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Introduction

One widely accepted reading of twentieth century Roman Catholicism is that the Catholic Church 
became part of the modern world as a result of the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). And 
certainly, some of the most widely hailed conciliar documents’ “The Pastoral Constitution on the 
Church in the Modern World,”1 for example, and “The Declaration on Religious Freedom”2 ’reflect 
a new Catholic opening toward modern values.

3. Yet, as the sociologist Gene Burns argues, the changes emerging from Vatican II are far more 
ambiguous than is generally acknowledged. The Council was, in part, called to complete the 
agenda of the First Vatican Council of 1869 at which the doctrine of papal infallibility was 
defined. Despite its undeniable opening toward modernity, Vatican II by no means suspended 
the monarchical governance structure instituted at Vatican I. Instead, as Burns explains, the 
Council shifted the territory over which the infallible monarch, the Pope, claimed authority 
from the entire world in all of its religious and socio-temporal dimensions to the arena of 
“faith and morals.”3

4. In this new economy, although “all men” still have the moral obligation to follow the true 
religion, states are no longer required to enforce that faith, which is now, practically speaking, 
obligatory for Catholics only. “Morals,” on the other hand, by virtue of inhering in the natural 
law rather than in Catholic teaching, continue to be obligatory for all and unencumbered 
by democratic norms.4 It only makes sense, then–and a survey of developments since 1965 
substantiates this–that the post-Vatican II church has placed increasing emphasis on “morals,” 
which means, to all intents and purposes, sexuality and gender.5

1The Documents of Vatican II. With Notes, and Comments by Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox Authorities, ed. Walter M. 
Abbott (New York: Guild Press, America Press, Association Press, 1966), 675-696. Back

2Ibid. 199-308. Back
3Gene Burns, The Frontiers of Catholicism: The Politics of Ideology in a Liberal World (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1992), 47-96. Burns, a sociologist, is concerned with Roman Catholicideology. Roman Catholic theology inflects 
“faith and morals” somewhat differently. In _Pastor Aeternus,_Vatican Council I describes the Pope as infallible when he 
defines a doctrine concerning morals as well as faith which are to be upheld by the universal church. But Vatican I was 
ambiguous about the subject matter that can be infallibly defined, and different kinds of obligations attend to different 
subject matters; while a definition concerning revelation must be believed with an assent of faith, “matters that are not 
revealed (e.g., teachings about the natural law) require acceptance, yet not strictly an assent of faith; furthermore… since 
there has never been a clear instance when infallibility was exercised about a matter of ‘morals,’theologians disagree 
whether the Council intended ’morals’ to mean: a person’s fundamental option, or basic principles of morality, or 
universal precepts of the natural law, or specific commandments.” John T. Ford, “Infallibility,” The New Dictionary of 
Theology, ed. Joseph Komonchak et al., (Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1987), 518-519. Back

4“The natural law, present in the heart of each man and established by reason, is universal in its precepts and its 
authority extends to all men…. Application of the natural law varies greatly; it can demand reflection that takes account 
of various condition of life according to places, times, and circumstances. Nevertheless, in the diversity of cultures, the 
natural law remains as a rule that binds men among themselves and imposes on them, beyond the inevitable differences, 
common principles… The natural law is immutable(emphasis theirs) and permanent throughout the variations of history; 
it subsists under the flux of ideas and customs and supports their progress…The natural law provides revealed law and 
grace with a foundation prepared by God and in accordance with the work of the Spirit.” Catechism of the Catholic Church
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1994), 475. Back

5Some would argue that Catholic social teaching (on issues such as the death penalty, war, the environment, etc.) 
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The Discourses of Mourning

5. The sources of these developments in Roman Catholicism since the 1960s and their implications 
come into sharper focus when examined in light of the psychoanalytic discourse of mourning. 
More specifically, in this paper I will use Eric Santner’s Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory, 
and Film in Postwar Germany to read the current Catholic hyper-emphasis on sexuality and 
gender as an instance of the inability to mourn.6

6. Freud initiated the psychoanalytic discourse of mourning with his essay, “Mourning and 
Melancholia.”7 Mourning and melancholia (or depression), according to Freud, are each 
painful reactions to the loss of a love object. Because melancholia is made up of an ambivalent 
mixture of pleasurable attachment to and rage at the love object, however, the period of 
suffering is prolonged. The melancholic, instead of engaging the feelings of loss until the 
separation is complete, absorbs the lost and partially hated object into his or her ego, a process 
that results in self-hatred and sometimes even suicide.

7. Furthermore, in the case of melancholia, or depression, loss is worked through with greater 
difficulty because the love-object was identified with the self of the bereaved. Such an identifi­
cation occurs because the self is not strong enough to tolerate the separateness, the sharp edges 
of “I” and “you,” that exist between the self and the love object. In effect, the melancholic self 
cannot bear the interval that exists between it and the world. Mourning and the inability to 
mourn are thus linked to structures fundamental to people’s ability, or inability, to tolerate 
difference.8

8. Eric Santner’s book, Stranded Objects, builds on an earlier work by Alexander and Margarete 
Mitscherlich which claims that after the defeat of the Third Reich, the citizens of the first West 
German generation did not engage emotionally in any sustained way with their responsibility 
for Nazi-era crimes, nor with the loss of the nation’s ego ideal, Adolph Hitler. Instead, they 
avoided a potentially massive loss of self-esteem by severing all affective links with the 
immediate past, throwing themselves manically into rebuilding their country, and coming to 
see themselves as more truly victims than those who had perished at their hands.9

9. Santner extends the Mitscherlich’s thesis to the second and third generations after the war, 
arguing that the inability to mourn is passed on from one generation to the next unless 
human solidarity enables the working through of losses in multiple symbolic reenactments. 
Such symbolic reenactments parallel at the collective level a child’s working through of its 
separation from the primary caregiver through repeated acts of play. Santner calls the parent 
figure who helps with this working through the “empathic witness.” The lack of an empathic 

carries as much or even more weight than Catholic sexual teaching. Burns demonstrates that church statements on social 
issues fall below sexual teaching in the Catholic ideological hierarchy, however; they are intentionally vague, and rarely 
enforced. Burns, 201-202. For a variation on this argument, see Christine Gudorf, “To Make a Seamless Garment, Use a 
Single Piece of Cloth,” Conscience (Autumn 1996): 10-21. Back

6Eric L. Santner, Stranded Objects Mourning, Memory, and Film in Postwar Germany(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1990). Back

7Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund 
Freud, vol. 14, ed. James Strachey, 237-259 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1953-1974). Back

8Anahid Kassabian and David Kazanjian, “Melancholic Memories and Manic Politics: Feminism, Documentary, and 
the Armenian Diaspora,” in Feminism and Documentary, ed. Diane Waldman and Janet Walke_r_, 207-210 (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press). Back

9Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, _The Inability to Mourn: Principles of Collective Behavior,_trans. Beverley 
R. Placzek (New York: Grove Press, 1975); Santner, 1-4. Back
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witness in one generation renders the next generation less able, perhaps unable, to help the 
third generation with its losses. Because of their preoccupation with repressing their own 
catastrophic losses, Santner argues, the first West German generation could not support the 
second generation as it undertook the work of separation from individual and collective love 
objects, and so on.

10. In Stranded Objects, Santner also displays multiple connections between the discourses of 
mourning’in Freud as well as in Holocaust scholarship’and the critique of modernity called 
postmodernism. Central to postmodernism is the premise that fantasies of presence, fullness, 
unity, certainty, and innocence associated with the Enlightenment are the primary sources of 
twentieth century violence and catastrophe, with the Holocaust an extreme instance.

11. Santner deepens these intertextual relations by arguing that the pre-eminent modern fantasy 
ruled “no longer possible” in the postmodernist critique is the fantasy of purity and wholeness, 
with its corollary, the inability to tolerate difference, heterogeneity, and weakness. By linking 
his analysis with the broader modern fantasy of purity, Santner makes clear that the inability 
to mourn is not limited to a particular generation, but is an ongoing process. In addition to the 
avoidance of difference that fascism attempted by projecting infection onto European Jewry, 
the object of Santner’s critique is the inability of successive German generations to mourn that 
inability to mourn. Santner calls this inheritance mechanism the repetition compulsion of 
modern European history, and identifies Auschwitz, that “modern industrial apparatus for 
the elimination of difference,” as a staging area for this compulsion.10’’

Catholicism and Difference

12. Imbrications between Santner’s reading of the inability to mourn and the history of modern 
Catholicism are striking. Though the church was intimately involved in the emergence of 
the modern West, with its losses in the liberal European revolutions of the 18th and 19th 
centuries, the papacy adopted a thoroughgoing anti-modern ideological stance. A central 
plank in the papal anti-modernist campaign was the revival of medieval philosophy and social 
theory called the Thomist, or the neo-Thomist, revival. Yet in the light of the psychoanalytic 
discourse of mourning, the Catholic world-view that was undergirded by this return to 
Aristotelian/ Thomistic metaphysics, with its absolute bifurcation of substance from accidents, 
of a pure, unified Catholicism from the evils of the secular world, emerges as a distinctly 
modern inability to mourn the loss of the church’s pre-modern hegemony.

13. One could imagine that the Catholic Church in the U.S. would have escaped this inability to 
mourn because, as an American phenomenon, it found Catholicism compatible with liberalism 
in a way the church in Europe had never done. In The Survival of American Innocence, however, 
the historian William Halsey demonstrates that the enforced revival of Thomistic thinking 
provided an ideological defense against the modern world for American Catholicism as well.11

14. Specifically, Halsey argues, neo-Thomism enabled middle-class American Catholics, many of 
whom were not far from their immigrant roots, to construct a world impervious to modernity 
and to maintain around themselves the boundaries of a distinctly American innocence. The 
19th century had been a time of poverty and oppression for immigrant American Catholics. 

10Ibid. 9. Back
11William M. Halsey, The Survival of American Innocence: Catholicism in an Era of Disillusionment, 1920-1940 (Notre 

Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1980).Back[endif]
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For white, middle-class American Protestants, however, it was an era of romantic optimism, 
but World War I, and particularly the failure of the Treaty of Versailles, had begun a distinctly 
less optimistic, and, in many ways, horrifying age. Just as the horrors of World War I were 
dawning on American Protestants, the more influential cohort of American Catholics was 
in the process of joining the American middle-class and receiving the benefits of life in 
America. Neo-Thomist ideology enabled these American Catholics to believe in a rational and 
predictable cosmos, in moral structures inherent in the universe, and in a didactic or “genteel” 
rendering of the arts and culture. They were thus able to experience the nineteenth century 
American optimism that was unavailable to their immigrant parents and grandparents, and 
avoid the mourning experienced by other Americans after Versailles and the Great Depression.

15. Perhaps the most outstanding characteristic of what Halsey calls “American Catholic inno­
cence” was its resistance to intellectual and ethical complexity. Since Catholics could condemn 
modern society, they didn’t feel compelled to analyze it in its increasing complexity. They 
spoke frequently of the “nonsense” of “enemies” or “adversaries” to indicate that it would be a 
waste of time to engage the arguments of those enemies. Thus, like their fellow Catholics in Eu­
rope but for differently-inflected reasons, U.S. Catholics were hardly prepared to acknowledge 
and mourn the losses of the 20th century.

Catholic Sex/Gender Ideology

16. Although questions of sexuality and gender have been significant throughout the history of 
the Catholic Church, they became inextricably bound to the church’s anti-modern ideology 
with the definition of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception in 1854. This dogma, which 
proclaimed that Mary had been without sin since the first moment of her conception, served 
as a commentary on democracy at a time when Pius IX was losing the Vatican territories to 
the new liberal Italian state. Since all humans except Mary (and Jesus) were sinners, they 
were clearly incapable of governing themselves.12

17. In addition to serving this socio-political function, however, the dogma of the Immaculate 
Conception also played a key role in settling the question of exactly when the fetus is ensouled, 
that is, becomes a human being. As Paul Badham shows, before the mid-19th century, some 
highly revered Catholic teachers, including Augustine and Aquinas, had argued that ensoul­
ment occurs between the fifth and sixth months of pregnancy.13 But, “if Mary was, as this 
dogma claimed, untainted by sin from the time of her conception, then she must have been a 
person from the time of her conception.”14 In 1869 the pope, when issuing excommunication 
decrees for women who had undergone abortions, dropped the adjective “ensouled” from 
the phrase used previously to clarify what kind of fetus could not be aborted: an “ensouled 
fetus.” This made early abortions grounds for excommunication for the first time in church 
history.15

18. The church’s opening to liberalism at Vatican II could theoretically have included the liberal­
ization of its teaching on sex and gender, but it did not. In fact, as Gene Burns makes clear, 

12Hennessey, James, “Leo XIII’s Thomistic Revival: A Political and Philosophical Event,” in _Celebrating the Medieval 
Heritage: A Colloquy on the Thought of Aquinas and Bonaventure,_ed. David Tracy. Supplement. _The Journal of 
Religion_58 (1978), 187. Back

13Cited in Daniel A. Dombrowski and Robert Deltete, A Brief, Liberal, Catholic Defense of Abortion (Urbana, IL: University 
of Illinois Press, 2000), 58. Back

14Ibid. Back
15Ibid. Back
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with the abdication of the church’s claims to absolute doctrinal truth and authority over all 
humankind, sexuality and gender became increasingly central to Catholic institutional identity 
because those areas were, for the most part, all that remained. While the Council fathers 
managed to hammer out compromises on religious liberty and the separation of church and 
state, such serious conflicts emerged between some of them and the conservative Vatican curia 
that one of their leaders, Cardinal Suenens, prevailed upon the Pope to set up a separate birth 
control commission. Their hope was that light shed by this commission would undergird a 
change in the church’s traditional teaching. When John XXIII died before the conclusion of the 
Council, his successor, Paul VI, expanded the commission substantially, adding twenty-nine 
laymen and five laywomen to the group. But he was apparently unprepared for the group’s 
recommendation that the church change the position laid out by Pius XI in 1931; in 1968 Paul 
VI issued the encyclical “Humanae Vitae,” reiterating the previous prohibition.16

19. Following upon Vatican II’s liberalization of significant portions of church life, “Humanae 
Vitae” shocked many Catholics in the U.S., as did “Inter Insigniores,” the Vatican rejection of 
the possibility of ordaining women which appeared in 1976. The strength of these reactions 
suggests that many liberal Catholics seriously underestimated the centrality of sexuality and 
gender in magisterial Catholic self-understanding during the 20th century. In point of fact, 
the condemnation of contraception, divorce, and abortion had already been functioning as 
an ongoing thread of identity for American Catholics as they moved from the old urban 
neighborhoods to the suburbs after World War II.17 The intensification of Roman Catholic 
sex-gender ideology since Vatican II, as embodied in “Humanae Vitae” and other documents 
and interventions, further buttressed Catholic identity in the face of the multiple critiques 
generated by the events of the 20th century.

Ecclesial Displacements

20. My use of Eric Santner’s work on the inability of the first three West German generations to 
mourn the Holocaust is not an arbitrary appropriation of Holocaust scholarship for use in 
Roman Catholic studies. The documented antisemitism of many Catholic intellectual leaders 
in the first half of the 20th century’Chesterton, Belloc, Bernanos, Bloy, Claudel, and others’as 
well as the Vatican’s passivity toward the Nazis, establishes a link between Santner’s Holocaust 
scholarship and the history of twentieth century Catholicism.18 This linkage becomes more 
apparent when we remember that the Vatican II declarations on the church in the modern 
world and on religious freedom were not the only historic changes to emerge from the Council. 
In the “Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions” the church 

16Garry Wills, Papal Sin: Structures of Deceit (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 73-103. Back
17James T. Fisher, The Catholic Counterculture in America 1933-1962 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1989), 82. Back
18Of the intellectual leaders of the neo-Thomist Revival, Chesterton, Belloc, and Bernanos are the most egregious 

antisemites. Chesterton and Belloc each published texts advocating some form of explicit segregation of Jews within 
English society. Robert Singerman, Antisemitic Propaganda: An Annotated Bibliography and Research Guide(New York: 
Garland Publishing Inc., 1982) 0102, 0129. Bernanos, author of the Diary of a Country Priest, a novel still well regarded 
by some U.S. Catholics, was known for his violent antisemitic tendencies; in La_Grand peur des bienpensants_ (1931) 
Bernanos denounces the Jewish race that had taken control of Christian France. John Hellman, “The Jews in the New 
Middle Ages,” in _Jacques Maritain and the Jews,_ed. Robert Royal (Mishawaka, IN: American Maritain Association, 
1994), 99. Paul Claudel and Léon Bloy are also more complicated cases than Chesterton, Belloc, and Bernanos. It is 
safe to say that despite their expressions of respect for the Jews, they were each both at least selectively and explicitly 
antisemitic; Robert Royal writes of Claudel, “his position toward the Jews was not as anti-Semitic as is usually assumed.” 
“A Tale of Two People: An Introduction,” in Jacques Maritain and the Jews, 9. Back
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also renounced its historic “teaching of contempt” against the Jews. This document replaces 
the traditional Catholic accusation of Jewish deicide with a dogmatic statement that Christ 
underwent his passion and death for “the sins of all men,” thus formally abolishing church 
sanction for persecution of the Jews.19

21. There can be little doubt that the Vatican II statement on the Jews was prompted at least in 
part by religious motivations and genuine regret for the tragic effects of Catholic antisemitism. 
And the statement on the Jews had a very real impact on rank-and -file Catholics; I remember 
clearly, for example, when the prayers for the conversion of the Jews in the Good Friday liturgy 
were replaced with a prayer for the Jewish people as “the first to hear the word of God.” ’’’

22. Yet conciliar shifts in Catholic teaching on the Jews may be seen to have another set of 
consequences for the reconfiguration of Catholic identity. In this construal, the conciliar 
statement on the Jews, however genuinely intended, is also another instance of the Council’s 
accommodation with modernity. In the light of the liberal democratic norms by which the 
church received greater authority over a more narrowly religious/moral sphere in exchange 
for its claims to control temporal matters and the consciences of individuals, the church 
officially excluded antisemitism and anti-Judaism from its public identity. This does not mean 
that Catholic antisemitism and anti-Judaism are no longer serious problems, but only that 
Roman Catholic ideology no longer offers the Jews as a blank slate onto which Catholics can 
project their terror of difference. Whatever the intention of the Council fathers, the Vatican 
II renunciation of the teaching of contempt has functioned as a vehicle for the displacement 
of hostility from one class of victims to another even as it comprised an initial stage in the 
work of mourning. Alas, the church’s post-Vatican II portrayal of itself as victim and hero 
of the Holocaust, in the canonization of Edith Stein, for example, and in the 1998 document 
“We Remember: Reflections on the Shoah,” offers some indication as to which of these two 
components was more substantive.20

23. The psychoanalytic discourse of mourning suggests that until Roman Catholicism really does 
manage to work through the damage to its historic self-understanding and to its belief in 
its own perfection and innocence which has been called into question by modernity, by the 
Holocaust, and by feminist and post-colonial critiques, it will require some other onto which 
to project this conflict. And as we have seen, the primary available remaining other is sexuality 
and gender.

Conclusion

24. Without multiple symbolic reenactments of loss, the inability to mourn is passed down from 
one generation to the next. One might expect that the Catholic inability to mourn would be 

19In the official English translation of the documents of Vatican II, Claude Nelson writes that as a result of this 
document “in the future, no government, no citizenry, can believe, assume, or pretend that it has Christian (Catholic) 
sanction for any sort of persecution or discrimination against the Jews.” And in that same volume, the footnote to 
the statement that Christ underwent his passion because of the sins of all men reads “This statement, together with 
the preceding teaching, puts this declaration on the Jews into a doctrinal category.” Claude Nelson, “A Response to 
‘The Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions,’ ” 671, and “The Declaration on the 
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions,” in Abbott, The_Documents of Vatican II,_667. Back

20For an examination of the Catholic Church’s post-Vatican II attempts to avoid mourning its responsibilities for 
the Holocaust, see Garry Wills, Papal Sin: Structures of Deceit (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 11-61, and James Carroll, 
Constantine’s Sword: The Church and the Jews: A History (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), 320-21. Back
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inherited mainly by conservative and restorationist Catholics. But writings by many liberal 
Catholics are also marked by a discursive smoothness belied by the rips, tears, and fissures 
that inscribe the Catholic Christian tradition. Invocations of “Catholic social teaching” and 
“the common good” by Catholic social justice activists, for example, rarely acknowledge 
the non-innocent openings toward fascism that mar the history of papal social teaching.21 
Similarly, representations of the earth by Catholic environmentalists regularly rival, in their 
romanticism and oversimplification, anything that came out of the 19th century. Even Catholic 
feminism exhibits, for the most part, a coherence and rationality that the situation of women 
in Catholicism hardly warrants.22

25. I am not optimistic about a reversal of this situation in the near future. Particularly telling 
with regard to the Catholic inability to mourn is the widespread Catholic attachment to the 
innocence and purity of the fetus at all stages of its development. That the church greatly 
intensified its opposition to abortion at the exact time of the Vatican’s loss of its territories 
to the Italian state in the 1850s is not a coincidence. Randall Balmer offers an analysis of 
U.S. Protestant fundamentalist hyper-attention to abortion that applies as well to Roman 
Catholicism. In the 20th century, Balmer avers, fundamentalists have felt under attack by 
forces beyond their control; the fetus serves to symbolize their situation. “Nothing is so pure 
and untainted as an unborn child’,” Balmer observes, and “nothing is so vulnerable as a fetus’” 
Institutional Catholicism, like American fundamentalism, sees contemporary culture as alien 
and their own existence as precarious.23

26. So thoroughgoing is the Catholic identification with the innocence of the fetus that even among 
liberal Catholics the attempt to distinguish between a personal decision regarding abortion 
and the legal right to abortion can be very costly, a situation Christine Gudorf describes as “a 
siege mentality in which everyone who is not 100 percent with us is against us, an enemy.”24 
A genuine engagement by the institutional church with the complex situations of pregnant 
women, all of whom are currently obligated by Catholic sexual teaching to risk their lives 
and well being in the service of “innocent life,” might comprise a first step toward Catholic 
mourning. Such a step seems highly unlikely, however.

27. The movement of women into Catholic liturgical roles in recent years, despite the Vatican’s 
21For a discussion of the influence of “Rerum Novarum” on fascism and fascist gender ideology in Franco’s Spain, see 

Aurora G. Morcillo, True Catholic Womanhood: Gender Ideology in Franco’s Spain (Dekalb, IL: Northern Illinois University 
Press, 2000), 34, 40, 41. Back

22I offer a few illustrations of this liberal American Catholic tendency toward discursive smoothness. In one of the 
presentations at “Jubilee 2000,” a meeting of diocesan social justice advocates, Marie Denis of Maryknoll Global Concerns, 
“delivered a revolutionary message in gentle, measured tones. Linking sacred to simple, Denis revealed the biblical 
principles of economy: ‘Enough for everyone, the abundance given to all by a loving God. Self limits. Take no more than 
you need.’ ” The notion that the sacred is simple should be a great help to a mother trying to decide whether cloth or 
disposable diapers are less damaging to the environment. In Arthur Jones, “Out of the Pews and Against the Grain,” 
National Catholic Reporter, July 30, 1999. Similarly, the theologian Anthony Padovano illustrates his calls for a “synthesis” 
of gospel, church, and world in the twenty-first century with five global events, among them the American Revolution, 
with the Bill of Rights declaring the “autonomy and sacredness of the human person.” Padovano uses only white men to 
represent these five advances, and he devotes only one sentence to the “dark side (of) the American Revolution and 
its aftermath.” Anthony Padovano, “World Moves On But Rome Resists,” The National Catholic Reporter, September 10, 
1999, 18-20, 22. For an example of a highly rationalized Catholic feminist reinscription of idealist doctrinal structures, see 
Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New York: Crossroad Publishing 
Co., 1992). This book was widely adulated by liberal U.S. Catholics in the 1990s. Back

23Randall Balmer, “American Fundamentalism: The Ideal of Femininity,” in John Stratton Hawley, ed., Fundamentalism 
and Gender(New York; Oxford University Press, 1994), 57-58. Back

24Gudorf, 11. Back
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near-virulent opposition to the actual ordination of women, could also be cause for hope. In 
the Catholic tradition, the female body has traditionally symbolized the fragmentation and 
materiality thought to undermine the church’s transcendence. The positioning of the female 
body in relation to the sacred eucharistic elements, even if a woman is not yet the ordained 
celebrant, has the potential to reconfigure the psychodynamics of the Mass, undergirding the 
possibility of new and deeply felt acknowledgments.25 Even the epidemic of clergy sexual 
abuse in recent years provides an opportunity for communal self-scrutiny and mourning.

28. Yet undertaking such a process would require the support of the kind of empathic witness 
that Eric Santner describes in Stranded Objects, one who could help the community to face 
up to its failures and losses and work them through. Such facilitation demands a degree 
of courage and honesty that is currently in short supply among Catholic leaders. Until this 
situation changes, until the church effectively confronts and works through the multiple losses 
that afflict it, these losses will, I fear, continue to be projected onto the sexual other in the 
Catholic condemnation of abortion, contraception, divorce, homosexuality, and the ordination 
of women.

Notes

Marian Ronan is Assistant Professor of Contemporary Theology and Religion at the 
American Baptist Seminary of the West in Berkeley, CA, and president of the (Roman 
Catholic) Women’s Ordination Conference.

Copyright © held by the author(s). 2001 Marian Ronan. All rights reserved.
Updated 07/28/21.
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25Kelley A. Raab and Susan A. Ross each discuss the psychodynamic implications of female liturgical presence in 
Roman Catholicism. Kelley A. Raab, When Women Become Priests (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000); Susan A. 
Ross, Extravagant Affections: A Feminist Sacramental Theology(New York, Continuum, 1998). Back
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