bishops with the successor of  Peter” (9.1).

 the Pope also tells the american Bishops that 
“for the members of  your particular churches, the unity 
of  their pastors with the Bishop of  rome is the sign that 
the community’s faith and evangelical service rest on rock” 
(9.1). on the one hand, the holy father asserts that his 
Petrine ministry is “intrinsic” to the diocesan churches’ 
“fullness of  communion 
in the one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic church” 
(4.1). on the other hand, 
he admits that he, too, is 
enriched by the Bishops’ 
roman pilgrimage. With-
in the church, the Pope 
maintains, “there is a con-
stant exchange of  spiritu-
al gifts from one particu-
lar church to another, and 
between the particular 
churches and the church universal” (11.1). When the di-
ocesan churches remain open to universal koinonia, they, 
in turn, are enriched. from her “they welcome and re-
ceive the fullness of  the apostolic faith, and they enrich 
the church by contributing the wealth of  their own gifts” 
(8.1). In this way ad limina visits testify to the collegial 
spirit uniting the head and members of  the episcopal 
college.

structure aNd lIterary GeNre

 When meeting privately with Bishops, the Pope 
discusses problems specific to their dioceses. He uses 
the group talks to develop a kind of  mini-treatise for the 
whole Church in America. In his first address, the Holy

father announces that his discourses will follow the 
structure of  Catechism of  the Catholic Church. “With the 
various groups of  Bishops,” he will meditate “on cer-
tain aspects of  believing, praying, celebrating and living 
‘the catholic faith that comes to us from the apostles’ 
“(1.2). a glance at the structure of  the Catechism reveals, 
however, that it deals with “believing, celebrating, living 
and praying.” Notice, therefore, that the Pope shifts the 
order, placing his discussion of  spiritual renewal and ho-
liness immediately after that on belief. While the Pope 
generally follows this scheme in his discourses, he does 
so rather flexibly. In his concluding address, he can still 
accurately recall, however, that “the thoughts which I 
have shared with the united states Bishops during this 
year’s ad limina visits have been guided by the outline and 
content of  the Catechism of  the Catholic Church” (11.6). for 
the purpose of  orderly analysis, I have linked the themes 
more closely, following the order originally proposed by 
the Pope.

 the literary genre of  ad limina addresses is unique 
among documents of  the ordinary papal magisterium. 

they are neither homilies 
nor theological treatises. 
addressed to Bishops 
and, through them, to the 
faithful, the discourses 
are more like spiritual-
pastoral conferences. the 
tone is fraternal, exhorta-
tory, frequently compli-
mentary and, even more 
often, challenging. the 
Pope regularly describes 
a situation - for example, 

the underlying reasons of  a pastoral problem - and then 
encourages the Bishops to take a specific line of  action.

 a survey of  the different sources used in the 1993 
series given to the american Bishops is instructive for re-
vealing the mind of  the Pope. Pride of  place belongs to 
sacred scripture, to which he makes 156 direct citations 
or allusions. of  these, 149 are to the New testament. 
he refers 75 times to the Pauline corpus, 16 of  which are 
to ephesians, and 30 to John.2 John Paul II’s own mag-
isterium provides the next largest source of  citations, 
74 in all. Not surprisingly, the Pope concentrates on the 
documents issued since the Bishops’ last ad limina visit in 
1988.3 combing the citations also reveals that for him the 
second Vatican council is a constant point of  reference. 
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he manages to cite the conciliar documents 35 times, 16 
of  which are to Lumen Gentium.4 additionally, he men-
tions the Catechism of  the Catholic Church 17 times and the 
Code of  Canon Law 7 times.5 the holy father also refers 
to 7 different documents of  the roman curia,6 and 11 is-
sued by the american Bishops.7 such rich documentation 
reflects the continuity of  the papal magisterium and his 
desire to highlight church teachings which he regards as 
specially relevant to americans.

 What follows is a presentation of  the five major 
areas treated in the eleven discourses of  1993: the creed, 
spiritual renewal, the sacramental economy, the church’s 
internal unity and her mission to the world. In particular 
I wish to underscore the Pope’s own reading of  the roots 
of  current problems. this emphasis is in line with the 
plan he maps out. “If  the ‘new evangelization’ is to bear 
fruit that will last,” he maintains, “it is first necessary to 
assess soberly the present situation. only then can we 
ensure a proper response to what the holy spirit is saying 
to the churches today” (2.3). Merely passing attention is 
paid to his comments directed specifically to Bishops and 
to other groups, such as religious and youth.

creed aNd catholIc IdeNtIty

 In his first ad limina address, the Pope recalls his 
own “ministry as primary guardian of  the deposit of  
faith” (1.3). this responsibility leads him to emphasize 
“the significance for the Church’s life of  a better knowl-
edge of  the truths of  the creed” (2.2). It is “the expres-
sion of  the church’s faith, the guarantee of  her doctrinal 
apostolicity and unity” (2.2). he goes on to say that “it is 
not possible to think of  the church without her creed, 
without the truths which must be professed by those 
who wish to remain within the bounds of  her visible 
communion” (2.2). the Pope’s concern for the integrity 
of  catholic teaching expressed in the creed stems from 
the twin challenges of  religious ignorance and dissent in 
america.

 John Paul sides with those who lament the wide-
spread religious illiteracy among american catholics, es-
pecially the younger generation. he notes that “in some 
places young people have not received adequate instruc-
tion in the basic truths of  the faith. Parents are often 
ill-equipped to fulfill their role as primary educators in 
the faith. even well-educated adults sometimes lack the 
ability to formulate their faith in relation to the many 
questions raised by the wide diversity of  outlooks pres-

ent in society.” at least in part, the reason for this sit-
uation lies in a catechesis which fails to give sufficient 
importance to the content of  the truths of  faith. “cer-
tain methods have been adopted,” he states critically, “in 
which the fides quae creditur is too much neglected” (2.4).

 according to John Paul, this disheartening situ-
ation is being met head-on by “a national recatechizing 
endeavor, of  young and old alike” (1.5). the catholic la-
ity need more adequate catechesis. Bishops should see to 
it that they receive “continuing theological and spiritual 
formation, including formation in the church’s social 
doctrine, of  a sufficiently high level to enable them to 
fulfill their role in the Church and in society” (8.7). More-
over, “particular attention needs to be paid to the spiri-
tual and doctrinal formation of  all lay ministers” (6.4).

 an exceptionally valuable tool for this monu-
mental catechetical effort is the Catechism of  the Catholic 
Church. for the Pope, it is a “gift of  divine Providence ... 
among the principal fruits of  the second Vatican council 
and one of  the most significant events of  my pontifi-
cate” (1.1). he proposes the Catechism as “an authorita-
tive guide to sound and vibrant preaching, an invaluable 
resource for parish adult formation programs, a basic 
text for the upper grades of  catholic high schools, col-
leges and universities” (4.2). A more specific suggestion 
for guaranteeing that american catholics will receive a 
thorough knowledge of  their faith can hardly be imag-
ined. the Catechism is, the Pope affirms, “an extremely 
effective help in making available to all the faithful the 
inexhaustible riches of  what the church believes, prays, 
celebrates and lives” (11.6). contrary to the opinion of  
those who would restrict the catechism to Bishops and a 
limited number of  experts, John Paul promotes its widest 
possible diffusion.

 Besides expressing his concern for inadequate 
catechesis, the holy father also betrays a preoccupation 
for what americans call “cafeteria” catholicism. this en-
tails a selectivity with regard to church teachings and, 
consequently, a partial identification with the Body of  
christ. In this regard, the Pope observes that “the moral, 
psychological and cultural pressures of  life in the united
states today are tempting some in the church to com-
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promise her teachings and her discipline to the grave det-
riment of  souls” (1.4). he further describes this problem: 
“In a climate of  religious individualism some assume the 
right to decide for themselves, even in important matters 
of  faith, which teachings to accept, while ignoring those 
they find unacceptable” (1.4). John Paul then makes a 
weighty judgment, affirming that “selectivity in adhering 
to authoritative church teaching ... is incompatible with 
being ‘a good catholic’ and by its very nature it poses an 
obstacle to full participation in ecclesial life” (1.4). the 
good of  the church in the united states calls for an end 
to “the disharmony and confusion produced by teach-
ings on questions of  faith, morals and discipline which 
are at odds with the church’s magisterium” (1.5).

 the challenge presented by selective catholicism 
can be met by vigorous teaching and a renewed sense of  
the integrity of  the faith. first, he recalls the Bishops’ 
responsibilities to teach catholic doctrine in its fullness. 
“God’s people need, now and always,” the Pope reminds 
them, “to be able to count on the clear witness of  the 
faith of  the church’s Bishops” (2.1). they are to pro-
claim it “in a way that is clear and uncompromising, yet 
attractive and encouraging” (6.1). the holy father rec-
ommends that every effort should be made to guarantee 
that preaching, religious education programs, and catho-
lic schools and colleges “present serenely and convinc-
ingly - but without embarrassment or compromise - the 
whole treasury of  church teaching” (7.4). only if  the 
Bishops’ “teaching is clear, unambiguous and united,” 
says John Paul, “will it rise above the clash of  conflicting 
opinions with the forcefulness and power of  the truth” 
(1.5). It is therefore “the Bishops’ task to call the whole 
catholic community to accept in its fullness the church’s 
authoritative teaching on faith and morals” (1.4). If  they 
do, the Pope is persuaded that they will have the support 
of  american youth. “It is clear that the controversies and 
dissent of  past decades are of  little interest to them,” he 
explains. “they are not inspired by a Gospel which is 
diluted, disguised or made to seem effortless” (7.4).

 second, the holy father emphasizes that “it is 
necessary to recover a sense of  the wholeness and in-
terior logic - the ‘symphony’ of  the faith” (1.5). there 
is an integrity to catholicism as a seamless garment of  
beliefs which is to be preserved. this is the “fullness of  
the truth” to which the Pope so frequently refers in his 
discourses.8

 according to John Paul II, not only are individu-

al catholics to give their assent to the whole of  church 
teaching but so also is every institution which claims to 
be catholic. orthodoxy has repercussions on the eccle-
sial character of  the vast network of  catholic education-
al, health-care and social service facilities in the united 
States. While recognizing the difficulties of  survival 
faced by these institutions, the Pope identifies a waning 
commitment to church teaching as an even more seri-
ous problem. a regrettable symptom of  this predica-
ment shows itself  “when the mission and policies within 
such institutions have too uncritically followed secular 
models.” such fruitless emulation should be curtailed as 
contrary to the mind of  the church. Instead, these insti-
tutions should “be more active in fostering their catho-
lic identity, and thereby fulfill their responsibilities to the 
church and to society” (2.4).

 Most particularly John Paul points to catholic 
institutions of  higher education and of  health and so-
cial services. They need to reaffirm their catholicity in all 
aspects of  their life. concerning catholic colleges and 
universities, the Pope notes that “the claim to be catho-
lic involves a relationship to the church’s teaching in all 
aspects of  the life of  such an institution: in the ethical 
and moral implications of  its scholarship, the witness of  
intellectual integrity and principled conduct of  its pro-
fessors and teachers, and the models of  goodness, disci-
pline and knowledge offered to students” (2.6). turning 
to catholic health and social services, the holy father 
observes that “to make such institutions flourish, pre-
cisely as catholic, is a task requiring determination and 
courage” (2.7). Catholic institutions have a specific con-
tribution to make to the common good in america, a 
contribution whose efficacy is diluted to the extent that 
their catholicity is weakened.

sPIrItual reNeWal aNd holINess

 Confiding in the Bishops, John Paul shares his 
conviction “of  the urgent need for a genuine spiritual 
renewal in the life of  the church” in the united states 
(5.1). the many preoccupations he mentions throughout 
his talks undoubtedly furnish the reason for this pressing 
appeal. above all, the new evangelization of  the church 
in america must be grounded in “a profound spiritual re-
newal ... the holiness of  her members and communities” 
(11.3). the Pope also reminds the Bishops that “holi-
ness of  life is of  the essence of  the church’s mission and 
ministry” (3.1).
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 this call to holiness “needs to be presented once 
more in all its evangelical urgency” (3.1). In the period 
before the Jubilee of  2000, “the holy spirit is summon-
ing the Church to purification, repentance and renewed 
spiritual fervor” (7.2). every aspect of  ecclesial reform 
“must have as its goal the revitalization and growth of  
grace in our hearts, the deepening of  communion with 
the triune God” (8.3). If  such a spiritual revolution fails 
to materialize in america, any other changes will be in 
vain.

 the time, however, is ripe for such a 
renewal. John Paul frequently recalls that “de-
spite the inroads of  secularization, people crave 
a genuine experience of  God in prayer and an 
inner spiritual life as antidotes to the dehuman-
izing elements in modern living” (1.2). he goes 
even further, observing that “the often silent 
pilgrimage to the living truth ... is a ‘sign of  the 
times’” (3.3). People are searching for meaning. 
the holy father reminds the Bishops that they “cannot 
ignore the deep desires that are stirring in people’s hearts 
today. In spite of  negative signs, many hunger for an au-
thentic and challenging spirituality ... and young people 
especially are looking for a solid foundation upon which 
to build their lives” (7.2). a growing “spiritual thirst” and 
a “longing for transcendence” are increasingly manifest 
(10.2). this religious yearning challenges the Bishops to 
proclaim enthusiastically “the fullness, relevance, and 
unifying force of  the mystery of  christ” (10.2). even 
more, John Paul thinks that the authentic renewal of  ec-
clesial life depends on “the apostolate of  prayer rooted in 
faith, strengthened by the sacramental and liturgical life, 
and active in charity” (7.3). In order to satisfy americans’ 
longing for God, Bishops are “to be teachers of  truly 
christian prayer” (7.3).

 there are then signs in the united states of  “a 
new quest for ‘spirituality’.” It appears in “many religious 
and healing movements which look to respond to the 
crisis of  values in Western society.” on the one hand, the 
constructive results of  this quest include “the search for 
new meaning in life, a new ecological sensitivity, and the 
desire to go beyond a cold, rationalistic religiosity.” so 
much for the positive. on the other hand, this religious 
reawakening, as the holy father points out, contains 
“some very ambiguous elements which are incompatible 
with the christian faith” (3.2). unfortunately, not every 
spiritual search reaches the truth.

 In this spirit of  caution, John Paul treats the New 
age movement, a set of  beliefs and code of  behavior 
increasingly significant in the United States. Its “ideas 
sometimes find their way into preaching, catechesis, 
workshops and retreats, and thus influence even practic-
ing catholics, who perhaps are unaware of  the incom-
patibility of  those ideas with the church’s faith” (3.2). 
While he never attacks the religious beliefs of  the great 
world religions, the Pope is at his sternest when dealing 

with this uniquely american 
religious phenomenon. he 
believes that its syncretistic 
and pantheistic tendencies, 
ignorance of  revelation, rel-
ativizing of  dogma, and de-
nial of  personal responsibil-
ity before God undercut the 
very meaning of  redemp-
tion.

 With similar firmness the Pope also recalls the 
“sad fact” that today some people reduce christianity to 
“a pseudo-science of  well-being” (3.3). In other words, 
“to neglect the supernatural dimension of  the christian 
life is to empty of  meaning the mystery of  christ and of  
the church” (3.3). this situation calls for “more vigorous 
preaching and catechesis on eschatological themes. .. in 
order to eliminate confusion regarding the true nature of  
christian life” (3.3). his recommendation that preach-
ing include “a sober reflection on the existence of  hell” 
and “the awesome reality of  human freedom” is far from 
a scare tactic. rather, such realistic teaching entails “de-
fending the worth and dignity of  every individual against 
all efforts to trivialize human existence” (3.4).

sacraMeNtal celeBratIoN

 While the holy father offers the Bishops some 
theological reflections on the sacraments, he devotes 
most of  his attention to concrete pastoral concerns. at 
the core of  the crisis in sacramental practice is loss of  the 
belief  that “through these actions of  christ himself, the 
Bridegroom communicates to his Bride the power of  his 
saving death until he comes again in glory” (4.2). In light 
of  this fundamental principle, the Pope deals with spe-
cific issues regarding baptism, reconciliation, Eucharist, 
holy orders and marriage.

Baptism
 In his defense of  infant baptism, John Paul first 

“in order to satisfy 
Americans’ longing for God, 
Bishops are ‘to be teachers 
of  truly Christian prayer’” 
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reaffirms “the salutary counsel that baptism is to be cel-
ebrated only when a well-founded hope exists that the 
child will be raised as a catholic and so allow the sac-
rament to bear fruit.” after observing that considerable 
legislation exists for receiving this sacrament, he remarks 
that “such diocesan or parish guidelines have sometimes 
been applied in more restrictive ways than prescribed by 
the holy see.” While encouraging suitable preparation 
for parents before their child’s baptism, he rejects a false 
rigorism. It is a misplaced zeal which makes “demands 
not required by church doctrine or law.” advocating pas-
toral charity in this area, the Pope reminds the Bishops 
“that this sacrament of  initiation is first of  all a gift from 
the father to the child itself ’ (4.3). only when the mini-
mal conditions set by the holy see are not met should a 
priest refuse to baptize an infant.

Reconciliation
 according to the holy father, the drop in the 
number of  confessions in the united states is “a grave 
and urgent pastoral problem.” the reason for this decline 
is the loss of  “a proper sense of  sin.” a healthy under-
standing of  responsibility for evil needs to be restored. 
“It is only God’s grace,” he affirms, “not therapeutic or 
self-convincing schemes, which can heal the divisions in 
the human heart caused by sinfulness.” only if  peoples’ 
hearts are roused to “an ardent desire for forgiveness” 
can they “rediscover the beauty and joy” of  sacramental 
reconciliation (4.4).

 In order to respond to this decline, the Pope of-
fers four practical suggestions. first, catholics in the state 
of  mortal sin need to be taught that “individual and inte-
gral confession and absolution remains the ordinary way 
of  being reconciled with God and the church.” second, 
confession should be personal and individual. General ab-
solution is to be restricted only to the situations of  “gravis 
necessitas” foreseen by church law. third, confession must 
be integral. confessors are never to limit “the number of  
sins they [penitents] can confess.” fourth, with a practi-
cal realism often ignored in america, the holy father 
recommends that “parishes should guarantee scheduled 
times for penance or, when pastoral need recommends it, 
make the sacrament available to the faithful before Mass” 
(4.5). clear catechetical instruction and ready availability 
of  confession are the first steps necessary to renewing 
the practice of  sacramental penance.

Eucharist
 With regard to eucharistic celebration, John Paul 

draws the Bishops’ attention to three issues of  concern: 
the contempt of  liturgical norms, the translation of  the 
liturgical texts and the increasing number of  non-eucha-
ristic sunday services.

 first, the Pope turns to abuses concerning the sac-
ramental form of  the eucharist. regrettably he observes 
that “it can sometimes happen that the liturgy is seriously 
marred by illicit omissions or additions to the approved 
texts.” If  any such practices exist in their dioceses, “it 
is for the Bishops to root out such abuses, because the 
regulation of  the liturgy depends on the Bishop within 
the limits of  the law” (4.6). John Paul regards fidelity to 
liturgical discipline as a sign of  fidelity to the Church.

 after observing that the american Bishops are 
working on the revision of  some liturgical texts, the holy 
father recalls the general principles that they are to keep 
in mind during this process. Without mentioning the de-
bate about inclusive language, from what he says, this is 
surely one reason prompting his remarks. above all, the 
Pope affirms that “the arduous task of  translation must 
guard the full doctrinal integrity and, according to the 
genius of  each language, the beauty of  the original texts.” 
Moreover, the language of  prayer, “free from doctrinal 
ambiguity and ideological influence, should foster the 
dignity and beauty of  the celebration itself, while faith-
fully expressing the church’s faith and unity” (11.2). the 
lex orandi must fully reflect the lex credendi.

 a third preoccupation of  the Pope regarding 
the eucharist is the situation of  those Bishops who are 
unable to provide every congregation with a priest for 
sunday Mass. In some regions of  the united states, the 
absence of  a priest has led to sunday celebrations con-
ducted by a lay person or religious. While praising these 
para-liturgies as occasions of  grace for the participants, 
John Paul views such measures “as an interim and emer-
gency measure - for catholic doctrine would admit no 
other judgment” (4.6). they cannot be considered as 
substitutes for the church’s full eucharistic worship. the 
Pope is particularly wary lest confusion arise between the 
“ministerial” responsibilities of  the laity and “the specif-
ic sacra potestas proper to the ordained priesthood” (6.3). 
consequently, he counsels that “it is not a wise pastoral 
strategy to adopt plans which would assume as normal, 
let alone desirable, that a parish community be without 
a priest pastor” (6.3). Because “a truly living communi-
ty cannot resign itself  to being without a priest to offer 
the eucharist for them” (4.6), it must seek to resolve its 
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plight. Praying more ardently for an increase of  voca-
tions is, he believes, faith’s answer to the current shortage 
of  priests.

Holy Orders
 at the beginning of  his treatment of  the sacra-
ments of  vocation, the Pope confesses that “the general 
crisis of  values in society has had an especially harm-
ful effect on the way these two sacraments are consid-
ered and lived. But the church ... must react to defend 
the whole truth and support the rightful application of  
God’s intentions for marriage and the priesthood” (5.2). 
evidently the holy father regards erroneous theological 
views as the source of  the pastoral problems of  priestly 
celibacy and women’s ordination, two questions vigor-
ously debated in america.

 as a corrective to theological misunderstandings 
of  the ministerial priesthood, the Pope clearly states his 
own teaching. the ordained ministry “is not a profes-
sion or a ‘career’ in the secular sense,” he says. rather, 
“the sacramental consecration of  the priest ...[entails] a 
configuration to Jesus Christ so that 
he can truly act in persona Christi Capi-
tis and in the name of  the church.” 
this, he believes, is the doctrine 
which must underlie all priestly for-
mation. “No other way of  conceiv-
ing the priesthood does justice to the 
church’s understanding of  the lord’s 
intentions” (5.5).

 John Paul II deals with celi-
bacy in his remarks on seminary 
formation. training for the priest-
hood must support the seminarians’ 
“healthy psycho-sexual develop-
ment,” sound human formation and 
growth in grace and virtue (5.6). lest 
anyone think that a change in the 
current discipline is forthcoming, the 
Pope further states that the require-
ment of  celibacy “is not just a passing 
legal norm or an externally imposed 
condition for ordination, but a value 
profoundly linked with the priest’s 
sharing in the Bridegroom’s care of  
his Body, the church” (5.6). While in-
dividual dispensations might be given 
for married non-catholic ministers 

who are received into full communion with the church 
and wish to be ordained priests, nothing the Pope says 
hints at a change in the current discipline of  celibacy.

 Because of  the lively controversy concerning 
women’s ordination in the united states, the holy father 
could hardly have neglected this issue. yet he does so pri-
marily from a pastoral perspective, fearing that a “faulty 
ecclesiology” will “lead to presenting false demands and 
raising false hopes” (6.5). Pastoral charity calls for so-
ber realism rather than wishful thinking. an erroneous 
ecclesiology which, he implies, influences the Church in 
america, fails to make “the distinction between a person’s 
human and civil rights and the rights, duties, ministries 
and functions which individuals have or enjoy within the 
church” (6.5). this view feeds the clamor for women’s 
ordination and must be challenged.

 consequently, John Paul II vigorously main-
tains that “respect for women’s rights is without doubt 
an essential step toward a more just and mature society, 
and the church cannot fail to make her own this wor-

thy objective” (6.5). unhesitatingly 
he recognizes that “the equality of  
the baptized ... is one of  the great 
affirmations of  Christianity” (6.6). 
But the Pope adds that such equal-
ity “exists in a differentiated body, 
in which men and women have roles 
which are not merely functional but 
are deeply rooted in christian an-
thropology and sacramentology” 
(6.6). the holy father refuses to 
treat women’s ordination within the 
context of  rights. It is a question to 
be resolved in the light of  the order 
of  creation and redemption.

 to the demand raised for the or-
dination of  women, John Paul re-
plies: “In respect to not ordaining 
women to the ministerial priesthood, 
this ‘is a practice that the church has 
always found in the expressed will 
of  christ, otally free and sovereign’ 
(Christifideles Laici, 51)” (6.6). the 
church’s constant teaching which 
excludes women from ordination is 
reaffirmed on the grounds that it en-
tails obedience to christ’s will. some, 
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he knows, find this doctrine hard to accept. To meet this 
pastoral difficulty, the Pope recalls that the integrity of  
catholic doctrine requires Bishops to “help those who do 
not understand or accept the church’s teaching to open 
their hearts and minds to the challenge of  faith” (6.6).

Marriage and Family
 In his remarks about marriage and the family, the 
holy father comments at length on two problems facing 
americans. first, he deplores the opinion which “claims 
to see the family as just one of  many freely chosen and 
disposable institutions whose purpose is to foster the 
individual’s self-fulfillment.” This view “gives rise to ef-
forts to legitimize other so-called ‘domestic partnerships’ 
which claim rights that properly belong only to families.” 
recalling the sacred nature of  marriage and the family 
willed by God “from the beginning,” the Pope asserts 
that the Church must “oppose any attempt to redefine 
marriage and the family on any other basis.” as a con-
structive step in this direction, he encourages the laity to 
“assume their full responsibility for promoting civil laws, 
national policy and social institutions that defend and 
foster the rights and duties of  the family in its original 
truth” (5.3).

 the second challenge concerning marriage in-
volves “the full truth of  God’s plan for living ... conju-
gal love with integrity” (5.4), that is, “the church’s full 
teaching on the responsible transmission of  human life 
within marriage” (10.6). there has been a failure, the 
Pope thinks, in providing adequate catechesis on con-
jugal sexuality to engaged and newly-married couples. 
he faults the lack of  dynamic and sustained teaching as 
the reason why a contraceptive mentality has taken hold 
among many american catholics. to rectify this matter 
the church in the united states should make a greater 
effort to form the consciences of  married couples ac-
cording to a “fully consistent ethic of  life” (10.6). this 
ethic includes catholic teaching on contraception. spe-
cifically the Holy Father asks that marriage preparation 
be strengthened, even suggesting that “just as the cate-
chumenate is followed by a period of  mystagogia, so also 
sustained pastoral care should be offered to the newly 
married” (5.3). he also urges the Bishops “to give gener-
ous support to natural family planning programs. each 
diocese should candidly examine its priorities to deter-
mine whether it provides the necessary means to make 
better known the natural methods of  regulating fertility” 
(5.4). only adherence to “the intrinsic meaning and pur-
pose of  human sexuality” can bring the “conjugal fulfill

ment” proper to marriage (10.6).

coMMuNIoN WIthIN the church

 Before tackling the church’s mission to american 
society, John Paul II addresses the state of  her internal 
unity. In doing so he offers less practical advice than a 
theological vision. for him, the application of  Vatican 
II’s ecclesiology of  communion to church life is the nec-
essary path of  ecclesial reform. “flowing from the living 
well-spring of  sacred tradition, the ecclesiology of  koi-
nonia can bring the church that necessary and authentic 
reform, that true ecclesial metanoia” (8.2) which she needs.

 Precisely because the Petrine ministry is to foster 
the church’s unity, the Pope treads lightly when touch-
ing upon the spirit of  divisiveness evident in american 
catholicism. Nevertheless, he does not turn a blind eye 
to it. Quite realistically he recognizes that “the fragmen-
tation which marks modern living has caused a certain 
weakening of  the sense of  belonging to the parish com-
munity, especially where there has been polarization 
around issues of  doctrine or liturgy” (6.2). his answer 
to this lack of  harmony lies in deepening “ecclesial com-
munion in its horizontal dimension” (8.3). this requires 
that priests and laity “renew parish life in the image of  
the Church herself, as a communion benefiting from the 
complementary gifts and charisms of  all her members” 
(6.2). division can be overcome only by the fostering of  
ecclesial communion and by the constant exchange of  
hierarchical and charismatic gifts within the people of  
God.

 the theology underlying the complementarity of  
gifts, a concept dear to John Paul II, is “the real distinc-
tion between the royal priesthood of  all believers and 
the ministerial priesthood conferred by sacramental or-
dination” (6.2). the difference between them, he adds, 
“has nothing to do with ‘power’ understood in terms of  
privilege or dominion” (6.2). Both derive from the one 
priesthood of  christ. the Pope warns, however, that if  
this essential distinction is disregarded in practice, any 
collaborative ministry between laity and clergy is doomed 
to failure. “a sound ecclesiology,” he says, “must take 
pains to avoid either ‘laicizing’ the ordained priesthood 
or ‘clericalizing’ the lay vocation” (6.4). It is necessary 
to cultivate an authentic sense of  the church as a com-
munion if  communities are to be built which are inter-
nally reconciled and capable of  harnessing the spiritual 
energies essential for launching the new evangelization 
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of  america.

 In his remarks on consultative structures, such as 
parish and diocesan councils, which embody horizontal 
ecclesial communion, the Pope calls attention to a pos-
sible misconception. “It would be an error,” he cautions, 
“to judge ecclesial structures of  participation and coop-
eration by secular democratic standards, or to consider 
them as forms of  ‘power-sharing’ or means of  impos-
ing partisan ideas or interests” (8.4). this faulty view can 
cloud their implementation in line with the second Vati-
can council. Instead, these new bodies of  lay-clerical col-
laboration should be seen “as forms of  spiritual solidarity 
proper to the church as a communion of  persons” (8.4). 
here, too, John Paul reminds the Bishops that the life 
of  the church is not fostered by aping structures found 
in secular society but by an appreciation of  her unique 
nature as a hierarchical communion.

Solidarity With the World
 Most of  the Pope’s attention in the american ad 
limina discourses is focused on properly ecclesial ques-
tions. Nonetheless, he also offers the Bishops some ad-
vice on how they can further the church’s mission in the 
world. she makes this contribution to society’s well-being 
and development in two ways: first, “by means of  her 
proclamation of  God’s design for his handiwork,” her 
moral teaching; and second, by “the presence and action 
of  her members in the world of  human affairs and hu-
man endeavors” (9.3).

Moral Guidance
 ever the moral philosopher, the Pope describes 
some factors of  “the widespread ethical crisis affect-
ing contemporary society” (9.3). since he is addressing 
his remarks to americans, we can infer that the united 
states is itself  suffering from the moral turmoil which he 
depicts.

 Before describing the shadows of  the present 
moral climate, John Paul first of  all assures the Bishops 
that “the increased interest in ethical questions and the 
growing debate about ‘values’ in american life” offer 
them a unique opportunity to preach moral truth. “Is 
it not true,” the holy father queries, “that the question 
asked by the young man in the Gospel, ‘What must I do 
to inherit eternal life?’ (Mk 10:17) is being asked of  us to-
day with an urgency that demands our close attention?” 
(7.5).
 to be sure, this question is raised in “a society 

which is more and more fragmented through a loss of  
spiritual vision and purpose” (7.2). In sectors of  ameri-
can life there is “a cultural climate in which many are 
suspicious, if  not hostile to, any claim of  certainty in the 
knowledge of  the truth” (1.4). opinions are replacing 
truth as the currency of  moral discourse. furthermore, 
there is a kind of  “`practical atheism’- an indifference to 
God’s loving plan which obscures the religious and mor-
al sense of  the human heart” (10.2). the world’s pres-
ent ethical plight has at least two consequences for the 
culture in which the church presents her moral teach-
ing. first, it creates “ethical relativism and agnosticism 
and the moral good” (11.6). second, it misinterprets the 
meaning of  conscience, turning it into “a tribunal which 
creates the good” (7.5). according to the Pope, part of  
the blame for this moral crisis lies with “educational the-
ories which propose that the young ‘create’ their own val-
ues and that ‘feeling good about themselves’ is a primary 
guiding moral principle” (7.5).

 such a sick state of  affairs calls for treatment. John 
Paul proposes that the Bishops increase their efforts to 
ensure that “the basic truths of  the church’s moral doc-
trine are clearly taught.” he highlights two moral truths: 
first, “the reaffirmation of  the essential relationship be-
tween truth and freedom”; and second, the accessibility 
to reason of  “the universal truth about the good of  the 
human person and the perennially valid norms which en-
sure the protection of  that good.” for modern society to 
put an end to its slide into ethical decadence, the Pope 
offers a remedy. he asserts that it is necessary to recov-
er “the inviolable character of  the moral norms which 
should always and everywhere govern human conduct” 
(9.4).

 By applying these universal norms to social, polit-
ical and economic questions in the public forum, catho-
lics can help to put american life back on the right track. 
their duty is “to communicate to society the religious and 
ethical principles which give full meaning to human life” 
(10.3). the holy father also adds that “catholics who 
are aware of  the church’s true intellectual heritage can 
make a clarifying and much needed contribution to the 
discussion of  the direction in which society must go if  it 
is to be truly just and truly free” (10.3). he is unequivo-
cal. “the needed renewal of  social and political life can 
only take place if  the intrinsic connection between faith 
and morality is clear” (7.5).

 In order for the church in america to provide
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moral guidance, it must openly confront a serious ob-
stacle. the Pope alludes to the tendency of  exclud-
ing “questions of  truth from the public sphere and to 
confine religious belief  and judgments on basic moral 
values to the private sphere” (1.4). this, in turn, leads 
to “a bias towards indifferentism and the elimination of  
any real reference to binding truths and moral values” 
(10.2). catholics, however, are to remain convinced that 
fundamental moral principles “are an essential ingredient 
of  the formation of  public policy” (10.3). society needs 
the church’s testimony and the active involvement of  lay 
people willing and able to debate vital social issues.

 Probably with an eye turned to high-profile 
catholics in the united states who regard their faith as a 
merely private matter, the Pope refers to “the confusion 
and even scandal caused by Catholics in public office or 
in the media who advance positions contrary to church 
teaching” (8.7). this situation, too, calls for strong epis-
copal leadership.

Action
 When it comes to particular issues to which the 
church in america should commit herself  in serving so-
ciety, the Pope selects two for special consideration: soli-
darity with the poor and the defense of  human rights. he 
fails to say anything about economic problems. even so, 
John Paul thinks that the church’s social teaching should 
be embodied in the fabric of  american society. this task 
requires “both rigorous fidelity to the Gospel
and courageous creativity” (11.3).

 the consciences of  americans need to be 
“awakened to a true sense of  concern for the poor and 
oppressed, the weak and defenseless” (11.3). the Pope 
recommends a concrete step in this direction, appealing 
to all citizens to make “a sincere review of  their lives 
regarding their solidarity with the poor.” “If  this ex-
amination is everywhere carried out,” he continues, “the 
church’s efforts to promote social justice will gain cred-
ibility” (11.3).

 In his talks the holy father considers abortion 
and euthanasia as matters which entail the defense of  hu-
man rights, the keystone of  the church’s social doctrine. 
“to defend the right to life of  unborn children is one of  
the greatest human rights issues of  our day,” he says. un-
doubtedly addressing the “pro-choice” stance of  some 
american catholics, the Pope adds that defense of  the 
right to life “is the only `choice’ open to conscience.” 

he then goes on to suggest how american catholics 
should respond to laws which fail to defend life. Without 
being explicit, the context implies that the Pope is refer-
ring here to abortion and euthanasia. catholics have a 
duty, he tells the Bishops, “to promote legislation which 
corresponds to the moral law and to seek to reform leg-
islation which does not reflect the truth of  man’s dignity 
and transcendent destiny, always by lawful means and 
rational debate” (10.4). In making this recommendation 
the Pope is drawing the logical conclusions from what he 
says about universal moral norms and the relationship 
between faith and morality in the public forum.

 John Paul II’s treatment of  euthanasia is two-
pronged. on the one hand, cognizant of  the american 
social climate where end-of-life questions are openly de-
bated, he alludes to “the grave threats to human dignity 
posed by euthanasia, assisted suicide and all other actions 
which put at risk the elderly, the ailing and the disadvan-
taged. despite the intentions or circumstances, direct eu-
thanasia is an act which is always and per se intrinsically 
evil ... a violation of  divine law, an offense against the dig-
nity of  the human person.” on the other hand, the Pope 
comments on the poisonous forces which lead to these 
actions: “a society which often values people more for 
what they ‘do’ or ‘have’ than for who they ‘are’ “ (10.5). 
the christian approach to human dignity and suffering 
provide a convincing witness to society of  the meaning 
of  siding with life.

 despite the upbeat and encouraging tone of  Pope 
John Paul II’s 1993 ad limina discourses to the american 
Bishops, his preoccupations about the church in the 
united states can be readily discerned. as we have seen, 
the Pope is concerned about the fullness of  catholic 
teaching, spiritual renewal, theological and pastoral prob-
lems of  sacramental celebration, moral decadence and 
threats to human dignity. the situation is, however, no 
cause for despair. Indeed, the holy father remains pro-
foundly convinced that the seeds are already planted for 
a genuine moral and religious renewal of  america - its 
new evangelization. John Paul II’s ad limina talks to the 
church in the united states are an instrument which can 
promote this renewal. for this he pleads: “I pray that the 
spirit, who renews the face of  the earth (cf. Ps 104:30), 
will illumine with the splendor of  divine truth the mind 
and heart of  america!” (10.7)
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 2The following list refers to the New Testament books cited or alluded to more than five times: John (24), 
ephesians (16), 1 corinthians (14), Matthew (12), romans (11), 2 corinthians (10), colossians (7), acts (6), Galatians 
(6), hebrews (6), 1 Peter (6), 1 John (6), and revelation (6).
 3the number of  references to the principal encyclicals and exhortations follow in parentheses: Veritatis Splen-
dor (15), Redemptoris missio (12), Christifideles Laici (11), and Pastores dabo Vobis (10).
 4there are 6 citations to Christus dominus, 5 to Gaudium et Spes, and one to each of  the following: Apostolicam 
Actuositatem, Unitatis Redintegratio and Optatam Totius.
 5other references include 10 to discourses previously delivered in the united states, 3 to the fathers of  the 
church, 3 to Paul VI, 2 to the final report of  1985 extraordinary synod of  Bishops and one to a previous ad limina 
talk.
 6these documents include the following: Congregation for the doctrine of  the Faith, inter insigniores (3); instruction 
on infant Baptism (2); Congregation for the Sacraments and divine Worship, directory for Sunday Celebrations in the Absence of  a 
Priest (1); Congregation for the Clergy, Omnes Christifideles (1); Congregation for Catholic Education, Religious dimension of  Catholic 
Schools (1); and the Council for Promoting Christian Unity, Ecumenical directory (1).
 7these documents include the following: The Teaching ministry of  the diocesan Bishop (2), Putting Children and 
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 8this notion of  the “fullness” of  the catholic faith, as opposed to any partial deformations, is conveyed in a 
variety of  expressions: the Catechism is “an authoritative expression of  the full riches and marvelous harmony of  the 
catholic faith” (1.1); “it is the Bishops’ task to call the whole catholic community to accept in its fullness the church’s 
authoritative teaching on faith and morals” (1.4); “the fullness and beauty of  the apostolic faith” (1.5); “the full riches 
of  the catholic tradition” (2.3); “the treasure of  a full and authentic faith” (2.8); “the ‘fullness of  the truth which 
God has enabled us to know’ (Redemptoris missio, 5) tells us that life in the body has a transcendent goal” (3.4); “the 
full truth about the human person” (4.4); “the full truth of  God’s plan for living their conjugal love with integrity” 
(5.4); “‘the full and complete proclamation of  the Good News’ (Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, 9) taught by the church” 
(6.4); “the church’s teaching in its fullness with regard to the ordained priesthood” (6.6); “the full truth of  christ and 
his church” (7.1); “the fullness of  catholic doctrine” (7.4); “the fullness of  the apostolic faith” (8.1); “the fullness, 
relevance, and unifying force of  the mystery of  christ” (10.2); “the church’s full teaching on the responsible transmis-
sion of  human life within marriage” (10.6); “as shepherds you must be watchful that the word of  God in its fullness 
is faithfully taught” (10.6); and safeguarding “the full doctrinal integrity” of  the original language of  liturgical texts 
(11.2).


