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 Theology as Work 

  

I am a working theologian. I teach moral theology at a medium sized Jesuit university, 

give presentations and workshops in parishes and dioceses, belong to two professional 

theological organizations, and write journal articles and an occasional book. Theology is my job, 

what I do to earn my daily bread. It is also my vocation, the labor that allows me to exercise my 

talents and creativity and realize a good deal of my potential as a person. And it is my profession, 

the way I join with others in the church to work for the common good.  

 

This year the U.S. bishops are requiring that over a thousand Catholic theologians 

working in 235 Catholic colleges and universities seek or accept a mandatum from their local 

ordinary. Over the past decade most U.S. Catholic theologians, university presidents and bishops 

have resisted the imposition of this juridical bond, seeing it as a threat to the academic freedom 

of Catholic scholars and the autonomy and credibility of Catholic universities. But the mandatum 

also poses a threefold danger to the work of theologians, and imposing this requirement on 

working theologians goes against what Catholic Social Teaching says about the nature and rights 

of labor, even labor done in and for the church.  

 

First, people could lose their jobs, or not get jobs, promotions or tenure, and this could 

well happen without adequate due process. The bishops say the mandatum is a matter between 

individual theologians and the local ordinary, but some colleges or universities could make 

having one a condition for employment, promotion or tenure. And most of the endangered 
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theologians would be women and men who need these positions to pay the mortgage and grocery 

bills. 

 

Second, theologians anxious about a future hire, promotion, or tenure application could 

be sorely tempted to practice their vocation more timidly. If a controversial article or book could 

result in the withholding or withdrawal of a mandatum, prudence could make cowards of more 

than a few of us. And suddenly the labor that should have demanded our best and brightest 

efforts becomes a tedious game of trying not to step on any magisterial toes.  

 

Third, in this uncertain and cautious climate theology=s contribution to the church could 

be noticeably hampered. The labor of theologians has led to significant developments in Catholic 

teaching on - among other things - slavery, usury, marriage, religious liberty and the authorship 

of the scriptures. But these contributions depended on a profession free to take a respectful but 

critical look at current church teachings, and to bring the best insights and tools of modern 

scholarship to bear on the mysteries of our faith. That is less likely to occur when a controversial 

essay or hypothesis could cost someone their job, or their reputation as a faithful Catholic 

theologian. 

 

Our church has a great deal to say about work and about the duties owed to those who 

labor. For more than a century the dignity and rights of labor have been a cornerstone of Catholic 

Social Teaching, and in the last three decades church documents have repeatedly argued that 

labor has the same dignity and rights when done in and for the church. In Laborem Exercens 
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(1981) Pope John Paul II argued that Ahuman work is a key, probably the essential key, to the 

whole social question.@ And in Justice in the World (1971) the world synod of bishops noted that 

Ano one should be deprived of his ordinary rights because he is associated with the Church in 

one way or another,@ including Athose who serve the Church by their labor.@ Fifteen years later 

the U.S. Catholic bishops argued in Economic Justice for All (1986) that Aall the moral 

principles that govern the just operation of any economic endeavor apply to the Church and its 

agencies and institutions; indeed the Church should be exemplary.@ 

 

In its early years Catholic Social Teaching defended workers= rights to a just wage, safe 

working conditions, sufficient rest and unions. Pope Leo XIII argued in Rerum Novarum that the 

working class had only their wages with which to secure life=s necessities, and that justice 

obliged employers to pay a salary Asufficient to support a frugal and well-behaved wage-earner.@ 

The pope also said that workers were not Amere instruments for money-making@ and should not 

be ground down with excessive or dangerous labor. They needed their Sabbath day of rest and 

had a right to form workers= associations. 

 

Pius XI and later popes repeated and expanded Leo=s list of workers= rights. In 

Quadragesimo Anno (1931) Pius described work not just as the means for earning one=s daily 

bread, but as Athe application of one=s forces of soul and body to these gifts of nature for the 

development of one=s powers (emphasis added).@ In physics work is the force required to move 

an object over a certain distance. But human labor is more than the use of force, it is the way we 

exercise and develop our talents, creativity and potential as persons. In this labor we transform 
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not only the world around us, but our very selves. Work is our vocation, and it challenges us, as 

the army used to say, to Abe all we can be.@  

 

Workers have a right, then, to more than a living wage, sufficient rest and a safe working 

environment. They need and are entitled to labor that allows them to use and develop their 

potential as persons, to bring their creativity, intelligence and talents to the workbench. And so 

Pius supported workers= increased participation in and ownership of the companies they worked 

for. As the pope noted, Awe deem it advisable that the wage contract should, when possible, be 

modified somewhat by a contract of partnership, as is already being tried in various ways with 

significant advantages to both wage earners and employers. For thus the workers and executives 

become sharers in the ownership or management.@ 

 

Underscoring this defense of labor=s right to participate in and take partial ownership of 

the company was Pius=s now-famous principle of subsidiarity. According to the pope it was Aa 

great evil and a disturbance of right order to transfer to the larger and higher collectivity 

functions which can be performed and provided for by lesser and subordinate bodies.@ Workers, 

then, should not be managed by remote control or herded like cattle, but allowed to participate in 

the management and direction of the company, making contributions commensurate with their 

talents and expertise and invited to grow and develop through their labor.    

 

At Vatican II the bishops again stressed the rights of workers to participate in the 

management and direction of their companies. AIn economic enterprises,@ they wrote in 
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Gaudium et Spes, Ait is persons who work together, that is, free and independent human beings 

created in the image of God. Therefore, the active participation of everyone in the running of the 

enterprise should be promoted.@ And in a passage that seems particularly apt to our discussion of 

the mandatum they noted that Adecisions concerning economic and social conditions, on which 

the future of workers and their children depends, are rather often made not within the enterprise 

itself but by institutions on a higher level. Hence the workers themselves should have a share 

also in controlling these institutions, either in person or through freely elected delegates.@ 

Imagine, working theologians with elected delegates on the board of the National Conference of 

Catholic Bishops, or the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 

 

In their economic pastoral the U.S. Catholic bishops affirmed the threefold character of 

work as job, vocation and profession. AIt is the ordinary way for human beings to fulfill their 

material needs ... a principal way that people exercise the distinctive human capacity for self-

expression and self-realization ... (and it) enables people to contribute to the well-being of the 

larger community.@ 

 

The bishops also called for Aa new experiment in bringing democratic ideals to economic 

life.@ They recommended that the Astructures of participation, mutual accountability, and widely 

distributed power@ that ensure the political rights and freedoms of all be applied to the economic 

sphere and urged that companies Aexpand economic participation, broaden the sharing of 

economic power, and make economic decision more accountable to the common good.@ At the 

heart of these changes the bishops called for Anew forms of partnership between workers and 
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managers,@ and acknowledged that Apartnerships between labor and management are possible 

only when both groups possess real freedom and power to influence decisions.@ 

 

As we=ve already seen, this document affirmed that the church is itself an economic actor 

bound to respect the dignity and rights of labor, indeed, obliged to set an example in this area. 

And, Ain the light of new creative models of collaboration between labor and management 

described earlier in this letter,@ the bishops wrote that Awe challenge our church institutions to 

adopt new fruitful models of cooperation.@   

 

Catholic Social Teaching=s most articulate defense of the dignity and rights of labor 

came in Pope John Paul II=s Laborem Exercens. Here the pope described the worker as Aa 

subjective being capable of acting in a planned, rational way, capable of deciding about himself 

and with a tendency to self-realization.@ And he argued that all work Amust serve to realize his 

humanity, (and) to fulfill the calling to be a person that is his by reason of his humanity.@ 

Underlining this description of work as a vocation to authentic personhood, the pope wrote that 

Awork is a good thing for man - a good thing for humanity- because through work man not only 

transforms nature, adapting it to his own needs, but he also achieves fulfillment as a human being 

and indeed in a sense becomes >more a human being.=@ 

 

According to John Paul II, then, laborers have a right Ato take part in the very work 

process as a sharer in responsibility and creativity (emphasis added) at the workbench to which 

he applies himself.@ Indeed, the person who works has a right Ato know that in his work, even 
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on something that is owned in common, he is working >for himself.=@ But, the pope noted, 

Athis awareness is extinguished . . . in a system of excessive bureaucratic centralization, which 

makes the worker feel that he is just a cog in a huge machine moved from above, . . . a mere 

production instrument rather than a true subject of work with an initiative of his own.@  

 

The problem, however, is that the decision to impose a mandatum on working 

theologians is not consistent with this richly articulated vision of the dignity and rights of labor. 

Catholic Social Teaching argues that labor has a right to share in the responsibility and creativity 

needed to make an enterprise flourish, that workers have a right to join in a collaborative 

partnership with management, and that the democratic ideals found in the modern political state 

should be applied to the economic sector. It also affirms that the church must defend and protect 

the rights of its own laborers in an exemplary fashion and should set the standard for new and 

creative models of cooperation between labor and management. And yet the magisterium has 

chosen to impose a juridical bond that could threaten the careers and vocations of numerous 

theologians and undermine the contribution of theology as a profession in the church. 

  

 The industrial revolution brought about a major shift in the relationship between 

employers and workers, enabling a small cluster of industrialists to force millions of factory 

workers to labor under dangerous and exhausting conditions for slave wages. Catholic Social 

thought responded to this crisis by defending the rights of workers and by calling on capital and 

labor to cooperate with one another in working for the common good. There might be legitimate 

tensions between workers and owners, but for more than a century the church=s bottom line has 
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been that capital and labor need one another and that both are called to a partnership in which the 

rights, duties, talents and contributions of each are fully respected. 

 

In the last half century a major shift has also taken place in the relationship between the 

magisterium and theologians. Before Vatican II theology was done mostly by clergy working in 

seminaries. Today it is increasingly the labor of lay people teaching in colleges and universities. 

The rise of the lay and university theologian has meant new perspectives on a number of 

theological issues, less juridical control over Catholic theologians and their professional 

organizations, and increased tensions between the magisterium and theologians.  

 

In the AApplication of Ex corde Ecclesiae for the United States,@  the U.S. bishops 

recognized the distinctive, autonomous and complementary labors of bishops and university 

theologians and called for a relationship of trust between these two groups, a trust Afostered by 

mutual listening, (and) by collaboration that respects differing responsibilities and gifts.@ And in 

his AInstruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian@ (1991) Cardinal Ratzinger 

acknowledged that even under the best conditions there could be tensions between theologians 

and the magisterium, and that such tensions could Abecome a dynamic factor, a stimulus to both 

the magisterium and the theologians to fulfill their respective roles while practicing dialogue.@ 

 

Unfortunately, the magisterium has not generally responded to the shift in its relation to 

theologians in such a positive manner, or in a way that mirrors Catholic Social Teaching on the 

dignity and rights of labor. Time and again over the past two decades the Vatican has reacted to 
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tensions with theologians by seeking to censure or silence any critical or dissenting voices, often 

without adequate due process. And by imposing the mandatum on university theologians, Rome 

may hope to gain juridical control over those who are not clergy or religious. This juridical move 

hardly reflects a commitment to a collaborative partnership with theologians, and it will not 

eliminate or alleviate the tensions between theologians and the magisterium. But it could impede 

and undermine the work, vocation and profession of theology in and for the church. 
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