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owens:  Today you discussed the differ-
ence between the pope’s issues and poli-
tics and the issues and politics of the US 
Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB). 
Could you say a bit about what general 
positions they share, and then a bit about 
where you see the divergence?

cahill:  There are a variety of issues 
that you could include under Catholic 
ethical teaching and Catholic social 
teaching. I don’t want to make it too 
divisive, but on one side you have the 
so-called life issues: abortion, the status 
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to tie down, because I think Catholics 
historically in the United States—and 
this applies to the bishops more than to 
the rest of the Church, which is pro-
portionately younger—see themselves 
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goes to Africa and makes an off-the-cuff 
unwarranted comment on condoms, 
there’ll be an op-ed about it the next 
day in the New York Times. But if while 
he’s there he talks about violence, global 
poverty, transnational corporations, 
extractive mining industries, and so on, 
that’s not covered.

owens:  Is there any way to repair the 
relationship between the bishops and the 
Catholic laypeople? You spoke about this 
earlier a little bit.

cahill:  I’m sure there are ways. It’s a 
matter of how realistic things are going 
to come to pass. First of all, there are 
some bishops who are good models, but 
I think it’s going to take people who are 
more pastoral, more active and exposed 
and integrated at the grassroots, not aloof 
from the people, not insulated from ordi-
nary Catholics by a bubble of bureaucracy 
and red hats. And so—as we said earli-
er—the bishops and clergy need to meet 
the average education level of the faithful.

owens:  One last question, and this 
draws on your role as a theologian as well 
as an ethicist. Is Eucharist a public act, 
and is there a difference in understand-
ing on that by the pope and the American 
bishops? Of course, the context of this is 
the denial of communion by American 
bishops of politicians.

cahill:  You’re asking if it is a public 
act?

owens:  I’m curious as to whether or 
not it’s appropriate for a public denial of 
communion, whether the coming to the 
table for Eucharist is something that is 
a matter between the priest and God, or 
if it is a public statement of confession 
and reception and communion that is 
appropriately denied in order to warn 
other faithful? Or is it simply an individ-
ual matter?

cahill:  It’s not just an individual mat-
ter. I’m not of a mindset that you can rad-
ically separate religious identity, religious 
practices, and other social practices. I 
think they shade off into each other, and 

people are participants in many of these 
at the same time. And so a Eucharist can 
be more or less public, depending on a lot 
of factors. For example, is it a public event 
Eucharist? Is it in your local parish, or is 
it being offered for some occasion? Is the 
celebrant really well known? Are there 
obviously well-known figures there? If so, 
then they bring those identities in there, 
and they constitute a more public act. So 
I don’t think there’s a clear answer, or a 
clear line: is it public or not.

I also am not sure that I think it’s always 
inappropriate to deny people communion 
for religious reasons. There’s a book that 
you probably know called Torture and 
Eucharist. The point of departure for the 
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