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Imagining what might be

Heuristics, the
art of problem solv-
ing, is a field that
has captivated my
imagination for
many years as a

means for address-
ing complex
issues. For

instance, if you can
find a situation
analogous to your
own, then under-
standing one may
provide clarifica-
tion for the other. Heuristics is full of such method-
ologies for making sense of the world around us.

The pronouncements from Rome this past sum-
mer have forced us to reconsider our understand-
ing of the winds blowing through the church. Our
comprehension of an already complex situation
became even more complex. More information
only seemed more confusing. We watched as ener-
gies were being focused on specific questions
while the bigger picture was blurred. We at NCR
asked John Allen to draft an article that would pro-
vide a fuller assessment of the situation facing us.

In the article, John used the phrase evangelical
Catholicism. It was as if he turned on a light bulb
while we were searching for the point of illumina-
tion for comprehending Benedict XVI's papacy.
Using a term we recognized within an analogous
situation, evangelical Protestantism, we were able
to make better sense of the happenings of the past
few months, if not the past 20 years.

Benedict XVTI's papacy is bringing to fruition the
foundation laid by Pope John Paul II for the con-
struction of evangelical Catholicism. Using this as
a guide, future pronouncements become almost
predictable as the church struggles in response to
the forces shaping the world of the 21st century.

We seized upon John's term, evangelical
Catholicism, and asked him to complete his piece
as our cover story and give us a fuller explana-
tion of these thoughts as well as his insights
regarding implications for liberal Catholicism.

As always, we are interested in hearing what you
think about this interpretation and your own
assessment of the current reality.

In another article this week, we report on a lay
convocation (part of the lay synod movement)
that took place in San Francisco. Again, the field
of heuristics may offer insight into future possi-
bilities for these assemblies.

A potential approach for addressing questions
of church is based on a new theory and method-
ology of human development called “Apprecia-
tive Inquiry.” The basic idea is to build organi-
zations, in this case church, around what works,
rather than trying to fix what doesn’t.

The approach asserts that we can become pris-
oners of our own perspectives on a problem
rather than think about what worked in the past
and what represents our best experience.

After reading about the experience of the San
Francisco gathering, I thought of what I had read
concerning Appreciative Inquiry and whether
this particular way of asking questions and envi-
sioning the future would be helpful. Apprecia-
tive Inquiry doesn’t ignore past difficulties and
injustices, but emphasizes positive relationships
by building on the basic goodness in a person, a
situation, and an organization. In so doing, its
goal is to enhance the group’s capacity for col-
laboration and change. In the words of Dr. David
L. Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve Univer-
sity, a significant voice for the Appreciative
Inquiry method, the hope is to “ignite the collec-
tive imagination of what might be.”

In the words of the Web site appreciative-
inquiry.org, “It's about seeing what others may
not see. It’s about heightening our awareness of
the value, strength and potential of ourselves
and others —and overcoming the limits that we
impose, often unconsciously, on our own capac-
ities.”

Contact me at rlarivee@ncronline.org.
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Join the conversation

NCRcafe.org is NCR's
interactive Web site
that allows a communi-
ty of people to read
about and respond to
the issues shaping our
church today. Topics
currently under discussion include:

mThe motu proprio authorizing wider use of
the pre-Vatican Il Latin Mass.

mls nonviolence a practical strategy? An ideal
to strive for? So much daydreaming?

mlf we really want U.S. troops out of Irag, how
can we do it?

Listen to NCR Podcasts
mTom Fox talks with Lisa Striebing about or-
ganizing a lay convocation in San Francisco.
(See the story on Page 8.) Listen to the inter-
view on NCRcafe.org.

mHameed Ali, whose pen name is A.H. Almaas,
was studying physics at the University of Cal-
ifornia in Berkeley when he had an epiphany
and turned from exploring the physical to ex-
ploring the spiritual. He talks with Tom:Fox
about his book Dimensions of Spirit: [.oue as
the Source of Existence. .
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On the Road to Peace = =

Fr. John Dear-is about to stand' trial
for an act of civil disobedience in a
campaign to end the war in Iraq.
You can read his thoughts on this in
his Web column posted every Tues-
day to NCRcafe.org.
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