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MASSINGALE’S PRESCRIPTIVE FOR RAcCISM
IN THE U.S. Catnoric CHURCH

Jessie Bazan

Abstract - Nearly every social issue plaguing the United States
isimpacted by racial bias, most often, against black Americans.
Rev. Bryan Massingale, an internationally-recognized black
Catholic theologian, has committed much of his ministerial
work to advocating for racial justice and educating others about
the urgent need for racial reconciliation within the Church.
This paper uses Massingale’s holistic approach to explain how
the USCCE could strengthen its understanding of racism,
its support of black leadership, and its passion for opposing
racisim both inside and outside the Church.

Racism mars the United States of America like a scab
that will not heal. From the carnage of slavery to the sting
of unequal housing, the country is entrenched in cycles of
racial injustice. Whether explicit or implicit, “virtually
every social challenge facing the United States — education,
care for the environment, access to health care, poverty,
immigration reform, criminal justice, etc. — is entangled
with or aggravated by racial bias against people of color.™
Most often, black Americans are the ones slapped with
rejection while white Americans stand at the threshold of
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privilege® — simply because of the colors of their skin.
As a faithful body operating within a deeply-wounded
cultural context, the United States Catholic Church is not
exempt from racial scarring. Racism is the Church’s busi-
ness. Rev. Bryan Massingale knows these scars all too well.?
An internationally-recognized black Catholic theologian,
Massingale has committed much of his ministerial work to
advocating for racial justice and educating others about
the urgent need for racial reconciliation within the church.
Massingale is adamant that it is the responsibility of all Catho-
lics to work for a more just church, but he also recognizes
the special responsibility that ecclesial leaders like U.S.
Catholic bishops have to instigate change at the institutional
level.* Their efforts to oppose racism and cultivate racial jus-
tice, Massingale insists, must be strengthened.

Because of his holistic approach’ to the topic of
racial justice, this paper focuses on Massingale’s
scholarship and uses it as a framework to suggest rea-
sons why the U.S Catholic bishops should strengthen their
understanding of racism, support of black leadership,
and passion for opposing racism. If more proactive steps
arc not taken by ecclesial leaders, this author argues that
racismwill continue to have dire implications at the parishlevel.
To that end, this paper analyzes cach of these three major
arcas (e.g. understanding of racism) individually.
Each section begins with a summary of primary words and
actions of the bishops that demonstrate the strengthening
that is needed. Then, it calls upon Massingale’s scholarship
to further explain why efforts in this area need to be improved.
Finally, each section uses communication theories
to explore the implications of racism at the parish level.



The paper’s conclusion offers an initial suggestion for

promoting racial reconciliation.

UNDERSTANDING OF Racism

It is evident by their texts and subsequent actions
(or lack thereof) that the United States Conference of Catho-
lic Bishops as a whole understands racism to be more of an
individual issue rather than a systemic problem with deeply
rooted, cultural repercussions. According to Massingale, rac-

. . 3 l l h »6
1Smi1s a COHlplCX cultura phenomenon

that deeply sways the
way people act in and understand the world. Racism is much
more than a surface-level issue of one racial group disrespect-
ing another. The individual and societal repercussions of rac-
ism arc inescapable, as racism “is expressed in the cultural
symbols, social order, and public policies of the country.””?
Itis aprejudiced framework for reality that both explicitly and
implicitly impacts the quality of life for people of various skin
tones. Inshort, racismis both an individual and collective sin.

> that the coun-

It is evident from their official documents®
try’s body of bishops believe racism? is primarily an indi-
vidual issue. While their latest document Brothers and
Ststers to Us at least recognizes the societal impact of racism,
it still attributes the root causes of racism to the individual.
The authors write, “Today’s racism flourishes in the
triumph of private concern over public responsibility,
individual success over social commitment, and personal

fulfillment over authentic compassion.”"®

They seem to be
conveying that racism flourishes when the focus is on the

individual.



RACISM IN THE U.S5. CATHOLIC CHURCH

The solutions to combatting racism named in the
document naturally follow this emphasis on individuality.
Catholics are told that each “must acknowledge a share in
the mistakes and sins of the past”™ as many “have been pris-
oners of fear and prejudice”™ who have preached the Gospel
with eyes closed to the racism it condemns.”™ Again, the
U.S. Catholic bishops are suggesting that the individual must
acknowledge his or her mistakes and roles in furthering rac-
ism. Individual responsibility is important, but it is only
part of the solution. What about the responsibilities of the
Catholic Church as an institution? Racism is also a collective
issue that needs the system itself to take collective responsi-
bility in order to be rectified. It can not only be combatted
through individual acts of good manners, education, reason,
and interracial dialogue, as is the dominant approach of the
U.S. Catholic Church right now.”™ An analysis of underly-
ing societal beliefs is needed for systematic change to occur.

The limited understanding of the systemic roots
of racism by the USCCB is problematic because the
Church can only affect a limited amount of positive social
change by only addressing the individual effects of racism.
Condensing the reality of racism to individual acts leaves
the Church “insufficiently attentive — if not blind — to the
nexus of race and cultural power and social privilege, and
the need to sever this linkage” according to Massingale."
The bishops can and should keep denouncing individual acts
of racism, but more people could be impacted if they address
the root causes of racism. Massingale writes that the bish-
ops need to begin by understanding and acknowledging the
uncomfortable truths about the ways white Church-goers
“cnjoy a privileged social status with access to advantages and



benefits to the detriment, disadvantage and burden of persons
of color.”" They have to acknowledge the deep wounds of rac-
ism within its harmful individual end societal effects.

If church leadership does not address the deeper re-
alities of racism, communication theory suggests that the
limited understanding is bound to trickle down to the par-
ish level. Systems theory'™ in the communication discipline
explains that an organization (i.e. the Catholic Church) is an
interconnected system. What occurs within the leadership
of the organization (i.e. the bishops) necessarily influences
any constituents (i.e. local parishes) because all are facets of
the same entity. Members of the same organization naturally
desire to act cohesively in order to maintain group identity.
6 This often leads to groupthink, the theory that consensus-
seeking outweighs good sense in group decision-making.'? If
U.S. Catholic bishops address racism as a mainly individual is-
sue, then the odds are higher that U.S. Catholic parishes will
hold the same understanding in order to remain uniform. The
leadership needs a more thorough understanding of racism in
order for substantial, systematic change to occur at the parish
level.

SuPPORT OF BLACK LEADERSHIP

The Catholic Church in the United States also
suffers from a lack of black voice and leadership — a real-
ity that perpetuates racial disparity. There are 2.5 million
African American Catholics in the United States.'® This ra-
cial group is part of the more than 35.2 million Catholics in
the United States (or 46 percent of the total U.S. Catholic

59
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population)  who  identify as pcople of color.”
Although people of color account for nearly half of the U.S.
Catholic population, the racial composition of U.S. cler-
gy is far less diverse. Of the 38,275 Catholic priests in the
United States,>® only approximately 225 are black.?* There
are just eight active black Catholic bishops®* in the country.

It is evident that black Catholics are not ade-
quately represented in leadership positions — or in voice.
In Brothers and Sisters to Us, the bishops “urged scrupu-
lous attention at every level to insure that minority repre-
sentation goes beyond mere tokenism and involves authen-
tic sharing in responsibility and decision making.”*> This
call has gone essentially unheard, according to Massingale.
Instead of shared responsibility, Massingale writes that
“the Catholic racial justice tradition tends to speak about
and for aggrieved African Americans; but it does not support
or acknowledge black agency, meaning independent thought,
action, and leadership.”®*  Rather, “black people are
usually acted wupon, seldom the actors, in Catho-
lic moral discourse.  Such a view cannot but render
Catholic ethical reflection in matters of race inade-
quate and impoverished, if not absolutely ecrroncous.”?

The Catholic bishops could improve their efforts
to listen to the black voice. The little discourse they have
about racism in the Church comes from a predominately white
perspective. Consider, for instance, the very title of the
1979 pastoral letter on racism, Brothers and Sisters to Us.
Contextual evidence indicates the phrase “brothers and
sisters” is referring to black Catholics. The object of the
sentence is held in contrast to the first-person pronoun “us” —
the authors of the letter who logically must not be black.



As Massingale writes, “The very title indicates that this is a
document written for white Catholics and addressed to white
Catholics.”?® Perspective matters. It often dictates who holds
the power and whose agency is being acknowledged. Listen-
ing to and engaging with the voices of people of other races is
necessary for any real progress. How can racial reconciliation
happenin the U.S. Catholic Churchifthe voices of awide range
of people are not being heard and represented in leadership???
The lack of black voice and leadership in the
U.S. Catholic Church has detrimental effects at the parish
level. When black parishioners do not see any ecclesial lead-
ers who look like them, communication theory suggests it
is much more difficult for the black parishioners to develop
their identity as contributing Catholics. The looking-glass
self theory centers on the idea that human beings “learn
about ourselves from the ways others treat us, view us, and
label us.”2® A significant part of one’s sense of self comes
from interactions with other people. If black parishioners
do not see any black leadership at the pulpit, this theory sug-
gests that they are likely to think that they are not worthy or
capable leaders, either. People believe what they see.
Similarly, white parishioners can easily begin to
think that white people are the only ones capable of eccle-
sial leadership if all they see are white priests. The notion
of the looking-glass self implies that self-expectations af-

fect behaviors.??

If black parishioners think they cannot
lead, odds are they will not take many actions of leadership.
If white parishioners think they are the only ones who can
lead, odds are their actions will also follow suit. The results
of such thinking profusely limit the parishes’ opportunities

for communal learning and growth. Parishes will lose out on
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the many gifts that African American leadership, viewpoints
and spirituality?® have to offer if their black parishioners are
keptsilent. Therefore, a greater representation of black voice
and leadership is necessary for the U.S. Gatholic Church.

PassioNn For OrroSING RAacisM

Perhaps most troubling for Massingale in the U.S.
Catholic Church’s fight against racism is the lack of passion
for the fight itself. Opposition to racism does not seem to
be a major priority for the USCCB as a whole, if the number
of statements on racial justice is any indication. Unlike the
passionate crusade against abortion that stands as “a major

31

public marker of Catholic identity,”3' Massingale notes how
the fight against racism lacks strong rhetoric and action. For
instance, Brothers and Sisters to Us calls racial tension “un-
fortunate” and “unnecessary”3® — words more apt to describe
missing the bus than the discrimination against one’s liveli-
hood. At best, Catholics feel it is their duty to respect the de-
segregation laws of 1954, but Massingale insists there is “no
recognition that believers are called to be proactive agents in
the achievement of racial justice.”33 This lack of proactivity is
evidenced in the lack of USCCB rhetoric on racism, as its most
recent document on racism was promulgated some 35 years
ago.

At the time of its publication, Brothers and Sisters to
Us was viewed with great optimism and hope. It seemed that
U.S. Catholic bishops were finally taking a passionate stance
against racism. The authors wrote that “every institution that
bears the name Catholic” must speak out against the “scan-



dal” of racism.”3% The calls for change fell flat, however, as
there was a lack of strong plans of action, resources, or fol-
low-up dialogues offered after the initial publication. On the
tenth anniversary of Brothers and Sisters to Us in 1989, the
U.S. Bishops’ Committee on Black Catholics issued a message
on the state of race relations in the Church. The commit-
tee called the archdiocesan and diocesan response to the 1979
document “pathetic” and “anemic.?> It asked why the Catho-
lic Church has “receded into a blatantly racist society” in the

late twentieth century.3°

The underlying question to Catholic
leadership seemed to be, does the pain that racism inflicts on
members of the Body of Christ matter to you at all?

The impact of the bishops’ lack of passion for oppos-
ing racism spans deeply to the parish and personal levels.
As a black Catholic theologian, Massingale writes honestly
about the hurt caused to fellow black Catholics. He wonders,
“If standing against racism is not a priority for the Catho-
lic Church and its approach to and engagement with this so-
cial evil is inadequate and ineffective, where does that leave a
black Catholic believer?”37 In their own church, Massingale
writes that many black Catholics feel an “aching loneliness

and estrangement too deep for words.”3?

Racism is hurting
the people of God. It is also dividing a people who pledge
to be united as “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church.”3?
Racism causes a polarization between the different racial
groups at the parish level. The black parishioners are com-
monly ostracized while the white parishioners are left holding
the power.

This segregation has detrimental effects on the
unity of the parish. The spiral of silence theory from the
communication discipline suggests that comfort and fear of
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isolation entice people to maintain or conform to the per-
ccived majority view.' It is thought that “pcople who
believe that they hold a minority viewpoint will remain in
the background where their communication will be con-
strained; those who believe they hold a majority viewpoint
will be more encouraged to speak.”*" According to this the-
ory, it would be likely that black parishioners would remain
estranged and white parishioners would remain empowered
because these are the commonly held perceptions. The two
racial groups will stay polarized until pcople on bot/ sides feel
impassioned enough to make the extra effort to counter the
status quo and demand racial reconciliation. Both white and
black Catholics have agency over their individual responses
to racism. Without passion and motivation to reconcile, the
deeper union to which Catholics are called is unlikely to ma-
terialize. Passion fuels action. Action makes change possible.

That action is needed from parishioners, and it is
especially needed from ecclesial leaders who hold great
power of influence. For systemic change to occur, Mass-
ingale says U.S. bishops need to make “proactive efforts

to rectify social relationships.”?

If they are not proac-
tive and passionate, “what often results is only a cover-
ing over of social tensions, not fundamental change.”?3
Commitment to combatting the sins of racism needs to be
made in words and actions by the United States bishops — and
it needs to be done passionately in order to be effective.

The U.S. Catholic community as a whole must con-
tinue to grapple with the realities of racism that plague par-
ishes nationwide. Racial reconciliation will remain a distant
hope until ecclesial leaders strengthen their understand-
ing of racism, support of black leadership, and passion for



opposing racism. Initially, one suggestion to increase unity
among Catholics is to invite parishes to more intentionally
incorporate aspects of black spirituality into their liturgies.
While liturgists must be careful to not promote tokenism,
there are plenty of genuine ways to embrace aspects of black
spirituality like lively music and the strong emotive basis.**
Theologian C. Vanessa White writes that black people are
“a Spirit-filled people” whose spirituality is God-centered,
biblically-rooted, community-focused, justice-oriented, and
joyful.#> A lot can be gleamed from this style of worship and
the efforts at enculturation. Racially-focused educational and
faith formation opportunities should also be offered to en-
courage a growing dialogue and understanding between pa-
rishioners of various races. The scars of racial injustice will
remain forever embedded in the Church’s flesh. Too much
pain has been inflicted on both black and white Catholics to
ever be completely mended. But the wounds of racism do not
have to continue to disfigure the Church’s body in the years
to come. Healing is possible, if people of all skin colors are
willing to nurse each other back to health.

Notes:

" Bryan Massingale, Racial Justice and the Catholic Church
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2010), x.

? The phrase “threshold of privilege” refers to the conscious and
subconscious advantages many people who are white experience
because of their race. For more on the theory of white privilege and
its practical implications, see Laurie M. Cassidy and Alex Mikulich,
eds., Interrupting White Privilege: Catholic Theologians Break the
Silence (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2007).
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Milwaukee and professor of theological ethics at Marquette
University. A current Past Convener of the Black Catholic
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Twentieth Century (New York, New York: Continuum International
Publishing Group, 2010), particularly 211-212.

4 1In this paper, I use general mentions of “U.S. Catholic bish-
ops,” “the bishops.” or the like for reading purposes to refer to
the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB). The
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bishops to racism because U.S. bishops are the leaders of the U.S.
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introduction.
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racism?”
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"Tbid., “The Voice of the Church.”
> Massingale, Racial Justice, 70.
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" bid.

'> Communication theory is a theoretical framework that addresses
the verbal and nonverbal ways in which information is transferred.
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race-related situations. This deeper understanding can lead people
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Theory: Third Edition (New York, New York: McGraw Hill, 2007),
262-263.
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