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Phyllis Zagano's Women & Catholicism: Gender, Communio11, and Authority 1 

provides exce lle11t rea ding, not on ly for thos e who do not poss ess kn owl -
edge about the cur rent discussion concer11ing the posit ion of wome n in 
th e Roman Cat holic CI1urch in genera l, but also for tl1ose wl10 are more 
famil iar with th e 1natter. 2 T he boo k is wri tt en i11 sucl1 form that every 
layperso n can understand it, and we n1ust admit tha t we are all laypeopl e in 
one way or ano ther-at least in the "nonexpe rt " way, if not in the origi na l 
"nonc lergy" n1eaning of the ward. 3 

Zagano analyz es th e situatio n in the R oman Cat holic Chur ch in 
genera l by using tw o ex treme positio ns as examp les : Bishop Bruskew itz 
as the ext reme conse rvat ive and Archbishop M ilingo as (at least from the 
sta ndp oint of the Vatican) the ex tr eme liberal. Zagano exhib its both sides 
of th e story and, for tl1e mos t part, lets the re ader decide how to feel a baut 
th em . She simulta 11eously r espects the official Roman Cat holic teachi 11g 
while stretc hin g the bounda ries. 

In these first two parts of tl1e bool<, Zagano deals witl1 the problems 
th at , in my judg1nent, come mainl y fro n1 th e applic at ion of a univ ersa list 
ecclesio logy on th e loca l chu rch . A universalist ecclesio logy is one that 
au ton1atica lly sub ordina tes th e loca l chu rches to the church un iversal, witl1 
th e chu rch universa l being conceived as ex ist ing above and even detacl1ed 
from th em . Zagano teils tl1e story of a grot1p of U .S. Catl10Iics in tl1e 
D iocese of Lincoln, Nebraska, who, i11 more or less legitimate ways, try to 
take pa rt in n1aking decisions in th eir local churcl1. At first, the ir demands 
are concentrated on "women 's legitimate p ar ticipa t ion in litt1rgy" ( 14 ). 
Bishop Bruskewitz was denying warnen even th ose litu rg ical and 1ninisterial 
serv ices tl1at are allowed by the rest of the Roman Cat l1olic Chu rch an d in 
some co untries, such as Germany for examp le, are today considered to be 
son1ethin g quite normal. 
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Zagano next deals with Emanuel Mili ngo, forcibly retired Arcl1bishop 
of Lusal<a (Zambia) an d l1is "adapta ti ons in service of inculturation of 
Catholicis1n i11 Africa" ( 49) i11 tl1e form of a so -called fait l1 healing practice. 
I11 this case it is the arcl1bishop himself whose situation worsens as he hits a 
,vall of nonun derstanding from the official Churc h aut hori ties. 

The first thing tha t is obvious from both these examples, tl1at of Cal l to 
Action an d t l1at of Arcl1bishop M ilingo, is tl1at the U.S. Cl1ristians and the 
African Chris tians view the same (Roman Cath olic) Cl1urcl1 in two different 
ways and that this is due to the simpl e fact that tl1ey do 11ot 11ecessar ily share 
the same cultura l values . What seems lil<ely from my O rth odox perspective 
is tl1at in both cases, R ome does not sl1ow suffic ient understanding for 
either of these local variat ions/ impl ementations of Cat holicis .m. Instead, 
the offic ial chur ch is suppo rt in g persons suc h as Bishop Bru skewitz, 
who is implementing tl1e Vatican's current policy vvithout question. I say 
"current policy" here because even many Catholic theologians argue that 
the bishops' approach does not represent the official policy of the R oman 
Catholic Church as it has developed since the Second Vatican Council; 
instead, it is ra ther a step back int o preconc iliar ways of think ing. 

From these two examp les, one could concl11de that, due to its cent rali-
zatio11, the Roman Catholic Chu rc h cannot adequa tely res p ond to the 
par ticular de111ands and needs of each local dioc ese or region . 4 Nikolai 
Afanasiev, one of the officia l ortl1odox observers at the Vatican II, devote d 
his artic le, "Th e Churc h Which Presides in Love," precisely to the probl em 
of the un iversal ist ecclesiology and its negative aspects. 5 Participants of 
tl1e Second Vatican Co unci l vvere aware of thi s problem, and for th is 
reason tl1ey sta rted introducing an ecc lesio log icaJ approach that Za gano 
cal ls th e "'communa l' ( collegia l, ecclesial ) model aga inst t l1e 'juridi ca l' 
(collab orat ive, political mode l )" (9 ). Tl1is "communa l" model might also be 
label ed "com1nunio n ecclesio logy" a11d has significant overlap, albeit ,vith 
some distinction, with what Afanasiev dep icts as "e uchar ist ic ecclesio logy."6 

T he recep tion of th e Council is still .not finish ed, and I thi11k that, 
especia lly in the light of th e ecum enical dialogue with the Orthodox Church, 
there is st ill a space for abandoning the universalist and over ly centra lized 
system an d replacing it wit h a more suitable one, which does not necessa rily 
need to be someth ing entir ely new. 7 Pope Jol1n Paul II can be interpreted 
as actua lly starting the process of jettisoning the universal ist system with 
his encyclical letter Ut Unum Sint in which he expresses a desire "to find 
a way of exercising the primacy which, ,vhil e in no way renouncing what 
is essentia l to its mission, is nonetheless open to a new situat ion." 8 Many 
cl1urches respo 11ded very positiv ely to t his call, but Ron1e app ears to hav e 
clone littl e, if anyth ing, as yet to put a11y of these ideas into pract ice. 
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