Theology and Catholic
Higher Education

Beyond Our Identity Crisis

MASSIMO FAGGIOLI

ORBIS@BDOKS

Maryknoll, New York 10545



Founded in 1970, Orbis Books endeavors to publish works that enlighten the
mind, nourish the spirit, and challenge the conscience. The publishing arm of
the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, Orbis seeks to explore the global dimen-
sions of the Christian faith and mission, to invite dialogue with diverse cultures
and religious traditions, and to serve the cause of reconciliation and peace. The
books published reflect the views of their authors and do not represent the
official position of the Maryknoll Society.To learn more about Maryknoll and
Orbis Books, please visit our website at www.orbisbooks.com

Copyright © 2024 by Massimo Faggioli.
Published by Orbis Books, Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0302.
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording,
or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in
writing from the publisher.

Queries regarding rights and permissions should be addressed to: Orbis Books,
P.O. Box 302, Maryknoll, NY 10545-0302.

Manufactured in the United States of America.
Manuscript editing and typesetting by Joan Weber Laflamme.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Faggioli, Massimo, author.

Title: Theology and Catholic higher education : beyond our identity crisis /
Massimo Faggioli.

Description: Maryknoll, New York : Orbis Books, [2024] | Includes
bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2024017953 (print) | LCCN 2024017954 (ebook) |
ISBN 9781626985841 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9798888660393 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Catholic universities and colleges—History—20th century.
| Catholic Church—Education—History—20th century. | Theology—
Study and teaching—Catholic Church—History—20th century. |
Catholic universities and colleges—History—21st century. | Catholic
Church—Education—History—21st century. | Theology—Study and
teaching—Catholic Church—History—21st century.

Classification: LCC BX922 .F34 2024 (print) | LCC BX922 (ebook) |
DDC 378/.0712—dc23/eng/20240527

LC record available at https://lccn.]oc.gov/2024017953

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024017954



Contents

Editorial Note ix
Introduction: The Great Displacement of Theology 1

1. Recognizing the Identity Crisis
The Remains of Previous Eras 9

What Remains of the Post—Vatican II Period 9

What Remains of the “Land O’ Lakes
Statement” (1967) 18

What Remains of Departments of Theology and Religious
Studies 22

‘What Remains of Vatican II Today 29

2. The University and the Interrupted Reception of
Vatican II 35

Recognizing the Interruption and the Gap in the
Reception of the Council 35

Phases in the Reception of Vatican II 38

A New Phase with Francis 42

The Current Ecclesial Disruption and Vatican II 45

Vatican II and Synodality: Walking Together vs. Walking
Out 51

Catholic Higher Education and Vatican II in the
Twenty-First Century 53

3. Theology in the University
A Guest in Its Own House? 57
Mutual Alienation between Different Catholic Cultures
around Vatican II 57

vii



viii Contents

Vatican II in the Relations between Church and
University Today 64

Pope Francis, Theology, and Catholic Colleges and
Universities 70

A New “Land O’ Lakes Statement” for Theology
in the Twenty-First Century 75

Moving beyond the Intra-Catholic Fights 82

4. De-Theologization and Catholic Higher Education
Synods, Seminaries, and Campuses 85
What Role Do Catholic Colleges and Universities
Have in a Synodal Church? 85
University, Theology, and Ministerial Formation 92
Anti-Intellectualism Masked as Traditionalism 97
Catholic Universities, Sectarianism, and the
Catholic Ecclesial Community 101
Academic Theology and the Sex-Abuse Crisis 111

5. Catholic Theology vis-a-vis Ecclesia, Universitas, and
Civitas 117
Academic Freedom, from Christendom to Diaspora 117
Theology in the Wider Society, the Academy,
and the Church: Relationships under Review 120

Catholic Theology and Post-Institutionalism 124
Theology within Market and Ecclesia 129
The Traditionalist Responses to Technocracy 135
Academic Theology in Global Catholicism 138

6. Proposals for a Way Forward 145
Acknowledgments 153
Bibliography 157

Index 171



Introduction

The Great Displacement of Theology

As a lay Catholic theologian and historian, I'm fortunate to be a
professor in a department of theology and religious studies in a
Catholic university in the United States. I moved from Europe
to the United States in 2008 in order to teach. I love having the
opportunity to teach undergraduate students theology. Often the
course fulfills a core requirement and they have little or no pre-
existing interest on the lay level in the discipline when it doesn’t
directly relate (as they see it) to their area of interest. Before
Vatican II that would have been unthinkable. The development
of the postconciliar period since the late 1960s has transformed
the way we do theology. But the future of the discipline is very
uncertain. Not only the discipline, but the future of the universitas
as such is in doubt.

Recent cuts in theology programs decided by university ad-
ministrators have rattled the community of Catholic theologians
in the United States and in the Anglo-American world. It is now
a familiar story—a board of trustees of Catholic colleges and
universities voted to cut not only the theology department, but
often also the liberal arts programs. In many instances courses
in these fields are no longer offered as majors, although some of’
them remain part of the university’s course offerings in a liberal
arts core curriculum.
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These cuts often follow a restructuring of the university’s
focus during previous academic years. It is not just the board of
trustees; in some cases restructuring of the core curriculum at the
expense of the requirement of theology courses and the liberal
arts is fueled by a suspicion of the true value of these disciplines
or by a lack of interest by faculty and administrators in other
departments of these Catholic colleges and universities.

Especially in the United States it is the brave new world of
higher education that now is transforming the unparalleled,
large network of Catholic colleges and universities that Catholi-
cism created. Cutting previously required courses in the liberal
arts is among the steps taken toward selling out to technocracy.
That is not something only administrators can be blamed for.
In many Catholic universities, aggiornamento—updating—and
changes related to the study of theology have ceded ground
to non—Vatican II or anti—Vatican II cultures: often, theology
has fallen into the hands of the traditionalists without offering
any alternative vision for the field, as theologians who are non-
traditionalists harbor the illusion that it is a marketing problem
and not a product problem.

What happened at these colleges is a story that has repeated
itself across the country in recent years: Catholic colleges and
universities that compete in a market-oriented system are cut-
ting their theology programs in favor of more “professionalizing”
courses. In part, this is due to the undeniable lack of majors and
minors in institutions that have become extremely expensive to
attend—where theology is seen as a luxury, a nonessential field
among other, more practical ones. But there is also a fundamental
lack of faith in the liberal arts and theology held by many in
the new cohort of lay (non-clergy, non-religious) administrators
running Catholic colleges and universities these days.

This is not new. The role of theology in the institutions of
education has changed before. In the first centuries of the Com-
mon Era, an “episcopal-monastic theology” took the form of
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biblical commentaries. At the beginning of the second millen-
nium the model shifted toward a “university theology,” which
became the queen of the disciplines within the newborn uni-
versities.

Theologians became professional intellectuals focused on
theological questions framed with a very complex philosophical
language, taking the truths uncovered by philosophers such as
Aristotle and seeking to show how those truths are compatible
with the Christianity of European Christendom.

Today the role of theology in the university is part of the
legacy—or the remains—of that nineteenth-century model of
the German university. Catholic institutions in the United States
adapted that model, together with the preexisting seminary sys-
tem, for the formation of ministers, in order to serve the sons
and daughters of the “immigrant church” who were in need of
an education on a par with offerings at Protestant universities
and public schools.

This higher education system ran parallel to the structure of
the Catholic Church, centered on the hierarchical role of the
bishops and the superiors of the religious orders, and the inex-
pensive labor—the ministry—of the members of the clergy, the
religious, and the nuns. Now disappearing, at least in the West,
that system is meeting a time of the great displacement of aca-
demic theology. It is not clear where, if, or how it will survive
except in a handful of large and endowed universities that are
not representative of the whole fabric of Catholic institutions.

This is also a great moment of crisis, for among some of the
achievements from the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) and
the post—Vatican II period, theology finally started to be taught
not just by male celibate clergy, but also by lay men and women.
Another achievement of the post—Vatican II period was that
Catholic theology was no longer practiced largely in Europe and
the Western world, but also in the Global South—Latin America,
Africa, and Asia. The disestablishment of academic theology from
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Catholic universities in the Anglo-American world will not al-
ways help the growth of new global Catholic voices.

There is the temptation to look at the changes as the inevi-
table result of secularization in the Western world: a shrinking
church membership and the expansion of Catholic higher edu-
cation from smaller colleges to universities offering a range of
professional programs. These do factor into how secularization
has changed Catholic colleges and universities, but there are
other factors to take into account. We live in a different world
now, no longer the world of bourgeois capitalism but of techno-
cratic globalization. The ethos of the modernizing bourgeoisie
centered on the concepts of civilization (Kulfur) and formation
(Bildung) as necessary for reshaping a social and political system
where knowledge (Wissenschaff) was important for the economy,
but also for the formation to citizenship and public opinion.
The technocratic ethos of the current generation is not often
convinced of the importance of a well-rounded education. The
critical thinking that one develops by grappling with questions
concerning religion and faith is not seen as relevant. More so, it
is often perceived as the enemy of the technocratic world.

The ongoing great displacement of theology carries many un-
knowns. But as we’ve seen, this cannot be blamed entirely on the
institutional church. In many Catholic universities founded by
religious orders and clergy, the old leadership has been replaced
by lay leaders. Replacing the clergy with lay leadership is no
guarantee of a Catholic theological ethic. And the institutional
church seems to have little to say about the shift in leadership.
This estrangement between Catholic universities and the hierar-
chical church means that bishops are unable or possibly unwilling
to effect larger changes related to theology in higher education.

The marginalization of theology from the university is a
significant problem for the church as a whole, and not just for
those who have lost or will lose their jobs in academia or for
the students who will no longer be offered a wider range of
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theological and humanities courses. It also a step backward from
the rise of democratization of theology faculty over the last
fifty years, which included Catholic women teaching theology
in Catholic institutions. And for the often self-trained and self-
appointed fortunetellers masquerading as theologians or church
experts all over the internet, this is considered a victory. These
self-appointed voices harbor a re-clericalization of the thinking
of the church. But the changes also reveal the betrayal of the
promise made by Catholic schools to students, their families,
and the whole ecclesial community, to provide an education to
develop whole human beings, an education where the problem
of God and faith is taken seriously as part of the whole person.

This raises further serious questions, especially given the situa-
tion of the Catholic Church today. If theology and the education
of the whole person are being diminished, how can the work of
theology, of ethics, of the humanities, of the church take place
on critical issues such as the abuse crisis? How is it possible to
be a discerning church if we keep eliminating theology from
Catholic higher education, thus accelerating the disappearance
of public engagement by and with the church?

The fundamental questions about the place of Catholic the-
ology today include these: Where can theology be taught and
studied in the church? Where can it be taught and its importance
understood in the public square? Not asking these questions at a
basic level means we are at the cusp of a long-term intellectual
disaster for the Catholic mind. And this is not just a problem for
those working in academia: professors, students, administrators,
donors.

Will theology be relegated to small pockets of academia now?
Will theology be possible outside academia in any engagement
with public life? Will Catholic colleges and universities be Catho-
lic without a visible presence of theology?

Each troubling question leads to another. But perhaps a more
troubling question is, can one be a theologian inside Catholic
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academia today? The inquisition that academic theologians
working in market-oriented universities fear the most these days
is not the Holy Office in the Vatican, but the office run by lay
technocrats independent from ecclesiastical authority, yet very
much dependent on other, less visible and identifiable, powers.
Despite all the DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) initiatives,
the disappearance of theology will make our Catholic campuses
less diverse and inclusive. It will also make them less Catholic
and less well rounded.

This book begins with this growing set of interlinking ques-
tions. Each chapter will look at different questions and consider-
ations. Here is a basic overview: In the first chapter we’ll look at
the frame of the identity crisis of Catholic higher education in
the context of the massive changes in the ecclesial and theologi-
cal conversations since the time of Vatican II. The second chapter
analyzes the interruption and major source of disconnect be-
tween the university and the church in the theological reception
of Vatican II. The third chapter focuses on the shifting position
and marginalization of theology within Catholic higher educa-
tion. The fourth chapter looks at some consequences of these
developments in the formation of Catholics (not only of those
in ministry) for a synodal church. The fifth chapter looks at the
role and responsibility of Catholic theology in the wider society,
the academy, and the church. And in the concluding pages, I
advance some proposals for addressing the current identity crisis.

I believe this book comes at an important time in the life of
the church, that is, in the context of the “Synodal Process” begun
in 2021 and its reception. In this global ecclesial conversation
the voice of Catholic colleges and universities has been notice-
able for their marginalized role, with some notable exceptions,
including preparation between 2021 and 2023 with the United
States, as the largest network in the world of Catholic higher
education. Their role was marginal not just due to deep-seated
fears in the Vatican of the risk of injecting elitist concerns and
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academic jargon into the delicate process of ecclesial discern-
ment. This marginality speaks also to the strange, strained, and
dangerous relations between the church and Catholic higher
education today.

In these last two decades, as a member of both academia and
the church in the United States, I have been brought into this
universe of vocation and mission to be an educator, to meet the
conversation of theology and education with the life of these
academic communities of people and places, with their class-
rooms, offices and hallways, libraries, cafeterias, and chapels. This
book serves as part of my work and reflection on the urgency
of theological education. I offer this book from my particular
location as someone who grew up Catholic but didn’t have a
Catholic education in a Catholic school. In Italy, I went to pub-
lic schools, which in the seventies and eighties were a peculiar
mixture of confessional state and anticlericalism. In high school,
for example, we studied Latin and Greek for five years and read
Virgil and Homer in the original, even as the Bible was absent
from the canon of texts accepted as part of the classical tradition.

Then I was hired by a Catholic higher education institution
to develop Catholic education, theological education, at the
university level. This vocation has also served as a wake-up call
for me—and I hope for those reading this book—against any
sense of both complacency and inevitability vis-a-vis the huge
changes in this time of transition in the history of colleges and
universities.
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