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July Uplifters 
 
THE WORD FROM ROME (http://www.nationalcatholicreporter.org/word/word070204.htm) 
By JOHN L. ALLEN JR. 
 
Last Friday, June 25, I delivered the Common Ground Lecture on the campus of the Catholic University of 
America. Given that previous speakers have included such ecclesiastical heavyweights as Cardinals Basil Hume, 
Avery Dulles and Walter Kasper, not to mention Catholic intellectuals Fr. Joseph Komonchak and Scott Appleby, 
it was a rather overwhelming challenge. 
 
The full text of my address can be found in the Special Documents section on NCRonline.org: Common Ground 
Lecture. (http://www.nationalcatholicreporter.org/update/allen_common.htm) 
 
I was honored not only by the invitation, but also by Professor Mary Ann Glendon of Harvard Law School, who 
responded to my lecture. Glendon is one of America's most prominent lay Catholics, and currently serves as 
president of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences. 
 
The late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago launched the "Common Ground" project in 1996 in an attempt to 
overcome polarization in the American Catholic Church. It's a profoundly important effort, and from my personal 
experience of lecturing across the United States over the last three years, I can testify that Bernardin's intuition 
was correct. The problem is not merely that Catholics seem angry with one another, but that they increasingly 
seem to be speaking separate languages. Self-identified "progressive" Catholics read their own publications, 
listen to their own speakers, attend their own conferences, and think their own thoughts. Self-identified 
"conservatives" do the same. Hence when you bring people from these two camps into the same room, they have 
moved so far down separate paths that even if there is good will for a conversation, quite often a shared 
intellectual and cultural framework is missing. 
 
In my lecture, I asked the provocative question of why Common Ground didn't work - that is to say, why are we 
more divided, more strangers to one another, today than we were eight years ago? 
I theorized that the proper analogy may be to substance abuse. Addicts cannot be helped if they do not want help, 
and similarly disputants in the culture wars cannot be brought into dialogue if they do not feel they have anything 
to learn. People have to first "bottom out," grasping the sterility of ideological warfare, before any program for 
dialogue can succeed. 
 
To that end, I suggested five elements of what I called a "spirituality of dialogue." They include: 
     •     Epistemological humility, meaning awareness of what we don't know; 
     •     Learning in the Christian tradition; 
     •     Patience; 
     •     Perspective, meaning the ability to see issues through the eyes of the other; 
     •     Maintaining a clear Christian identity. 
 
I ended by arguing that the quest for dialogue is urgent. Given that the United States is the leading political, 
military and commercial power in the world, and the Holy See the leading voice of conscience, then American 
Catholics and the Vatican should be collaborating on a Catholic perspective on global concerns. The cause of 
human dignity is not served by a breach between Rome and the American Catholic "street," or within the 
American Catholic community between pro- and anti-Roman voices. 
 
I took comfort from the fact that a number of twenty-something Catholic University students approached me after 
my talk, eager to discuss how a robust sense of Catholic identity can be blended with genuine interest in the 
other. That these young people gave up a Friday night for a lecture on dialogue is remarkable in itself, and their 
passion for doing something about it was all the more encouraging. 
 
If Common Ground has a future, perhaps it rests with the next generation of leaders now taking shape at places 
such as Catholic University. The task for the rest of us may boil down to staying out of their way. 


