A Compassionate Response

Most Reverend J. Terry Steib, S.V.D.
Bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Memphis in Tennessee

January 25, 2016

A COMPASSIONATE RESPONSE
Most Reverend J. Terry Steib, S.V.D.
Bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Memphis in Tennessee
January 25, 2016

For now we see in a
mirror dimly, but then
face to face. Now I know
in part; then I shall
understand fully, even as
I
have
been
fully
understood. 1

Brothers and Sisters:
What an exciting time to be Catholic! The visit of Pope Francis to our country has
sparked flames of renewed faith and commitment across our land. For the first time
in a long time, Catholicism has taken a place of pride, not only in the media but in
the hearts of all Americans. Pope Francis laid the groundwork with a renewed vision
of church and the gospel way of life. His words and his example challenge all of us
to make that vision a reality in our life. The Jubilee Year of Mercy is the perfect
invitation for every one of us to offer our heart to all people. In the decree
inaugurating the Year of Mercy, Misericordiae Vultus, Pope Francis declared:

“The Church’s first truth is the love of Christ. The Church makes herself a
servant of this love and mediates it to all people: a love that forgives and
expresses itself in the gift of oneself. Consequently, wherever the Church is
present, the mercy of the Father must be evident. In our parishes,
communities, associations and movements, in a word, wherever there are
Christians, everyone should find an oasis of mercy.” 2
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Thus, we who live under the gentle yoke of the gospel are called to adopt the
Father’s stance of mercy as our own.

Undoubtedly, life in the twenty-first century presents new challenges in almost
every arena, whether personal or within the wider margins of civic and church
communities. In the spirit of the Year of Mercy and of the Holy Father’s visit to our
country this past September, I would like for us to reflect on a number of particular
challenges that we now face.

Over the past half-century, our culture has gradually redefined and reconfigured
marriage and family life before our eyes, so that what we find within our faith
tradition no longer coincides with that of the culture in which we live. In light of all
this, we want to affirm our faith in the tradition that has been handed on to us
concerning marriage and family life; and standing squarely within that same faith
tradition, we want to likewise affirm its clear and undeniable call that we respond in
mercy to the struggles that many people face in this regard.

The Church gives thanks for the witness of faith demonstrated by many among us
who, day-by-day, live out the vocation of matrimony. Their counter-cultural
commitment to life-long fidelity and their openness to the gift of life serve as an
example to all of us. The Holy Father has spoken eloquently of the need for the
Christian community to encourage those families who struggle with economic
hardships and the tensions of a throw-away culture that places no value on
permanence. 3

The Church will always remain committed to supporting those called to the vocation
of matrimony and for the domestic churches they establish. Nonetheless,
contemporary society no longer seems to share many of our values. For this reason,
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questions concerning divorce and remarriage, and the legalization of same-sex
unions, are uppermost in the minds of many—hence the challenge taken up in the
recent Synod of Bishops on the topic of marriage and family life.

In his homily during the closing Mass of the synod, Pope Francis referred to the
gospel story of Bartimaeus, saying:
Jesus’ disciples are called to act like Jesus did with
Bartimaeus, even today, especially today: to bring
people into contact with the compassionate Mercy
that saves. When humanity's cry, like Bartimaeus',
becomes stronger still, there is no other response
than to make Jesus’ words our own and, above all,
imitate his heart. 4
I wonder how often we miss those opportunities to, "bring people into the
compassionate Mercy that saves." 5 Do we recognize those sacred moments when the
Spirit is at work in an individual who is sincerely seeking God—an individual who
may look to any one of us for support, for understanding, for accompaniment on the
journey of faith? Do we, like Jesus with Bartimaeus, see their yearning and open the
door to God's love and compassion; or are we more likely to point to the reasons we
believe they do not yet measure up?

In the eyes of the townspeople, Bartimaeus didn't measure up. In fact, he was an
embarrassment! Yet, Jesus saw through the externals and recognized a person in
need, a person the Father was calling into his own embrace. To Bartimaeus, Jesus
offered that embrace. How numerous are the opportunities given to us to imitate
Jesus' heart!

This Gospel account is not just about Bartimaeus. It is about each one of us. There
are folks like Bartimaeus everywhere, but often we would rather not see them or
hear them or have to deal with them. We fear they will remind us of our own
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vulnerability or of the flaws in our social system and in ourselves. The struggles of
Bartimaeus are within each one of us, but we drown them out with a million
distractions every day. How frightening it is to be reminded of that same desperation
that lurks in us all!

Fear. It is most often the culprit that keeps us from a loving, compassionate
response. Fear. It shows up when our natural tendency to reach out to someone is
paralyzed by misunderstanding and misconception. Fear. It undermines our freedom
to trust that God is at work in another human being, and to recognize that our first
and overall response must be to love and respect the invitation of God to and in that
person.

Pope Francis knows well how fear lurks in all of us, and how much we need each
other precisely as the Church in order to live out the gospel command. In his
address to the joint session of Congress last September, Pope Francis lifted up four
Americans who went beyond their fears to become models of courage and
compassion: Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King, Dorothy Day, and Thomas
Merton.

The Holy Father’s understanding of our current struggles shines forth, as well in his
attentive and discerning leadership, during the recent synod and in calling us to the
Jubilee Year of Mercy. Imagine that—a Year of Mercy! What better time to cast
aside the fear that paralyzes us and risk embracing an open heart and a
compassionate response to the serious challenges facing us in marriage and family
life.

As we await the Holy Father’s summary and response to the synod, we look forward
to much guidance. Indications seem to point to the Church adopting a new approach
which affirms the teaching about marriage and family that has been handed on to us
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from the ages, but with a more compassionate approach. An example of this new
approach would be the substantial revisions already made to the annulment process,
revisions that make the process more responsive to the genuine circumstances of
persons in the world today.

But divorce and remarriage are by no means the only issue. The Supreme Court’s
June 26, 2015, ruling on same-sex unions raises many questions. To be sure, in the
face of this ruling, the Catholic Church continues to uphold the vocation of
matrimony as a free and loving union of one man and one woman in a relationship
of permanence and fidelity that is open to children.

At the same time, we, the Church, uphold an ongoing commitment to the dignity of
all persons, including those with same-sex orientation. Referring to persons with
same-sex orientation, the Catechism of the Catholic Church states that, "They must
be accepted with respect, compassion and sensitivity. Every sign of unjust
discrimination in their regard should be avoided." 6

Our challenge, our responsibility and our privilege in every life circumstance is to
cultivate the oasis of mercy to which Pope Francis has called us. Whether we are at
home, in a classroom, at work, at the ball field, in the grocery store or in church; and
especially when we encounter those who find themselves on the margins of society
such as the poor, the homeless, refugees and immigrants, the unemployed, those in
nursing facilities, and hospice care—wherever the suffering Christ is incarnate in
our midst today, we are charged with creating and expanding an oasis of mercy.
In his address marking the 50th anniversary of the synodal process, 7 Pope Francis
challenged everyone in the Church to embrace a pastoral stance of “walking
together—laity, pastors, and the bishop of Rome,” which the pope said is, “an easy
concept to express in words, but is not so easy to put into practice.” 8 The pope went
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on to explain how the synodal process coincides with and expresses the heart of the
Church’s call to be both mother and teacher. Clearly not a top-down movement;
rather, “… it is like an upside down pyramid with the top on the bottom, which is
why the ordained are called ‘ministers’—they serve the others.” 9

The pope extended this line of thinking to speak about the diocesan church, pointing
to the bishop as “the vicar of the Jesus who, at the Last Supper, knelt to wash the
feet of the apostles.” The pope exhorted all never to forget that in such a servant
church, “the only authority is the authority of service; the only power is the power of
the cross.” 10

Rooted in this vision, Pope Francis pointed out that if the Church is to be a teaching
church, it must also be equally and at the same time a learning church. “The 'sensus
fidei' (sense of faith) makes it impossible to rigidly separate the 'ecclesia docens'
(teaching church) and the 'ecclesia discens' (learning church) because even the
flock has a 'nose' for discerning the new paths that the Lord is opening up to the
church.”11 Here the pope shines a light on the call of a pilgrim church to move
forward into new territory, and with open eyes, to see a new horizon ahead. Such a
mission, he insists, must be thoroughly collegial at all levels. This is essential in
creating the oasis of mercy.

Sisters and brothers, how do we do this? How do we become a learning as well as a
teaching church? We begin right where we are, wherever we live our lives—in the
home, in the classroom, at work, in the parish, and in the wider civic community—
we begin and we listen.

Perhaps the first virtue of listening is a profound humility, acknowledging that, for
the time being, we “see in a mirror dimly,” 12 and that at the moment, “… we know
only in part.”13 Because of this, we set aside our fears, our prejudices, and our hard6

heartedness and ask God’s help as we learn to listen with an open mind and gentle
heart to one another, especially to those who may not have been heard before.

If we turn once again to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, we find that it
affirms this call to be a humble, listening church as it explains the need for
development and growth in both doctrine and pastoral practice. The Catechism
states that, “…the understanding of both the realities and the words of the heritage of
faith is able to grow in the life of the Church” 14 This teaching about the development
of doctrine, explains that while the fullness of divine revelation has been given to us
in Christ, we must always seek to increase our understanding and expression of that
revelation both in our words and in our deeds. 15

We are an ecclesia discens (learning church) precisely because of this principle of
the development of doctrine which trusts that the Holy Spirit is still at work in the
Church leading us forward. Following from this we realize that an effective teaching
and ministering church must be a humble, listening church—genuinely rooted in the
tradition, yet attentive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. This is exactly what the
pope is doing, and he challenges all of us to do the same at every level of church
life.

Thus, we seek to understand the tradition anew and express it in a way that mirrors
the mind and heart of Christ. To do so, we wish to listen to and acknowledge some
voices that may have been overlooked and include their perception as part of the
larger sensus fidei. In this way, we honor the call of the Holy Father to walk
together. 16

Sisters and Brothers, as the year unfolds from one season to another, I am reminded
of the spiritual seasons described in the Book of Ecclesiastes. Winter is not simply
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about the cold; it is also a season that provides a threshold to the new life of spring.
Likewise, I believe we are on the brink of a new season in our church:

 a season characterized by the visible, tangible love of God being central to
all that we say and do;
 a season of authentic listening and dialogue which includes respect and awe
for the work of God in others;
 a season for nurturing in ourselves a faith that makes room for
compassionate response, no matter the situation;
 a season for wholehearted welcoming of all;
 a season for profound appreciation for the role of discernment—
acknowledging that God can and does deal directly with individuals through
their inner lives; and
 a season for respect for the informed conscience as the final arbiter in the
life of individuals and their relationship with God and the world around
them. 17
A Year of Mercy! The invitation to God's mercy is extended to all. The first
invitation is that each one of us will take this opportunity to rediscover Jesus at the
center of every activity, every thought, and every word, on each and every day. Such
personal transformation opens us to extending the invitation to God's mercy to all,
regardless of culture, finances, social status, and religion, as well as marital status,
and sexual orientation. 18 It matters not whether one is liberal, conservative or
independent in their political stance. Jesus opens His arms wide enough to include
every single human being on this earth. In the words of Pope Francis, “True
defenders of doctrine are not those who uphold its letter, but its spirit; not
ideas, but people; not formulas, but the free availability of God's love and
forgiveness.” 19
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As we venture into unknown territory, God invites us to new depths of holiness—a
holiness measured by loving God with our whole heart and mind, and loving others
as we love ourselves. In every encounter, let us take a moment for internal
reflection, asking not “What am I going to say,” or “What am I going to do?” but,
“Who am I about to encounter; and who am I going to be in this encounter?”

Sisters and Brothers, as Church, who are we going to be? Asking that question I
cannot help but recall the words of our founding bishop, Carroll T. Dozier, in his
homily at the birth of this local church:

As we look to the future, and we are future bound,
to the months and years that lie before us, what kind
of church shall we be? What kind of church do we
want to be? One in union with the Vicar of Christ,
one dispensing the grace of God to all, one
anointing sorrow with sympathy, one of love and
human kindness, a Good Samaritan on the banks of
the Mississippi. Is this not what we, this new
Diocese of Memphis wishes to be? By the grace of
God, so shall it be!20
Bishop Dozier spoke those words to us some forty-five years ago. They were
remarkably prophetic, especially in light of the call of Pope Francis today. Looking
out on the horizon of this Jubilee Year of Mercy, how will we live out his vision in
this new era? It is a question that remains incumbent upon all of us to answer each
and every day. The Spirit continues to draw us ever more deeply into the heart of
God. We can do no less but respond with loving and generous hearts.

And so we end as we began, by reflecting on the words of St. Paul, “. . . for now we
see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall
understand fully, even as I have been fully understood.” 21
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It is, indeed, a challenging yet exciting time to be Catholic. May our prayer lead us
to renewed trust in God's work among us—a deep trust that makes room in all of us
for the work of the merciful, compassionate God we serve, “as the good Samaritan
on the banks of the Mississippi,” and in the land between the two rivers—the
Diocese of Memphis, the church of West Tennessee!

In the Divine Word,

J. Terry Steib, S.V.D.
Bishop of Memphis
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