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Respected commentator Robert Kaiser used his Humbert Summer School address to
sketch a radical blueprint for the restructuring of Catholicism, says TP O’Mahony

KEEPING THE FAITH

A

“PEOPLE’S church” —
more open, more democratic, more autonomous
and self-governing, and free of
gender-based discrimination at all
levels — is this the future for
Catholicism in Ireland?
Yes, according to Robert Kaiser, a
distinguished American commentator
on religious affairs, and a man who
won widespread acclaim for his coverage of the Second Vatican Council
(1962-65) for Time magazine.
In a keynote and provocative lecture
entitled Catholic Church Reform: No
More Thrones, at the opening session
of the Humbert Summer School,
Kaiser sketched out a radical blueprint
for the restructuring of Catholicism.
But the package of reforms he
outlined is certainly not for the
fainthearted, and brings cold comfort
to the current members of the Irish
hierarchy. Nor will it win any
advocates for Kaiser in the Vatican
of Pope Benedict XVI.
In Kaiser’s eyes, the Pope and the
bishops are part of the problem, not
part of the solution, not least because
they have reneged on the vision and
promises of Vatican II, and cling to an
outmoded clericalist-dominated model
of the Catholic Church.
In essence, Kaiser wants Irish
Catholics to reclaim ownership of
their church, emphasising that at
Vatican II “a 2,000 to 200 majority
of bishops — 10 to one — redefined
the Church as ‘the people of God’,
something that hit hard at the heart
of papal absolutism”.
In effect, the Council Fathers said
to the world: “The Pope is not the
Church. Your bishop is not the
Church. You are the Church,
Believe in your Church. Believe in
yourselves.”
It is time to rediscover, he said, the
charter forged at Vatican II to return
the “People of God” to a more simple
Christianity, and one in which
women would have a frontline role.
“I am not attacking our Catholic
faith. I am talking about the special
and corrosive tyranny that popes have
been exercising over Catholics
everywhere, and, dating back to the
middle of the 19th century, over
Ireland’s Catholics.
“From 1849 to 1878, Paul Cullen,
Ireland’s first cardinal, built a clerical
Irish Church that marched in total
loyalty to Rome and his own overreaching authority.
“But, as you know, an overreaching
authority is not a real, natural authority, like the authority a good father has
with his children. Natural authority
helps people grow. Artificial authority
knocks people down, it scares them.
“Dublin’s John Charles McQuaid
fine-tuned Cardinal Cullen’s lordly
model. From 1940 to his retirement
in 1972, McQuaid imposed his iron
will on Irish politics and on Irish
society, instilling fear of his disfavour
in the clergy and, in the people, fear
for their eternal salvation.
“Cullen constructed and McQuaid
consolidated a two-tiered clericalist
system in the Church, with free men
(the holy priests) on the upper deck,
and below in steerage class, the slaves
(the sinful laity) who were never allowed to ask an impertinent question.
“They established the clerical
culture in Ireland that Judge Yvonne
Murphy identified as the root cause of
the Irish scandal that has sent your
nation reeling.”
Kaiser has correctly identified the

If talks between the
Israelis and Palestinians
resume they are likely
to fail and give power
to extremists on both
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Robert Kaiser at the Humbert Summer School last night, where he outlined a bold package of reforms for the Catholic Church, which is unlikely to win him any
friends among the Irish hierarchy or the Vatican of Pope Benedict XVI.
growth of papal absolutism as a central
problem for global Catholicism in the
21st century.
“For a thousand years, popes have
promoted a clerical Church instead of
a Jesus-Church, and while the Fathers
of Vatican II worked for four serious
years to give the Church back to the
people, Popes John Paul II and
Benedict XVI spent the next 30 years
repealing their labour — a move
which has left our Church, which is
Christ’s body on earth, broken.”
He sees four ways in which people
can fix this broken Church. “The first
way, we don’t have to do a thing. In
fact, we have already taken a radical,
giant step to fix the dysfunctional
hierarchical system — by ignoring it.”
The second choice — “We can join
any one of a number of Protestant
Churches”.
The third choice — “We can create
our own wing of the Church, one
that is Catholic in doctrine but strong
on freedom and the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit, much as the Apostles and
their followers did after Pentecost”.
The fourth choice (and the one
favoured by Kaiser) — “We can work
for a homegrown, enculturated,
autochthonous Church of the
people”.
And he helpfully explains that autochthony is “a fifteen dollar Greek
word” that literally means “from the
ground up” or “home grown” or
“local”, pointing out that it is the
opposite of “another, rather more
ugly, Greek word — schism”.

We face long odds in the battle
for our own homegrown
Churches... But the revolution
may have already started in
Ireland — by an 80-year-old
grandmother in Cork

Kaiser emphasised that an “Irish
declaration of autochthony will
challenge your priest-people and your
people-people to work out a constitution for the Irish Church that carefully
puts aside the Rome-based secretive,
half-vast, culturally-conditioned,
legalisms codified in canon law in
return for the kind of servant Church
envisioned at Vatican II”.
A constitution to make autochthony
work in Ireland would provide for
elected bishops with limited terms of
office; a Senate of Bishops and a
separate House of the People;
elected representatives to every
diocesan board and committees,
especially the finance committees —
at all levels in such a “new” Irish
Church those who govern would do

so by consent of the governed.
“You will still have bishops, but
they will be your own elected bishops,
accountable in a Church of, by and
for the people — even young people
who may come flocking back to the
Church once they realise they have a
voice and a vote and citizenship in
their own Church.”
He acknowledges that it will take a
“revolution” of sorts for this to
happen.
“We face long odds in the battle for
our own homegrown Churches,
against the 1,000-year-old entrenched
power of the Vatican.
“But the revolution may have
already started in Ireland — by an
80-year-old grandmother in Cork
named Jennifer Sleeman.

She has issued a call to Irish
Catholic women to boycott Mass on
Sunday, September 26
“She obviously believes what I believe: that you can have a voice and a
vote in your own Church, and still be
Catholic and, at the same time, Irish.”
Yet Kaiser reminds us again and
again that the big stumbling block to
reform is papal absolutism.
Implicit in Kaiser’s critique of papal
absolutism are echoes of an even more
forensic analysis of an Imperial Papacy
by the Swiss theologian Hans Kung.
The latter envisaged a Pope who —
in the manner of John XXIII —
would seek to be above all the servant
of the servants of God.
“Such a Pope,” wrote Kung in
1971, “would not regard a decentralisation of power as a dangerous prelude
to a possible schism . His objective
would be, not the permanent concentration of power at the centre, but
unpretentious service to the rich
diversity of local Churches within the
one Church”.
Benedict XVI (due to visit Britain
next month) is even further removed
from this model than was his authoritarian predecessor, John Paul II.
But time may yet prove Kung and
Kaiser right — there is no future for
a Church, either in Ireland or
elsewhere, in permanent thrall to
papal absolutism.

■ TP O’Mahony’s new book, Why
the Catholic Church Needs Vatican III,
is to be published next month by The
Columba Press.

Time to rethink bank rescue plan
I
N the last fortnight AIB and
Bank of Ireland respectively
reported their half-year results.
Both sets of accounts were economical
with detail.
In the case of AIB, their reported
loan losses were understated by
F500 million. In the case of Bank of
Ireland, their reported loan losses were
understated by F300m.
Also in recent days, we were informed that Anglo Irish Bank’s loan
losses had risen from the F22 billion
admitted to an Oireachtas Committee
on June 16, to a revised figure of
F24.3bn. Again, this is unacceptable.
It would be far more honest and
truthful of the Finance Minister
Brian Lenihan to acknowledge that
embedded irrecoverable loan losses in
Anglo are at least F32bn (not the
admitted F24.35bn) and will rise to
not less than F36bn.
Embedded irrecoverable loan losses
in Irish Nationwide Building Society
are at least F4bn (not the admitted
F3.2bn) and will rise to not less than
F6bn.
Fundamentally, that’s why both
Anglo and INBS should be closed
down. Further details in relation to
close-down consequences (they have
been considered and presented to
an Oireachtas committee) are not
discussed here.
In relation to the three viable banks
— AIB, Bank of Ireland and EBS —
AIB needs F10bn (not the stated
F7.4bn before year-end) recapitalisa-
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We should recapitalise
and nationalise AIB,
BoI and EBS, and close
down Anglo and Irish
Nationwide
writes,
Peter
Mathews

tion now, to cover its property development and investment loan losses.
BoI needs F6.5bn (not the stated
F3.65bn) re-capitalisation now, to
cover its property development and
investment loan losses. EBS needs
F1bn re-capitalisation. That’s a total
immediate requirement of F17.5bn
for the three viable banks.
These three should be recapitalised
at this level without delay and temporarily nationalised for the sake of
the country. The absurd situation at
present is that these banks couldn’t
even open for business without the
state’s blanket liabilities guarantee.
And yet the state has had negligible
influence on these three institutions

since September 2008. Astonishing.
What should, of course, now happen (it should have happened soon
after the blanket guarantee was put in
place) is that bondholders in the three
institutions should be directed by the
state to contribute to this recapitalisation at a level of say F6.5bn in
appropriate proportions. As part of
this restructuring, the state might
offer bondholders a small (token) debt
for equity swap.
The state would invest the balance
of F11bn by way of a State Banks
Re-Cap Bond issue (zero coupon).
The state’s earlier investments
(F3.5bn each to AIB and BoI) plus
the “fresh” F11bn, making a total of
F18bn, would be more than recovered with a profit/gain in five year’s
time by sale of the investments in the
three institutions.
An undemanding F3.5bn-F4bn
level of normal maintainable annual
profits for the combined three banks
multiplied by a 6.5 times price/earnings (P/E) multiple gives a valuation
range of F22.75bn to F26bn. All
three would thus be transparently and
successfully nationalised temporarily
(five years) for the purposes of their
full rehabilitation.
NAMA loans transfers should be
reversed (fundamentally this is merely
accounting book entries). Recoveries
divisions in the banks would be tasked
with loans recoveries/restructurings/
work-outs etc, at the re-cap fully
written-down amounts.

Brian Lenihan: The Finance Minister must acknowledge the true level of
irrecoverable loan losses at both Anglo and Irish Nationwide.
Picture: Collins
This banking sector re-capitalisation
action plan would, of course, entail
full clean-outs of the bank boards and
major senior management changes
plus some infusions of new management with excellent leadership
temperaments. Perhaps senior NAMA
personnel can be re-deployed into the
banks’ recoveries divisions to provide
fresh operational leadership.
All of this could be put in place
very speedily (weeks). This type of

robust, transparent recapitalisation of
the banking sector is what is needed
for the hugely necessary asset price
and rental levels corrections to continue in order to repair our economy.
Unless this happens there will be no
recovery in the overall real economy,
the economy that produces, distributes
and exports goods and services and
supports jobs and employment.

■ Peter Mathews is an independent
banking expert.

HEAD of a possible
return to direct peace
talks between Israeli and
Palestinian leaders, the forecast is
bleak. Over a year’s worth of shuttle
diplomacy and a few months of
bilateral negotiations from George
Mitchell, the US Special Envoy for
Middle East peace, have delivered
little but increasing pessimism,
highlighting the diminishing
returns of nearly two decades
of negotiation.
It may be time for the US and the
international community (in the
guise of the Quartet), including a
more forceful “Lisbonised” EU, to
adopt a different strategy — peace
imposition.
The overwhelming likelihood is
that if these talk materialise they
will end with little or no substance
agreed and in recrimination. The
failure of diplomacy would
empower violent extremists on
either side.
The reasoning for the negativity
surrounding a resumption of peace
talks is that some of the core
elements necessary for resolving
conflict are absent from the Middle
East at this time. The contention
must be that if Netanyahu and
Abbas cannot agree on the terms
of reference for negotiations,
despite 11 months of indirect
talks, agreement on issues such as
Jerusalem, refugees and borders
must be beyond them.
In any process of conflict
resolution, political will and the
strong leadership necessary to take
risks in the cause of peace are
critical. The past year has shown up
the absence of this from both Abbas
and Netanyahu. The Palestinians are
hopelessly divided and Abbas’s
mandate as leader is tenuous. The
Netanyahu government has shown
an inability or unwillingness to
engage in a genuine fashion.
Allied to this is the complete
absence of trust between both sides.
In contrast, the North’s Good
Friday Agreement, still holding
after 12 years, is a good example
of sworn enemies engaging with
one another and showing strong
leadership in selling the agreement
to their constituencies. Dropping
the zero-sum approach is crucial to
agreement but it is not apparent in
Netanyahu and Abbas.
The international community
must take firm action to establish
the two-state reality because it is
clear that the leaders of Israel and
the Palestinians simply cannot do it
themselves. The establishment of
two states is time-sensitive.
Continued Israeli settlement
building on occupied land (and the
demolition of Palestinian housing in
East Jerusalem) threatens to render
the two-state solution impossible.
Javier Solana, former EU High
Representative for Foreign and
Security Policy, has said that peace
imposition may be necessary to
bring stability to the Middle East.
He maintains a comprehensive
peace settlement could build on
relevant UN Security Council
resolutions, the Roadmap and the
Arab Peace Initiative.
There has even been some
speculation that President Obama
has developed a contingency plan
along these lines.
Peace imposition, although drastic,
is nothing new. The so-called
“Ahtisaari plan” for Kosovo was
necessary because neither Serbia or
the Kosovans were willing, or able,
to drop the zero-sum approach.
A reinforced Quartet, as called for
by the EU and the US, should have
the authority to present a draft
proposal (based largely on previous
agreements) to both parties who
will have a time-limited period to
submit amendments. Modifications
could be incorporated into a
comprehensive peace settlement
before being returned to the Israelis
and the Palestinians. If they cannot
agree the deal here, the settlement
could pass directly to the UN
Security Council, of whom four out
of the five permanent members
form part of the Quartet. In this
case, a solution could be within
reach. The international community
must grab the bird by the hands and
stop beating about the bush.
■ Nicholas Murphy has worked with
the EU’s Taskforce on Middle East
peace.

