The Legacy of Feudalism
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Remnants of a Feudal Past

A second factor contributing in a significant manner to our understanding of why courage is required to speak up in the ecclesial assembly is rooted in the church's feudal remnants. That vestiges of feudalism can be found at the core of the church's structure should not be surprising. Down through the centuries, the institutional church has borrowed or adopted organizational and structural elements from the secular realm from the Roman Empire in the fourth century and from various monarchies in later eras as well as from the social order and culture of European feudalism. With Vatican II, the church took a definitive step away from its feudal heritage at least in theory. In spite of tenacious curial efforts to maintain the old order, the church, especially when understood as a redemptive community of equals, continues to move, if ever so slowly, away from its feudal past. While imperial and monarchial elements remain controlling forces in the church's current structure of governance, we are witnessing in the institutional church the unraveling of the last feudal system in the West. This is especially the case when we examine the structures of church life involving clergy and their systems of initiation and control.

Feudalism, historians remind us, was an economic, political, and social system based on land, loyalty, and the need for security and protection. Its linchpin was unquestioned loyalty. As a layered social phenomenon, it was hierarchical in nature. At the lowest rung of the feudal order, serfs, almost exclusively uneducated peasants, were allowed to live on the land they worked, the land of the nobility, and to keep a modest portion of the food they produced while supplying the necessities of life for their superiors. In return for their labor, serfs enjoyed the protection of their vassal from marauders and other invaders. Their lot was difficult. No land, no education, no power, no voice!

Vassals, the next rung up on the feudal social order, were granted use of land and authority over their serfs while providing principally military service to their overlord. Above the vassals, the overlords or lords of the manor, ruled territory granted to them by the king and, in return for their loyalty to him, enjoyed the fruits of their benefices. The entire system was grounded on a rock-hard foundation – in promised loyalty, in fact, homage to one's feudal master or superior. In all feudal systems, loyalty and accountability were always upward: vassals never report to serfs, lords of the manor are never accountable to their vassals. And dialogue, especially dialogue involving serfs, was quite literally unthinkable.

Feudal systems, historians point out, work when the economy is based on land and the lower class, the serfs, remain uneducated and dependent on the protection of their vassal. Feudal systems began to break down with the growth of towns, which allowed numerous serfs, often with considerable difficulty, to flee to the towns and become merchants or skilled in the crafts. With the move from a landed economy to a monied economy, medieval feudalism was doomed. Its link, however, with current church structures is obvious. The pope - the sovereign or king in our parallel structure – grants benefices (i.e., dioceses) to his bishops. The bishops in turn promise obedience, homage, and loyalty to their sovereign, the bishop of Rome. While the church's theology now understands the world's bishops as members of a college of bishops in communion with each other and with the bishop of Rome, the full implications of the collegial nature of the episcopacy remain to be developed. The bishops, in turn, grant benefices (i.e., parishes) to their priests, who promise obedience, homage, and loyalty to the chief shepherd of their diocese. At least from the middle of the nineteenth century in the US, parishes were run like fiefdoms. And it is not unusual, even in our post-Vatican II church, to find pastors who still perceive their parish as a benefice

or a fiefdom. Even more sobering, some pastors continue to look upon parishioners as more or less uneducated sheep.

The Ambiguity of Feudal Loyalty

Officially, bishops and pastors are not ambitious men. They serve their diocese or parish at the pleasure of the pope or the diocesan bishop respectively. Yet ambition is as much a part of the human condition as sexuality - of itself a more or less neutral psychic reality. Underneath the appearance of humble obedience and gratitude for the ecclesiastical appointments they have received, many bishops aspire for more prestigious and powerful dioceses (fiefdoms) as some pastors aspire for more prestigious and influential parishes. Nor can bishops apply for more preferred dioceses to a Vatican episcopal personnel board as priests apply for available pastorates to their diocesan clergy personnel board. The process appears more fraught with ambiguity and ecclesiastical politics for bishops than it is for the lower clergy. The ambitions of some priests for "plum assignments," however, should not be minimized. For the ambitious priest, careful compliance with the party line is a given. Few risks are taken in meeting the pastoral needs of their people. Homilies that might be perceived as progressive or liberal, even when supported by gospel values and the conciliar documents, are eschewed. The prophetic dimension to the ministry of bishop and pastor may disappear completely. For these bishops and pastors it is ministry "by the numbers."

Recently Cardinals Bernard Gantin and Joseph Ratzinger publicly deplored the unabashed careerism they found common in the ranks of the bishops. Both churchmen know their history – that in the first centuries of the church bishops were considered wedded to their dioceses and aspiring to another ecclesiastical benefice was considered akin to infidelity to one's spouse. The present feudal structure of the church fosters such maneuverings which always shrink the integrity of the bishops and pastors who engage in them. Moreover, such unwholesome striving for ecclesiastical advancement harms the church itself. But this is how feudal, clerical systems work.

Politically, economically, and socially we have moved light years beyond the feudal systems of centuries past. From an ecclesial perspective, however, and specifically from psychological, structural, and cultural perspectives within the framework of the church, the picture is quite different. Obvious remnants of feudalism, beyond those mentioned above, can be detected without much effort. For example, the feudal system's insistence on loyalty and obedience remains deeply imbedded in the Catholic collective unconscious – at least in the collective unconscious of middle-aged and older Catholics.

Moreover, the traditional "offering" made in gratitude to a pope granting a bishopric or an honorary title such as monsignor resounds with echoes of feudalism. To the Western ear these monetary expressions of gratitude smack of "buying" honors, titles, and fiefdoms (dioceses). Would these same titles, honors, and clerical appointments, those outside the circle of clerical culture ask, be bestowed upon individuals who were without the means to make the expected offering to the Holy See? Many think not and they are not just the cynical among us. For long periods of time in the church's history, a major source of income for the Vatican treasury was the monetary offerings sent to Rome by recipients of titles, honors, and benefices granted by the pope. It is the way feudal systems worked.

However, the system sets the stage for widespread abuse for it blurs the lines of distinction between what is the personal property of a bishop or pastor and what belongs properly to the diocese or parish. In accord with feudal practice, bishops and pastors have use of the goods of their respective benefices. They may not legally or canonically own these goods or properties, but they may behave as if they do. At least to some extent, the feudal remnants so evident in church structures explain the arrogance that is perceived in some bishops, pastors, and other church authorities. They come to assume, without necessarily bad faith, that "these are my properties and goods to administer as I see fit" with due attention to those circumstances requiring canonical consultation or approval from committees or councils the bishop or pastor himself has appointed.

It is not uncommon, by way of example, for bishops or pastors to receive gifts from parishioners or business persons such as architects, contractors, and auditors couched in these or similar words: "Bishop (or Father)," while handing him an envelope, "this is for you or for your favorite charity."' The ambiguity is built into the system and not infrequently it is exploited. Gifts and other expressions of gratitude and goodwill, if made to the church, are tax deductible items. They are not if made to an individual clergyman for personal use. While many if not most bishops and pastors lead truly simple and unpretentious lives, carefully distinguishing to the best of their ability what belongs to the church and what belongs to them personally, some do not. It should come as little surprise, then, that commentators familiar with the inner workings of the church predict that the next wave of scandals to shake the foundations of the church will be fiscal in nature.

The consequences of the church's feudal structure, therefore, remain widespread and significant. Theologian Peter Phan, examining the teaching office of the church in light of the mutuality inherent to the college of bishops, writes in Governance, Accountability, and the Future of the Catholic Church:

In this context use of the terms "loyalty" and "obedience" to describe the relationship between the local bishop and the bishop of Rome . . . should be avoided to prevent misunderstanding. When used to characterize the attitude of bishops to the pope, these terms inevitably suggest to modern ears oaths of submission of vassals to their lords in a feudal system. In the church "loyalty" is owed to no one but Christ, and a bishop is not beholden to the pope for his episcopal office nor is he the pope's vicar.

The church, of course, offers no physical protection behind castle walls from marauding bands of horsemen nor does it provide the sustenance serfs received for their labors. There remains,nonetheless, a kind of spiritual commerce. In place of feudalism's landed economy, the church offers an economy of grace, promising salvation through the "economy" of the sacraments. A subtle "transaction" takes place between parishioners and the clergy understood as keepers of the sacraments. In return for practicing one's faith, that is, for leading a life of moral rectitude and orthodox belief, and in return for obedience to the teaching office of the church and for its financial support, Catholics are granted the assurance of divine grace, of salvation itself. In the eyes of the serf faithful, then, the vassal-pastor, and the lord-bishop hold awesome spiritual powers essential for achieving eternal life. Addressing these ecclesial authorities, especially for the laity but even for members of the lower clergy, no matter how respectfully, is fraught with moral anxiety. Believers discover that they must reach deep into their souls to find the courage to speak.

While the ecclesial feudal system is unraveling, it is unraveling in fits and starts. Imperial, monarchical, and feudal practices and protocols continue, as we have seen, well into our modern and postmodern world. Older Catholics remember treating bishops as princes of the church. They remember kissing the rings of prelates, often doing so while dropping to one knee. For this generation of believers, the use of feudal, courtly titles for ecclesial authorities - your Excellency, your Grace, your Eminence - were simply givens. And many of today's Catholics are pleased, even honored by association, when their diocesan bishop promotes their pastor as well as other loyal priests for the honorific title of monsignor. So ingrained is the feudal, courtly system that the bishops' medieval choir robes of royal purple, quite different from liturgical vestments, are still perceived by many Catholics as appropriate.

There is evidence, however, that more and more of the faithful, including bishops, see the negative aspects of a pseudo-nobility that remains a major legacy of the feudal structures still operative in the church. African bishop Nestor Ngoy Katahwa of the Congo told his brother bishops at a 2001 Vatican conference on the episcopacy:

With our title of "princes of the church," we are led to cultivating the search for human honors and privileges, while the king, in reference to whom we are princes, finds his glorification on the cross . . . . We are more at ease with the powerful and the rich than with the poor and the oppressed. And the fact that we maintain sole legislative, executive and judicial powers is a temptation for us to act like dictators, more so inasmuch as our mandate has no limitations. 
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