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Introduction 

“Dear Mother Mary, please don't let me be deceived!  Pray for me that Satan won't 

lead me astray.” This was my prayer one spring day in 1983.  I had begun praying the 

rosary on my way into work every day, and I knew that I was in trouble.  The Vatican 

Council documents taught that Mary is the model and mother of the Church.  The nuns 

from my grade school had taught that she would crush the serpent.  And I knew that Satan 

was trying me.  He was doing the one thing that I and the others in my community most 

feared -- trying to separate me from the people of God, from the Body of Christ.  I needed 

help in my time of temptation. 

For the previous twelve years I had belonged to the People of Praise, a covenant 

community in South Bend, Indiana.  Together with about 1,000 other people I had taken a 

solemn commitment to form with them a Christian community, in which we would find the 

essential core of our life in the Spirit.  Together we would serve each other in all our needs, 

spiritual, material and financial.  We would obey the Holy Spirit's directions as manifested 

to us through our leaders.  These leaders were holy men of God, respected leaders of the 

charismatic renewal.  The word within the community was that one of them, a theoretical 

physicist, had even been nominated for a Nobel Prize.  We were uniquely blessed. 

We understood that the Lord had given us a special call, one almost unique in sal-

vation history.  We were to renew true community in the Church and to help restore the 

unity of all Christians.  The Holy Spirit had called us to be a bulwark against evil and a 

light to the nations.  Because of this great work of God's, Satan was enraged and could be 

expected to attack our community relentlessly.  His principal thrust would be against our 

covenant, that solemn agreement which made us one, an agreement which was the core 

commitment of our lives.  Faced with the unity of the Body of Christ, Satan's only hope for 

victory lay in separating individual members from that body, especially by undermining 

their mutual commitment and by planting suspicions against their leaders. 
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It was in this context that I was praying my rosary for protection.  For close to a 

year I had been assailed by 'bad thoughts', temptations to believe that our leaders were not 

leading us right, that there was something wrong with the People of Praise.  I had been 

outraged when others had attacked our community in the past, but now I was having those 

doubts myself.  I read the documents of Vatican II, expecting to find clarity.  Instead they 

only raised further questions.  What was especially troubling was that the more I prayed 

these rosaries, begging Our Lady not to let me be deceived, the more I had these awful 

thoughts.  Eventually it became clear to me where the real deception was. 

By the mercy of God, I found my family and myself in Rome to work on a priests' 

retreat in 1984.  Far from the People of Praise, I found a self that had long been submerged 

and in doing so we regained a family life that had been increasingly absorbed by something 

else.  It was an emotional event for me, involving a fundamental change of my life's 

direction.  Within six months I was out of my job with Charismatic Renewal Services, and 

Marie and I were dismissed from the People of Praise.  We were alone and without an 

income, but we were also free. 

Since 1989 Marie and I have been approached by many members or former mem-

bers of the People of Praise and the Sword of the Spirit covenant communities.  These 

people have wanted support, advice and an understanding of what had happened to them.  

Having started out with such zeal and high hopes for serving the Lord, how could they have 

fallen into discouragement, such constant sense of failure and into a genuine loss of free-

dom?  This book attempts to answer these questions.  What has happened to us and so 

many others is not an accident.  It results from the very structure and principles underlying 

these groups. 

Much of what we will see in the following pages applies only to these charismatic 

covenant communities.  However, most of it can also be applied to other kinds of renewal 

groups.  What is happened to us is not an isolated error, but a fundamental misunderstand-

ing of salvation, of community, of the Church and of God's will.  This misunderstanding 
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can and does occur in other movements, organizations, nondenominational churches and 

Catholic religious orders.  Our hope is that this volume will shed light on the very real 

problem of the Christian's loss of freedom to false prophets. 

While this book is my own work, and I bear full responsibility for its contents, it 

would not have been possible without my wife, Marie.  She saw me through the life of the 

community; I was a “true believer”, while she was always somewhat skeptical.  She has 

shared her insights, and we have discussed virtually everything contained in here at great 

length.  Without her help, this book would be shorter, less well-thought-out, and definitely 

less interesting. 

Thanks are also due to Cynthia “Cae” Esworthy, who proofread the manuscript and 

who offered many helpful suggestions.  My daughter Teresa helped type the manuscript 

and offered some insights from her perspective as a child in the community.  Tom Yoder of 

Ann Arbor, Michigan and Bill Beatty generously made available rare unpublished materi-

als that they had obtained.  Fran Maier of the National Catholic Register generously offered 

to read the text and gave some very useful suggestions.   There are, of course, many others 

whom I could thank, men and women from several covenant communities who have shared 

with me their experiences and who have supported the writing of a book like this. 
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Chapter 1. The Beginnings 

“News too good to be true!”  “A new chance for the Catholic Church.”  “A new 

Pentecost!”  With phrases like these, the students, teachers, theologians and others de-

scribed the outbreak of the charismatic renewal in the late 1960's.  In the wake of the 

Second Vatican Council a kind of craziness had taken hold within the Church.  “Guitar (or 

folk) Masses” brought “The 59th Street Bridge Song” (“Feelin' Groovy”) into the liturgy.  

Liturgical experimentation resulted in home masses where bread and wine were replaced 

with pizza and beer.  Theologians made headlines by proclaiming “God is dead.”  Belief in 

things like the bodily resurrection of Christ, the reality of miracles, the authenticity of 

Scripture as God's word and the efficacy of prayer were widely dismissed as “irrelevant”.  

In the name of the Council, everything that the Church once stood so solidly for was called 

into question, with theologians in the Catholic colleges and universities apparently leading 

the way. 

And so it was that when a small group of students at Duquesne University, and then 

a larger group at Notre Dame, experienced a profound movement of grace in answer to 

their prayers, a faith that seemed on the verge of extinction in the larger Church was being 

rediscovered.  At first the students, then lay people all across the country flocked to char-

ismatic prayer meetings to pray and praise God fervently, to experience the spiritual gifts of 

tongues, prophecy and healing, and to find a new life of faith.  Almost overnight the 

Pentecostal or charismatic movement in the Catholic Church arose.   

The characteristic form of this movement was the local prayer group.  As few as a 

half dozen or as many as 2,000 Catholic Pentecostals would gather in a living room or 

parish hall or school room for loosely structured prayer and praise.  Eventually, however, 

this loose association proved insufficient for many.  Charismatics asked themselves what 

might be the “next step”.  “How can we move on in the Lord?”  In the years of the Council 

and immediately after there was much talk of the importance of community in the life of 

the People of God.  It was only natural for many charismatics to want to form charismatic 
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communities.  So it was that in 1969 The Word of God covenant community was estab-

lished in Ann Arbor, Michigan and in 1971 True House and the People of Praise founded 

in South Bend, Indiana.  These quickly became the normative form for charismatic re-

newal.  The movement's leadership was largely drawn from these.  The covenant com-

munity quickly became the ideal to which every group ought to aspire. 

“The emergence of covenant communities is a development of major importance 

(within the charismatic renewal).  By providing leadership resources, formation programs, 

growth seminars, and sharing across a large spectrum of human and spiritual needs, they 

have become a significant sign of the kingdom of God present in power.”
1 
 So wrote the 

National Conference of Catholic Bishops in 1989.  Recently, however, a critique of these 

covenant communities has been growing.  This critique has centered largely around the 

contention that these groups are “shepherding - discipleship groups” that practice thought 

control -- in more popular language, cults.  Much of this critique has amounted to a series 

of allegations of exploitation, abuse of authority, arranged marriages, and deception of 

Church authorities.  These critiques have indeed drawn much needed attention to these 

groups and their practices.
2
  In several places the local Ordinaries have launched inves-

tigations in response to complaints by members and former members. 

This book takes a close look at the lives of these groups.  Its purpose is to analyze 

the foundational documents of the two main systems of covenant communities, The Sword 

of the Spirit
3
 and the People of Praise (headquartered in South Bend, Indiana) and to look 

                                                
1 National Conference of Catholic Bishops, A Pastoral Statement on the Catholic Charismatic Renewal (Washington, C.D., 1989) § 13. 

2 See James LeBar, Cults, Sects and the New Age, (OSV OSV Press, Huntington, Ind., 1989).  Adrian J. Reimers, “Covenant 

Community: A failed promise”, Fidelity, May 1986 (subsequently reprinted in Cultic Studies Journal, Vol. 3, # 1, Spring-Summer 

1986).  The National Catholic Register ran a series of articles on covenant communities from April until August, 1992, in which 

many of these charges were brought forward.  For an early treatment by a theologian, see Josephine M. Ford, Which Way for 
Catholic Pentecostals (Harper & Row, New York, 1976), which quite accurately predicted many of the problems that have 

arisen. 

3The reader will need to know some history to understand what is being referred to here.  What presently exists as the Sword of 

the Spirit was founded in 1969 as The Word of God (WOG) in Ann Arbor, Michigan.  In 1981 the Sword of the Spirit was 

founded as a network or community of communities, of which WOG was the first.  Then in 1990 WOG effectively split off 

from Sword of the Spirit, abandoning many of the latter's practices and beliefs.  In particular, The Word of God introduced 

the election of leaders, and it abolished its “pastoral system”.  Thus the pre-1981 WOG is continuous with Sword of the 

Spirit, and the post-1990 WOG is a significantly different organization.  Because the “new” Word of God community 
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at the life that is based on these documents.  We will also look at significant articles and 

teachings by their founders and principal leaders.  While doing this, it will be helpful to 

compare these writings with the Church's understanding of Christ's intentions for His peo-

ple.  We will see that these groups have not been reliable guides to Christian living for their 

Catholic members, that their structures and theological presuppositions militate against the 

Catholic's life of faith and undermine his personal freedom.   

To overestimate the importance of the People of Praise and the Sword of the Spirit 

for the covenant community movement is well-nigh impossible.  The leaders and founders 

of these groups -- Stephen B. Clark and Ralph Martin (The Word of God / Sword of the 

Spirit), Paul C. DeCelles and Kevin Ranaghan (People of Praise) -- formulated the vision, 

developed the teachings, promulgated the principles and established the actual models that 

have inspired almost every other covenant community in North America.
4
 

The Word of God community was founded in Ann Arbor, Michigan by Martin, 

Clark and several other young people associated with the charismatic prayer group in that 

college town.  The organization grew quickly in numbers and influence.  Easily one of the 

most dynamic and popular speakers in the early days of the Catholic charismatic move-

ment, Martin became a key leader of the movement.  His gift for powerful, moving pro-

phetic utterances and speeches magnified his reputation as a man of God anointed to bring 

something new to the Church.  The studious, understated Clark brought to the movement a 

note of sobriety and clear-headedness which won it respect from those concerned about 

emotional excess.  Within three years of its founding, The Word of God was publishing 

New Covenant, which continues to be the movement's semi-official national publication.  

In the early 1970s people of all sorts -- especially young people - were flocking from all 

over to join this new work of God.   

                                                                                                                                            
continues to undergo radical reform, a critique of it is simply not possible at this time.  Therefore, this essay does not discuss 

that organization. 

4 Two noteworthy examples not inspired by the South Bend - Ann Arbor models are the Community of God's Delight (Dallas, 

Texas) and the young people's community founded by Fr. Richard Rohr O.F.M. in Cincinnati, Ohio. 
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By 1974 Cardinal Leon Suenens of Malines, Belgium had visited the Ann Arbor 

community and had begun to take a personal concern for the charismatic movement.  When 

Charismatic leaders sought to bring the movement's annual conference to Rome for the 

Holy Year in 1975, Cardinal Suenens cleared the way, and even arranged for Pope Paul VI 

to address the 8,000 participants.  Eventually, in 1977, he came to invite that community 

and the People of Praise to establish a covenant community in Brussels, near the Inter-

national Charismatic Renewal Office. 

The beginnings of the People of Praise were similar, if less dramatic.  In the sum-

mer and fall of 1971, two covenant communities formed from the same charismatic prayer 

meeting.  Jim Byrne, a senior at Notre Dame, gathered a community of students and recent 

graduates to form “True House”, while DeCelles and Ranaghan gathered a community 

consisting mainly of townspeople from South Bend.  Within three years True House had 

collapsed from leadership problems. The People of Praise, however, grew in size and influ-

ence.  While the group in Ann Arbor published, the People of Praise distributed books and 

organized huge congresses that attracted up to 26,000 participants to the Notre Dame cam-

pus.  To see Knute Rockne's stadium half-full of charismatics chanting “He's number one!” 

(referring of course to Jesus) was enough to convince almost anyone that something 

remarkable was indeed afoot.  These events propelled Kevin Ranaghan into a position as 

spokesman and most visible theologian of the new movement.  They also began to enrich 

the People of Praise financially.   

At the closing Mass of the 1975 International Conference in Rome, several prophe-

cies were spoken from the high altar at St. Peter's Basilica by Ralph Martin and other 

known prophets.  The theme of these prophecies was a coming period of “hard times” for 

Christians and for the Church.   
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Because I love you, I want to show you what I am doing in the world to-
day. ... Days of darkness are coming on the world, days of tribulation ... 
Supports that are there for my people now will not be there ... A time of 
darkness is coming on the world, but a time of glory is coming for my 
church, a time of glory is coming for my people.  I will pour out on you all 
the gifts of my Spirit.  I will prepare you for spiritual combat; I will pre-
pare you for a time of evangelism that the world has never seen. ...”5 

These prophecies confirmed the community leaders in the basic direction they had 

chosen -- to found a network of firmly committed communities, modeled on the People of 

Praise and The Word of God, to be a bulwark for God's people.  The new support for God's 

people was to be strong covenant community.  In the years to follow, both New Covenant 

magazine and the national conferences stressed the need for “committed relationships”, 

authority and community.  The National Service Committee of the Catholic Charismatic 

Renewal during the years immediately after the Rome conference was dominated by the 

communities and sought to foster the covenant community as the ideal and logical devel-

opment of the charismatic renewal.  Charismatic Renewal Services became the joint 

outreach of the People of Praise and The Word of God. 

The underlying vision throughout this period was to form a network of communi-

ties, and as the 1970s drew to a close, Clark, Martin, DeCelles and Ranaghan had achieved 

a partial success at a provisional union.  In 1976, communities from Minneapolis-St. Paul, 

East Lansing (Mich.), Augusta (Ga.), Phoenix, Muncie (Ind.), Baltimore and other cities 

gathered at Notre Dame under the leadership of the Ann Arbor and South Bend groups for 

a Conference of Communities.  In August 1977 the leaders from these and others gathered 

in South Bend to build their unity.  But by 1980, serious strains had started to develop.  In 

1981, citing problems of vision and disagreements about the role of their communities vis-

à-vis the world, Paul DeCelles and Kevin Ranaghan announced to the “Association of 

Communities” that they would no longer work toward the planned unity with The Word of 

God.  In the years to follow, the People of Praise fostered their own network of communi-

ties, which eventually became a system of branches of the People of Praise.  The Word of 

                                                
5 “Prophecies given at St. Peter's Basilica During the Closing Eucharist on Pentecost Monday”, New Covenant, July 1975, p. 26. 
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God formed its communities into a network of communities called the Sword of the Spirit.  

Some time later, a third network was formed, the International Brotherhood of Covenant 

Communities.  In 1990 the I.B.O.C.C. was granted canonical recognition by the Pontifical 

Council of the Laity. 

From their earliest days covenant communities had been the object of concern on 

the part of some observers, and through the years reports surfaced alleging denominational 

indifferentism, abuse of authority and constraint of conscience, subjugation of women and 

cult-like tendencies.  For the most part, these were either countered by others -- often 

theologically well qualified -- who saw in these groups a great hope for the Church, or they 

were dismissed as the idle complaints of “disgruntled former members”.  However, with 

Bishop Albert Ottenweller's pastoral investigation of the Christ the King Covenant Com-

munity (a community of Sword of the Spirit) in Steubenville, Ohio in 1990 and the break 

between The Word of God and the Sword of the Spirit (and consequently between Clark 

and Martin), the difficulties with some covenant communities began to come to the fore.  

Bishop Ottenweller's investigation established clearly that in that community the abuses 

were real.  Shortly thereafter, Ralph Martin acknowledged the seriousness of the abuses in 

the Sword of the Spirit. 

It is this author's contention that these abuses are structural, arising precisely from a 

deeply flawed conception of what Christian community is.  These communities are faulty 

at their very root.  The ideas that underlie these groups have been influential for the forma-

tion of almost every covenant community in North America.   A close look at these founda-

tions, then, will prove valuable not only for a critique of the Sword of the Spirit and the 

People of Praise, but also for the proper evaluation, understanding and guidance of other 

covenant communities, including those enjoying episcopal oversight and canonical recog-

nition. 

In 1978 Rev. Kilian McDonnell, who saw in covenant communities a positive hope 

for renewal and ecumenical progress, warned that without a proper ecclesiological under-
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standing of their nature, such groups “will develop into another stream of Christianity, 

neither Orthodox, Protestant, Catholic, Anglican nor classical Pentecostal, but a vague 

enthusiastic mélange of churchless Christianity.”6  In fact, this development is well under-

way in both the Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise.  If other covenant communi-

ties are to bear fruit and if any covenant community is to be evaluated properly, a solid 

understanding of their ecclesiological role and of the lay person's vocation is vital.  This 

book attempts to contribute to such an evaluation. 

                                                
6 Rev. Kilian McDonnell, OSB, The Charismatic Renewal and E cumenism, (Servant, Ann Arbor, 1978), p. 111-112. 
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Chapter 2. Some Key Terms 

“No one has ever lived in the circumstances we are living in.  We can't learn from 

the past.”7  This principle, expressed at the very beginning of the Sword of the Spirit's 

“Training Course”, underlay much of the thinking in the first decade and a half of covenant 

community life.  The times and the situation were so different, that all previous bets were 

off.  The world was dramatically and decisively different than at any other historical era.  

Furthermore, what God was doing was completely new and different.  With the proper 

wisdom, one could draw a limited guidance from the history of the Church, but such 

guidance was only provisional.  A new wisdom was being offered.   

In this new situation, many significant old terms were used, especially as the com-

munities set up their leadership and pastoral systems.  Old words acquired new meanings, 

often significantly different from the Church's original understanding.  The result has been 

a certain clouding or masking of what these communities are about.  The terms and their 

usage may be traditional enough, but the meaning is new.  It is important then to clarify 

some key terms at the outset. 

The first step, then, is to examine some key ideas, with particular concern to see 

how the Church understands them.  These ideas are: Body of Christ, covenant, community 

and communion, pastor, charism and ecclesial community. 

A. Body of Christ 

From the movement's earliest days, the idea of the Body of Christ has had a new 

significance for Catholic charismatics.  Chapters 12 through 14 of 1 Corinthians became 

primary texts for the new movement.  In these chapters St. Paul presents the charismata 

precisely in the context of the properly functioning Body of Christ.  The solutions to the 

inevitable problems concerning the function and ordering of the gifts were to be found by 

                                                
7 Stephen B. Clark, Training Program, Talk # 1, “What Is This War Anyway?” 
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reflecting on the good and the harmony of the body.  The operation of the spiritual gifts, 

together with the strong emotional impact of dynamic prayer meetings, gave a powerful 

experiential aspect to the notion of the Body of Christ.  Indeed, we assumed – uncritically, 

for the most part – that what we were seeing was the Body of Christ as the early Church 

had experienced it.  At early conferences speakers taught that while we used to speak of 

“the mystical Body of Christ”, we now speak of “the Body of Christ”.  Such experiences, 

together with a flawed interpretation of the Lord's promise, “Where two or more are 

gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them,” (Mt. 18: 20) led to a tacit assump-

tion of a significant error concerning the Body of Christ. 

The truth is that the Church has never regarded a simple gathering of Christians as 

such – no matter how well-intentioned, committed or devout they may be – as sufficient to 

constitute them as the Body of Christ.  Rather only that is the Body of Christ which is 

organically joined to Christ in such a way that he is present in it to a priest, prophet and 

king.  That is to say, the Body of Christ is there only when the body is able to offer Jesus 

Christ's self-same sacrifice to the Father in an act of perfect worship (Priest), when it can 

proclaim authoritatively His saving word as He wants it to be understood (Prophet), and 

when it visibly manifests Christ's rule as Head over His flock and over all men (King).  

Thus the Body of Christ necessarily depends on Christ Himself for its existence and not on 

those who happen to be members.8  In other words, not every Christian body - be it the 

Society of Jesus, the St. Ann's Altar - Rosary Society or the People of Praise - is the Body 

of Christ.  Only the Church, the local Church (or diocese) as well as the universal Church, 

is the Body of Christ. 

On this subject, the distinctions found in Pope Pius XII's encyclical, Mystici Cor-

poris, are especially helpful.  Pius XII does not oppose mystical body of Christ to real body 

of Christ, in the charismatic sense mentioned above, but to the physical body of Christ (i.e. 

that human organism which Mary bore, which walked the Holy Land and which the nails 

                                                
8 Pius XII, Mystici corporis, A.A.S.XXXV , pp. 199, 223-224.  See also John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation, Christifideles laici, sec. 

19, 24, 26; Encyclical, Redemptoris missio, Sec. 51; audience of November 20, 1991. 
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pierced).  Both the mystical and the physical body of Christ are the real body of Christ, but 

in different modes.  The Pope goes on to explain that the mystical body, so understood, is 

very different from a moral body, which is a group of people united for a common good or 

aim.9  In this Pope's understanding, covenant communities count as moral bodies of Chris-

tians, but not as the Body of Christ. 

Nevertheless, to this day, these covenant communities routinely refer to themselves 

as “the body” or the “body of Christ”.  As we shall see, this expression has serious conse-

quences for the lives of their members. 

B. Community and Communion 

The idea of “community” closely parallels that of “body”, and “Christian commu-

nity” – properly speaking – refers to the same reality as “Body of Christ”.  The difference 

between the two terms has to do with focus and connotation.  In the expression “Body of 

Christ”, structural elements and function come to the fore.  “Community”, on the other 

hand, points to the relationships within the group, by which the members share a bond of 

unity or communion.   

In common usage, the “community” tends to be more vague than “Body of Christ” 

since we tend to call any group of Christians united around a Christian value “Christian 

Community”.  Thus the Franciscans and the parish St. Vincent de Paul Society might refer 

to themselves as Christian communities (although the Franciscans would more likely call 

themselves a “religious community”).  In the full and proper sense, the Christian Commu-

nity is the Body of Christ.  To see this, we must consider the related notions of communion, 

fellowship and brotherhood. 

The Christian community is the fellowship characterized by union with Christ and 

in Christ.  This is described at Acts 2: 42-47.  The prototypical Christian community at 

Jerusalem was marked by apostolic teaching of God's Word, the breaking of the bread 

                                                
9 Pius XII, op. cit., pp. 221-222. 
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(Eucharist), joyful coming together of the members and sharing of material goods.  The 

Holy Father writes: 

“Every community, if it is to be Christian, must be founded on Christ and 
live in him, as it listens to the word of God, focuses its prayer on the 
Eucharist, lives in a communion marked by oneness of heart and soul, and 
shares according to the needs of its members.”  (cf. Acts 2:42 - 47)

10 

Thus the community centers around Christ in the Word and Sacrament while it transforms 

human relationships and the management of earthly wealth. 

We should take particular notice of the role of the Eucharist.  Because of the real 

presence of Christ in the Eucharist, the gathering of the community around him is real; the 

suffering and risen Christ is present in their midst.  By receiving holy Communion, the 

members of the community share an intimate communion with the Lord, a communion that 

draws the assembly into a true brotherhood in Christ.  “The common visible sharing in the 

goods of Salvation (the holy things), especially in the Eucharist, is the source of the invisi-

ble communion among the sharers (the saints).”11  Thus the Christian Community is most 

perfectly Christian communion when it celebrates the Eucharist and partakes of Commun-

ion.  It is for this reason Pope John Paul II could write, “The Church lives by the Eucha-

rist.”12 

Holy Communion brings about communion among those who partake of it in faith 

and charity.  This communion of the faithful is a kind of friendship arising from a shared 

love for Christ and from the shared awareness that they are all joined to him.  This is an 

ontological reality, but it is also something to be experienced.  Christians, especially as they 

gather around the altar, are to be united in heart and mind.  This experience is fostered by 

                                                
10 Redemptoris missio, Sec 51. 

11 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, (Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Prefect and Most Rev. Albert Bovone), The Church 
Understood as Communion, sec. 6.  See also Joseph Ratzinger, The Open Circle: The Meaning of Christian Brotherhood (Sheed & Ward, 

New York, 1966), pp. 100 f. 

12 John Paul II, Redemptor hominis, Sec. 20. 
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the symbolism of the Liturgy and especially by the use of music.  However, other experi-

ences – such as retreats, conferences, days of renewal – can work powerfully to bring this 

unity of Christian love to conscious awareness.  The truth is that for most Catholics their 

most powerful experiences of God's love and Christ's presence occur in communion with 

others, in shared experiences that both depend on and build up their communion with 

Christ.  This experience of communion, of a shared love for Jesus and of being loved by 

him, powerfully draws human hearts to one another. 

Christ said before His death, “If I be lifted up, I will draw all men to myself.”  That 

act of self-giving by which he draws all men is represented on the altar of the Eucharist, so 

that Christ is present to save, redeem and draw men and women to himself and form them 

into a community to worship the Father.13 

“For by Christ's will there is in this sacrament a continual renewing of the 
mystery of the sacrifice of himself that Christ offered to the Father on the 
altar of the cross, a sacrifice that the Father accepted ...”14 

  This is why the Eucharist is not only a sign, but also a cause of our unity.15  But 

where the cause is lacking, so too is the effect.  Therefore to the extent that a group of 

Christians lacks the fullness of the Eucharist, to that extent is its internal unity wounded 

and defective;16 to that extent does it fall short of being an authentic Christian community.  

This is why the Second Vatican Council could write, “No Christian community is built up 

which does not grow from and hinge upon the celebration of the Holy Eucharist.”17 

                                                
13 Significantly, the Second Vatican Council's Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis redintegratio, sec. 2, finds precisely in this the 

foundation of true ecumenism. 

14 Redemptor hominis, sec. 20. 

15 Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, L umen Gentium, Chapter 1, sec. 3.  See also Redemptor hominis, sec. 20. And John Paul 

II, Audience of September 11, 1991. 

16 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Op. cit., sec. 17. 

17 Second Vatican Council, Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, Presbyterorum ordinis, n. 6 
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C. Covenant 

Covenant communities understand “covenant” to be “a solemn agreement that es-

tablishes a relationship”.  This concept is deliberately taken from the Scriptures, where 

covenants between human beings and - especially - covenants between God and human 

beings define much of human relationships.  In the Bible there is the further characteristic 

that the covenant entails a curse on the one who violates it.18  Covenant is understood to 

provide the basis for these communities. 

Unlike a modern contract, a covenant establishes a personal relationship between 

the parties.  Thus while a contract stands or falls by the precise interpretation of its lan-

guage (and this interpretation can be provided by a disinterested third party, like a judge), a 

covenant stands on the personal commitment of the parties to be loyal to each other and to 

its terms.  The failure of a covenant is a moral failure.  To break it is personally to injure 

your brother.  The covenant-maker lays his character on the line.  This is why the Lord 

characteristically charges Israel with moral fault in the Old Testament.  Their failure to 

keep the covenant is not merely the violation of an agreement.  It is infidelity, comparable 

to adultery.  Because of this personal characteristic of covenants, to make a covenant 

entails a certain renunciation of freedom.  Brothers and sisters in a covenant owe their lives 

in a certain way to each other.  They are accountable, perhaps not legally, but morally.  

They stand by each other “no matter what.” 

Concerning our lives as Christians, two things are worth noting about covenants:  1) 

Christ established the definitive covenant between God and man, and 2) Christians do not 

ordinarily refer to themselves as a “covenant people” as Israel did.  To go in detail into 

these two points would, of course, be itself a major project far beyond our scope here, but a 

few points do need to be made about them. 

The covenant established by God in Christ on Calvary is definitive not simply be-

cause God has promised no further covenant.  Rather, a further covenant is neither possible 

                                                
18 John L. McKenzie, S.J., Dictionary of the Bible, (Macmillan Co., New York, 1965), “Covenant”, p. 153. 
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nor conceivable.  On Calvary God gave us all that He has to offer.  He gave all His love.  

For atonement he offered His own Son as the sacrifice of reparation; beyond this act there 

is no further remedy for sin.  For our new life, Christ poured out his Holy Spirit from the 

cross so that we might live by the very life he has lived.  For our redeemed lives we have 

not simply a new law but a new Spirit, we become new creations.  In the Eucharist, which 

is the same sacrifice as the Cross, each Christian is fully joined to Christ. 

For our common life the crucified Christ draws us all to himself on the cross and al-

lows us to enter as a worshipping assembly into his perfect act of worship before the 

Father.  There can be no more perfect worship than this, because we have nothing more 

perfect to offer God than what Christ has offered.  The very fact that it is God himself, 

then, who offers himself as the covenant means that there can be no further covenant. 

“The Church is the new community of individuals, instituted by Christ as a 
“calling together” of all those called to be a part of the new Israel in or-
der to live the divine life, according to the graces and demands of the 
covenant established by the sacrifice of the cross.”19 

Paradoxically, this reality explains why Christians do not normally refer to them-

selves as a covenant people, as the people of Israel has.20  For if Jesus Christ Himself is the 

new covenant, then our focus is on Him and not on the covenant aspect.  Indeed, Christ has 

chosen to realize His covenant among us by becoming present to us sacramentally.  So, by 

baptism we are not just joined spiritually to Christ, but we enter into His own death and 

resurrection.  Although Our Lord atoned for all our sin by His redemptive death, when He 

said, “Father, forgive them,” Jesus applies that atonement personally to each of us as we 

bring our sins to Him in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  And as Christ saved us and 

poured out His Spirit on us from the cross, the crucified and risen Lord saves us and pours 

out His Spirit on us through that self-same sacrifice offered sacramentally at the Mass.  

Indeed, it is precisely at the Eucharistic assembly that the blood of the covenant is poured 

                                                
19 John Paul II, General Audience of 20 July 1991 

20 Joseph Ratzinger, Behold the Pierced One, Ignatius Press, San Francisco, 1986, pp. 84-85. 
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out and shared, so that this assembly is the people of the New Covenant.  Yet because 

Christ Himself, sacramentally present, is this new covenant, we usually speak of this 

people in terms of their communion with Him – the “fellowship of believers” – and as the 

Eucharistic assembly – the Church.21 

Precisely here we find two central elements that build up the Church and form our 

consciousness of Church: communion and covenant.  Both are rooted in the Eucharist, and 

both address a deep need of the human heart.  The experience of communion is the con-

sciousness of belonging, of being important to others and -- even more significant -- being 

part of something transcendentally important.  The communion of saints is not just a 

doctrine, but it is also experienced as the sharing of a common life and love with the 

martyrs of the Roman persecutions, the 12th-century Franciscans and the 16th-century 

Carmelites, with the apostles and holy women throughout Church history and with Chris-

tians around the world.  It has a direct contemporary significance as well, for in this com-

munion one feels himself as joined with other brothers and sisters who share the same 

values, goals and loves.  And in this consciousness of communion one experiences accep-

tance and love and a sense of common mission in Christ. 

The element of covenant gives a kind of juridical or legal structure to this commun-

ion.  The covenant defines the relationship within which the communion is experienced.  

As such, it adds to communion the notion of obligation.  Under a covenant one responds to 

the love received in communion on the basis of commitment and responsibility, and not 

simply out of gratitude.  The covenant-partner owes a certain response to the others in the 

covenant.  Because he is (in a way) juridically committed to the communion, he has yielded 

certain freedoms he had previously enjoyed.  He “owes” it to his covenant brothers and 

sisters to keep up his part.  To violate it is a kind of disloyalty.  Indeed, this is why it is so 

serious a matter for one, having received salvation, to repudiate it; salvation is based on a 

covenant in Christ.  As a commitment that carries a moral orientation, the covenant im-

poses a certain objective continuity, which endures even when the warm and consoling 

                                                
21 Ratzinger, The Open Circle, pp. 80, 100. 
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sense of communion may be absent.  As such, covenant constitutes a powerful complement 

to communion. 

From these considerations it is easy to see that the idea of covenant community can 

be powerfully attractive.  Participants in the charismatic renewal movement have typically 

enjoyed strong consolations from the Lord.  At charismatic Masses, prayer meetings and 

large rallies they very often find themselves caught up in an almost tangible sense of 

communion, and from this arises a strong thirst for unity.  Standing in a large arena full of 

fellow Christians singing and praising God in unison, it is easy to imagine that Christ 

himself is there embracing all and ready to welcome them into his Kingdom.  The impulse 

is precisely to find a way to institutionalize this communion without killing it.  The notion 

of covenant provides this institutional (or better, constitutional) key.  Where most institu-

tional forms tend to be bureaucratic and impersonal, the covenant is a living, personal 

reality.  It is a commitment to fidelity in love, very much like a family relationship.  And 

indeed, covenant communities regularly use “family” metaphors, calling each other 

“brother” and “sister” and comparing their covenant with the marriage relationship.22 

D. Pastor and Pastoral Care 

Jesus Christ is the “Good Shepherd”, the “One Shepherd” of the one flock.  All oth-

ers who came before him were “robbers and thieves”.  Unlike the hired hand, who is not a 

shepherd, the one true good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep.  The hired hand runs 

away to save his own skin. (Jn 10:1-13)  Now these famous texts do more than to provide 

us with the characteristics of a good shepherd.  They identify the Good Shepherd, Christ 

himself.  There is but one Pastor of the Christian people; He is the Lord Jesus. 

This being the case, we need to account for those in the Church who are called 

“pastors” and whom the Scriptures too call pastor or shepherd.  (We may note in passing 

that precisely the same questions arise in connection with Matt. 23: 9, where Our Lord 

                                                
22 When the People of Praise was praying about its name, the next preferred contender -- after “People of Praise” -- was 

“Family of Faith”. 
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forbids us to call our spiritual leaders by the name “Father”.)  What Jesus says about the 

One Good Shepherd makes sense to us only if 1) either no man serves as pastor, and in 

some mystical way Jesus pastors every soul, or 2) the human pastor is so related or ordered 

to Christ that his actions are those of Christ. 

In the Church's understanding, this second option is the case.  The priest or pastor, 

acting as such, acts in persona Christi.  What he does as minister of the Word of God and of 

the Sacraments is the action of Christ. Thus, while a good pastor ought to lay down his life 

for his parish or diocese, whenever that pastor celebrates the Eucharist, the Good Shepherd 

is there laying down His life for the flock, calling them by name and feeding them.23  And 

by His preaching, administering the Sacrament of Baptism and hearing confessions, the 

pastor is there warding off the Enemy who would snatch the sheep and scatter them.  

Presiding over the flock in the name and person of the Good Shepherd who has laid down 

His life in obedience to the Father, the pastor leads his flock to the worship that will one 

day be eternally theirs to give in heaven.24 

This means that only they are pastors who have been designated by the Church and 

ordained in Christ to exercise sacramentally the ministry of the one Good Shepherd.  In 

recent years we have used the word “pastor” some what loosely (as well as the word 

“ministry”) to refer to any kind of Christian counseling and spiritual care-giving.  Thus, in 

hospitals we see religious and lay persons serving as “pastoral assistants or counselors”.   

“However, the exercise of such tasks does not make pastors of the lay 

faithful.  In fact, a person is not a minister simply in performing a task, 
but through sacramental ordination.  Only the Sacrament of Orders gives 
the ordained ministry a particular participation in the office of Christ, the 
Shepherd and Head.”25 

                                                
23 See John Paul II, General Audience of 31 March 1993. 

24 Constitution on Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium, Sec. 41 

25 John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation, Christifideles laici, 23.  See Vatican II, Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, 

Presbyterorum ordinis, 2 and 5. 
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Properly speaking, only a priest can be a pastor. 

E . Charism and Religious Communities 

If only the local Church is the Christian community (as noted above), nevertheless, 

the Catholic Church is filled with “communities” and communal structures.  Religious 

sisters, brothers and priests live in communities.  Lay persons may form and enter lay 

associations that -- by any reasonable definition of the term -- amount to communities.   

And these communities are Christian.  Indeed, the Code of Canon Law states: 

“Christ's faithful may freely establish and direct associations to serve 
charitable or pious purposes or which foster the Christian vocation in the 
world, and they may hold meetings to pursue these purposes by common 
effort.” 26 

There is therefore no a priori reason why Catholic charismatics might not gather into 

communal groups marked by a high degree of mutual commitment, sharing and sacrifice.  

There is no reason why they may not call such groups “covenant communities”.  Indeed, 

the Church has expressly authorized a fellowship of such communities. 

In fact, the Church expressly grants great freedom to the faithful in pursuing apos-

tolic initiatives.  In the Second Vatican Council's Decree on the Apostolate of Lay Persons 

we read: 

                                                
26 The Code of Canon L aw, can. 215. 
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“The Holy Spirit sanctifies the People of God through the ministry and the 
sacraments. However for the exercise of the apostolate he gives the faith-
ful special gifts besides (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7) ... From the reception of these 
charisms, even the most ordinary ones, there arises for each of the faithful 
the right and duty of exercising them in the Church and in the world for 
the good of men and the development of the Church, of exercising them in 
the freedom of the Holy Spirit who “breathes where he will” (Jn. 3:8), 
and at the same time in communion with his brothers in Christ, and with 
his pastors especially.”27 (emphasis added) 

Vatican II was indeed a council for the laity, emphasizing the Church as the People of 

God and not only as a hierarchically ordered society.  Lumen gentium stresses that the 

call to holiness is universal.  Both Gaudium et spes and Apostolicam actuositatem (The 

Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People) propose that lay people can become involved in 

or even initiate a rich variety of apostolates.  However, never does the Church – neither in 

the Council nor in any other authoritative source – allow that simply anything a lay group 

proposes to do in the name of Christ or his Church is an acceptable exercise of this 

freedom.  The text cited above indicates the parameters governing this freedom. 

First of all, the Council states, “The Holy Spirit sanctifies the People of God 

through the ministry and the sacraments.”  The work of sanctifying, that is, of bringing the 

love of God to life within us and of making us holy, is accomplished through the ministry 

and the sacraments.  “Ministry” here means the ordained priesthood and not a lay service or 

charismatic apostolate.  Whatever else the lay faithful may do to serve their fellow human 

beings, they cannot make them holy.28  Therefore, a lay association cannot have its function 

the sanctification of its members. 

This relates closely to the point we emphasized above, that only the local Church 

(the diocese) is the Christian community, properly speaking, for only this community is the 

                                                
27 Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People, Apostolicam actuositatem, 3 

28 Presbyterorum ordinis, 2 and 5. 
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community of salvation.  This is the community which Christ has gathered as his holy 

People, saved by baptism into his death and joined to himself by the Eucharist.   

“In fact, the community, in receiving the Eucharistic presence of the Lord, 
receives the entire gift of salvation, and shows ... that it is the image and 
presence of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.”29  

This community is therefore the fundamental and underlying reality for every group of 

Christians.  Whatever associations or community they may build are constructed on this 

foundation of the brotherhood they share in Christ through the ministry of ordained 

priests, especially in the sacraments.  Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger notes, “The individual 

organization is justified only insofar as it serves the brotherhood of the whole community 

(i.e. the parish).”
30

  Thus, the text from the Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity specifies 

that the charisms (including the charisms that lead to the forming of a new group or 

ecclesial community) be exercised “in communion with his brothers in Christ, and with 

his pastors especially.” 

These comments so far have been limiting and negative, defining what a lay or-

ganization or ecclesial community is not.  More important, of course, is to speak to what is 

permitted and even encouraged.  Precisely in this context the Second Vatican Council 

speaks of charisms, gifts of the Holy Spirit.  “However for the exercise of the apostolate he 

gives the faithful special gifts besides (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7).”  These gifts or charisms have been 

given for Christians to perform apostolic works.  These charisms may be extraordinary, but 

they need not be.31 

                                                
29 Ratzinger and Bovone, op. cit. sec 6. 

30 Ratzinger, The Open Circle, p. 102 

31 L umen gentium, 12 
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The effect of a charism may well go beyond the simple equipping of someone for 

service in the Church.  The charism may well constitute the basis for a communal grouping 

within the Church.  This is especially true of what are called the charisms of founders of 

religious orders.  The effect of such a charism is twofold32:  First, it presents a new way of 

following Christ, a new model for the practical living of the Christian life.  As such, it 

constitutes the basis for a form of communal life.  For example, Mother Teresa's vision or 

charism for loving Christ in the poorest of the poor, one at a time, is the key to the life of 

the Missionaries of Charity, which she gathered around her.  The second effect of the 

charism is that it is prophetic and makes the one who embodies it into a prophet, very 

similar to the prophets of Scripture.  The charismatic addresses the “signs of the times” 

with a divine interpretation.  Mother Teresa's charism directly addresses and challenges the 

gross materialism and degradation of the person that is so characteristic of this era.  Thus 

the charismatic founder fills the role both of spiritual father (or mother) to those who find a 

new spiritual life through him and of the prophet to the rest of the Church and the world. 

The clearest examples of such charismatic community can be found in the founding 

of various religious orders, but the same principles may well apply in the formation of lay 

groups and associations.  Within the charismatic renewal movement we have seen the 

prayer groups in El Paso, Texas, called to a selfless witness of help to the poor.  The 

community in Paris, France has undertaken a vibrant ministry of street evangelization to 

win disillusioned young people for Christ.  Lay preachers like Ralph Martin have effec-

tively called many Catholics back to a deep reverence for God's holiness and to love of his 

word.  These charisms can form and have often formed the basis for groups with their own 

apostolates. 

                                                
32 Especially helpful is Libero Geroso's discussion in Charisma und Recht: Kirchenrechtliche Überlegungen zum “Urcharisma” der neuen 

V ereinigungsformen in der Kirche (Johannes Verlag, Einsiedeln, Trier, 1989), pp. 96-105. 
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It is vital to recognize, of course, that the charism is not the basis for the fundamen-

tal unity in Christ among the members.  The basis of that unity can only be Christ's own act 

of redemption, communicated through the sacrament of Baptism.  It is, however, the 

foundation of an experience of that unity and for a common apostolate and mission.  

Therefore, the charismatic community must always be regarded as a part of the Christian 

community, and not as being the Christian community itself.  Its leaders might relate as 

spiritual father or mother to their followers, and be called “Reverend Mother” or “Father 

Abbot”.  But these never take the place of the apostles Christ has entrusted governance of 

his people to. 

So it is true that the leader of a charismatic or religious community may well enjoy 

a certain authority in the lives of the members of the group.  As the preceding discussion of 

“pastor” has made clear, this is not a fundamental pastoral or teaching authority for their 

Christian lives as a whole.  This leader is not competent (as a community leader) to form 

the body of Christ or to pastor the individuals in it.  However, since the basic charism of the 

group by its very nature defines a particular  kind of response to the call of the Gospel, 

since it proposes a particular way of following Christ, then the leader can authoritatively 

teach that charism and guide the members into that pattern of life.  So, for example, while 

the study of the Old Testament in the original languages is a very good thing for a Christian 

to do, Mother Teresa would probably deny permission to one of her sisters to undertake 

graduate studies in theology.  One who felt strongly called to such a life of study is doubt-

less not called to the life of the Missionaries of Charity.  The founder or leader has the 

authority to preserve the group according to its distinctive charism and to help individuals 

discern their role in it (or outside it) according to that charism. 

It goes without saying that such a leader has no authority or right to presume to 

judge concerning the fundamental Christian commitment of one who is not called to live 
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that charism.  Nor can such a leader rightfully claim that the pattern of life for his or her 

group is definitive for the Christian life of all. 

In his Apostolic Exhortation, Christifideles laici, Pope John Paul II has given five 

“criteria of ecclesiality” that must be met by lay groups (Christifideles laici, 30).  They are: 

1. the primacy of the call to holiness; 

2. the responsibility of professing the Catholic faith.  “For this reason every association of 
the lay faithful must be a forum where the faith is proclaimed as well as taught in its 
total content.” (emphasis added): 

3. the witness to a strong and authentic communion in filial relationship to the Pope and 
local bishops; 

4. conformity to and participation in the Church's apostolic goals, and 

5. a commitment to a presence in human society. 

The point of these criteria is precisely that the ecclesial community or association 

must live and work as a part of the whole Church, even if it is not necessarily formally 

recognized by the Church.  Properly related to the Church, such groups can have immense 

power for the apostolate.  Inspired as they often are by the Holy Spirit and reflecting the 

social nature of the human person, they can answer a deep yearning for the Christian who 

wants to give himself more fully to the service of the Lord.  They provide a way for the 

Church effectively to minister to those in need, according to the authentic signs of the 

times. 

Highly committed charismatic communities, directing their efforts towards evan-

gelism, service to the poor, ecumenical friendship, the fostering of charismatic prayer, etc. 
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would seem to have an important place in the life of the Church.  We must examine 

whether the way chosen by the Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise was the proper 

one. 
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CHAPTER 3. THE COMMON ROOT – BUILDING CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES 

To most of us who were involved at the time it seemed that the covenant communi-

ties sprang up as a direct response to the Holy Spirit's inspiration.  We felt a call to share 

our lives and faith more fully, and as we prayed about it, the Lord himself seemed to ratify 

this desire.  In the early days of covenant community, all of us – leaders and ordinary 

members – talked constantly about the need to “keep our eyes on the Lord” to follow only 

him.  In fact, however, the vision for our communities had already been articulated well in 

advance of the first stirrings of the charismatic renewal.  The ideas in Stephen B. Clark's 

Building Christian Communities, which appeared in 1972, provided the fundamental 

conception of community on which both the Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise 

were based.  Therefore an understanding of the key ideas in this book is essential to under-

standing these groups. 

Since 1981 the People of Praise has separated itself from the Word of God/Sword 

of the Spirit and has disavowed its connection with Stephen B. Clark and his writings.  In 

particular, People of Praise leaders have argued recently that criticisms of Clark's thought 

and approaches do not apply to their group because of this repudiation.  Nevertheless, 

Building Christian Communities is foundational to that group as well as to the Sword of the 

Spirit for two reasons:   

First, the main ideas for the book were formed in the context of Clark's work and 

discussions in the early and mid-1960's with a group whose members included Paul C. 

DeCelles and Kevin M. Ranaghan, the eventual founders of People of Praise.  This work, 

Building Christian Communities,  expresses much of this group's common vision.  A set of 

minutes, dated September 2, 1964, has survived from those meetings at Notre Dame.  Even 
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before the beginning of the charismatic renewal this group was outlining plans to form a 

community which would be the nucleus of the Christian renewal at Notre Dame.   

“The main goal is to create a church, and it is important that this be not 
lost sight of.  An essential part of being a leader should be to have an ec-

clesiastical function (to consciously help maintain the life and spirit of the 
church).”33 

The document is the detailed outline of proposed structures for a tightly-knit Chris-

tian community which would take the leadership in forming Christian life at Notre Dame.  

The proposal is full of arcane terminology: The leader is called the “dictator” and his 

assistant the “et 2”; the core of the community is the “null set”, and new recruits are formed 

by “formers”.  What is especially important for our purpose here is the conception of the 

Church at work behind this document.  The sacramental character of the Church hardly 

appears.  The Church is 

“the community of people who are holy in Christ.  A community dedicated 
to God in and through Christ, whose internal and external relations are 
patterned on the model Christ gave us.”34 

In other words the Church is seen in social terms and as constituted primarily by its 

members and their character.  Thus it follows that ordained priests are to play a secondary 

role in this renewal project.  This is because priests have been poorly trained and are not 

generally capable of being Christian leaders.  The document states, “Priests have a 

functional role within the Christian community; they are not a trained elite.”
35

  The ideas 

so artlessly presented in this memo would find their refinement in Clark's Building 

Christian Communities. 

                                                
33 Memo of September 2, 1964, page 4. The emphasis is added. 

34 ibid. p. 1. 

35 ibid. p. 6. 
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The second reason is that in the summer of 1971 Ranaghan and DeCelles taught a 

course on community to the Apostolic Institute's deacon training program in South Bend 

and invited interested persons from the weekly charismatic prayer meeting to attend.  

Those who attended these talks were invited that August to meet for the purpose of forming 

the community eventually named People of Praise.  The course was based on the manu-

script for Clark's book.  To understand both groups, then, it is important to understand 

Building Christian Communities. 

A. E nvironments and E mergent Leadership as Pastoral Tools 

Building Christian Communities offers a pastoral strategy for the church in the 

post-Vatican II years.  To some extent, this strategy is based on sound principles and 

insights.  Of these the two central concepts are environments and emergent leadership. 

Clark draws attention to the group environment as a bearer of group values and as a 

primary agent in fostering these values.  Most Christians today live and work in social 

environments that do not support their Christian faith, but which quite often militate against 

it.  An office may be a hotbed of greed and back-biting, and the dormitory one of lust.  To 

mention the name of the Lord in any way but as a vulgarity may open one to ridicule and 

rejection.  Clark's insight is that for most Christians such environment will weaken their 

commitment to Christ.  Conversely, if Christians could spend most of their lives in explic-

itly Christian environments, their faith would grow stronger.   

In the light of this, it makes sense for pastoral leaders to try to find ways to foster 

the formation and growth of such environments and to stabilize them institutionally.  In 

other words Clark in calling for the formation of fairly small communities within the 

church, communities which would be “primary groups” for their members.  Each com-

munity should be large enough so that normal membership changes would not fundamen-

tally alter the life of the group, but small enough so that everyone knows everyone else, if 
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only by sight.  Such a group could be a powerful support for the growth in faith and 

apostolic effectiveness of its members. 

The second element necessary for the formation of such communities is natural, 

“emergent leadership”.  Clark points out that besides appointed leadership (e.g. ordained 

and assigned to this parish), leadership by qualification (e.g. holds a Ph.D.), there is natural 

emergent leadership.  That is, there are some people who, in virtue of an almost instinctive 

grasp of human nature combined with a dynamic personality, are able to get other people 

relating to one another in a way that fosters their sense of community and common pur-

pose.  They are “natural leaders” who can bring others together.  To foster Christian 

community, then, it is a wise and necessary strategy to identify such leaders and call on 

their strengths.  Such persons are a valuable pastoral resource. 

Without a doubt, Clark has rediscovered some important principles for forming 

community, principles which can be a genuine value for pastoral planning.  However it is 

important also to note that these are purely natural principles.  John Henry Newman refers 

warmly to the educational value of the student environment in the university.  Students 

often are the best teachers for each other as they grapple with intellectual issues.  And 

partially to account for a disappointing basketball season several years ago, Notre Dame 

coach Muffet McGraw explained that although her team had many talented players, no one 

of them emerged as a team leader.  Every team needs that one or two players who can 

“spark” the rest to their best effort in the clutch.  However, because faith is concerned 

essentially with a supernatural reality and is itself a theological virtue, such merely natural 

means cannot be the core of a pastoral plan.  Christian environments led by natural leaders 

may help the life of faith, but they cannot directly affect it by making faith, hope, and love 

grow.  Holiness comes from another source. 
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B. Problems With The Book 

Had Clark contented himself with an account of the factors mentioned above, 

Building Christian Communities would have stood as a potentially useful contribution.  

However, he plainly has more in mind than a modest contribution.  Building Christian 

Communities portrays the pastoral structures of the church as being in crisis and plainly 

warns that they are in danger of collapse.  Thus the remedies that this book offers are not 

simply aids to help improve parish and diocesan life, but instead a plan to rescue the entire 

Church - a replacement for the moribund parish and  diocesan structures.  “There has to be 

a major structural change for Christianity to be able to survive in the modern world.  The 

present parish system cannot do the job that needs to be done.  It has to be replaced by 

many basic Christian communities.”36  Though characteristically understated, Clark's 

viewpoint is apocalyptic.  Clark's belief that he has found the key to the pastoral renewal 

and restructuring of the Church lead to several serious difficulties. 

1.  De-emphasis of the sacraments 

Throughout the ensuing analysis of both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise 

we will see this to be a serious problem.  Nowhere in Building Christian Communities can 

one detect any trace at all of the doctrine that the Eucharist is the cause of our unity in 

Christ, that it is the “source and summit” of the life in Christ, that “the Church lives by the 

Eucharist.”  The book treats the sacraments (and liturgical life of the parish) as incidental to 

the main project of building community.  Thus Clark will speak of the parish as a kind of 

service organization, providing its clientele with liturgies and sacraments.
37

  He draws an 

implicit contrast between the typical priestly activity of planning liturgies and the task of 

pastoring.  What this all really means is that Clark sharply de-emphasizes precisely that 

which Christ has given his Church to make it one.  This leads to the second difficulty. 

                                                
36 Stephen B. Clark, Building Christian Communities (BCC), p. 82. 

37 ibid. p. 53. 
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2.  The illegitimate distinction between pastor and priest 

This is virtually a hallmark of Stephen Clark's thought.  Indeed, his later work, Un-

ordained Elders and Renewal Communities, explicitly attempts to provide historical 

support for the idea that one can be a pastor of the Christian community without having 

received Holy Orders.  This idea is present and operative in Building Christian Communi-

ties, and it is particularly important.
38

 

For Stephen Clark, the pastoral role is governmental, but not in the modern sense.  

The pastor is not involved in making, administering and judging according to impersonal 

laws that pertain to a given populace.  Rather he is an ELDER, a senior man who oversees 

the lives and the common life of those entrusted to him so that they are formed individually 

and as a group according to the ideal of the community.39  The ideal for such a pastor might 

well be the traditional village elder.  He knows every one and is personally concerned for 

them.  In place of abstract law and impartial justice, he rules according to wisdom and love.  

He is the one who gives the community its form.  Indeed without his eldership the commu-

nity would soon cease to be.  To interfere with his eldership is to change the character, the 

nature of the community and fundamentally to alter its integrity.  Clark writes, “Not to 

respect the autonomy of a community in the choice of its leaders is to destroy the commu-

nity or to absorb it into another.”
40

 

There is no essential reason why an elder/pastor, so conceived, has to be an admin-

istrator of the sacraments and president of the assembly for worship as well.
41

  If it is 

possible, it is best and most normal for the two to be combined.  However, it is not essen-

                                                
38 ibid. p. 139. 

39 ibid. p. 22.  See also J. Ford, op. cit., pp. 8-12. 

40 Stephen B. Clark, Unordained E lders and Renewal Communities p. 58. 

41 ibid. p. 7.; also Building Christian Communities p. 139. 
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tial.  The principal benefit that accrues from having an elder ordained is that he is then “tied 

into” the larger Church.  As the earlier discussion of the concept “pastor” makes clear, this 

distinction cannot be valid.  The pastor of the Christian community is that precisely in 

virtue of his capacity as a minister of the sacraments.  Only he can bring the whole Christ 

to the people.   

Two serious difficulties flow from Clark's distinction between pastoring and sacra-

mental administration.  First: The life of faith is divorced from the life of grace.  By “life of 

faith” here we mean the life that Christians lead.  In Clark's conception, this is primarily the 

life of the Christian community.  It is the life which is governed by the pastor-elder (or 

body or elders).  This life is governed by tangible parameters: the community's pattern of 

life, its traditions, the teaching and direction and correction of the elders.  However, grace 

is invisible.  It is a reality which comes directly from God and has no natural origin.  By the 

sacraments it may well come through visible realities, but it is not caused by the natural 

properties of those things.
42

  As such, then, grace can operate independently of the social 

dynamics of the Christian community.  The life of grace is the response to or - better - the 

conversation with God as he works directly and invisibly in the soul.  If the life of faith is 

that which is governed by the unordained elder of the Christian community, then the 

response to grace must be primarily interior.  Given the means at his disposal, it is very 

hard to see how the unordained pastor can foster - much less bring into being - this life of 

grace  Indeed, it is conceivable that the “life of faith” (i.e. the life in the Christian commu-

nity as it pertains to this person) might conflict with the life of grace.  Thus by grace the 

Holy Spirit may move in a way that demands an unusual response (thus St. Francis of 

Assisi), one which the elder does not discern and which may be counter to his understand-

ing of that person's role in the community. 

                                                
42 St. Thomas Aquinas, De V eritate q. 27, a. 3 and a. 4. 
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3.  The down-playing of intellectual formation 

Non-members of the People of Praise and Sword of the Spirit often remark on the 

high intellectual level of both groups. From their earliest days their membership has 

included a high percentage of college graduates, and their initial leaders held advanced 

degrees.  Nevertheless there is a decisive anti-intellectual attitude in both groups, and this is 

seen even in Building Christian Communities.   

For centuries the Church has insisted on the thorough intellectual formation of its 

clergy, particularly in theology and philosophy.  Clark's emphasis on “emergent leadership” 

and his criticism of seminary preparation go hand-in-hand.
43

  What is necessary, Clark 

states, is not that the leaders of the Christian people have a theoretical knowledge of the 

fine points of doctrine and of the polemics that have developed out of historical disputes, 

but that they be able to lead others into Christian character, into service, love of the breth-

ren and obedience to the Lord.  The fundamental doctrines of the faith concerning the 

Trinity, Christ's redeeming death, the Resurrection of the dead and eternal life can be 

quickly and easily understood.  The essential task is to translate these into life.  Thus the 

primary focus of leadership formation should be on those skills and character traits that 

enable one to lead others deeper into Christ. 

In fact, the leaders of the Sword of the Spirit (The Word of God) and the People of 

Praise eventually made a serious effort to implement such a training program with an eye to 

training pastors and priests for their communities.
44

  Together with a group of Protestant 

leaders, Stephen Clark, Ralph Martin, Paul DeCelles and Kevin Ranaghan planned the 

founding of a Leadership Training Institute in order: 

                                                
43 Clark, Building Christian Communities, pp. 141-142. 

44 Indeed, both groups have sought to have members of their respective celibate brotherhoods ordained without the benefit of 

seminary training. 
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a) To affect the spiritual and academic leadership of the Church, 

b) To bring unity and compatibility between emerging communities.  

c) To train and equip teachers for the Body of Christ.  

d) Such training would provide protection for the Body of Christ. 

e) To help deprogram ministers with only an academic mind-bent and in-

crease their ability to discern spiritually when confronted by worldy ex-

pertise and wisdom.
45

 

Less than one month before this proposal was adopted (It was never implemented.), 

Clark outlined his proposal on intellectual matters in a memo to community leaders.
46

  This 

was intended to describe the intellectual basis of the Leadership Training Institute.  Clark 

begins by noting that members of the communities need protection from worldly intel-

lectual influences.  “We need to break the tie of respect for the worldly academic environ-

ment and tradition and plant our people in a Christian one,”
47

  he writes.  There is an 

element of truth to his concern; certainly the Christian cannot blindly accept the pro-

nouncements of academic experts.  Pride, ambition, confusion can all tend to corrupt the 

minds of even good Christian thinkers to some extent.  But Clark's critique and solution are 

radical, going far beyond cautionary steps.  The following are some principles Clark 

proposes for intellectual formation. 

“We should not have “intellectuals”.  We should only have pastors and 
evangelists who are trained well to think and to teach.” 

                                                
45 Minutes, “General Council Meeting”, August 8-10, 1977.  For more on the Council, see Chapter V of this essay. 

46 Stephen Clark, Memo to: Paul DeCelles, Kevin Ranaghan, Ralph Martin, Jim McFadden, Bruce Yocum, July 18, 1977. 

47 ibid. 
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“We should only give the right type of persons training in Christian think-
ing ... those who are psychologically healthy, who have the ability to do 

Christian service well, who are committed, who are submissive, who can 
live well in brotherly relationships.” (emphasis added) 

“Discipleship should be the mode of training.  those who are being 
trained should receive personal formation at the same time, both so that 
they are taught how to think as Christians and so that their personal diffi-
culties are dealt with.” 

And the next quote shows clearly that Clark's disapproval reaches far beyond Bultmann 

and Renan – indeed, so far as to reach Sts. Anslem, Bonaventure and Thomas Aquinas. 

“We should not present theology but teaching.  “Theology” would be the 
kind of instruction given since the Middle Ages, which is structured on the 
model of secular academic disciplines.  It orients people to approach 
Christian teaching with the same mental attitudes and approaches that 
they would use to secular disciplines.  It is theoretical and speculative.  
“Teaching” would be the kind of teaching given during the patristic pe-
riod and among many since then.”48 

The basis of Clark's approach is the rejection of the focus on learning the truth and 

understanding it in favor of learning the truth and applying it practically in imitation of 

community leaders (i.e. discipleship).
49

  Such a position may seem attractive in many ways, 

and the proposal that the pastoral candidate be given “hands-on” training has much to 

recommend it.  However, the traditional intellectual formation of pastors is indispensable.
50

  

The reason for this is, in part, that the priest and ruler of God's people should have a 

thoroughgoing knowledge of the things of God.   

                                                
48 This rejection of medieval Scholastic thought surfaces again, albeit obliquely, in Clark's Covenant Community and Church, 

(Servant Publications, Ann Arbor, 1992) p. 23. 

49 It should be noted that the People of Praise, too, holds up discipleship as its model for intellectual formation, even if their 

practice of it is haphazard.  In particular, the community's “Building Blocks of Christian Culture” teaching series contains 

one presentation on training and advocates discipleship as a model.  The relationship of “full-life submission” to one's 

personal pastor was long regarded as a prerequisite for growth to full spiritual maturity in that group. 

50 John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis, secs. 51 ff. 
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There is also a further consideration, one especially crucial to recall when dealing 

with renewal groups and communities.  In his recent Post-Synodal Exhortation, Pastores 

dabo vobis, Pope John Paul II wrote: 

“Only a sound philosophy can help candidates for the priesthood to de-
velop a reflective awareness of the fundamental relationship that exists be-
tween the human spirit and truth, that truth which is revealed to us fully in 
Jesus Christ.”51   

Far from being an intellectual conceit or an ancillary exercise, intellectual study – espe-

cially of theology – is essential if faith is to be grounded in truth. 

Classically, theology is characterized as fides quaerens intellectum, faith seeking 

understanding.  Although it uses natural human powers of reasons and analysis, theology 

rests on principles or premises that transcend human experience, that is, on Revelation.  

What is important to stress is that revelation has an authentic truth content.  There is one 

and only one God and in Him Three Persons (and not one or some other number).  This 

statement of doctrine is true; the Catholic faith is that this corresponds to reality, and any 

statement inconsistent with this does not correspond to reality.  From the relations among 

the truths divinely revealed and between them and naturally known truths, rational relations 

can be discovered and from them further truths known.  These are the subject of theology.
52

  

I belabor this point because there has been throughout the modern era a marked tendency to 

relegate religion to the emotions or to moral behavior.  The importance of religious doc-

trines is supposed to be that they inspire certain good sentiments or support worthwhile life 

commitments and moral stances and not that they state the truth.  The value of traditional 

seminary formation of priests, with its strong academic emphasis on theology and philoso-

phy, is that it underscores the objectivity and rationality of the faith. 

                                                
51 ibid., sec. 52. 

52 Cf. John Paul II: “Theology is nothing other than the intellectual analysis of the mysteries of the Trinity, Incarnation and 

Redemption.”, “In-flight Remarks to Journalists”, L 'Osservatore Romano (English Edition) No. 8 - 26 Feb. 1992, p. 12. 
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Clark's down-playing of intellectual formation is consistent with his conception of 

the nature of pastoring.  In this context, what is important is that the pastors be able to lead 

others to a commitment and be able to hold faithfully to that commitment.  However, two 

dangers come from this.  The first is that of falling into doctrinal indifferentism, by which 

the doctrinal disagreements among Christians are relegated to unimportance or irrelevance.  

Indeed, as we shall see later, Sword of the Spirit seems to have fallen precisely into this.  

Second is that one unconsciously (or perhaps even consciously) falls into the modern anti-

objective prejudice mentioned above, by which faith is seen as support for a certain kind of 

moral or social stance.
53

 

This second point is vital if we are to understand the charges of manipulation and 

abuse of conscience that have been raised concerning various covenant communities.  

Certainly for a vital Christian faith there must be a warmth of love and vital commitment.  

However a solid basis of knowledge must lie at its core.   Otherwise, the faith cannot 

become one's own.  The martyr – whether one of the victims of Roman persecution or St. 

Thomas More – dies because he or she simply cannot deny the truth about God.  The 

doctrine of the faith accepted as true, reflected on, studied and embraced as the way things 

are with God; it becomes a formative factor in the soul.  No matter what the world may do 

and not matter who or how many may apostatize, the individual Christian may truly 

possess his faith and be supported by it.  Bishop Pavol Hnilica, a Jesuit from Slovakia, tells 

how he and his fellow prisoners in a Communist concentration camp were offered their 

freedom, if only they would accept the Orthodox Patriarch of Moscow as head of the 

Church and not the Pope.  They refused, because this would be to deny the truth about 

Christ's Church. 

                                                
53 Clark is reported to have been an enthusiastic student of Wittgenstein.  If this is so, then Wittgenstein's dictum about 

language, “Don't look for meaning.  Look for use,” fits his conception well. 
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If faith is primarily and essentially a commitment, and indeed a commitment to a 

community's way of life, then the proper subject of that faith is the community itself, 

through which it is mediated to the member.  Indeed, conceived as a commitment to a 

group and its way of life, faith becomes radically depersonalized.  One's entire relationship 

with God is defined by the group and its leaders.  Under such a conception a weakening or 

questioning of commitment to the group or its leaders (who are the primary and authorita-

tive interpretation of the commitment) is a genuine crisis of faith.  If faith IS the commit-

ment, then one who questions the commitment for any reason has no room left to stand, not 

even within his own conscience.  His faith has no basis for dealing with trials or tempta-

tions, since it is not rooted in the intellect.  A prominent woman member of The Word of 

God put this into clear perspective in 1990.  Standing before her community, she stated that 

her Christian life had been a fraud for several years, that the community had taken the place 

of Christ.  As a result her spiritual life had become increasingly empty and legalistic. 

4. The danger of demagoguery 

This problem is closely related to the preceding one.  Clark is simply too optimistic, 

too naive in his estimation of the value of “emergent leadership”.  Such leaders are pre-

cisely those best able to get people to do what they want.  While the best of them may do 

great good, the worst can do great harm, unless restrained by institutional bounds.  Lyndon 

B. Johnson, Lee Iaccoca, Jim Jones, Adolf Hitler and St. Paul all possessed most of the 

main characteristics of Clark's emergent leaders.  Unless restrained by law, effective 

oversight or well-defined authority, such a person can quickly assume a totalitarian role in 

the lives of others, exploiting them for his own purposes or manipulating them for the sake 

of the “higher cause”.  Indeed the growing literature in Protestant circles on the subject of 

religious abuse points clearly to the danger constituted by pastors and ministers who have 

gained their position via force of personality and ability to lead others into commitments.
54

  

                                                
54 See Stephen Arterburn and Jack Felton, Toxic Faith, (Oliver Nelson, Nashville, 1991); David Johnson and Jeff VanVonderen, 

The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse, (Bethany House, Minneapolis, 1991), and especially Ronald M. Enroth, Churches that Abuse, 
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1992.  For a Catholic analysis, see Rev. James LeBar, Cults, Sects and the New Age, and Sects or New 
Religious Movements: A Pastoral Challenge, The Vatican Report. 
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Emergent leadership may well be a valuable pastoral resource, but experience and reason 

show clearly that such leadership must always by subject to and defined by strong institu-

tional authority.  Otherwise the danger of demagogic manipulation becomes acute.  

C.  Bringing It All Together: The Charismatic Renewal 

The ideas in Building Christian Communities may well have remained largely theo-

retical were it not for the dramatic outbreak in 1967 of the charismatic renewal.  The efforts 

to found Christian community at Notre Dame through Young Christian Students and 

Cursillo were foundering, when in the Spring of 1967 news arrived of an astounding event, 

too good to be true.  A group of students on retreat at Duquesne University had experienced 

a Pentecostal outpouring of the Holy Spirit, complete with gifts like tongues and prophecy.  

This experience of the “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” leaped to Notre Dame and a major 

religious movement was underway.
55

  Our purpose here precludes a recounting of the 

history of this movement.  We want here simply to examine the impact of the ideas being 

developed by Clark and his companions upon this very potent movement and the move-

ment's impact on the ideas. 

The outbreak of the charismatic renewal among Catholics was totally unexpected, 

and as a result the Church had little guidance immediately available for this strange series 

of events.  But as the movement spread like wildfire in those early years, the two things 

most urgently needed were teaching and guidance.  What is this experience about?  What 

should we do with it?  The first teachers of the Catholic charismatics were Protestants, 

especially the Episcopalians and Pentecostals.  However, the need for Catholic teaching 

become clear as the inconsistency of – say – the Pentecostal interpretation of the baptism in 

the Holy Spirit with the Catholic theology of confirmation became evident.  Perhaps even 

more acute was the problem of direction.  Many Protestants, especially the Pentecostals, 

                                                
55 For an excellent account and analysis, see Edward D. O'Connor, C.S.C., The Pentecostal Movement in the Catholic Church (Ave 

Maria Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 1971). 
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could not imagine a charismatically renewed Catholic Church, and they fully expected 

these new Catholic brothers to have to leave their Church.  This issue reached a certain 

watershed in 1973 as the famous Pentecostal evangelist of New York street gangs, David 

Wilkerson, published his book, The Vision, in which he prophesied that the Pope would 

reject the Charismatic renewal and “Spirit-filled” Catholics would be forced to leave the 

Church. 

The form that the movement took on very quickly was the local prayer meeting.   

From about ten to 2,000 people would gather weekly in homes, classrooms, gyms, and 

parish halls to pray, sing and exercise spiritual gifts.  In most cases the hope was that this 

would catch on, the parish pastor would see the good fruit and the entire parish would 

become charismatic.  However, the “parish renewal” model never really worked.  It simply 

did not happen, despite efforts of both lay persons and priests.  What did “work” and with 

fairly convincing success were covenant communities. 

In South Bend, Indiana – by way of example – some 100 to 150 people met every 

Wednesday night for a charismatic prayer meeting during 1970 and 1971.  Those were 

successful meetings, marked by fervent prayer, frequent prophecies, conversions and 

growth.  Many who attended this meeting became hungry for something deeper, for the 

next step, for authentic Christian community.  Since the Second Vatican Council there had 

been much talk about Christian community, and so invigorating were the weekly prayer 

meetings that they seemed to be a taste of the true unity Christ has in mind for us.  Thus the 

move to community seemed quite natural.  One ought to note at this point the strong sense 

of euphoria that permeated the movement, not only in South Bend, but all across the 

country.  It seemed that the Holy Spirit was carrying us along, that all we had to do was to 

respond to His manifest leadings. 
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In other words, an environment of expectant, vibrant shared faith had been created 

by the charismatic movement; this was readily interpreted to be the Holy Spirit moving us 

to a common goal.  It only made sense to want a way to regularize, define and solidify this 

move.  For his part, Stephen Clark had already outlined in Building Christian Communities 

a strategy for taking advantage of such an environments to build community.  To put it 

roughly, the theorists at Notre Dame provided a plan for the charismatics, while the move-

ment provided Clark, DeCelles, Martin and Ranaghan an opportunity.  To the charismatics 

in general it seemed that the Holy Spirit was showing them how to move on.  For the Notre 

Dame theorists, it seemed that God had finally opened a door to create community.  On all 

sides the situation was discussed in terms of “what God is doing”. 

A further point is to be noted here.  For the charismatic movement in general it was 

necessary to come to grips with the nature and function of the spiritual gifts.  Quite natu-

rally, I Corinthians 12-14 became very important, as did Romans 12:6-8.  Gifts of proph-

ecy, healing, discernment of spirits and the like equipped individual members of the body 

on occasion to render particular services.  In Ephesians 4:11, however, there is another list 

of gifts, those of “apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers, and evangelists”.  Unlike the other 

gifts, these seemed to denote enduring ministries, offices.  Indeed they were referred to as 

the “foundational ministry gifts”, and by them the Holy Spirit empowers individuals for 

leadership roles in the body of Christ.  Now just as the true “healer” is recognized by his 

praying successfully for healings, so the true evangelist or pastor is said to be recognized 

by winning souls and guiding them successfully to God.  The apostle is the one who 

successfully establishes communities.  From the greatest to the least within the charismatic 

movement, it became common to speak of “the leaders God is raising up for us”.  Thus did 

Stephen Clark's emergent leadership find a charismatic - theological basis in the “fivefold 

foundational ministry gifts” of Eph. 4:11. 
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As mentioned above, these were euphoric times in the charismatic movement.  We 

often spoke and heard others speak about how quickly and powerfully God was moving.  

There was no doubt that great developments were afoot and that for our own sakes and the 

sake of the Lord's work it was vital to jump in with both feet and be part of what God was 

doing.  And of all the great things that were happening, perhaps most impressive were the 

communities that were coming into being in Lansing and Ann Arbor, Michigan, in South 

Bend, in Minneapolis, in Dallas, and in many other places. 

But as we have tried to show, these communities were not the pure fruit of a sover-

eign move of the Holy Spirit.  They were the fruit of the combination of some human ideas 

and a powerful religious movement inspired by God.  We now turn our attention to the two 

main community systems that arose from this.  In the following chapters we will look 

closely at some key aspects of the Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise.  The focus 

will be on their descriptions of themselves as given in their foundational documents, public 

teachings and published writings of their founders.  By this examination we will show that 

both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise are gravely defective, that in their present 

forms they do not constitute groups in which a Catholic can properly live out his faith and 

undertake apostolic works. 

The approach will be to examine each community according to the following prob-

lem areas: 1) covenant and illegitimate ecclesial claims; 2) authority and pastoral care, 3) 

ecumenism and 4) views on women and marriage.  In this context we will also have the 

chance to examine the important issue of the lack of a theology of grace and the consequent 

manipulation of consciences from several angles.  Since Sword of the Spirit is the more 

“classical” development of the covenant community model and is in many ways the better 

defined, we shall consider each of these topics first with respect to Sword of the Spirit and 

then to People of Praise. 
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Chapter 4. Covenant and Illegitimate Ecclesial Claims 

Father W. was concerned.  The pastor of a parish in South Bend, many of whose 

members belonged to the People of Praise, he worried about some of the teachings and 

practices of that community, especially those pertaining to marriage and the role of women.  

He arranged to meet with the head coordinators of the People of Praise to discuss their 

pastoral practices and teachings with them.  As he later confided to this writer, he had 

expected to be able to come to some mutual understanding with them.  Instead he received 

a polite, somewhat veiled, but clear rebuke.  The coordinators of the People of Praise were 

the shepherds of that body.  It was not the place of a parish priest to interfere with their 

pastoring of their flock.  In effect the Catholic pastor stood charged with “sheep stealing”.   

In point of fact, we have serious reasons to question the ecclesiality of these cove-

nant communities.  Their documents and their behavior suggest that they see themselves as 

much more than renewal groups.  Many of their statements put the communities on an 

equal level with the Church. 

A. Sword of the Spirit 

The Sword of the Spirit is “an international, ecumenical Christian community of 

communities that has come together to strengthen the Christian life of its members and to 

be an instrument of the Lord to establish his reign in the world.”
56

  Each local body is led 

by a hierarchically ordered team of coordinators (elders) headed by a senior head coordina-

tor.  Through its senior head coordinator, each such local body of elders is subject to the 

oversight of the Council, that is of elders from outside the local community. This Council is 

responsible for the Sword of the Spirit as a whole, and it is seen to have real authority.  

Sword of the Spirit holds to a certain body of Christian doctrine, namely “the common core 
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of Christian truth ... what all faithful Christians hold in common.”
57

  It has a well developed 

set of teachings, traditional practices and organization of pastoral care.  Its leaders have 

sought to enter into relationships of cooperation and understanding with church leaders 

from several different denominations, but as an organization Sword of the Spirit is subject 

to no church leader.  No local community of it is subject to effective church authority.  

Sword of the Spirit leaders do visit member communities, however, to teach and form 

them.  Considering all these facts, it is hard not to conclude that the Sword of the Spirit is a 

separate Christian denomination. 

What may distinguish Sword of the Spirit from a religious denomination is that 

many of its members belong to established Christian denominations and churches.  A large 

percentage of its members are Catholic; some of its member communities are entirely 

Catholic.  Since the doctrinal core of Sword of the Spirit has been deliberately constituted 

of the beliefs common to the mainline Christian churches, one can belong to Sword of the 

Spirit without having to deny the tenants of his Catholic faith.  Concerning this the Charter 

of Sword of the Spirit further states: 

“The Sword of the Spirit is a missionary body, committed to spreading the 
Gospel and to strengthening God's people throughout the world.” 

“The Sword of the Spirit as a body does not claim the authority of a Chris-
tian church ... it desires to strengthen Christian churches and fellowships, 
not to compete with them.” 

In spite of these disclaimers, the Sword of the Spirit looks so much like a church 

that we must be concerned.  Its purposes, to strengthen the Christian life of its members, to 

spread the Gospel and “to be an instrument of God to establish his reign in the world”, are 

                                                                                                                                            
56 “The Charter of the Sword of the Spirit”, in Constitution of the Sword of the Spirit, 6/89. 

57 “Our Ecumenical Approach”, Constitution of the Sword of the Spirit, ID1.3 
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the purposes of the Church.  Its structure as a “community of communities” parallels that of 

the Catholic Church.  We have, therefore, prima facie reason to suspect that Sword of the 

Spirit is nothing other than a Christian denomination which allows its members to partici-

pate in the activities of other Christian denominations.  Further light is shed on this impor-

tant issue by a close examination of the Sword of the Spirit covenant and its understanding 

of community.  We will see that, in fact, Sword of the Spirit does effectively claim for itself 

the status of a church. 

The opening paragraph of the Sword of the Spirit covenant is so rich in startling, 

theologically important claims that it is worth quoting in full.
58

 

“(1) God has invited us to enter a covenant with Him. (2) He has offered 
to be our God and has called us to be His people.  (3) In a special way, as 
members of The Sword of the Spirit, He has brought us into the New 
Covenant established by his Son, Jesus.  (4) He has formed us into a peo-
ple for Himself and has confirmed and further revealed His call to us by 
giving us this name, The Sword of the Spirit.” 

The first sentence explicitly claims a divine origin for the Sword of the Spirit cove-

nant.  It has been offered on God's initiative.  Sentences 1, 2 and 4 clearly hearken back to 

the covenant between Yahweh and the people of Israel.
59

  The echoes of the Mosaic 

covenant in Scripture are unmistakable.  Now, one might be tempted to take this phrasing 

as a charismatic over-simplification or exaggeration (How often does one hear “God told 

me ...” or “God did this ...” in charismatic circles!), but the context here authorizes us to 

take this expression seriously.  The authors of this covenant are theologically literate, 

careful in their speech and well-known for nuancing their public statements.  Furthermore, 

this initiative, this divine intervention has precisely those effects attributed to it that only a 

                                                
58 From the Constitution of Sword of the Spirit.  The numbering of sentences is not in the original, but is added here for 

convenience of reference. 

59 See Exodus 34: 10 ff.; Jeremiah 24: 7; Isaiah 42: 6; 43: 1; 44: 24; 49: 8. 



A. J. Reimers – Not Reliable Guides  41 

 

 

 

divine work could have: a people is called into being, is formed by God and is named so 

that it is “God's people”. 

If this statement is true, then God's covenant with The Sword of the Spirit is a major 

event in salvation history.  God has raised up a new people within the Church to be a 

people distinctively his own.  The claim being made here goes far beyond the claims of St. 

Benedict, St. Francis of Assisi, St. Ignatius or of any other founder of a religious commu-

nity within the Church.  Here there is a very real question of a new revelation, of a substan-

tive addition to the deposit of faith and a major change in the structure of Christ's Church.  

The addition is not, on the face of it, doctrinal but ecclesiological.  It is stated that God has 

raised up a new people, one not spoken of in the Scriptures, a people that is within but not 

identical with his Church.  And yet he has already established the Church as one, holy, 

apostolic and Catholic to be the sacrament of unity for all men.
60

 

By relating this Sword of the Spirit covenant to the New Covenant, the second sen-

tence heightens the difficulty.  One is “brought into the New Covenant” by baptism, 

through which we are buried with Christ and rise with him.
61   “Baptism symbolizes and 

brings about a mystical but real incorporation into the crucified and glorious body of 

Christ.”
62

  Furthermore, by our participation in the Eucharist and reception of Holy Com-

munion we enter fully into the New Covenant.  Indeed a more complete, more perfect 

participation in the New Covenant cannot be conceived.  What, then, can be the point of the 

assertion that, through the Sword of the Spirit, “He has brought us into the New Cove-

nant”?  It seems to be this, that the covenant of the Sword of the Spirit enables its members 

to enter into the New Covenant not merely as individuals, but as a distinct people.  Thus, 

indeed, the covenant later states:  “We desire to consecrate our lives to Him not simply as 

                                                
60 The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church “L umen Gentium”, Sec. 1. 

61 Rom. 6: 3-4; also L umen gentium, Sec. 7. 

62 Pope John Paul II, Christifideles laici, sec. 12 
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individuals but as members of a people, members of the Sword of the Spirit.”  In other 

words, as a Catholic, one is a Christian “individualistically”; within Sword of the Spirit, 

one enters the New Covenant as part of a people.  Such a conception strikes at the essential 

unity of the Church and amounts to a denial of a true Catholic solidarity. 

Now, without a doubt, it can be urged - as Clark himself has in Building Christian 

Communities - that many parishes look today more like service institutions than authentic 

communities.  And, to be sure, many Catholics may well be living out their faith in an 

unduly private manner.  Nonetheless, we cannot accept the Sword of the Spirit covenant as 

valid or truthful without denying that unity which is an essential mark of the Church.  We 

must recall here that the Church herself is an ordered society - indeed a “perfect society” - 

united under one Vicar of Christ.  In each part of the earth the faithful are gathered around 

their bishops as a community (not just “technically”
63

 but really).
64

  And as they gather to 

celebrate the Eucharist they are really united with Christ as He offers His perfect sacrifice 

to the Father.  In receiving the sacrament of the altar, each of the faithful, intimately united 

in love with Christ, is also joined to his brothers and sisters.  This unity, let us emphasize, is 

real.  Ways may be proposed to help Catholics become more aware of it or to live it out 

more perfectly, but these must build on the ontological reality, the unity which Christ has 

already established. 

What then is this people, Sword of the Spirit?  How is it one?  With these questions 

we turn to the issue of community.  Stephen Clark's definition from Building Christian 

Communities is helpful, though not the final word.   

                                                
63 “Technically, the diocese is the local Church,” remarks Clark in his Building Christian Communities, p. 66, but he then proceeds 

to argue that the diocese “cannot function like a real community.” 

64 L umen Gentium, secs. 20-21.  Pope John XXIII's comparison of the parish church with the village fountain at which all gather 

is apt here. 
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“A basic Christian community is an environment of Christians which can provide 

for the basic needs of its members to live the Christian life.”
65

  There follows a list of those 

basic needs; interestingly, none of them has to do with the sacraments.  This environment 

of Christians is centered around Christ as its central value and organizing principle.  

Indeed, as Clark clearly recognizes, the community must, in some clear sense, present the 

whole Christ both to its members and to the outside world.  The community, as the body of 

Christ, must, in a way, BE Christ to the world. 

Clark's understanding of community permeates his other published works.  Com-

munity is the place where one can most securely discern God's will by receiving direction 

from Christian leaders.
66

   The most complete statement is Patterns of Christian Commu-

nity edited by Stephen B. Clark, but largely the product of coordinators' meetings within 

The Word of God Community. The reader of Patterns of Christian Community is struck by 

how very much the book has to do with leaders, leadership structures and the exercise of 

authority.  In effect, Patterns of Christian Community describes a totalitarian or totalist 

structure in which all life, all wisdom and all unity come from the leaders, whose authority 

extends in principle over the entire life of each member.  Lest this claim appear too ex-

treme, the following should be noted: 

• Though tolerated, disagreement within the community is carefully regulated.  Spe-

cifically a member may express his disagreement to those over him and then on “up 

through channels”.  If the leadership does not accept his point then he is to try to 

reconcile himself to their view.  In any case, he is not to take his disagreement to 

other members of the community and certainly not to anyone outside.
67

 

                                                
65 Clark, Building Christian Communities, p. 70. 

66 Stephen Clark, Knowing God's Will, (Servant Books, Ann Arbor,1974) pp. 52-56. 

67 Stephen B. Clark, Patterns of Christian Community, (Servant Books, Ann Arbor, 1984) pp. 63, 67-75. 
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• Likewise appeal concerning decisions, whether corporate or personal, may only go 

upward through the community hierarchy and certainly not to someone outside. 

• Normally the member obeys his leaders, expecting them to lead him into God's 

will.   

“They (i.e. members of the community) should receive a personal reproof 
or judgment by their governor as something that they are committed to ac-
cept, and either obey it or, if they have a serious reservation appeal to the 
governor who is over their governor ... They should respond to them will-
ingly and with thankfulness for the help they are being given.”68 

• The elders receive their authority from the Lord and are answerable to him.
69

 

The notion that an impulse to greater holiness or a fundamental correction could 

come from within the group or that a “prophetic” element within the community might be 

right and the leaders wrong is absent from Patterns of Christian Community.  Indeed, the 

leaders believe that such a state of affairs cannot come about if everything is functioning 

properly.
70

 

The central importance of the leaders of the community is perhaps best revealed by 

a comment cited earlier from Stephen Clark's Unordained Elders and Renewal Communi-

ties.  There Clark is addressing the issue of bishops appointing clerical leaders for such 

communities.  He states:  “Not to respect the autonomy of a community in the choice of its 

leaders is to destroy the community or to absorb it into another.”
71

  But the other commu-

nity in question here is the Church itself.  In other words, even for the bishop to impose 

                                                
68 ibid. p. 51. 

69 ibid. p. 15. 

70 Cf. Bruce Yocum, “A Response to John Haughey's Paper”, Theological Reflections on the Charismatic Renewal (Edited by John C. 

Haughey, S.J., Servant Publications, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1978), pp. 126-127. 

71 Clark, Unordained E lders and Renewal Communities, p. 58.  See also Patterns of Christian Community, p. 37. 
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leadership on a community is to change the fundamental character of the Christian com-

munity.  This is nothing short of an implicit claim that the community is by rights inde-

pendent of the Church. 

Now to be sure, the Second Vatican Council is careful to provide for the protection 

of the respective charisms of various communities (i.e. religious orders).  A bishop ought 

not to insist that the Capuchins in his diocese teach in his Catholic schools, for example.  

On the other hand, Pope John Paul II did feel free to install someone of his own choosing 

as General of the Jesuits after Fr. Pedro Arrupe retired.  Although many people complained 

about this move, no one suggested that he had changed the fundamental character of the 

Society of Jesus.   

The essential point here goes far beyond the question of the charism of a religious 

order.  There is a very fundamental issue of what the community is.  First of all, it is 

autonomous in relation to larger outside groupings.  This autonomy seems a bit puzzling at 

first, since in Patterns of Christian Community as well as in the actual structure of Sword 

of the Spirit there is provision for accountability to authorities from outside the local 

community.  The thrust of Clark's remark, then, is that (1) the leaders must come from 

within and be recognized by the organically structured local body and (2) such outside 

authority or accountability ought not be merely administrative in nature, but rather commu-

nitarian and of a sort related to the local community.  Second, the leadership of the local 

community is by its nature non-apostolic.  To be sure, Clark allows for and even favors the 

ordination of community leaders.  Nevertheless their true authority as elders flows not from 

ordination but from their having emerged organically as the leaders of this community. 
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It is important here to take specific note of Clark's idea that the Catholic Church is 

fundamentally a service and administrative institution and not a community or a people.
72

  

He argues that the bishopric and presbyterate in the Catholic Church today function more 

like service institutions.  The project of renewing the faith life of the Church is abandoned 

in favor of establishing something entirely new.  Thus, those communities cannot be true 

renewal organizations, but rather replacements for present Church institutions.  In this, the 

true nature of the Catholic Church as the People of God as an organic, ordered society is 

effectively denied. 

The fundamental value and the organizing principle – the point, if you will – of the 

Christian Community is Jesus Christ himself.  We need to ask, then, how is Christ present 

in or to the Christian community, as Sword of the Spirit understands it. This is a particu-

larly difficult task, since Sword of the Spirit does not actually have a well-developed 

spirituality.  Teachings on holiness are generally restricted to the exhortations to pray 

faithfully every day, read the Scriptures and serve the brethren.  No attempt is made to 

explain how God works in the soul.  It is simply accepted that the Holy Spirit moves in the 

heart of the faithful Christian.  In the final analysis, it is the community which serves as the 

principal agent of grace in the lives of the members.  By living the life of the community 

and obeying its patterns one is formed as a Christian.  Clark writes: “In Christianity, 

institutions have to be looked at as secondary, because the primary thing which changes 

people (makes them Christians, makes them better or worse Christians) is the effect of 

environments.”
73

  What this means is that the primary locus of Christ's presence is the 

community itself.
74

    

                                                
72 Clark, Building Christian Communities, pp. 53, 67. 

73 ibid., p. 39. 

74 To be sure, the Church claims to be the body of Christ, a kind of sacrament, but it is also true that this is in a way independ-

ent of the social structure of any local body in the Church.  Because Christ is substantially present in the Eucharist and 

dispenses His graces objectively through the Gospel as preached at Mass and through the sacraments, he is really present in 

the parish community even when the parish is “dead” and its pastor irresponsible.  Pope John Paul II pointedly remarks on 
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Clark makes this teaching explicit in his Man and Woman in Christ where he states 

that the purpose of Jesus's work of redemption was “the creation of a people, a social body 

living a way of life that reflects God's own nature”.
75

  Thus the New Testament is to be 

read primarily from the point of view of this social structure.
76

  This structure is a people 

that acts as Christ, that has the character of Christ.  In fact, the goal of this people and of 

each community that makes it up is to be one person, and that person is Christ.
77

 

Let us dwell on this point.  The Scriptures speak of the Church as “a body” and as 

the “Body of Christ”.  St. Paul write (in Ephesians 4) of the community's being built up into 

that “one perfect man” who is Christ.  But the Scriptures do not speak of the Church or the 

community as “one person”.  The distinction is important.  The point of the analogy of the 

body is that a genuine unity can exist in a whole, even if the parts have disparate functions.  

And the “one new man” which is the community is a unity animated by the Holy Spirit as 

by a soul.  Neither of these concepts, however, cancels the integrity or autonomy of the 

individual.  The term “person” signifies one subsistent being.  The parts of a person are 

only parts and have no autonomy of their own.  Only the person has personality.  If the 

community is truly “one person”, then in truth the individual member is seriously out of 

order if he initiates anything other than what the head (as seat of intelligence and will) 

desires or permits.  He is like a withered hand or a leg with an uncontrollable twitch -- 

except, of course, that he is responsible for his deviant behavior.  Precisely this is one root 

of the problem that has led to persistent charges of authoritarianism.  The most significant 

point to note here is that, in Clark's view, Christ is present to the world and the community 

neither in any one person nor sacramentally, but rather through the activity of the commu-

                                                                                                                                            
this score: “Plainly and simply, the Parish is founded on a theological reality, because it is a Eucharistic Community.”  John 

Paul II, Christifideles laici, Sec. 26. 

75 Stephen B. Clark, Man and Woman in Christ, p. 256.  For Clark's emphasis on Christianity as a social structure, see also pp. 224, 

261 ff., and 275, among others. 

76 ibid. 224. 

77 ibid. p. 125, 575.  This theme of “one person” occurs repeatedly in Man and Woman in Christ.  Husband and wife are to be 

“one person”; see pp. 83, 85, 180, and 262.   



A. J. Reimers – Not Reliable Guides  48 

 

 

 

nity.  The people which manifests a godly character is Christ's presence; indeed, it is the 

very person of Christ. 

We are now in a position to conclude that the Sword of the Spirit is based on a seri-

ously flawed ecclesiology, one that deviates decisively from that of the Catholic Church.  

By claiming to be the Body of Christ (indeed, the person of Christ) and to stand in a unique 

covenant relationship with the Lord, one in which it is a distinctive people, the Sword of 

the Spirit has actually arrogated to itself the status of the Church.  In and of itself, this is a 

grave problem, and existentially it is the root of many abuses.  We shall further unfold the 

flaws of this subsequently as we consider the issues of pastoring and ecumenism. 

We now turn to an examination of the covenant and ecclesial claims of the People 

of Praise. 

B. The People of Praise 

Like Sword of the Spirit, the People of Praise exists in a network of local communi-

ties sharing common teaching and practices under a single authority that is not only admin-

istrative but pastoral as well.  In this the People of Praise also looks very much like a 

church denomination, and we must ask to what extent this organization arrogates to itself 

claims proper to the Church. 

The People of Praise covenant differs from that of the Sword of the Spirit in some 

significant ways.  Although the People of Praise has based its understanding of covenant on 

the Scriptural model, it does not claim that God is party to the covenant.  The covenant 

itself affirms: “We covenant ourselves to live our lives together in Christ our Lord by the 

power of his Spirit.  We agree to become a Christian community.”  The constitution of the 

People of Praise states explicitly that the covenant is an agreement among human beings; it 
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is a “contract”.
78

  Consonant with this is People of Praise coordinator and spokesman Dan 

DeCelles assertion that the requirement that one be released from the covenant before 

leaving the community is really just a matter of courtesy or common human decency.  “It 

was a two-way agreement at the beginning.  It seems reasonable that it should be two-way 

at the end.”
79

  While this is a peculiarly stringent understanding of human agreements (else 

one's fiancee could never break off the engagement, or a member could never resign from 

the country club), it poses no theological problem as such. 

However, in the light of these definitions and Mr. DeCelles's statement, certain 

other authoritative pronouncements and policies become extremely puzzling.  When a 

number of covenanted members left the community as a group in the late 1970s, Kevin 

Ranaghan gave a teaching attributing their behavior to a specific demon called a “quitting 

spirit”.  By their behavior, these people had manifested their own “quitting spirits”, and this 

was compared to the attitudes of those who abandon their commitments to marriage and the 

ordained priesthood.  “Covenant breaking is like adultery.  It really is,” he taught.  “But 

covenanted members are not free.  The covenant establishes a permanent family relation-

ship.  --- It's really very similar to marriage.  It's permanent; therefore it's different.”
80

  On 

another occasion about three years later, Overall Coordinator Paul DeCelles was explaining 

the departure from the community covenant by a married couple.  The wife had been 

advised by her doctor that to remain in northern Indiana would seriously endanger her 

health.  DeCelles taught his community that even under such circumstances, the coordina-

tors must be very cautious in releasing members from the covenant.  The illness or diagno-

sis might well be an attack “from the Enemy” to weaken the community.   

                                                
78 Principles of Structure and Government of the People of Praise, X -B-1. 

79 “St. Gregory the Great on Pastoral Care”, National Catholic Register, June 14, 1992. 

80 Kevin Ranaghan, Address to the People of Praise, June 24, 1979. 
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Similarly, in an article in New Heaven/New Earth, Paul DeCelles identifies the quit-

ting spirit as worse even than sensuality or unchastity.  “Sexual impurity is not the biggest 

threat to Christian character today.  Unfaithfulness is.  Quitting is. ...  A quitting spirit is the 

poison of modern mankind.”
81

  The thrust of these teachings is plainly theological and  

spiritual; to break the covenant is in some way to be unfaithful to God.  Another pro-

nouncement appears in the People of Praise internal newsletter, Vine and Branches, May 

1992.  There Clem Walters (a senior coordinator) affirms that the Overall Coordinator may 

refuse to release a member from the covenant for that member's own good.  The reason is 

that in the covenant there is seen to be a “spiritual protection” which it is important not to 

lose.  The member – even though he may have chosen to leave the community on the basis 

of his own free decision – is not regarded as free to leave; to do so is to expose himself to 

spiritual dangers from which only the community can protect him. 

Such statements, together with the People of Praise's actual practices when a mem-

ber does seek to leave, clearly imply that the community believes its covenant to have a 

spiritual status beyond that of any agreement among human beings alone.  We must ask 

how this covenant comes to provide spiritual covering and why leaving it is evidence of 

demonic activity.  Typically, the People of Praise does not attempt a theological basis for 

its claims about itself.  In this respect it differs significantly from Sword of the Spirit.  We 

might say that if Sword of the Spirit is ideological, the People of Praise is empiricist or 

pragmatic.  Of course this makes a theological critique more difficult.  Nevertheless, an 

understanding of this apparent conflict is possible. We begin to find this answer in the 

article by Paul DeCelles cited above. 

The true evil of a “quitting spirit” is that it can lead one to break his promises to 

God, and, DeCelles observes, this is worse even than adultery.  We may infer then that 

even though the covenant is in the first place an agreement between human beings, it also 

                                                
81 New Heaven/ New E arth, October 1991 
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constitutes a promise or commitment to God, for the second sentence reads:  “We agree to 

become a Christian community.”  By committing themselves directly to one another, 

members also agree to build something for God's sake.  The spiritual effect and value of the 

covenant derives from the fact that it founds a Christian community.  Even if the People of 

Praise refrains from attributing divine origin to its covenant, it clearly attributes spiritual 

weight and authority to the community itself.  Our focus, then, must be on the understand-

ing of the community. 

After stating the intention to form a “Christian community”, the People of Praise 

covenant goes on to specify what that community is.  Within it members will find “the 

essential core of (their) life in the Spirit, in worship and the sacraments, in spiritual and 

moral guidance, in service and apostolic activity.”  The covenant expresses the expectation 

that the Holy Spirit will guide the community, especially through the “foundational minis-

try gifts of apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers, and evangelists”.  By it the community 

members accept responsibility for meeting all one another’s needs, including the spiritual.  

Now in fact, these specifications do describe a true Christian community.  The point is, 

however, that the People of Praise claims that simply by the act of making this covenant 

such a community has come into being.  “As a way of participating in this new covenant in 

Christ, the covenant of the People of Praise establishes a Christian community.”
82

   The 

issue is to determine whether this is true. 

In an important article, “Not every 'Community' Is Really Community”,
83

 Paul De-

Celles addresses this issue squarely.  Noting that we often use words imprecisely - in this 

case “community” - and that this imprecision causes confusion and misunderstanding, he 

proposes to present the criteria for a Christian community in the full, true, proper sense of 

the term.  And like many other religious leaders who have defined “community”, he takes 

                                                
82 “The Spirit and Purpose of the People of Praise”, sec. 2. 

83 New Heaven/ New E arth, July 1985. 
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Acts 2: 42-46 as his key text.  He then proceeds to analyze this text to determine the three 

essential characteristics of any true Christian community.  These are “meetings, teachings 

and life together”.  What is significant about DeCelles analysis is not so much what he 

says, but what he omits. 

In verse 42 of the text, St. Luke refers to the “fellowship and teaching of the Apos-

tles” and to “the breaking of the bread”.  Without arguing the point, DeCelles uncritically 

assumes that “apostles” is equivalent to “leader of the community” and that therefore 

whoever leads the community is ipso facto an apostle.
84

  But this is not so.  An apostle was 

one of the Twelve appointed by Christ or - in the case of Matthias - the other apostles, to 

rule His Church.  Today, the title apostle properly applies only to the bishops in the Catho-

lic and Orthodox Churches.  Therefore, by DeCelles' own standard, only that is properly 

called a community which is headed by a bishop.  However, he fails to recognize this. 

This point about the reference of the term 'apostle' is not idle, as a further considera-

tion of the terms “fellowship” and “breaking of the bread” reads.  Joseph Ratzinger argues 

that the “fellowship” (koinonia) referred to here is the Eucharistic assembly, that is, the 

brotherhood of those joined in Christ's sacrifice on the altar and by having consumed His 

Body and Blood.
85

  This assembly is, of course, led by one ordained to offer that sacrifice 

in persona Christi.  But the key phrase that DeCelles completely misses is “the breaking of 

the bread”, a phrase that John Paul II has called a “technical term” for the Eucharist.
86

  The 

pope has used precisely this text to insist that the Eucharist is essential to the unity of 

Christ's followers.  Indeed by this sacrament we enjoy today the same mark of unity that 

characterized the early Church.  “It is an essential truth, not only of doctrine but also of life, 

that the Eucharist builds the Church, building it as the authentic community of the People 

                                                
84 J. M. Ford cites this as an important contact between these communities and the Radical Reformation, that their leaders 

claimed not “apostolic succession” but “apostolicity” or apostolic gifts and function.  See Ford, op. cit. p. 45. 

85 Joseph Ratzinger, Behold the Pierced One, pp. 75 ff. 

86 John Paul II, General Audience of 11 September 1991; Homily in Goiania, Brazil, October 15, 1991. 
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of God ... bearing the same mark of unity that was shared by the apostles and first disciples 

of the Lord.” (emphasis added)
87

 

Thus by his own strict standards, properly applied, DeCelles' communal organiza-

tion is not a true Christian community.  As we have already seen, such an organization 

cannot be the body of Christ.  Why, then, do DeCelles and his followers continue to claim 

their group is an authentic Christian community?  In part this may stem from the simple 

failure to study theology, especially ecclesiology, in depth.  But there is a deeper answer, 

one that explains even the failure to take theology seriously.   

Like Sword of the Spirit, the People of Praise is a system of tangible grace.  Unity 

is something experienced in the gatherings, and its ontological status is not examined.  

Through the coordinators' teachings the members experience a confident, authoritative 

proclamation.  In their various services and activities they experience the love of the 

brethren and so on.  The people in church on Sunday may all be strangers, but in the 

community household, love is shared on the “nitty-gritty” level.  For every essential 

element in the life of the Church there is an experiential element within People of Praise 

corresponding to it.  Thus one deeply immersed in its life may very well never see a need 

for a critical theological reflection, because he manifestly experiences it all.  For the 

member, life in the People of Praise may well offer his richest experience of Christian com-

munity.  Therefore to him it must authentic.  It is experienced as the body of Christ; 

therefore it must be the body of Christ.  The first year or so in community is usually so 

different from ordinary life
88

 and so powerful an experience of communion that the new 

member feels himself to be living an authentic New Testament Christianity. 

                                                
87 John Paul II, Redemptor hominis, sec. 20. 

88 “To these ends, (new members) receive instruction in fundamental truths of Christianity, personal holiness, formation in the 

Spirit, loving personal relationships and being a Christian in the modern world.  Underway members should normally expect 

significant and specific changes in their way of life as they understand and put into practive the teachings of the commu-

nity.”  Spirit and Purpose, 4 “Formation”. 
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Like the Church the People of Praise requires that its members contribute to its 

support.  All members are required to contribute at least 5% of their gross income to the 

community.
89

  Senior coordinator Kevin Ranaghan encourages community members to 

increase this amount by 1% every year for the following five years to a total of 10%, plus 

their contributions to the “sharing fund” and Trinity School.  We might note that this 

community support contribution is an obligation prior to and independent of one's parish 

contribution. 

So too, the People of Praise (like the Sword of the Spirit) has a celibate “brother-

hood” and “sisterhood”, consisting of young men and women who consecrate themselves 

to lifetimes of living “single for the Lord”.  The Pastoral Guidelines give explicit instruc-

tions to heads concerning the leading members into this kind of life.  However, no mention 

is made of either the priesthood or life in a canonical religious order.
90

  As one would 

expect, the People of Praise has produced very few if any vocations to the priesthood or 

religious life. 

Like Sword of the Spirit, the People of Praise attributes divine origins to itself.  The 

Holy Spirit purportedly called the community into being as a people for the praise of God.  

Thus “Because Our Lord loves us, he pours out his Spirit on us so that we might be his 

People of Praise”.
91

  The invitation to join originates with God.  It is a vocation.  “Those 

who make the covenant are making a definitive and permanent choice of a particular mode 

of life lived in response to an invitation by the Spirit of the Lord.”92
     The People of 

Praise's most important ecclesial claims, however, are those written directly into its cove-

nant.  This states that the “essential core” of one's life in the Spirit is to be found in the 

                                                
89 People of Praise, Pastoral Guidelines, pp. 16-19. 

90 ibid. pp. 24 ff. 

91 “Spirit and Purpose”, sec. 1 

92 ibid. sec. 2. 
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People of Praise, and this core is further described as “worship and the sacraments, spiritual 

and moral guidance, prayer and apostolic activity”.  This is a very strong claim.  By 

purporting to offer this “essential core” the People of Praise claims implicitly to be the 

means, the society by which Christ saves its members, and this is what the Church is.  But 

let us now focus on this phrase “worship and the sacraments”. 

“Worship” can be taken in two related ways.  The first concerns the activity of 

prayer.  The People of Praise does make prayer a high priority.  Members are encouraged 

to pray, and the group as a whole prays during part of its assemblies.  In fact, as its name 

suggests, prayer and worship - especially the prayer of praising God - is to be the point of 

the People of Praise: “Prayer and prayer meetings are basic to our life.  Through regular 

opportunities for personal prayer, small-group prayer, community prayer and liturgical 

prayer, we become who we are -- People of Praise.”
93

   At one community gathering in 

1974, Kevin Ranaghan prophesied to the community that the Lord was calling the People 

of Praise into being because although “there are many people who worship me, and there 

are many who pray to me, there are only a few who praise me.”  Appropriately, over the 

course of the community's life, attention has been devoted to fostering worship in the 

community, especially through the development of a good “music ministry”. 

The form that worship typically takes in the People of Praise gatherings is that of a 

well-regulated charismatic prayer meeting.  That is, songs, spontaneous prayer in English, 

prayer in tongues and singing in tongues, as well as charismatic gifts are woven together 

under the direction of the leader (always a coordinator).  For the individual member, this is 

ordinarily vocal spontaneous prayer. 

                                                
93 ibid. sec. 5. 
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Without a doubt, such prayer is a good thing.  However, we must be careful in 

characterizing it as worship.  The standard criterion and ultimate instance of any act of 

Christian worship must be Christ's perfect act of worship when He offered His own life to 

the Father on the Cross.  That is, worship has the aspect of sacrifice as well as vocal prayer.  

Paul DeCelles has recognized this and indeed has taught the community that the shedding 

of blood is an essential part of a covenant.  In the People of Praise this shedding consists in 

the willingness, expressed by the covenant, of each member to lay down his life blood for 

the others and for the body as a whole.  Indeed, the covenant of the People of Praise is 

regarded as the gift of their life-blood to God.
94

  Thus it is an act of worship.  In short, the 

worship offered by the People of Praise is more than the prayers offered at its various 

gatherings; rather it is the gift of their corporate and individual life-blood offered through 

their covenant. 

When we consider this in relationship to Christ's own sacrifice of worship, the sac-

rifice which establishes the New Covenant, we see that the worship of the People of Praise 

is gravely defective.  Ninety-five percent of the members of the People of Praise are 

Roman Catholic, including all its top leadership.  As such they can and do enter into 

Christ's perfect sacrifice at every Mass they attend.  When they receive Communion they 

are joined to the suffering Christ as He gives Himself to the Father.  In this Communion 

their own gift of self is transformed by being joined to Christ and it is thus perfected.  The 

Eucharist is thereby the essence and the heart of Christian worship.  Now without a doubt 

Catholics may offer true worship outside the celebration of the Eucharist; a charismatic 

prayer meeting can be genuinely worshipful.  However such worship is always rooted in 

the Eucharist, even if indirectly.  In his private and group devotions the Catholic prays from 

the Eucharist, from which his prayer derives as a kind of overflow.  Every private prayer is, 

as it were, an expression of love, gratitude and recommitment for the last Eucharist and is a 

preparation and yearning for the next.  The devout soul who whispers “I love you, Jesus!” 

                                                
94 ibid. sec. 2. 
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in his room is speaking to the one with whom he was intimately united for a time last 

Sunday.  And when he prays “Come into my heart and fill it”, he does so knowing that 

soon he will indeed receive his Savior sacramentally.  In fact insofar as it is related in some 

way to Christ's gift of himself at the Last Supper and on Calvary, any Christian's prayer is 

founded on the Eucharist, by way of participation.  What this means is that it is the Catholic 

Church which is the “priestly people” because it is the Eucharistic people.
95

  Conversely, 

the People of Praise is NOT because it is not Eucharistic. 

What I am saying is this:  The Catholic who approaches the Lord as a member of 

the People of Praise, that is as offering his own life-blood through the People of Praise 

covenant, does so wrongly.  In effect he takes a step backward by subsuming his prayer 

under the imperfect covenant of this group rather than under the perfect covenant made by 

Christ on Calvary and renewed at every Mass.  Unfortunately there are those members of 

the group who honestly believe that the intimacy they enjoy with Christ in virtue of their 

membership in the community is greater than that which any Catholic  enjoys in Holy 

Communion. 

 We are not quibbling with words here.  To join one's worship with that of the cru-

cified Christ in the Eucharist is indeed to accept the cross in one's own life.  Whoever loves 

Christ so much as to enter fully into this sacrifice will indeed experience the Cross.  But 

this will come as Christ allows it to come and as the Catholic freely embraces it.  For the 

community member, on the other hand, the “cross” is well defined by the People of Praise 

pattern of life, and he embraces it by living that life wholeheartedly and completely.  The 

sacrifice represented by making the covenant of the People of Praise is taken seriously.  

One “lays down his life”  according to the requirements of the community - by faithfully 

attending men's and women's groups, submitting to one's head willingly, performing four 

                                                
95 Of course the same could be said of the Orthodox. 
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hours of service to the community every week, contributing 5-13% of one's gross income 

to the community,
96

 and so on.   

In the light of all this it is clear that the life of the People of Praise as such is not 

centered on the sacraments but on the community as such.  Nevertheless in contrast to 

Sword of the Spirit, the People of Praise does explicitly acknowledge the role of the 

sacraments, albeit to a limited extent.  Specifically the leaders of the People of Praise have 

stressed the fact that in Baptism one is objectively united to Christ, and Paul DeCelles has 

taught that this is the sacramental basis of the People of Praise - the fact that every member 

is really joined to Christ through Baptism.
97

  And the community does require that anyone 

seeking Baptism receive the Sacrament in an established Church and not just as a member 

of People of Praise.  It is worth noting here that since both DeCelles and Ranaghan are 

ordained permanent deacons, they can “have their cake and eat it too”.  Many community 

members have their weddings and baptisms performed by the community leaders. 

Regarding the other sacraments, however, the People of Praise is ambivalent.  The 

community professes to find within its fellowship “the essential core of our life in the 

Spirit”, including the sacraments, but as an ecumenical group it cannot celebrate all the 

sacraments together.  In 1985 Paul DeCelles gave a formal videotaped teaching on the 

covenant to the entire People of Praise.  In this he attempted to explain the community's 

position concerning the sacraments thus:  “To the extent that any of our denominational 

churches have the sacraments, to that extent we all wish we could share them”.  With such 

blatant denominational relativism the sacraments are reduced to objects of wishing.  In the 

section on “Holiness” in The Spirit and the Purpose of the People of Praise, the subject is 

treated as follows:   

                                                
96 People of Praise, Pastoral Guidelines, pp. 16-19.  

97 Paul C. DeCelles, Teaching to coordinators' retreat, April 27-29, 1990. 
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“The community fosters this heart-knowledge in many ways, and has built 
into its way of life many opportunities for prayer --- and for enrichment 
through the sacraments in accord with the disciplines of our various 
churches and denominations.  These practices, traditionally honored in 
the church, are honored in the People of Praise.”98 

Now such a manner of speaking about the sacraments is very curious.  One could 

speak meaningfully of enrichment through icons (Eastern Church), the rosary (Western 

Church) and Protestant-style preaching, and we can honor such forms of devotion.  These 

are creations of human culture, devotional practices developed by human beings in re-

sponse to God's grace and, no doubt, inspired by the Holy Spirit.  But the sacraments come 

directly from God; they are “instituted by Christ to give grace.” 

It is very easy today to fall into the trap of regarding Mass and the seven Sacra-

ments as peculiarly for Catholics, as though the Catholic Church devised them for its 

members.  In fact, however, they are how Christ himself has wished to sanctify all men.  

So, although God in his mercy will forgive any repentant sinner, the way He has estab-

lished to forgive the sins of the baptized is sacramental confession.  Likewise his body is 

real food and his blood is real drink, and without them one cannot have real life.  Holy 

Orders is how Christ conforms men to himself so that they can act effectively in His name 

and person for the sanctification of others.  “Through that sacrament priests, by the anoint-

ing of the Holy Spirit, are...configured to Christ the Priest in such a way that they are able 

to work in the person of Christ the Head.”
99

  They are far more than devotions for the 

enrichment of our personal heart knowledge.  The sacraments are intended by Christ to be 

absolutely essential for our life in Him.  To speak of merely “honoring” them is completely 

to misconstrue what sacraments are all about. 

                                                
98 Spirit and Purpose, sec. 5. 

99 Presbyterorum ordinis, 2; cf. L umen gentium, 10 and John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis, sec. 15. 
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In the analysis of Sword of the Spirit, we noted the claim that the individual com-

munity stands as autonomous vis-à-vis the Church, and we described this autonomy.  We 

see a very similar stance by the People of Praise, although this community does attempt to 

see itself as at the service of the church.  In the community's newsletter, Vine and 

Branches, Paul DeCelles has repeatedly addressed the question of “meaningful church 

oversight”.  Some of DeCelles remarks in this regard are especially revealing. 

In an interview in the April 1991 issue of Vine and Branches, DeCelles was asked 

about the need for such oversight as a safeguard against the community's going astray, 

becoming heretical or developing into a cult.  DeCelles said that since People of Praise 

teaches no new doctrine, heresy is not a danger; their “openness to the world” is a safe-

guard against cult behavior.  He then addresses the issue of church oversight in the follow-

ing exchange: 

V&B: Wouldn't it help if we came under the oversight of some church 

group or groups? 

Paul: Personally, I don't think submitting the community to an outside 

body is the best safeguard against becoming isolated.  Some groups have 
tried that and have still ended up pretty peculiar.  For the kind of commu-
nity we are, I think the kind of openness I've described is better.  (Empha-
sis added)100 

Now this presumes precisely the premise that Clark accepts in Unordained Elders, when 

he argues that an external authority ought not appoint a community's leaders, and its 

implications are damning.  As a Catholic (indeed, an ordained deacon) whose community 

is predominantly Catholic, DeCelles is clearly referring to Roman Catholic bishops here 

and it follows necessarily that he regards that Church as an “outside body”.  However the 

                                                
100 “For the Record: An Interview with Overall Coordinator Paul DeCelles -- Safeguards”, V ine and Branches, April 1991, Vol. 7, 

no. 3. 
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truth is that this “outside body” is the Body of Christ.  The strictly logical consequence of 

DeCelles assertion is that the People of Praise is independent of and separate from the 

Church of Christ. 

So too in the August 1992 issue DeCelles remarks that the Catholic bishops where 

the two largest People of Praise branches are have declined to be involved in the commu-

nity's pastoral care, because they want Catholic members to receive pastoral care through 

their own parishes.  DeCelles seems to take this to mean that these bishops are happy to let 

the People of Praise go their way, but this is not so.  An appropriate response by him would 

actually be to disband the community's pastoral structure or at least integrate it with and 

submit it to local pastors in those dioceses.  In that same article, DeCelles implies that it is 

up to Church officials to inquire if they want further information or involvement with the 

People of Praise.   

Now the thrust of all this is that the Catholic Church and its dioceses are simply 

other religious organizations, larger than but more or less on a par with the People of 

Praise, that they stand in no organic relationship with the local community of Christians.  It 

is very important to note that nowhere in the People of Praise foundational documents is it 

stated or suggested that the People of Praise falls effectively under any authority within the 

Church.  Indeed, at the end of an important three-day meeting of the entire community in 

June 1983, Paul DeCelles briefly described the nature and mission of the People of Praise: 

“We are the body of Christ, and our mission is to renew the face of the earth.”
101

   In 1993, 

during a formal teaching on authority in the community, DeCelles stated: “The purpose of 

the People of Praise, because we're a Christian community, is fundamentally to hold our 

lives in common in order to love God and to love one another as Christ has loved us.”
102

   

                                                
101 The leaders and members of the People of Praise regularly refer to their organizaiton as “the Body of Christ”; cf. K. 

Ranaghan's address of June 24, 1979. 

102 Paul DeCelles, Address to the People of Praise, South Bend, February 21, 1993. 
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These are fundamentally descriptions of the Church itself, and not of a renewal community 

within it.   

The only relationship with the Church as such is on the part of the individual People 

of Praise member.  The People of Praise policy concerning participation in parish activities 

reflects the priority of the community.  Members may serve in their parishes as liturgical 

“ministers” or on various committees or boards, provided these services do not conflict 

with community service or meetings.  A fairly large number of community members have 

served as Eucharistic ministers and lectors.  Fewer undertake services that require a signifi-

cant time investment.   

Although some of the community's top leadership (most notably Kevin Ranaghan) 

have taken part in national and international charismatic renewal leadership organizations, 

ordinary members are not to take such prominent roles.  Indeed, one member who was 

appointed to serve the Pontifical Council of the Laity was dismissed from the community 

for having taken a “high profile” position. 

The individual community member is strongly discouraged from relying on the 

Church for his spiritual formation.  This author was present when one coordinator advised 

the author's wife that in confession, she was to “confess her sins, get absolution and get 

out”.  Several community members and former community members have since testified 

that they have been given the same instructions. 

The autonomy implicitly claimed here finds a basis in the foundational documents 

of the community.  Both the covenant as well as Spirit and Purpose state that the headship 

of the People of Praise rests on the “foundational ministry gifts of apostles, pastors, proph-

ets, teachers, and evangelists”.  In its discussion of authority in the People of Praise, the 
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Spirit and Purpose cites Heb. 13:17, “Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they are 

keeping watch over your souls, as men who will have to give account”, and further citing 2 

Timothy 4:2, “Those in authority for the community should 'preach the word, be urgent in 

season and out of season, convince, rebuke, and exhort, be unfailing in patience and in 

teaching'.”  These Scripture texts refer to the authority of bishops, not to lay leaders of a 

voluntary religious group.  In point of fact, the leaders of the People of Praise have claimed 

for themselves none less than apostolic authority.  Indeed, The Spirit and Purpose states 

concerning the Overall Coordinator:  “He is the visible principle of unity of the whole 

community.”
103

  This is almost precisely how the Catholic Church describes its bishops and 

the Pope.
104

  According to the Principles of Structure and Government of the People of 

Praise,
105

 this man is the “proper superior” of every member of the community.   

In sum, the foundational documents of the People of Praise clearly assert that the 

community's leaders enjoy objective apostolic and pastoral authority from the Lord him-

self, authority modeled on but independent of the pastors of the Church.  Thus like Sword 

of the Spirit, the People of Praise claims to be autonomous with respect to the Church. 

C. Implications for Faith 

Both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise arrogate to themselves the place of 

the Church in the faith-lives of their members.  Both community systems describe them-

selves as a specific means to respond to and live out the New Covenant.  This has a power-

ful and ultimately destructive effect on those who enter into these communities.  We do 

well to consider how and why this is so. 

                                                
103 Spirit and Purpose, sec. 17 

104 L umen gentium, 30. 

105 Paragraph XIII-A-1 
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Very few members have joined the People of Praise or Sword of the Spirit out of 

weakness.  It is a mistake to see these groups as populated with dysfunctional misfits 

looking for sure answers to uncertain times and a firm guiding hand through a perilous 

world.  Rather they are usually highly motivated and idealistic, wanting for themselves a 

deeper life of faith and also an opportunity to serve Christ and the Gospel more com-

pletely.
106

  The covenant community offers not only a powerful experience of the Christian 

life, but also a concrete way to live out a total consecration.  Very few of these members 

would actually consider leaving the Catholic Church.  Indeed many join these communities 

to help renew the Church.  An additional characteristic is that most members have also 

been active in or influenced by the charismatic renewal.  Therefore, they expect their faith 

to have a strong experiential component, and they tend to expect God to reveal His will for 

their lives in fairly specific detail.  In short, the Sword of the Spirit or People of Praise 

Catholic is a loyal member of the Church, highly motivated to serve God, demanding of his 

faith and its leaders, and he believes that the Holy Spirit has led him into this community. 

Earlier we mentioned the post-Vatican II craziness of the late 1960s and how this 

conditioned the context of the early charismatic renewal.  During the early days of cove-

nant community (that is, during the early to mid 1970s), the Church seemed to be reeling 

from the changes of the 60s.  We knew that Our Lord wanted more of us than just to attend 

Mass once a week and confession once in a blue moon. The ideal of total gift of self and 

submission to God's will seemed impossible within normal Church structures.  Covenant 

community, with its demands offered a chance for Christian heroism. 

As a youngster in Catholic schools, I heard and was inspired by the lives of various 

saints.  Then in 1974 I read a history of the early Jesuits.  The courage, love and whole-

hearted commitment of Ignatius, Francis Xavier and the others again inspired a desire to 

                                                
106 It is worth noting that precisely the same thing is true of those groups described as “cults” or “mind-control” organizations.  

See Steven Hassan, Combatting Cult Mind Control (Park Street Press, Rochester, Vt. 1988), pp. 76 ff. 
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give it all for Christ.  But how could I, a married man with a child, live the kind of Chris-

tian commitment that Ignatius did?  It was not long after that when Paul DeCelles came to 

my office and invited me to enter into “full-life submission” to Kevin Ranaghan, to become 

responsible for the pastoral care of others and to take up my position in the mission that the 

Holy Spirit was giving the People of Praise.  Like many other men who had come into the 

People of Praise, I joined and committed myself more deeply to a call to serve.  We all saw 

this as part of our service to the Church.  We gave the community the devotion that the 

Church seemed unable to accept.  By substituting its own inner dynamics and principles, 

namely the various aspects of its tangible grace, which correspond to the various graces 

mediated through the Church, the covenant community supplants the Church in the life of 

the member.  To be sure, the Church may very well have left itself vulnerable in certain 

ways - for example by not effectively fostering a sense of communion within the parish 

community of by failing to challenge the apostolic potential of the laity. There is an experi-

ential dimension to the life of faith, and this needs to be fostered and enriched.  Certainly 

the communal character of the Church, especially at the local level ought to be more than 

an article of faith, and so it is right to foster community.  Nevertheless, the truth is that the 

diocese is the local Christian community and the parish its neighborhood expression.  This 

means that, as Pope John Paul II himself has insisted, any effort to develop Christian 

communities must be firmly rooted in the diocese.
107

  However the experience in the 

community - especially strong in the first two years  - of unity, of the “love of the breth-

ren”, of firm clear direction, of confident authority and of mission tends to be strongly self-

validating.  “It must be real”, and there is nothing like it in the “institutional Church.”  The 

covenant community is experienced as more real than the real community.  Thus it sup-

plants the Church in the lives of its members.   

                                                
107 John Paul II, Address to leaders of the Catholic Fraternity of Covenant Communities, December 7,1991. 
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To understand this enables us to answer two very puzzling questions:  i)  Why are 

unhappy members reluctant to leave? and ii) Why are leaders so often devious and secre-

tive? 

i) “Why don't they just leave?”  For someone outside a covenant community this makes 

perfect sense.  “They take 5% to 13% of your gross income and tell you how to raise your 

children.  You and your wife fight constantly about money and 'headship'.  You're 

obviously unhappy.  You feel spiritually dead inside.  So, leave.”  Indeed it is almost 

incomprehensible, even to a priest or bishop, why members of these groups believe 

themselves so tightly bound in conscience.   

The fundamental answer is that the loyalty or fidelity that the Catholic typically has 

toward the Church is extended or even transferred to the covenant community.  It is well 

known that most Catholics who leave the Church do with a “bad conscience”.  The ex-

Methodist used to attend a Methodist Church, but the ex-Catholic is conscious of having 

“fallen away”.  So too the covenant community member operates out of a presupposition 

deeply ingrained that he or she is falling away or “letting down the Lord and the brothers 

and sisters”. 

Whoever enters a covenant community has done so in an explicitly religious set-

ting, after prayer and “seeking the Lord”.  Of course, their guidance in this comes from 

within the community.  The presuppositions for decision are drawn almost exclusively 

from the charismatic experience
108

.  One is not encouraged to consult with people outside 

the community.  The experience is one of a Spirit-led spiritual journey with the most Spirit-

filled people.  Therefore, to leave is to turn away from something that - so it seems - the 

Holy Spirit himself has done.  And indeed we recall that both People of Praise and Sword 

                                                
108 For a good example of this see Stephen Clark's Knowing God's Will.  Also the Pastoral Guidelines of the People of Praise, pp. 24-28. 
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of the Spirit speak of entry into community as a response to God's will through the Holy 

Spirit. 

Besides the conviction that the Holy Spirit has called one to this community life is 

the further conviction that its leaders are men anointed and raised up by God.  From the 

very inception of the Catholic charismatic renewal the juxtaposition of charismatic and 

institutional authority as two kinds of genuine spiritual authority has gone unchallenged.  

That is, few have questioned or disputed whether charismatic authority is authority at all.  

For the community member these are leaders genuinely endowed with the gifts of being 

apostles, pastors, teachers, prophets and evangelists.  This conviction is reinforced by the 

recognition these men receive as charismatic renewal leaders, conference speakers, writers 

for New Covenant, diocesan liaisons, and so on.  Photographs of leaders from both com-

munity systems with Cardinal Suenens and the Pope have been published in the Catholic 

and the charismatic press.  Kevin Ranaghan is one of the two liaisons for the charismatic 

renewal in his home diocese.  These are leaders whom God has allegedly raised up.  To 

follow them is a high calling, an honor and an obligation.  To oppose them is to oppose one 

whom Christ has raised up.  And to leave without their permission is to be unsubmissive 

and rebellious toward God, indeed, to be disobedient. 

Most decisive is that to leave the covenant community is to leave the most real ex-

perience of Christian community one has ever known.  But even worse, it is to separate 

oneself from the body of Christ.  This is why people who leave these communities are often 

shunned by other members
109

 and are spoken of as no longer brothers and sisters in Christ 

or even no longer Christian.  To leave what one has experienced as the body of Christ 

entails either a complete rethinking of what that body is or an admission of spiritual failure 

and a consequent acceptance of guilt. 

                                                
109 Clark's Patterns of Christian Community explicitly endorses “avoidance” or shunning.  See p. 36.  See also J. M. Ford, op. cit. pp. 

58-60. 
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In short, to leave a covenant community is emotionally and intellectually far more 

difficult than to change colleges or careers or to break a wedding engagement.  It is more 

akin to divorce.  The departing member knows that he is leaving not just an organization, 

but an entire way of life.  Having invested himself totally in this life, he faces losing it all, 

and with it the most powerful experiences of religion he may ever have had. 

ii).  The deviousness and secretiveness of leaders.  One of the more disturbing facts about 

these covenant communities is that the leadership consistently fails to be straightforward 

in relation to Church authority.  The best known instance of this arose from the pastoral 

visitation connected by Most Rev. Albert Ottenweller of Steubenville.  Bishop Otten-

weller had for several years approved the Servants of Christ the King, a Sword of the 

Spirit community, as a non-territorial parish.  Responding to complaints by some mem-

bers, he investigated the community and eventually insisted that it disassociate itself from 

Sword of the Spirit and undertake several specific reforms.  One of his biggest com-

plaints was that the leaders, whom he had judged trustworthy, regularly and systemati-

cally misled him concerning several key issues.
110

  Indeed throughout the investigation, 

the community leadership consistently “stonewalled” the investigation by scheduling 

conflicts, changed meetings times, protracted negotiations concerning conditions of 

dialogue, etc.  The bishop was treated more like an enemy than like the pastor.  Likewise 

when Archbishops Gerety and McCarrick of Newark ordered the People of Hope to sever 

their ties with Sword of the Spirit, the communities complied on paper but retained their 

structures and continued to welcome Sword of the Spirit leaders on teaching visits. 

In this context a decision by the Sword of the Spirit Council is especially revealing. 

                                                
110 Msgr. James A. Boehm, “Bishop Ottenweller determines to correct abuses within local charismatic community”, The 

Steubenville Register, Vol. 46, No. 19, Friday, June 21, 1991 
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“Some member groups, while sharing in collaboration with the SOS, may 
find it most helpful to engage in outreach activities and relationships with 
other groups under the title of Christ the King Association rather than 
Sword of the Spirit.  Their collaboration with the Sword of the Spirit, 
while continuing fully, will not always be expressed publicly.”111 

This is nothing other than a decision to treat the Christ the King Association as a front 

group for Sword of the Spirit.
112

  In other words, the bishop or priest concerned for an 

apparently Catholic group may very well be unaware that he is really dealing with an 

international ecumenical organization with a highly developed body of teaching and a 

hierarchy of its own. 

We can cite an instance from the People of Praise, too.  In late 1984 Pope John Paul 

II criticized the tendencies of many “basic communities” (communidades de base) to 

separate themselves from local parishes and to assume a life of their own.  He stressed the 

importance of maintaining the parish as the center for the spiritual life of Catholics.
113

   The 

remarks were widely quoted in the Catholic press.  In response, Paul DeCelles sent a note 

around to all the coordinators of the People of Praise observing how the Pope had “bal-

anced” his remarks by acknowledging that parishes cannot do everything, and then adding 

that the “basic communities” in question were Marxist.  Shortly thereafter the People of 

Praise dropped the word “basic” from its covenant.  In fact, however, most “basic commu-

nities” were not Marxist and in any case this was not the point of the Holy Father's re-

marks.  As a result though, the applicability of John Paul II's remarks to DeCelles' own 

People of Praise was completely blunted. 

                                                
111 Sword of the Spirit, “Council Decisions, 10/20/90, The Relationship between The Sword of the Spirit and Christ the King Association. 

112 It is in this light that Stephen B. Clark's most recent book, Covenant Community and Church (Servant Books, Ann Arbor, 1992), 

must be read.  In the “Preface” Clark explains, “Covenant Community and Church was originally written as a draft document for 

the Christ the King Association, an international lay association of Catholics.”  As such it fails to mention much that is 

fundamental to the Sword of the Spirit, teachings and practices that are set forth in the groups constitution and in Patterns of 
Christian Community.  The book is, in fact, a very general statement of principles, most of which would apply to just about any 

Catholic lay organization.  Points of contact with Clark's previous writings and with the “Constitution of the Sword of the 

Spirit” are left vague or undefined.   

113 John Paul II, Address to the Plenary Assembly of the Sacred Congregation for the Clergy, October 20, 1984. 
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It would be tempting to say that such behavior is the exception rather than the rule 

or that unfortunately some liars have gained positions of influence.  Without, however, 

precluding that some community leader may dissemble consciously and deliberately, we 

must recognize that the false ecclesial claims of the communities is the principal cause of 

devious, secretive and mistrustful behavior toward the Church.  At the 1976 Theological 

Conference on the Catholic Charismatic Renewal, in response to Fr. John Haughey, S.J.'s 

remarks that true leaders must find strength in their human weakness, Word of God (now 

Sword of the Spirit) coordinator Bruce Yocum said that as covenant community leaders 

they were the weakest of all, for they knew that all their work and planning could be 

undone overnight simply by a bishop's decree.  Now there is more at stake here simply than 

pride in and attachment to one's big life project.  What these men understand themselves to 

have created is a new people for God.  They see themselves as guardians and leaders of 

something that God, by sovereign act of His will, has established.  Indeed, they are the 

shepherd's and guardians of Christ's flock.  (The use of the term “shepherd” has been very 

common in the history of these communities.)  Therefore it is their responsibility before the 

Lord and on behalf of the flock to protect the community from every “attack”, however 

well-intentioned and from whatever source.   

In addition to this, we should note the effects of a false demonology which seems to 

be prevalent within the charismatic renewal.  According to this understanding, the devil is 

capable of using and manipulating the good acts of people in the state of grace to attain his 

ends.  Thus, one who is obedient to God's eternal Word (and is thus in the state of sanctify-

ing grace) may unwittingly oppose God's “now” word (and thus thwart God's plan).
114

  

This can play into Satan's hands.  As a general rule Satan opposes God and disrupts what 

God is doing.  Therefore, if God is restoring unity to a divided Christianity and if he is at 

the same time establishing a bulwark against evil, achieving both ends by means of cove-

nant communities, then anything that undermines these communities serves the devil's 

                                                
114 In the late 70s a number of charismatic speakers began teaching about the distinction between God's “eternal word” or 

logos and his “now word” or rhema.  As charismatics we were called to hear and respond to the rhema as well as the logos. 
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ends.  Since the devil is constantly at war with God's people and since his previous suc-

cesses are especially threatened by the communities, then he is evidently at war with the 

communities.  Whatever works against the communities – even a bishop who believes he is 

exercising his rightful authority – is being used by Satan.
115

 

In the light of these considerations, it would clearly be the task of the leaders to pro-

tect what the Lord is doing.  This often means concealing many details and allowing 

misconceptions to remain, since the Church officials simply do not understand how God is 

using the community.  (Presumably if they were to, then they would support the commu-

nity.)  Likewise the directions which Church officials establish for the rest of the Church - 

as with the Holy Father's frequent statements on parish life - are considered not to apply to 

this unique and vitally important work that God is doing to build communities.  Thus it is 

that good men can get led into deceiving and misleading even their bishop, regarding him 

even as the unwitting tool of Satan. 

Before concluding this section on false ecclesial claims and the covenant, we do 

well to consider the overall effect these have on the member's faith life.  Typically the first 

year or two in community is a heady, satisfying time even if marked by sacrifice.  Many 

changes are going on, new things are being learned and one has a sense of growing.  For 

many members, it is a time of bringing real order and peace into chaotic parts of their lives.  

Fathers take more concern for the children.  Husbands and wives learn to communicate 

more clearly by making clear agreements and explicitly asking forgiveness when wrong is 

done. The “underway” member feels that he must be on the right track.  Inevitably, how-

ever, times of dryness must come and with them a testing of one's faith and love.  It is 

perhaps here that the lie constituted by the ecclesial claims of the covenant community 

comes most clearly to light. 

                                                
115 This was precisely Ranaghan's point in his address (mentioned above) on the “quitting spirit”; because God was doing a 

great work of healing and evangelization through the People of Praise at the time, Satan was attacking the group through the 
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Ordinarily when the soul enters a time of dryness the Holy Spirit is more deeply at 

work in it to transform it in faith, hope and love.  Deprived of sensible consolations, one is 

called to walk more in faith.  If we understand that God is Spirit, indeed that God is com-

pletely other and beyond any finite comprehension that we might have and beyond any 

human experience, then we see that such dryness must come.  The disparity between the 

human nature and the divine demands that the core of God's work in the soul be beyond 

experience, and it is only reasonable that the soul experience times of dryness and diffi-

culty, lest it identify God with those sensuous experiences.
116

  The time of dryness, then, is 

a time to approach God in faith alone, to let him work invisibly and imperceptibly in the 

soul through prayer and especially the sacraments.  As it passes through such a time, even 

though it may never recapture the warmth of its earlier consolations, the soul comes to a 

conviction and confidence in God's love, to a certain sweetness and joy in suffering that are 

far better than anything which has gone before.  Thus a sound Catholic spirituality leads 

through dryness and suffering to joy; a spirituality focused on the Eucharist finds joy 

precisely in suffering. 

The covenant community, on the other hand, provides no solution to the problem of 

dryness.  Or rather, it gives only this answer:  Enter more fully into the life of the commu-

nity.  In practical terms this means to be more faithful to one's community services, to 

attend faithfully all gatherings, to draw closer to one's brothers or sisters (depending on 

one's gender) and to submit more fully and openly to one's head.  In other words, the 

dryness is the member's own fault.  A very common complaint of former members is that 

they had lived for years with the gnawing sense of being spiritually a failure.  The exhorta-

tions to “jump in with both feet” and to “draw closer” are the most common counsel for 

spiritual dryness.  So, along the same lines, community retreats in the People of Praise are 

not so much opportunities to go off alone in silence to seek the Lord as they are occasions 

                                                                                                                                            
decisions of several members to leave. 

116 This is precisely why St. John of the Cross warns of “spiritual gluttony” in his Ascent of Mount Carmel. 
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for reinforcing and expanding upon community teachings.  The goal is not interior growth 

so much as it is greater integration into the community.   

The point of this critique is that by its very nature the covenant community is able 

to reach only to the social and psychological levels of the person, but not to the spiritual.  

Lacking both an understanding and the actual means of grace, the covenant community 

fails to meet the real spiritual needs of its members.  The result is that after about two years 

members typically begin sensing a growing spiritual dryness and drudgery and a conse-

quent loss of joy. 
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Chapter 5. Pastoral Care 

Both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise consider the pastoral care of their 

members as integral to their communities.  In both community systems this is administered 

through a pyramidal structure of pastoral care givers.  Each member is assigned such a 

pastoral care giver, to whom he or she is submitted.  Originally both communities called 

those “heads”, but in recent years, Sword of the Spirit has adapted the term “pastoral 

leaders” (or “governor” in Patterns of Christian Community).  Every community member 

has one.  For a married woman, her husband is always her “head”.  For others this head is 

assigned by the coordinators, sometimes in consultation with the one being headed.  Both 

systems of communities insist that their pastoral care is a very good thing. 

a. Sword of the Spirit 

The Constitution of the Sword of the Spirit defines pastoral care as “what the lead-

ers of the Sword of the Spirit do to help members and groups to live the Christian life 

well.”
117

  This is illuminated by the community's statement of purpose: 

“The primary purpose of our pastoral approach is to build up our mem-
bers in living the Christian way of life.  This includes belief on the funda-
mental Christian truths (the gospel, the creed). ... Central to the Christian 
life are love of God and neighbor as disciples of Jesus Christ.  Such a life 
includes the keeping of the moral law, living it out daily in all our rela-
tionships.  It also includes growth in Christian character, in faith, and in 
the use of the gifts of the Holy Spirit given to everyone for the building up 
of the body of Christ.”118 

                                                
117 Constituion of the Sword of the Spirit, “Pastoral Approach”, P. 5. 

118 ibid. p. 3. 
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Consistent with the vision presented in Building Christian Communities, Sword of the 

Spirit conceives pastoral care as the way by which the community makes people better 

Christians, by which it forms them. 

Simply to understand Stephen Clark's vision of the Christian community is to grasp 

the essence of pastoral care in the Sword of the Spirit.  We recall that the community is to 

be “one person”, and that person is Christ.  It is the primary means of Christian formation 

of its members, and it is the primary locus of holiness and apostolic activity.  Indeed, in an 

address to the Washtenaw County (Michigan) Community of Sword of the Spirit, shortly 

after the Word of God broke away from Sword of the Spirit, coordinator Bruce Yocum 

stressed precisely this point.  Because of the split in the community, many members were 

left without pastoral leaders, and for a time the local coordinators had to sort through 

everything before assigning new pastoral leaders.  The question arose as to how pastoral 

care would be managed or when it would resume.  Yocum's response was that personal 

pastoral leadership is only part of pastoral care and, indeed, not the most important part.  

He explained that the coordinators care for the pastoral needs of the community through the 

life they teach and govern, through their guidance of the community as a whole.  Such an 

approach is perfectly consistent with the vision Clark has of Christian community, and this 

understanding of the community as a collective person that forms its members is essential 

for understanding pastoral care in Sword of the Spirit. 

There is a second vision – a metaphor – that appears in Clark's writings and which 

is very helpful for understanding life in Sword of the Spirit.  It is the image of a traditional 

village society governed by tradition and the wisdom of its elders.  In such a society the 

elders oversee the life of the whole, seeing to it that young men learn trades and young 

women learn the domestic arts and that their youthful unruliness is restrained, that family 

life runs well and irresponsible parents called to account, and generally that everyone 

knows and takes up his place and relates well with the others.  Under the wise and watchful 

guidance of the elder all the village needs are met, disputes are resolved, and the village 
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lives in peace.  It is a life characterized be well-defined roles, a maximum of interdepend-

ence and little concern for personal independence.
119

 

From this vision of community and its supporting metaphor, it is clear that personal 

freedom and independence are discouraged in Clark's teaching.  And indeed, Clark has 

specifically written:   

“Many in the world hold up the ideal of independence of judgment and di-
versity of viewpoint, but in so doing they betray the fact that they are 
committed to individualism and not to genuine community.  ...They (i.e. 
Christians) therefore, place a lower value on developing an individuality 
of approach or a more correct opinion than they do on coming to a one-
ness of understanding with the Christian community they are a part of.”120 

Read in the context of Frank Sinatra's “I Did It My Way” or of Madonna's outrageous 

and provocative antics, this position seems reasonable.  Applied to mature Christians, it 

amounts to a denial of the right to individual personality.  To develop one's own point of 

view different from others even with an eye to forming a more correct opinion is said to 

betray an individualism contrary to Christian community and inconsistent with the 

Christian life.  One may better characterize it as a passion for the truth. 

If personality were simply a matter of differences whimsically fostered for differ-

ences' sake, then it might well be unbecoming a Christian.  The truth is, however, that 

personality is essentially rooted in the personhood of the individual human being.  To be a 

person is to be an individual with a rational nature, which is to be endowed with intellect 

and will.  By intellect we mean simply the ability to know and understand the truth, and by 

will we meant the power to love what is good and freely choose how we shall attain it.  

                                                
119 Obviously this is an idealized view of traditional society and the tribal village.  Clark presents a vision and not the results of a 

scientific investigation. 

120 Clark, Patterns of Christian Community, p. 67. 
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From the earliest days of Christian theology the image of God in the human being has been 

found in the rational soul whose powers those are.  And indeed God's command to rule 

over the earth and subdue it presupposes preeminently those powers of intellect and will, 

for only the knowing and understanding, loving and choosing being can be a true vicege-

rent for the Lord.  Only such a creature can “tend the garden” and exercise dominion over 

creation. 

The significance of this for our present discussion is that the human person is cre-

ative.
121

  To possess the truth as one's own and personally to love the good and strive for it 

make one creative.  This creativity is intended by God as part of our dignity.  It is, of 

course, most visibly manifest in the work of cultural giants, - Mozart, Shakespeare, Ein-

stein - but any good teacher, caring parent, or diligent craftsman is likewise creative.  True 

creativity flows not from self-centeredness but rather directly from a personal grasp of the 

truth shared out of a love for others. 

We might further add that the Church has throughout her history been vitally en-

riched by the creativity of her saints.  Consider:  St. Bonaventure, who founded western 

monasticism; St. Francis and St. Dominic, who founded the mendicant orders; St. Cath-

erine of Siena, who insisted the Pope return to Rome; St. Teresa, who reformed her order 

even in the face of episcopal opposition; St. Thomas More, who wrote Utopia and then 

later refused to follow almost all the English church into schism; Mother Teresa, who 

founded a new order to serve the poorest of the poor one at a time; St. Thomas Aquinas, 

who integrated Christian doctrine with the best of this world's wisdom. 

                                                
121 On this see Karol Wojtyla (Pope John Paul II), The Acting Person, (D. Reidel; Dordrecht, Boston, London; 1979), especially 

“Part Two: the Transcendence of the Person in the Action”.  See also Wojtyla's essay “Il personalismo tomisto”, in I 
fondamenti dell'ordine etico (CSEO, Bologna, 1980), especially pp. 147 f. 
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It may, perhaps, seem that we read too much into Clark's critique of independence, 

but the remainder of his writings make clear that the community has absolute primacy.  

Within the Sword of the Spirit system its is virtually impossible that the members surpass 

their leaders or the community as a whole in holiness.  All the criteria for goodness and 

truth are found in the community and not in the individual.  More precisely, these criteria 

are found in the leadership of the community.  Consider this remarkable claim:  “If the 

elders do not love one another and are not one, the other brothers and sisters will not love 

one another and be one.”
122

  First of all, this is demonstrably false from experience.  While 

we can readily grant that church leaders certainly should set an example of love and holy 

unity, no responsible authority teaches that the laity can love one another only as much as 

their priests and bishops love each other.  More important, Clark makes the unity of the 

Church depend on the subjective disposition of its leaders and not on the objective work of 

Christ.  Nevertheless it is consistent with and sheds a remarkable light on Clark's under-

standing of Christian community. 

The community member is absolutely subject to the authority of the community.  

“Those who belong to a Christian community are subject to its authority for their whole 

lives. ... The government of the community therefore extends to everything in their 

lives.”
123

  This authority forms the basis for pastoral care.  We must notice the phrase “for 

their whole lives”.  Although the Sword of the Spirit covenant allows for the possibility that 

one may eventually leave for good reason, the covenant is a whole-life event.  In principle, 

it extends not only over the length of one's life (for even the decision to leave must be made 

according to the covenant), but also over the breadth and the depth - that is, over all the 

activities and the fundamental values or goals of one's life.  To be sure, this authority is not 

so exercised in actual practice (as it would be - say - in military basic training) that all one's 

decisions are made from above.  Nevertheless, many decisions are submitted to one's 

                                                
122 Clark, Patterns of Christian Community, p. 17. 

123 ibid. p. 51 
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pastoral leader, especially major ones concerning career, marriage, etc.  And the pastoral 

leader is free to broach any area of the life of the person he is pastoring. 

Obviously such a system will not tend to foster one's growth in personal autonomy, 

self-definition or power.  Indeed we have already noted that Sword of the Spirit rejects the 

emphasis on independence of thought and action, self-realization and self-fulfillment, and 

personal autonomy.  The community is primary.  The job of the pastoral leader then is to 

lead the member more and more into unity with the community, into submission to its 

leaders and to help with practical decision-making. 

We need to look closely at this area of practical decisions, since it is fraught with 

significance for the Sword of the Spirit's understanding of God, the community and the 

human person.  Normally when wise parents guide their children in decision-making, they 

do so with an eye to the young person's growth in maturity and ability to decide for him-

self.  Especially during the child's teenage years the parents gradually “loosen the reins”, 

proceeding from commands and prohibitions through permission to limited options to 

advice.  The objective is that at the end of his adolescence the son or daughter will be on 

his own, able to make his decision freely, responsibly and well.  And even though the 

parents may well stand ready to give advice to their grown children, they ought to do so 

only when invited, recognizing that their children are free to act otherwise.  As they guide 

their children, wise parents normally have two goals in mind.  First, they want the best or 

wisest decision made, at least in important matters.  They forbid certain disastrous deci-

sions and require certain essential ones (e.g. “You must take a foreign language in high 

school.”)  But second, they want their child to be able to choose for himself, and so they 

encourage him to do this.  (e.g. “You may choose French or German.”)  For a human 

person, the very act of freely making a decision and implementing it is itself a genuine 

value.
124

  When they neglect this second goal, family problems result and their children 

                                                
124 Karol Wojtyla (John Paul II), The Acting Person  (D. Reidel; Dordrecht, Boston, London; 1979), p. 264-265. 
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typically rebel.  And of course it is not always easy to balance these two goals.  By way of 

contrast, however, in the Sword of the Spirit there is only one good and that is that the 

proper decision be made.  Thus one must always have direction for life's decisions. 

In the charismatic renewal in general and also in the covenant communities we find 

a serious confusion between God's will and God's choice.  Indeed, precisely this confusion, 

this reduction of “God's will” to “God's choice”, is the underlying, unspoken  premise of 

Stephen Clark's Knowing God's Will.125
  God's will is always to be done.  Whoever does 

not obey God's will sins and hinders His plan.  Now God's will in the most general form is 

given in the two Great Commandments:  “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength, and you shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.”
126

  These two commandments in fact are rooted in God's 

eternal will for all creation, that all things return to Him for His glory.  As rational creatures 

we are destined for God in a special way, namely to share His glory in perfect love, which 

will be eternal happiness.  This is God's will, and He wills that we love Him and love our 

neighbor so that this eternal goal may be realized in us.  But this is not the same as God's 

“choice”.  His will is that we love Him freely and that we devote ourselves freely to the 

authentic good of our neighbors.  His “choice” is a problematic concept that can bind our 

conscience.  Let us clarify what we mean. 

It is fairly common in the charismatic renewal as well as in other contexts for peo-

ple to experience “leadings of the Spirit”.  A classic (for charismatics) example is David 

Wilkerson's trip to New York to preach the Gospel to some young hoodlums who had just 

been arrested for murder.  The result of this response of his to a spiritual sense he had was 

his very successful apostolate among the gangs in Manhattan.  The almost impulsive 

response to what he saw on TV in his office changed Wilkerson's life and ministry for the 

                                                
125 Paul DeCelles has also made exactly this point in teaching his own People of Praise. 

126 Luke 10: 27. 
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better.
127

  Likewise, in prayer groups across the country, Catholics have responded to 

“leadings of the Spirit”, often with amazing results.  One can easily conclude that God 

always or usually has very specific things He wants us to do and that, if we will but pay 

attention to signs, leadings, and prophecies, we can know what these are.   

The false belief is this:  that it is not sufficient to do God's will by loving Him and 

our fellow man, by becoming saints, but that God has some very specific plans for us 

involving concrete choices which He wants us to make; that God's focus has moved from 

making us into free agents of His love to making us slaves in His enterprise or soldiers in 

His army.  The basis of this belief can be 1) a belief that God is doing something so new 

and different in this time that specific instructions are necessary if His will is to be accom-

plished, or 2) God is looking for specially dedicated and spiritually obedient servants who 

are willing to go beyond the “ordinary” Christian life to be perfect servants of God's will.
128

  

Or there may be a conviction that this is really the way God wants all men to live, but that 

only a few have the faith and the understanding to do it.  In any case, what matters is no 

longer what I choose but what God has chosen. 

One of the key points of Clark's Knowing God's Will is that the counsel of the 

Christian community's elders is an especially valuable source of guidance for finding what 

God wants.  Clark discusses a variety of ways that the Christian may discern God's will, 

ways that are typically “charismatic” for the most part.  However the Christian does not 

live in a vacuum, but rather he lives as member of a body.  For this reason the leaders of 

that body play a prominent role in discerning God's will.  

                                                
127 See David Wilkerson, The Cross and the Switchblade. 

128 This is well illustrated in, To Serve as Jesus Served, a book by People of Praise coordinator, Clem Walters, who suggests that the 

Christian envision himself standing before the Lord in chauffeur's livery, waiting for orders. 
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Now it is important to notice the implications of this.  If the choice to be made is 

God's specific will, then not to do it is a very serious matter.  In considering precisely this 

matter, St. Thomas Aquinas notes that to behave contrary to God's will would be mortal 

sin.
129

  The reason is that God's will is not only the highest good for us, but it is also the 

standard for all other goods.  To cut oneself off from God's will by turning away from it is 

to reject the fundamental principle of good.  It is to choose against God.   

Charismatics in general and community leaders in particular have not pursued the 

issue this far.  Rather they tend to attribute to God an attitude that says, “If you will not do 

what I want, then I will find someone else who will obey My directions”.   A prophecy at 

the 1976 Conference of Communities, sponsored by the People of Praise and the Word of 

God expressed it thus:  those present could turn down the invitation to join the bulwark the 

Lord was forming and still be saved, but they would be “left behind” and have much to 

endure in the coming trials. 

In this highly charged spiritual context, the role of the pastoral leader is vital.  

“Submission to human beings is something God works through to form His people in His 

own likeness, to train them in submission to Himself, and to protect them from self-

delusion and the deception of evil spirits.”
130

  Not only does the pastoral leader lead one to 

God's will, but he protects him from self-delusion and evil spirits.  We must note here the 

immense capacity this system offers for manipulation.   

To illustrate this more clearly, we cite two texts from Stephen B. Clark's Knowing 

God's Will. 

                                                
129 St. Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones de V eritate, q. 23, a. 7. 

130 Clark, Patterns of Christian Community, p. 61. 
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I believe that the Lord wants each one of us to know what he wants for us 
at every moment.  He wants us to be his people, without doubts, without 
confusion. 

Our lives can only be formed by the Spirit when he guides us and  we fol-
low him.  Unless he shows us what we must do, we cannot live in the 

Spirit. (Emphasis added)131 

The issue here is very starkly put.  Confusion and doubts are not the normal conse-

quences of making one's way through life.  They are a result of not following the Lord.  If 

one does what he wants, without knowing that it is specifically what God wants now, he 

is not living “in the Spirit”.   And so every natural factor in a situation - from one's 

desires to his abilities to his prospects - may point one way, but nevertheless, it is held 

that God may want something else for him, possibly something that had not entered his 

own head or heart to desire.  The Christian winds up being totally dependent on whoever 

can know God's will with certainty. 

In this example and in the theology of God's will as His choice which underlies it 

we find an acute division between the natural and the supernatural.  God's will, which is to 

be obeyed, is revealed only through community leaders, for every natural factor in the 

situation points away from it.  If the pastoral leader is to protect the member from self-

delusion and the deception of evil spirits, and if God's will can be radically different from 

one's natural inclinations and gifts, then the individual community member has no inner 

resources of his own on which he can depend.
132

  His wish to pursue something other than 

what the leaders propose may be self-delusion, rebellion, the deception of evil spirits or a 

genuine impulse for God.  However, without the ratification of community leaders, he has 

                                                
131 Stephen B. Clark, Knowing God's Will, Servant, Anna Arbor, 1974, p. 14.  Compare Paul DeCelles' remarks in a teaching to 

the People of Praise in April 1978: “At the moment of decision, the Lord wants you to do ONE THING.  The devil wants 

you to do anything else.  It is a real battle.” 

132 In this context it is important to note the strong mistrust of emotion in the teachings and life of the Sword of the Spirit.  See 

the “Report on the Harmful Effects of teh Training Course” commissioned by the leaderes of The Word of God commu-

nity.  Likewise in the People of Praise the emotions -- especially women's emotions -- are distrusted, and among the women 

there is a frequent appeal to “where you are in your cycle” in addressing “pastoral problems”. 
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no way of knowing whether God approves of his choice.  As if to drive the point home, 

Patterns of Christian Community insists further on:  “Members of the community approach 

the elders as men who represent a body, that the Lord has called together, and who there-

fore speak for the body and command the same commitment and honor as the body it-

self.”
133

  And when these elders give personal direction there is no higher court of appeals.  

To appeal outside the community is disloyal and brings discredit on the Lord's work.
134

 

It is in light of this approach to pastoral guidance that we must understand pub-

lished charges of “arranged marriages” in Sword of the Spirit.
135

  Certainly this does not 

refer to a practice whereby two fathers work out an agreement and then inform their 

children that they will soon be married.  Rather, pastoral leaders, under the direction of 

community elders, foster certain relationships and forbid others.  Indeed they may very 

well insist that two single people of their choosing move towards marriage.  Now, of all 

one's life decisions, the choice of a mate and the decision to marry him or her IS tied to 

deeply rooted human emotions and physical desires.  Here especially one who wants to do 

only what God wants can be easily led to mistrust his or her own judgment.  It is well said 

that love is blind, and in community the elders offer clear spiritual “eyes”.  As a result, 

good young people, ready to die to self and eager to please God first, can be pressured and 

manipulated into marriages not of their own choosing. 

b. The People of Praise 

As with the matter of ecclesial claims and covenant, the People of Praise under-

standing of headship or pastoral care is less starkly and clearly drawn than it is in Sword of 

the Spirit.  Indeed some People of Praise documents speak impressively in places of human 

freedom, the richness of culture and the inherent dignity of the human person.  Similarly in 

                                                
133 ibid. p. 61. 

134 ibid. p. 63. 

135 It should be noted that similar practices have occurred in the People of Praise. 
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the People of Praise we do not find the strong identification of the community with Christ 

himself, such as we find in Sword of the Spirit and therefore the impact upon one's con-

science is not necessarily so strong.  Nevertheless, much about the People of Praise pastoral 

system is flawed and leads to abuse.  We need to examine it carefully.   

The first thing to notice is that it is a pastoral system and intends to provide the 

Lord's pastoral care for its members.  That is, pastoral care in the People of Praise is 

intended to enable the members to grow in righteousness and holiness and to judge and 

order their earthly lives with an eye towards their eternal heavenly goal.
136

  It is intended 

effectively to replace the Church's established system of pastoral care.  As noted earlier, 

members are discouraged from seeking the spiritual counsel of priests.  When one goes to 

Confession, he should recite his sins, get absolution, and get out.  A remarkable example of 

the community's mistrust of the ordained pastors of the Church appears in a letter from 

senior coordinator Dan DeCelles to a member of the community and professional coun-

selor.  The latter had questioned Paul DeCelles teaching in Vine and Branches on pastoral 

care.  In the article Paul DeCelles had criticized counseling as being bound to the “here and 

now”, without an eternal perspective.  Dan DeCelles response to the counselor concluded 

with this remarkable paragraph: 

“Perhaps an example would help clarify the problem Paul's describing.  
Someone goes to a Catholic priest for confession.  He tells the priest what 
he's done and asks for absolution.  The priest can see that the person fells 
guilty for his sins and tries to help the person feel better.  Instead of help-
ing him repent, the priest tries to build his self-esteem.  He may succeed in 
the “here and now”; the person may go away feeling better about himself.  
But from an “eternal” perspective he may have caused some real dam-
age.”137 

                                                
136 Paul DeCelles, “For the Record - Pastoral Care: Part I”, V ine and Branches, November and December, 1989. 

137 Letter, Dan DeCelles to P. P., dated November 17, 1989. 
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Besides the obvious fact that the penitent would not even be in the confessional had 

he not repented of the sins (at least out of “imperfect contrition”), one is struck by De-

Celles' disregard for the effect of the sacrament itself, namely that the sins confessed are 

truly forgiven.  The priest's words of counsel may be more to the point or less, depending 

on his own wisdom, inspiration, preparation, etc. (although DeCelles is in no position to 

judge).  However, the eternal value of the confession derives precisely from the fact that 

this is the forum in which Christ chooses to forgive sin.  In the confessional the priest 

stands in exactly the place of the good shepherd who goes out to seek the lost sheep and 

return it to the fold. 

According to Vine And Branches, August, 1992, the People of Praise has ap-

proached the Ordinaries of the dioceses in which its two largest branches are located and 

invited them to be involved somehow in the community's pastoral care.  Both bishops 

declined, saying that they wish to pastor Catholic members through the parishes and other 

diocesan institutions.  The significance of this is that the People of Praise sees itself as 

standing parallel, as it were, to these bishops and not under them.  Therefore, it has appar-

ently not even occurred to DeCelles and the rest of the People of Praise leadership that they 

might be bound to eliminate their own pastoral system and send their people back to the 

priests in the parishes.  That is, People of Praise clearly understands itself to have a pastoral 

authority and ministry that is independent of that of the bishops of the Catholic Church.  In 

that same Vine and Branches article, DeCelles justifies their independence by pointing to 

the lay character of the community and by noting that the borderlines between laity and 

clergy are not nearly so clear as they once were.  Thus the member of the People of Praise 

is to understand that the pastoral care that he is to receive in order to grow in his life in 

Christ can only come from the headship of the People of Praise. 
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We should note the related point, that People of Praise steadfastly resists the notion 

that any churchman, including a bishop, has the authority to release a member from his 

obligation under the People of Praise covenant. 

As the People of Praise claims to exercise an authentic pastoral ministry, it makes it 

effective and universal (within the People of Praise) by assigning a personal head to each 

member, except married women, who are pastored or “headed” by their husbands.  We 

have already remarked that this is the practice common to People of Praise and Sword of 

the Spirit.  “Headship” was also employed at the Episcopalian Church of the Redeemer in 

Houston, and it was picked up, either from the Church of the Redeemer or from the Catho-

lic Charismatic communities by the Shepherding movement that was centered around the 

Christian Growth Ministries – Derek Prince, Don Basham, Charles Simpson, Bob Mum-

ford and others.   

While the People of Praise has attempted to distance itself from the shepherding 

movement in recent years, it is a fact that Paul DeCelles, Kevin Ranaghan, Stephen Clark 

and Ralph Martin all worked very closely with these “brothers” from the shepherding 

movement.  Three of the four founders of the People of Praise and the Sword of the Spirit 

were among the principal speakers at the 1975 National Men's Shepherds Conference in 

Kansas City, along with Christian Growth Ministries leaders.  All the heads in the People 

of Praise were required to attend this event.  Until late in 1980, Martin, Clark, DeCelles, 

Ranaghan and three of the Christian Growth Ministries pastors constituted a group called 

the Council, which met regularly to support each other in their ministries.  Indeed, in 1975 

this group made a secret covenant among themselves to support each other as “shepherds” 

and to bring about the unity of God's people.  Thus the People of Praise pastoral system 

finds its roots and fundamental structure in the shepherding system which was adopted in 

different ways by several different groups.  It is a mandatory system of headship organized 

pyramidically in such a way that every member is submitted to a head.  Paul DeCelles has 
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given teachings on “Discipleship” within the community teaching series, and the practice 

of “full-life submission” was for many years one of the cornerstones of the People of Praise 

approach to formation.   

Two features of the People of Praise pastoral system are particularly problematic:  

1) lack of confidentiality, and 2) confusion of governance with spiritual care.  Concerning 

the first point:  Although the People of Praise has a very clear teaching on “right speech”, 

which forbids gossip and negative talk in general, heads are exempt from this when meet-

ing among themselves.  They typically discuss the problems of those under them so that the 

other brothers and especially their head can advise them how to handle the member's 

problem.  What this means, of course, is that one can be reasonably sure that any informa-

tion he gives his head about his own problems or weaknesses will go up the chain to the 

leadership.  Furthermore, no one in the community may ask for or offer confidentiality in 

the headship relationship, for this would be to create an area of “darkness”, cut off from the 

light of the Lord.  Concerning the second point:  The personal head is, on the one hand, a 

personal counselor and advisor, a guide who is to lead the community member into order-

ing his life in such a way that he achieves righteousness and holiness here on earth and 

attain to his eternal reward.
138

  As such he is encouraged to pray for and take a strong 

personal concern for those under him.
139

  On the other hand, the head is also the adminis-

trative link between the coordinators and the member.  As such he is responsible for seeing 

to it that the member is faithful to his community responsibilities, such as meetings and his 

four hours of service per week, and communicating community policy and news.  A 

specific responsibility he has is to determine from the member's gross income what his 

community support payment should be (at the very least 5% of the gross), and he should 

                                                
138 Paul DeCelles expressly acknowledges this dual role of the head in the above-mentioned articles on pastoral care. 

139 Spirit and Purpose, sec. 15. 
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make sure this is paid.
140

  Thus one's most intimate spiritual confidant is also the most 

immediate governmental authority. 

These two aspects of People of Praise headship are a matter of grave concern and 

must surely give us pause.  Taken together they imply that the People of Praise member's 

life is not his own, his or her self is not his or her own.  As in Sword of the Spirit, the 

distinction between the secular and the religious is broken down, so that all one's decisions 

and dealings become the concern of one's head, and in turn potentially become known to 

the leadership.  “It is the capital sin of pride not to reveal all your thoughts and opinions to 

your head for correction,” taught Sharon Rose, a community handmaid or leader of women, 

at a women's retreat.  “Not to be open with your head concerning your budget is a manifes-

tation of the sin of greed,” according to Joseph Heintzelman, a branch head.  (Both teach-

ings were given with the express approval of the head coordinators.)  Everything that a 

member does is in principle subject to the review and judgment of the coordinators.  

Furthermore, the progress of his soul falls directly under their rule.  The effect is almost 

necessarily that the good of this soul will be the implementation of the goals of the com-

munity leaders, for the interpreter of God's will is also the messenger and administrator for 

the coordinators.
141

  If the community member feels himself or herself called by God in a 

direction for which the People of Praise provides no context or somehow contrary to what 

the community is doing, he is strictly “on his own” spiritually.  His head will normally 

                                                
140 Pastoral Guidelines of the People of Praise, p. 16. 

141 The minutes of coordinators' meetings of the People of Praise are quite striking in this regard.  The term “pastor” is used 

regularly to mean “to influence” or “to get to obey”.   

Thus: Sept. 27, 1985 - S. B. Branch Coordinators Mtg.  “Kevin asked that we remind those we pastor to make their support 

payments on a monthly basis.”   

And: March 27, 1985 - Area Coordinators Meeting.  “Ralph mentioned to us to continue to pastor those who need to pay 

Trinity tuition.”   

Or: May 17, 1985 - Memo from Kevin Ranaghan to S. B.  Branch Coordinators.  “Sharing fund is low low low (sic).  Please 

continue to pastor the appeal I made at the last community meeting.”   

Further: October 31, 1984 - Area Coordinators Mtg.  “We reviewed some service placement assignments that have not been 

accepted.  We decided to put some of these back on the list to be assigned, and others we want to check on through the 

pastoral system.”   

May 11, 1984 - Memo to S.B. coordinators from Bob McDonough.  “We also need to pastor the individual families in 

assuming their obligations to fund their children's education.”  This list could be expanded. 
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oppose him, and he is pressured at least to be absolutely sure that God wants something 

else of him.  Furthermore there is a strong temptation not to be completely forthright with 

one's head, since whatever one says may indeed go “up the tubes”. 

It is worthwhile to contrast this with what the Church does.  The confidentiality of 

the confessional is primary here.  Any Catholic may confess any sin, no matter how 

heinous or how often committed, and his confessor is absolutely forbidden to take it with 

him out of the confessional, not even to his bishop or the pope, much less to another priest 

or lay person.  This seal of confession extends even to persons who might act as interpret-

ers or translators in the confessional or who even simply overhear.  Furthermore, the 

Church resolutely seeks to prevent governmental considerations from interfering with the 

care of souls in such a way that the latter is compromised.  Thus, recognizing that most 

seminarians will be eager for ordination, the Church forbids that either the candidate's 

confessor or his spiritual director have any say concerning his admission to ordination.
142

  

The Church will risk ordaining an unsuitable candidate to the priesthood rather than to 

compromise anyone's access to the forgiving mercy of God. 

In recent years People of Praise has taken belated steps to provide training for those 

who are to serve as heads.  This training is based largely on Pope St. Gregory the Great's 

Pastoral Care.  In and of itself it is good to learn from the Doctors and saints.  It must be 

kept in mind, however, that Pope Gregory wrote his work as a handbook for the bishop, to 

aid him in the pulpit.  He did not envision that lay leaders of an extra-ecclesial group would 

assign lay pastors and require weekly meetings for pastoral counselling, much as the 

People of Praise does.  Even if the content of their pastoral counsel is drawn from impecca-

ble Catholic sources, it remains true that the shepherding - discipleship structure is not 

Catholic and that this very structure determines what impact pastoral care will have. 

                                                
142 Code of Canon L aw, Canon 240 - 2. 
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The section on “Authority” in Spirit and Purpose is very enlightening.  It begins 

with the statement, “All authentic authority is generated by Jesus Christ as head of his 

body, the church.”  By the next paragraph we read, “Yet there are some gifts which are 

designed for the overall health of the whole body, and those who are given these gifts 

accept the burdens which come from major responsibilities.”  What we see here is that the 

reference has shifted from the Church to the community.  The remainder of the section 

proceeds to cite the relevant Scripture texts, including Hebrews 13: 17. 

“Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they are keeping watch over 
your souls, as men who will have to give account.” 

The clear implication of the section - which carefully refrains from a direct statement of it 

- is that the “pastors” of the People of Praise enjoy the authority Christ has given to his 

Church and that the members of the community are bound to submitted to it.  This is, in 

fact, how the members of that community understand their relationship with their leaders. 

Nevertheless, these heads are not really pastors.  They are not ordained and there-

fore cannot effectively minister Christ's saving love to those under them.  They are re-

stricted to merely human means such as teaching, exhorting, persuading, scolding and 

ridicule.  They simply do not have the power to administer the means Christ has provided 

to effect an inner transformation of the soul.  Thus, the People of Praise pastoral head 

cannot confidently entrust the soul to the Lord, leaving him or her in peace to respond 

freely to the Lord's interior workings.  Rather the head must constantly prod, question, urge 

and exhort, using these visible means to produce visible result.  Indeed, Paul DeCelles has 

gone so far as to endorse the use of ridicule and scorn to lead others on into Christian 

commitment.
143

 

                                                
143 Paul DeCelles, “Going all out”, Pastoral Renewal, Vol. 5, No. 2, August 1980. 
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It is worthwhile to cite the words of Fr. Henri de Lubac, who insists that the true 

pastor enjoys a “paternal” authority, which derives directly from the fact that the priest is 

ordained to act in the person of Christ.  That is, the priest is “father” precisely in virtue of 

the sacramental character of his priesthood.  De Lubac writes that if this paternal authority 

be suppressed  

“either it would be necessary to renounce all spiritual authority and 
preach anarchy, or the Christian would be unavoidably subjected to an 
authority that was abusive in its very principle, and consequently tyranni-
cal, however benign its forms and conditions of use were originally con-
ceived to be.144 

The manipulative approaches recommended by DeCelles are precisely the behaviors that 

have given rise to reported abuses of power within these communities.  Lacking the 

means of grace, these pastors must resort to the manipulation of souls and consciences. 

One final aspect of pastoral care in the People of Praise needs to be noted here, and 

that is the community's practice of deliverance from evil spirits.  The community's Pastoral 

Guidelines state: 

Normally within the first year of being underway each member of the 
community is prayed with for deliverance.  Normally this is done in a gen-
eral deliverance session. 
It is also normal for people to be prayed with again for deliverance if they 
and their head feel it would be beneficial for them.(Lk. 10:19-20)”145 

Overall coordinator Paul DeCelles has frequently remarked that prior to the “discovery” 

of deliverance from evil spirits, it had been impossible to form community.  Kevin  

Ranaghan commented in August 1977 that without deliverance, “We would have been 

                                                
144 Henri de Lubac, The Motherhood of the Church, (Ignatius Press, San Francisco 1982), p. 110. 

145 Pastoral Guidelines of the People of Praise, p. 2. 
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just a happy little Holy Spirit group.”  This prayer to expel oppressive spirits was there-

fore a gift of the Lord to make possible the common life of the People of Praise.   

The theological conception underlying this prayer is that most (if not all) Christians 

can be consistently “oppressed” by certain evil spirits -- such as a spirit of confusion or lust 

or deceit.  Unlike cases of possession, in which the subject's body is actually taken over by 

an evil spirit, this oppression consists in a particular spirit's “hanging around” his victim to 

impel or incline him almost constantly in the direction of a certain kind of sin.  On the basis 

of this distinction, the community further distinguishes between exorcism (which is re-

quired in the case of possession) and deliverance from oppressing spirits.  As such, the 

prayer allegedly does not fall under the canonical requirement that exorcism be performed 

only by a priest with “the special and express permission of the Ordinary”.
146

 

The manner of this prayer is for the prayer leaders and the subjects of deliverance to 

pray in common for a period and then to break into teams which pray with individuals one 

at a time. 

“Then individuals are prayed with by a smaller team which includes the 
person's head.  When a woman is being prayed with at least one woman 
should be on the team.  The team does not “interrogate the spirits”, but 
rather discerns their presence and prays against them in the name of the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  The person being prayed with is to 
renounce any spirits that are named.”147 

The method here is significant.  We note that, except for offering up his own prayer, the 

one prayed with is passive.  The evil spirits that are oppressing him are discerned by 

others, and he is simply to renounce them.  In sacramental confession the subject always 

accuses himself and has the right and freedom to deny any sin or area of sin which the 

                                                
146 The Code of Canon L aw (1983), Can. 1172. 

147 Pastoral Guidelines of the People of Praise, p. 2. 
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confessor-priest may ask him about.  In deliverance, the discernment is done entirely by 

the prayer team; there is no discussion, debate or dialogue.  If the team discerns – say – a 

spirit of rebellion, one is not to examine his conscience or behavior to discern whether 

this is true, but he is simply to renounce the spirit.  In subsequent meetings with his head, 

he will be guided into practical steps for living out that deliverance and growing in 

submission.  The practice also leaves the door open for manipulation by leaders.  For 

example, in the deliverance prayer over someone who has asked hard or critical questions 

about the community or its leadership, a “critical spirit” or a “spirit of rebellion” may be 

“discerned”.  By the very nature of the situation, this is not an accusation against the one 

being prayed with.  He is simply the “victim” of evil spirits.  a protestation or denial on 

his part would be to no avail; indeed, it would be considered as not “yielding” to the 

grace of the prayer.  From that point on the subject of the prayer knows that with every 

criticism, he is playing into the devil's hands.  If he forgets, his pastoral head will be able 

to remind him that by the very act of criticizing he is falling into Satan's plan for his life, 

to lead him away from God. 

A further point is in order, here.  Also unlike sacramental confession, there is no 

seal of confidentiality.  Although prayer teams are urged not to gossip about what goes on 

in the deliverance session, it remains ‘pastorally’ appropriate to discuss the results of the 

prayer with others in headship within the community so that the coordinators can better 

take concern for the subject's pastoral needs.  It is also the case that if one should admit to 

an area of sinful inclination – say, strong homosexual temptations – then that information 

can and ordinarily will be communicated to others in authority within the community. 

The abuse and potential manipulation of consciences constituted by the practice of 

deliverance is one of the most serious defects of the People of Praise.  The community's 

perspective on spiritual warfare, with its concomitant belief that as the People of Praise it is 



A. J. Reimers – Not Reliable Guides  93 

 

 

 

competent to discern and expel evil spirits from the lives of its members, is a key reason 

that members feel spiritually threatened by the prospect of leaving the community. 

c. Summary 

Pastoral care within both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise is gravely defec-

tive in principal.  The basis of it is a false belief that there are charismatic gifts of the Holy 

Spirit that qualify one as a pastor of souls, combined with a false confidence that these 

communities are full Christian communities, that is, local manifestations of the body of 

Christ.  But these beliefs are unwarranted.  Neither Sword of the Spirit nor People of Praise 

nor any other such community has any ground for assuming that God has entrusted it with 

the care of souls.  The Church throughout history, up through the Second Vatican Council 

and the pontificate of John Paul II as expressed most recently in Pastores dabo vobis, has 

insisted that Christ has entrusted his pastoral mission only to the Apostles, their successors 

and the ordained coworkers.  In them and only in them does the One Shepherd exercise his 

ministry.  For another to claim this office in not only presumptive, it is false and a usurpa-

tion of Christ's authority and it is well to keep in mind Christ's ominous words regarding 

such shepherds.
148

 

These pastoral systems are not harmless.  Growing evidence, along with a proper 

understanding of their dynamics, suggests that these systems cripple community members 

psychologically, reducing them to fear and bondage rather than liberating them for the 

authentic freedom of sons and daughters of God.  We have already established how the 

covenant community supplants the Church.  Under the People of Praise or Sword of the 

Spirit pastoral system, one's primary spiritual reference point is his head.  If he is the pastor 

Christ has given me, then I am best assured of pleasing Christ by following my head or 

pastoral leader.  The teaching of the communities repeatedly reinforces this point, and 

coordinators frequently exhort members to bring problems or questions to their heads.  

                                                
148 John 10: 1. 
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Likewise, one never hears guidelines for testing or discerning the advice of one's pastoral 

leader, except to allow for appeals to his head.  Furthermore, the teaching and practice of 

“right speech” result in the fact that most community members speak positively of their 

relationship with their pastoral leader.  Headship is always praised, never criticized in 

public.  The effect, of course, is that the member who has misgivings or doubts is very 

much alone.  What everyone else speaks so highly of must be good.  Any problem is with 

the doubting member.  And this doubt is itself a serious defect in commitment. 

We need to take especial note that both systems, Sword of the Spirit and People of 

Praise, effectively close the door to pastoral help from the Church.  Stephen Clark's Pat-

terns of Christian Community calls it “disloyalty”, a grave offense, to take one's problems 

and disagreements to someone outside the community.
149

  The People of Praise, as men-

tioned, discourages its members from seeking the counsel of a priest.  Thus the member is 

left with only the perspective that what Christ has for him and what Christ wants of him 

can be found only in the community. 

It is impossible to regard the pastoral systems of Sword of the Spirit and People of 

Praise and to find them healthy, either in theory or in practice.  Both are destructive and 

should be treated as such. 

                                                
149 Clark, Patterns of Christian Community, p. 63. 
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Chapter 6. Ecumenism 

Both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise regard themselves as ecumenical 

communities, although individual local groups within Sword of the Spirit may be Catholic.  

In virtue of this ecumenism those communities claim to offer a distinctive hope and 

opportunity for the Christian people, and they claim exemption from certain strictures that 

would normally apply, were they exclusively and explicitly Catholic organizations. 

On the face of it, the underlying ecumenical theory that these communities assume 

seems logical.  It runs roughly as follows: 

1) As Christians we share in common something far greater than that which 

divides us, namely our faith in Christ.  Likewise, what divides Christians from 

the world is much greater than what divides them from each other. 

2) By our faith we are made brothers and sisters in Christ, co-heirs with him of the Kingdom. 

3) Christ commands us to love one another by laying down our lives for each other 

as he did for us. 

4) Therefore, Christians should be able to share the great wealth of faith that they have in common and live in rel

The approach of the communities, then, is to accept a fundamental doctrinal core
150

 

of Christian truth and then lead all the members into a life of practical committed love for 

one another.  In this way the communities are founded on faith in Christ and love of the 

brothers.  The Bible is the norm for teaching, especially those books accepted by Protes-

                                                
150  The Apostles Creed for Sword of the Spirit and the Nicene Creed for People of Praise. 
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tants as well as Catholics, and since community teaching is predominantly practical and not 

doctrinal or theological, there should be little danger or fear of falling into heterodoxy or 

heresy. 

The apparent beauty of this approach is that it forces no doctrinal or denominational 

decision.  Every member is free to embrace the teachings and practices of his own denomi-

nation.  As a community, then, they express the common core of faith and live out exem-

plary lives of love.  What is required for this to work is a kind of courtesy called “ecumeni-

cal sensitivity”, and both community systems have guidelines for this. 

In Sword of the Spirit, as could be expected, the guidelines are spelled out clearly 

and in fair detail.  The guiding principle is that in public or official manifestation of the 

community life, distinctly denominational symbols, beliefs, and practices should not be 

given prominence or any special authority.
151

  So, if a teacher cites the book of Wisdom, he 

should support it with a text from Proverbs.  It is acceptable to cite Aquinas occasionally, 

provided one also refers – say – to Calvin or Luther.  Religious art that is specific to one 

particular denomination, e.g.. crucifixes and statues of Our Lady, should not be used in 

public areas, including not only community offices, but also public areas of community 

homes (i.e. living and dining rooms).  The crucifix belongs in the bedroom or private den.  

Public prayer will avoid denominational manifestations – such as the Sign of the Cross and 

the Hail Mary (although typically the “for Thine is the Kingdom” is normally appended to 

the Our Father). 

The rules for the interpretation of Scripture are particularly significant.  The Sword 

of the Spirit constitution refers to doctrinal divisions and the corresponding diverse inter-

pretation of Scripture as the product of polemics between various groups.  The teacher in 

                                                
151 Constitution of the Sword of the Spirit, “Our Ecumenical Approach”, ID1.1-6 
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Sword of the Spirit, then, who is dealing with a controverted text should find a spiritual 

meaning, a sense that can address all denominations and not support the claims of one as 

over against another.  So, for instance, “we should stress the authority of Scripture as the 

word of God rather than its all-sufficiency, or its insufficiency without tradition or the 

church Magisterium.”
152

 

The People of Praise is characteristically less specific than Sword of the Spirit, al-

though its practices are similar.  Particularly noteworthy is the treatment of ecumenism in 

Spirit and Purpose.  There it is stated  

“We realize that our communion will grow as our churches themselves 
achieve a proper form of unity. ... However the highest expression of 
Christian unity remains a distant summit which our Lord desires for his 
disciples.”153 

In the meantime, People of Praise will share among themselves the unity that is possible 

for them “as our churches permit”.  It is, on the face of it, a modest and reasonable 

approach to ecumenism. 

“Ecumenical sensitivity”, the overall guideline within the People of Praise, and its 

manifestations are similar to those mandated by Sword of the Spirit.  Members are encour-

aged to express themselves with ecumenical sensitivity at all public functions of the 

community. And conscious of its predominant Catholic majority, the community takes 

pains not to look “too Catholic”.  When Kevin Ranaghan spoke briefly at the 1984 World-

wide Retreat for Priests in Vatican City, the editor of the People of Praise's magazine New 

Heaven/New Earth took great pains to avoid illustrating the story with photographs of the 

Pope or St. Peter's Basilica, as these were too specifically Catholic. 

                                                
152 ibid. ID1.3. 

153 Spirit and Purpose, sec. 16. 
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In many contexts such as approach of ecumenical sensitivity makes a great deal of 

sense.  One thinks, for instance, of the interdenominational effort to protect the unborn.  It 

would be pointless to insist that everyone in an Operation Rescue effort go to Mass first or 

that the demonstration be led by a priest.  When Christians gather to accomplish works of 

mercy, they can ignore their differences for the sake of the work at hand.  Furthermore, 

Christians of different denominations can share their daily lives in peace, harmony and 

love.  Really, that is the basis for a Christian civil society.  However, neither People of 

Praise nor Sword of the Spirit claims to exist for the sake of limited charitable goals, and 

neither claims to be a civil society.  They claim to be authentic Christian communities, and 

it is here that this ecumenism becomes problematic. 

The ecumenical approaches of Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise are based 

on a fundamental misunderstanding of what the Church is.  Both systems of communities 

have adopted the de facto stance of observers “above the fray” and outside the Churches.  

Clearly, if we take the Sword of the Spirit guidelines at face value, the member's denomina-

tional affiliation is a matter of personal concern.  He is not present in the Sword of the 

Spirit as a Catholic, since his Catholic identity is relegated to the private sphere.  The 

central ecclesial fact of his life is that he belongs to a Sword of the Spirit community.  In a 

more subtle, but just as real way this same dynamic is at work in the People of Praise.  The 

entire community lives in as much unity as possible in the hope of someday attaining the 

“distant summit” of full unity.  But the truth is that all the Catholic members of the People 

of Praise (as well, of course, as those who are not) are joined in a full, deep and wonderful 

unity with the Lord and with each other when they celebrate the Eucharist and receive 

communion.  The Church IS one.  The unity granted by Christ in the Catholic Church is 

ignored in favor of a unity which People of Praise hopes to enjoy on that day when de-

nominational unity might be established. 
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Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise misunderstand what the Church is, and 

this is most especially clear in the “ecumenically sensitive” down-playing of certain 

specifically Catholic manifestations of faith.  For example, both systems avoid public 

references to or veneration of the Blessed Virgin Mary as something offensive to Protes-

tants.  But the ecclesiological significance of Mary is essential:  She is the Mother and 

Model of the Church.  Not to acknowledge her is not to know the Church as mother.  This 

is no mere metaphor here, either.  The economy of the Incarnation is that just as Mary was 

indispensable for bringing Christ to birth in the world, so is the Church - the institutional 

Catholic Church - necessary for the world to encounter Christ.  And indeed, if we neglect 

the motherhood of Mary them we will surely overlook the living maternity of the Church 

and, in fact, see it as only an institution.  Mary is integral to the faith, not an extraneous or 

non-essential object of sentimental devotion. 

The Church is most Church when she celebrates the Eucharist.  With their emphasis 

on covenant commitment and the experience of community, People of Praise and Sword of 

the Spirit make the Body of Christ (i.e. the authentic Christian community) extrinsic to the 

Church, which is reduced to the role of a service institution.  This ecumenism that pretends 

to live a corporate life of faith independent of any one church and outside the context of the 

Eucharist is a merely human venture.  Wherever Mass is celebrated, Christ is saving His 

people by offering up a perfect sacrifice to His Father and by laying down His life for them.  

He is gathering them into one.   

“For by Christ's will there is in this sacrament a continual renewing of the 
mystery of the sacrifice of himself that Christ offered to the Father on the 
altar of the cross, a sacrifice that the Father accepted ...”154 

It is sheer arrogance to claim to establish greater unity by a covenant among men than 

that which Christ has established and is establishing by His own blood.  If these groups 

                                                
154 Redemptor hominis, sec 20. 
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are genuinely concerned for the unity of Christ's people, they will lead them not into 

covenant but to the Eucharist. 

Here we must mention one of the most curious and, indeed, aberrant manifestations 

of the ecumenism practiced by the Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise.  In the 

summer of 1975, Stephen Clark and Ralph Martin (The Word of God), Paul DeCelles and 

Kevin Ranaghan (People of Praise), Don Basham, Ern Baxter, Bob Mumford, Derek Prince 

and Charles Simpson (Christian Growth Ministries), Larry Christenson and Don Pfoten-

hauer (Lutheran charismatics) made a covenant among themselves “to care for and serve 

what God is doing to restore and reunite his people”.
155

  This Council, consisting of four 

Catholics, two Lutherans and five non-denominational ministers constituted the motivating 

and ideological force behind the 1975 National Men's Shepherds Conference in Kansas 

City and the 1977 Conference on Charismatic Renewal in the Christian Churches. 

The latter event, which took place in Kansas City, Missouri, was the showcase of 

the People of Praise and The Word of God's ecumenical approach.  Every morning the vari-

ous denominational renewal groups (such as the Catholic National Service Committee) 

held their sessions in smaller facilities around town.  Then in the evenings all 50,000 

participants (of whom 46% were Catholic) met for the general sessions in Arrowhead 

Stadium.  After the conference the Council concluded, “God has given us a mandate to 

become one.  Kansas City (i.e. the 1977 conference) was a forerunner of a greater unity.  

The unity of the Kansas City Conference grew out of our unity.”
156

  The members of the 

Council spoke of themselves as “imparting unity” to the body of Christ from their own 

unity.  At this point in its existence, the Council saw as its mission the establishing an 

interdenominational network of communities covenanted to one another, their leaders being 

trained as disciples of the Council.   

                                                
155 Minutes, “Meeting of the Council”, September 8-10, 1974. 

156 Minutes, General Council Meeting, August 8-10, 1977. 



A. J. Reimers – Not Reliable Guides  100 

 

 

 

Among the various specific projects discussed in 1977 was a Leadership Training 

Institute for young men to be sent into ministry.  This institute would be staffed by three 

teachers, “each from a different tradition” (i.e. Catholic, Protestant, non-denominational).  

Such an institute would “affect the spiritual and academic leadership of the Church ... train 

and equip teachers for the Body of Christ,” in the expectation that “such training would 

provide protection for the Body of Christ”.
157

  Cardinal Leon Joseph Suenens had earlier 

proposed a training institute for men to be ordained into the Catholic priesthood and 

diaconate.  The Council proposed founding this Leadership Training Institute in response to 

and (they apparently hoped) with the blessing of the Cardinal.  The minute concludes: “We 

work with Cardinal Suenens, but our communities would be in charge.”
158

  The minutes of 

this meeting, amount to an unabashed discussion of how to use a prelate who has gone to 

great lengths to foster the charismatic renewal and insure its recognition by the Holy See. 

As it turned out, the Council passed out of existence when the People of Praise 

parted company with The Word of God in 1981.  The Protestant members of the Council 

offered to mediate the dispute between Clark and Martin on one hand and DeCelles and 

Ranaghan on the other.  The People of Praise coordinators declined, however, observing 

that since the four principals were Catholics, the mediation should be by a Catholic author-

ity. 

With the passing of the Council, the great plan for imparting unity through a tightly 

committed network of interdenominational communities failed.  Instead The Word of God 

turned to the formation of the Sword of the Spirit network, while the People of Praise 

formed an association of communities, which was eventually transformed into the present 

form of the People of Praise.  What remains significant about this episode is the ecclesiol-

                                                
157 ibid. 

158 Significantly, a subsequent note to the minutes observes, “Ralph and Steve are currently pessimistic over their relationship 

with the Cardinal.” 
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ogy and ecumenical understanding that underlay this project.  The various churches, 

including the Catholic Church, were regarded as institutions that may embody traditions, 

but which were incapable of realizing true unity on their own.  The unity Christ wants for 

his people was to exist only in explicit, covenantal relationships.  The Body of Christ was 

to be something existing outside of and -- indeed -- “over” the Catholic Church.  The unity 

of God's people was not something inhering in the Catholic Church but rather was to be 

imparted by a group of unordained men -- most of them not Catholic -- who stand in a 

covenant relationship with each other. 

The Council's vision of imparted unity may have died in 1981, but the communities' 

practical ecumenism remained.  Yet this is not sound either.  First of all, the practical, 

denominationally independent approach to interpreting the Scripture is deceptively sim-

plistic and dangerous.  A recent essay by Archbishop Antonio Ambrosiano of Spoleto- 

Norcia (Italy) explicitly rejects such an approach: 

“Ecumenical 'initiatives and activities' should not be understood in a re-
strictive sense such as could evoke a kind of pragmatic ecumenism made 
up of things and activities that prescind from doctrinal principles and 
from the professions of faith themselves.  On the contrary we call 'ecumen-
ism' that which begins with activities and initiatives undertaken to foster 
the dialogue of truth by confronting doctrinal issues and deepening our 
understanding of them in view of a common faith.”159 

In fact, the community approach could be much more accurately called “non-

denominational” rather than “ecumenical”.   

In fact the Sword of the Spirit characterization of doctrine as merely the result of 

polemics borders on the heretical.
160

  The Church is not only Mother but she is teacher as 

                                                
159 Abp. Antonio Ambrosiano, “Only the ecumensim of truth can lead to fulness of unity”, L 'Osservatore Romano, (English 

edition), N. 38 - 23 September 1992. 

160 In Sword of the Spirit Constitution, ID1.3 
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well.  Her office of teaching is in a certain way prior to Scripture.  That is, Christ has 

bequeathed His Revelation to the Church, which is its guardian, and that Revelation is 

contained in a unified and privileged way in Sacred Scripture.  The Scriptures belong to the 

Church as her book.  To interpret them independently of the Church is immediately to 

begin to falsify them.  We may say that the Church herself is the living interpretive key for 

understanding the Bible.   

Furthermore it is the Church's express teaching that Christ has given His Apostles 

and their successors, the Bishops, the authority to teach authentic Christian doctrine.  

“Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit 
of the Word of God, which is entrusted to the Church.... But the task of 
giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its writ-
ten form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teach-
ing office of the Church alone.”161   

While others may certainly read, reflect, do theology and comment on the Scriptures, the 

Catholic bishops under the Pope remain the authoritative teachers.  To approach the 

Scriptures independently of them, for instance in some non- or trans-denominational way, 

is to reject precisely the means Christ has provided for understanding His Word.  We 

cannot -- out of “ecumenical sensitivity” -- pretend that there is an inter-denominational 

way to read Scripture faithfully. 

Concerning the Scriptures we must also insist that even a non-dogmatic and practi-

cal approach to the Bible constitutes a falsification of it.  If we say - as Stephen Clark does 

- that the Scriptures intend to teach us about social structures and roles, or if we present it 

as simply the life of Christ and the people of God, along with practical wisdom for follow-

ing Christ, then we have reduced it to less than it really is.  Indeed, if we read the Scriptures 

                                                
161 Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei verbum, sec. 10. 
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in the way proposed by Sword of the Spirit, People of Praise and their leaders, then pre-

cisely the Church disappears from the Bible, and this is certainly not the mind of Christ. 

Both Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise see themselves as making a vital con-

tribution to the cause of Christian unity by providing a model and an example of living 

Christian unity in their communities.  Yet it is hard to see the fruit of this initiative.  After 

more than twenty years of these communities, we see them having no real impact on the 

ecumenical movements.  We have not seen new initiatives, new dialogues, flourishing 

fruits.  The hoped-for results have not yet appeared. 

What is also troublesome about these communities taken as ecumenical initiatives 

is that they are not following the directives established by Vatican II for ecumenical activ-

ity.  The Decree on Ecumenism, “Unitatis redintegratio, is very clear about the basis of our 

unity in Christ.  It is Christ's work of salvation, accomplished on the cross, and given to the 

Church. 

“In his Church he instituted the wonderful sacrament of the Eucharist by 
which the unity of the Church is both signified and brought about.  He 
gave his followers a new commandment to love one another, and promised 
the Spirit, their Advocate, who, as Lord and life-giver, should remain with 
them forever.” 

and further on, 

“It is through the faithful preaching of the Gospel by the Apostles and 
their successors -- the bishops with Peter's successor at their head -- 
through their administering the sacraments, and through their governing 
in love, that Jesus Christ wishes his people to increase, under the action of 
the Holy Spirit; and he perfects its fellowship in unity; in the confession of 
one faith, in the common celebration of divine worship, and in the fra-
ternal harmony of the family of God.”162 

                                                
162 Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis redintegratio, sec 2. 
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 These communities undertake an important project of common life and common 

prayer without the oversight of any bishop.  The council grants that occasional ecumenical 

prayer services may be of value, but these communities meet weekly or more often.  The 

Church insists that those who undertake ecumenical endeavors be well-grounded in Catho-

lic teaching and that they proceed on the basis of that teaching.  But members of Sword of 

the Spirit and People of Praise proceed on the basis of a nondenominational “community 

teaching”. 

The Church, in her maternal concern, has always jealously guarded the Catholic 

identity and consciousness of her children.  Indeed, so far as ecumenical or inter-faith com-

munities are concerned, she has been historically reluctant to approve founding of that most 

basic community – the marriage – on an interfaith basis.  The reason for this has nothing to 

do with possessiveness.  Rather the Church recognizes that she is the necessary and suffi-

cient means for salvation and that to weaken a Catholic's allegiance to the Church is to 

imperil his salvation.  As ecumenical ventures, Sword of the Spirit and People of Praise are 

unauthorized, misleading and dangerous.
163

 

To conclude this section we must comment briefly on the claim sometimes ad-

vanced that because these communities are “ecumenical” and not Catholic, as such they are 

not subject to the authority of the local bishops involved.  This simply is not true.  First of 

all, since these groups have Catholic members (including the top leadership) those mem-

bers fall under the direct spiritual authority of the bishop.  In no way can membership in a 

covenant community be construed as removing one from that authority.
164

  Secondly, if 

                                                
163 Significantly, in the minutes of the General Council Meeting, August 8-10, 1977, Kevin Ranaghan comments that CRS 

(Charismatic Renewal Services) is considering “banning communion until unity is restored”.  As Director of Conferences for 

CRS, this author had never heard such a proposal, but Ranaghan did see fit to bring it up in the context of the Council's 

discussion of unity. 

164 See Rev. James LeBar, op. cit. Appendix VII, Letter from Johannes Cardinal Willebrands, President of the Secretariat for 

Christian Unity, to Archbishop Peter Gerety of Newark, New Jersey, dated April 2, 1986.  “In this regard we would affirm 

your authority as Archbishop in matters concerning teaching, evangelization, spiritual formation and ecumenism in your 
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these communities are serious about their ecumenical commitment, then they must be 

answerable to the bishop, precisely because he is the one responsible for ecumenical out-

reach and mission in his diocese.  In this as in too many other similar matters, we can let 

our social conventions and courtesies obscure the truth.  In this case, the truth is that the 

bishop is responsible for ALL the souls in his diocese – for evangelizing those who do not 

believe, for leading the separated brethren back into unity and for the care of practicing 

Catholics.  The notion that the bishop has no jurisdiction over such a group, especially one 

the majority of whose members are Catholic, is simply false.  To suggest otherwise is to 

betray a serious ignorance of the nature of the bishop's pastoral office and of the filial 

relationship a Catholic owes to him. 

                                                                                                                                            
Archdiocese.”  And later: “If Catholics join an ecumenical organization, the organization does not replace the jurisdiction of 

their bishop, who remains for Catholics the 'authentic teacher endowed with the authority of Christ' (LG 25).” 
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Chapter 7. Women and the Marriage Relationship 

Perhaps the most visibly objectionable aspect of these covenant communities and 

those modeled after them is the set of practices regarding women and married life.  While 

the doctrinal bases of these practices and even the teachings themselves may vary some-

what among communities, the practices themselves show a remarkable similarity. 

In both the Sword of the Spirit communities and in the People of Praise, women 

play a decidedly secondary role to men.  St. Paul's stipulations in 1 Corinthians 11 and in 

Ephesians 5 that the husband is the “head” of his wife and that the wife is to “submit in all 

things” is taken as a fundamental pattern for marriage.  A married woman is expected 

always to reflect the fact that she is under her husband's authority.  This goes beyond an 

acknowledgment that the husband is “head of the home” or head of the family; he is, in 

fact, her personal pastoral head.  Whatever she does requires at least his tacit approval.  He 

is responsible for her formation and growth in the Christian life. 

Women in general take a secondary role in the life of the community.  Although 

women may prophecy at community gatherings, no woman may hold a position of leader-

ship in which she governs men.
165

  All leaders (coordinators) must be men.  The communi-

ties plainly disapprove of women serving in leadership positions.  When the People of 

Praise (South Bend branch) celebrated the “Festival of Lessons and Carols” in a Methodist 

church whose pastor was a woman, the pastor was not invited to read the Scripture text 

normally reserved for the host pastor.  That same community's plan for mission in the 

                                                
165 The People of Praise will allow a woman to hold an administrative position over a man, for instance in its outreach, 

Charismatic Renewal Services.  However, there can never be a case of a woman's exercising pastoral governance over men. 
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Caribbean islands states: “We should probably deal with the Caribbean matriarchal system 

by quietly developing an alternate rather than encouraging a confrontation.”
166

   

Before examining the specific patterns of life and teaching of these two groups, it is 

worth while to consider the sources of this tradition.  Although Catholics have written 

prolifically on the subject of marriage and the nature of the human being as male and 

female, precious little community teaching is drawn from these sources.  There is no 

discussion at all of Mary as the exemplary woman.  And when Pope John Paul II issued his 

Apostolic Exhortation, Familiaris consortio, and his Apostolic Letter, Mulieris dignitatem, 

neither community system incorporated this teaching into their practices and teaching. 

The teaching of these communities is drawn from and – indeed – taken over from 

fundamentalist Protestant sources.  Stephen Clark (The Word of God/SOS) and Kevin 

Ranaghan were members of the planning board of the National Men's Shepherds Confer-

ence in August, 1975, an event which many men in both communities were required to 

attend.  This conference was co-sponsored by the independent pastors of Christian Growth 

Ministries and other Protestant leaders.  We have already seen in the previous section how 

this group saw itself as the men on whom God was going to rebuild his people.  An impor-

tant aspect of this event was precisely that is was a men's shepherds conference.  The 

teaching of such men as Bob Mumford and Charles Simpson on manliness, fathering sons 

and the role of women was very influential for these communities.  These men as a group 

accepted as a fundamental principle that according to the divine order only men were to 

govern others.  The basis for this was not sacramental but social; God has ordained that 

men shall lead.  For women to lead men, especially in the Church, is an aberration.  It is no 

surprise that all these communities see feminism as one of the principle ideological evils of 

our time. 

                                                
166 People of Praise undated memo, “Caribbean Outreach”. 
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a. The Sword of the Spirit 

As with previous topics, we see that the “classic” or “pure” formulation of the roles 

of men and women is that of the Sword of the Spirit.  Stephen Clark's Man and Woman in 

Christ is a detailed exposition of precisely that teaching and a justification for it.  It is not 

conceived “parochially” either, as though “this is just how we do it here”.  Clark fully 

intends his account in Man and Woman to lay out how God intends for all men and women 

to live.   

Fundamental to Clark's position is that God has ordained a specific social structure 

for human beings to live according to.   

“The New Testament teaches more than matters of belief (what some 
would call 'doctrine') and universal ethical principles.  It also teaches a 
social structure for those who have found faith in Christ and are being 
built in him into a new human race.”167 

Integral to this social structure are social roles, in particular the roles of men and 

women.
168

  The paradigm for these social roles is the role of husband and wife in mar-

riage.
169

  And the pattern for husband and wife is a very sharply defined hierarchical 

relationship, in which the husband is the “head” of the wife.  The wife is absolutely sub-

mitted to her husband. 

The immediate basis for this pattern in marriage is the series of text – mainly 

Pauline – in which wives are instructed to be submissive or subordinate (e.g. Eph. 5:22-33; 

1 Cor. 11:2-16; 14:33-36; Col. 3: 18-19).  A prominent theme running throughout the book 

is the authority of God's word.  Clark devotes several sections to refuting contemporary 

                                                
167 Clark, Man and Woman in Christ, p. 261.  See also ibid. p. 256 and 262. 

168 ibid. p. 224. 

169 ibid. p. 182. 



A. J. Reimers – Not Reliable Guides  109 

 

 

 

forms of exegesis that evacuate God's word of its authority, so that Christians are not bound 

to obey it.  Precisely this point is vital if we want to understand the effect of this teaching 

and the subsequent bondage that men and women fall into because of it.  For the most part, 

members of covenant communities have come into them from their experience in the 

charismatic renewal movement.  There they have experienced God as powerful and his 

word as something personally addressed to them.  Having experienced the power of the 

Risen Lord, for instance, they have little patience with scholarly interpretations which seem 

to reduce the Resurrection of Christ to a “faith event”.  Furthermore, most of them have had 

– as a component of their conversion experience or “baptism in the Holy Spirit” – a sense 

of being convicted of former sins and of repentance for them.  They want to remain on the 

path of obedience to the Lord.  Having effectively repented of sins that even priest may 

have excused (and here I am thinking of things like impure acts, fornication, homosexual-

ity), they are suspicious of anyone who seems to propose that God no longer means what 

he said in Scripture about sin.  The result of this is that within such communities, the 

presentation of Ephesians 5: 22-33 as God's command to be obeyed finds a receptive 

audience, even if the substance of the command is distasteful.  It is better to die to self than 

to disobey God's word.
170

 

Clark maintains that his conclusions flow from the sense of the Scriptures and that 

his interpretations of the texts in question are in the mainstream of Scripture scholarship.  

In fact, Clark insists that his approach to the Scriptures is neither innovative nor controver-

sial.  The controversies arise because of a “liberationist” bias in certain authors.
171

  Never-

theless, he comes up with conclusions that are unparalleled in “mainstream” Christian 

theology and that conflict significantly with the understanding presented by the Church, a 

                                                
170 This author experienced this dynamic in a life-changing way.  Toward the end of a long conversation with Paul DeCelles in 

the summer of 1972, during which we discussed the structure of my relationship with my own wife, DeCelles read several of 

these passages from the New Testament, put down the Bible, looked up at me and simply asked, “Do you believe that?”  

Unwilling to resist God's truth, I accepted DeCelles's interpretation of these texts.  It was not until about ten years later that 

I began to unravel the bind that this interpretation had put on our marriage.  DeCelles's nephew, Dan DeCelles (now a 

senior coordinator in the People of Praise) once related to me having had an almost identical experience with his uncle. 

171 Clark, Man and Woman in Christ, “Note on Method: Exegesis”, pp. 221-226. 
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conflict that stands out starkly to the reader of Pope John Paul II's Apostolic Letter Mulieris 

dignitatem.  It is instructive to compare Clark's approach with that of the Pope, and we shall 

address this comparison shortly.  First, however, it is important to show the radical nature 

of Clark's understanding. 

In most cultures and traditions the husband has held the place as head of the family 

and the home.  In many cases this has even carried with it a certain supremacy and honor 

above all other members of the family or household.  Father's word may be law, binding 

even upon his wife.  He might well be “boss” and receive various privileges.  Yet even in 

their most autocratic expressions of male authority, such cultural forms fall decisively short 

of Clark's conception.  The husband as head of the home is analogous to a governmental 

figure.  He governs the family as a unit.  Of course, this may well mean that he exercises 

very direct and even autocratic authority over others in the family.
172

 

Clark's conception of the husband's authority goes far beyond this, even if in every-

day life the result may appear to be the similar.  Properly speaking, the husband's is the 

only personality in the family, for the family is “one person” and the husband-father is the 

head.  Consider these texts: 

“The husband and wife are to be 'one flesh' or 'one person' with the hus-
band as head.”173 

“The husband and wife are supposed to be one person; within that one-
ness the husband stands to the wife as the head to the body ... The two are 
supposed to function as one, and consequently the wife's life must be com-
pletely under the authority of her husband as head.”174 

                                                
172 Here we may note St. Teresa of Avila's comment to her sisters that, as religious sisters, they were fortunate not to be subject 

to the whims of aristocratic Spanish men, as so many of their married contemporaries were. 

173 Clark, Man and Woman in Christ, p. 83. 

174 ibid., p. 85. 
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Clark moves from the Biblical “one flesh” (Gen. 2:24) to “one person”, and he takes this 

translation to be unproblematic.  We may note that he never considers that there may be a 

need to justify substituting “person” for “flesh”.  His concern is to characterize the close 

unity that exists between husband and wife and – indeed – within the Christian commu-

nity as a whole.  In fact, the terminological shift is of critical importance.  The term 

“person” was originally adopted to enable theologians to render an account of the Trinity.  

Even within the ineffable unity of the Godhead there subsists a real distinction of Per-

sons.   

A person, according to the classical definition of Boethius and accepted by Catholic 

theologians since, is the “individual substance of a rational nature”.
175

  If the married 

couple or the family as a whole is but one person and not the individual human beings 

within them, then for the part (i.e. the individual human being) to act on his or her own is to 

act irrationally and divisively, for it is the group which is properly “the individual substance 

of a rational nature”.  For one member to act “on his own” and not in submission is to 

break the unity of the group.  We recall that Clark has said that the wife is to her husband 

as the body to the head.  If together they are one person, then her lack of submission to the 

head is analogous to the twitching of a spastic person's arm.  The wife is to do and to be 

precisely what her husband, as head, requires.  As head, he is the principle of unity for the 

whole family. 

It is vital to see that we are not splitting philosophical hairs here.  Rather, Clark's 

“one person” theory of the marriage relationship reveals a great deal about his conception 

of unity among human beings and, a fortiori, among Christians.  We have already remarked 

how, in his understanding of community, there is virtually no room for decisive disagree-

                                                
175 Boethius, De duabus naturis et una persona Christi.  See also, St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, 29, 1 and Karol Wojtyla 

(Pope John Paul II), The Acting Person, p. 73. 
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ment or conflict with leaders.  For Stephen B. Clark, unity means submission of mind and 

will to the one who is the head of that unity -- in marriage, the husband. 

At this point it is worthwhile to look at an alternative view, that true union among 

human beings consists in loving communion.  Addressing the question of the two wills in 

Christ (the human and the divine) Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger comments: 

“With this interpretation of union as communion the (Third Council of 
Constantinople) sketches an ontology of freedom.  The two 'wills' are 
united in the way in which two will can be united, namely in the common 
affirmation of a shared value.”176 

Clark's conception is juridical and -- indeed -- administrative.  His conception depends 

ultimately on a kind of decision-making model.  Unity means working as a team, as a 

kind of social machine.  For two individuals to be as one, that is, in unity, they must 

operate with one understanding and one will.  Otherwise they will interfere with each 

other and not be in unity.  Unity means doing things in the same way.
177

  For the married 

couple to act as one, he believes, they can have but one will, and this is the will of the 

husband.  Ratzinger points to a different kind of unity.  Two human beings can enter into 

union not by submerging one within the other's will but by their sharing a common value, 

that is, a common love.  This is the unity of friends. 

This distinction is all important.  In Clark's conception, the person submitting 

stands in the relationship of a servant or a tool toward the other.  She (or he) is to accom-

plish the will of the head.  While intelligent “input” may be in order before a decision is 

made and a certain intelligence may be called for in the execution of that will, the recogni-

tion of the real truth of the matter at hand and the actual decision as to what should be done 

                                                
176 Joseph Ratzinger, Behold the Pierced One, p. 92. 

177 Bruce Yocum, “Pastoral Care in Sword of the Spirit”, Address given June 5, 1991. 
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always belongs to the head.  Thus a good wife, according to Clark's conception, is in a 

position analogous to that of a well-trained hunting or police dog, with this exception – that 

she can carry out more complex tasks, such as planning and preparing a six-course meal.
178

  

“She should be a loyal partner who he can count on as part of his own person.”
179

   

On the other hand, Cardinal Ratzinger's conception of unity as communion depends 

on precisely those factors by which the human being is a spiritual being, by which he or she 

is a person.  The two spiritual faculties or powers of the soul are the intellect (or power to 

understand truth) and the will (or power to love and choose the good).  A fully human act, 

therefore, is one which flows from the person's own understanding and choice of the good.  

To will means freely to choose one's own act on the basis of this knowledge and love.  

Only in such a way is one's act fully human and only in this way does it have true spiritual 

worth.  The Second Vatican Council writes: “It is, however, only in freedom that man can 

turn himself towards what is good.”
180

  Two human beings are in true union, not when they 

do the same physical action, but when they love the same thing. 

This same point has been virtually a hallmark of the thought of Pope John Paul II.  

In his Love and Responsibility he argues strenuously that one person may never be reduced 

simply to being a tool of another, for another's use.  An essential characteristic of the 

person is his or her interiority or inner life, from which flows the power of self-

determination or free will.
181

  Ultimately it is the sharing of a common love that makes 

union – including the marital union
182

 – possible.  Far from creating a rigid hierarchy, such 

                                                
178 Indeed, one senior coordinator of the People of Praise did state in the early 70s that a good wife is like “a one-man dog”.  

See Wendy Leifeld, “The Gender Issue, 2”, The National Catholic Register, May 24, 1992. 

179 Man and Woman in Christ, p. 649. 

180 Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, 17 

181 Karol Wojtyla (Pope John Paul II) L ove and Responsibility, (Farrar, Straus, Giroux; New York 1981), pp. 23-24. 

182 In which the shared goods are the ends of marriage: procreation, mutual support, etc.  See L ove and Responsibility, p. 30, 

“These objective purposes of marriage create in principle the possibility of love.” (emphasis added) 
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a union actually demands a fundamental equality between the two.  “When two different 

people consciously choose a common aim this puts them on a footing of equality, and pre-

cludes the possibility that one of them might be subordinate to the other.”
183

  Clark's 

approach effectively negates this fundamental human equality between man and woman. 

Equally significant is the emphasis in Clark's study on the functional aspect of hu-

man relationships and the complete neglect of the erotic.  Indeed, the reader of Man and 

Woman in Christ finds that although the word “love” seldom appears, “effective” and 

“functional” (and their cognates) appear repeatedly throughout.  The love that the husband 

is commanded (by St. Paul) to have for his wife amounts mainly to meeting her physical 

needs, rather than her emotional ones.
184

  Now Clark contends that he presents the Scrip-

tural view of the relationship between husband and wife.  Yet the Scriptures clearly and 

favorably present the erotic as integral to human love.  The Old Testament background to 

the famous passage at Ephesians 5 in which wives are told to be subject to their husbands 

and in which their relationship is compared to the love between Christ and his Church is 

the highly erotic Song of Songs, celebrating the physical love between man and wife as the 

model of God's love for his people.  Isaac desired Rebekah.  Jacob loved Rachel.  The wis-

dom literature encourages the husband to rejoice in the wife of his youth (Proverbs 5:18; 

Ecclesiastes 9:9)  And of course, Adam was delighted when he first met Eve.  Clark pays 

but scant attention to this aspect of love between man and woman.  He presents this aspect 

of the marital relationship as something of a modern deviation, one of the unfortunate fruits 

of technological society.  Indeed, his Man and Woman in Christ comes very close to 

defending “arranged” marriages; he specifically endorses that marriage be undertaken more 

for the good of the social group than for the satisfaction of the man and woman involved.
185

 

                                                
183 Wojtyla, L ove and Responsibility, pp. 28-29 

184 Clark, Man and Woman in Christ, p. 81. 

185 ibid., p. 488. 
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We are not here facing simply a fact about human nature which Clark overlooks, 

but rather a point of profound theological importance.  Stephen Clark consistently down-

plays the role of desire, emotion, yearning and love in the Christian life in favor of the 

decisive, the definite, the committed.  The Sword of the Spirit “Community Weekend” 

series (given to prospective members) the teaches that the basis of the Christian community 

is the covenant, understood as an agreement.  In virtue of a commitment to each other, 

people become brothers and sisters; “when we make a covenant we relate to one another 

because we are committed to one another, not because of need or desire”.  The same is true 

of marriage, according to this talk.
186

  Without a doubt, commitment is important to the 

Christian life.  However, it cannot be primary.  The primary reality is the human being's 

need of and longing for God.  It is the erotic in relation to God, and it affects the very 

structure of our Christian lives. 

This primacy of need and desire is abundantly clear in the writings of the great 

saints.  One thinks of St. Francis de Sales On the Love of God, with its constant evocation 

of the sweetness of God's love, of the exquisite imagery found in John of the Cross' Dark 

Night of the Soul: 

“On a dark  night, k indled in love with yearnings -- oh happy chance! -- 
I went forth without being observed, my house being now at rest. 
.............. 
I remained, lost in oblivion; my face I reclined on the Beloved, 
A ll ceased, and I abandoned myself, leaving my cares forgotten among the lilies.”187 

Perhaps the most famous and oft quoted reference to this yearning for God is from St. 

Augustine: “You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in 

you.”
188

  Less poetically but in detail with greater precision, St. Thomas Aquinas explains 

that all human action is inspired by the desire for the perfect good, which is found only in 

                                                
186 Constitution of the Sword of the Spirit, Community Weekend # 3. 

187 St. John of the Cross, Dark  Night of the Soul, (Image Books, Garden City, NY,1959), pp. 33-34. 

188 St. Augustine, Confessions, (Image Books, Garden City, NY 1960), Book I, Chapter 1. 
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the vision of God.
189

  Whatever commitment the Christian may make, it is preceded and 

accompanied by God's activity in drawing him to his own immense Beauty.  The per-

sistence in faith, hope and love which characterizes the life of a saint is a grace from God.  

Its origin is not in the personal commitment of the saint himself.  We need to make 

commitments, but even more, we need the desire for God's love to maintain us in those 

commitments. 

If this is true of one's relationship with Christ, so too does it hold in that intimate re-

lationship between husband and wife.  It is not insignificant that the strongest yearnings 

and the most intense pleasures and joys a human being can experience pertain precisely to 

the union between husband and wife.  Indeed, it is that very pleasurable experience of 

making love physically, and not the verbal and mental commitment, which renders the love 

between the couple fruitful.  By their satisfaction of that yearning for each other they 

become parents and thus share in the work of the Creator.
190

   

We note that these teachings have led to significant aberrations within the Sword of 

the Spirit.  From its earliest days, the community regulated dating and courtship.  The steps 

toward marriage have been a matter for direct involvement by community leaders.  

“'Marty had gone to his pastoral leader to ask about me,' Kathy says.  
'And then his pastoral leader had talked to my pastoral leader.  My pas-
toral leader had given permission for me to enter into a dating relation-
ship.  But all this time, I had no idea any of it was going on.'  Only when 
Marty asked to see her again did Kathy realize that she was the target of a 
formal marriage suit.”191 

                                                
189 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ia, IIae qq. 1-3. 

190 We may add that this fact of itself structures their life anew with a fresh set of commitments! 

191 David Crumm, “The Rise and Fall of a Heavenly Empire”, Detroit Free Press Magazine, September 20, 1992, p. 14. 
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This writer has personally spoken with three women whose marriages were “arranged” 

by community leaders in the Sword of the Spirit.  This typically happened by pastoral 

leaders setting up the dates (or encouraging them) and then rushing the persons con-

cerned into subsequent choices of engagement and marriage.  In one case, the woman 

was actually required to repeat after her pastoral leader, “I do want to marry N.”, when 

she expressed misgivings.  Of these three, one marriage has ended, another is in grave 

trouble, and the third couple has left the community, while facing the fact that they never 

would have chosen each other on their own.  They are successfully learning to love each 

other. 

b. The People of Praise 

The doctrine of the People of Praise in the area of women's roles and of the mar-

riage relationship is characteristically less developed than in the Sword of the Spirit.  There 

is certainly no major work to compare with Man and Woman in Christ.  Indeed, the leaders 

of the People of Praise have attempted to distance themselves from the teaching presented 

in Clark's book.
192

  Nevertheless the patterns and the structures of life are remarkably 

similar to those of the Sword of the Spirit.   

The foundational documents of the community offer little indication that a strong 

gender-role distinction plays an important part in the life of the community.  The Spirit and 

the Purpose states: “Families retain their identities as natural units under the overall 

authority of the father.”
193

  This can be taken, of course, in a sense no stronger than that the 

father is head of the family as a whole.  Another section, on “Outreach”, states: 

                                                
192 although Clark rightfully acknowledges the help received from People of Praise leaders Kevin Ranaghan and Kerry Koller. 

193 Spirit and the Purpose, sec. 10. 
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“Another aim of our apostolic action is to confirm the family in its voca-
tion by establishing right order in its spirituality and relationships.”194 

This is followed immediately by the text of Ephesians 5: 21-27; 6:1,4).  The version 

of this document with Catholic annotations lists St. John Chrysostom's Homilies on the 

Epistle to the Ephesians, 20, as a reference to this.  In this text, Chrysostom stresses the 

role of husband as “head” and the wife as a second authority in submission to the hus-

band.  The reference to one of the great Church Fathers is unexceptionable, of course.  

However, it is significant that no mention is made here to Pope John Paul II's Apostolic 

Letter, Mulieris dignitatem, which sharply circumscribes the husband's headship. 

Nevertheless the People of Praise approach to women, as well as to marriage is 

badly skewed, and this has been formally expressed in other documents.  In a memo on 

“Caribbean Outreach” from the early 1980s, the community's “Christians in Mission” 

outreach lists as one of its three objectives: 

“Strengthen Christianity in the Caribbean through fostering and training 
male leadership.” 

This is to be accomplished by gathering strong, promising men into “cell groups” and 

training them.  The document further recommends: 

“We should probably deal with the Caribbean matriarchal system by qui-
etly developing an alternate rather than encouraging a confrontation.  The 
strategy of small groups can probably accomplish that.  It amounts to 
planting some good seeds and hoping they will grow and not be squeezed 
out.” 

What is proposed here is not simply a strategy for an apostolate, but rather a re-

forming of an indigenous culture.  If Christianity, as the People of Praise understands it, is 

                                                
194 ibid. sec. 14. 
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to be planted in the Caribbean, then the (perceived) matriarchal system is an element that 

cannot be inculturated.  A culture that accepts women in overall social leadership is to that 

extent incapable of being Christianized.  For the People of Praise the subordinate role of 

women to men is a fundamental cultural premise. 

Within the People of Praise, all men and women meet weekly in small, single-sex 

groups for sharing and formation.  It is not deemed appropriate for them to meet in mixed 

groups for this.  A man finds his primary relationships within his men's group and the 

woman finds hers within her women's group.  The community's Trinity Schools (grades 6 

through 12) also enforces fairly strict separation of the sexes.  All classes are single-sex. 

The most significant statement of the People of Praise position concerning women 

and marriage, however, is to be found in an interview with Paul DeCelles in Vine and the 

Branches.
195   

V&B: How is pastoral care given to married women in the People of 

Praise? 

Paul: From their husbands normally.  They also receive pastoral care 
from the coordinators, who are responsible for all the people in the com-
munity. 

As “head” of his wife, the husband is regarded as her pastor.  He is responsible to help 

her grow in her relationship with Christ and as a member of the community.  He leads her 

in discerning God's will for her life.  In the community's early teachings on the headship 

of the husband over his wife, Kevin Ranaghan suggested that the husband's care for his 

wife is salvific, that her salvation is in a certain way mediated by him as he lays down his 

                                                
195 V ine and the Branches, “The Pastoral Care of Married Women”: An Interview with Overall Coordinator Paul DeCelles, 

Volume 5, No. 7, August 1989, pp. 8-9. 
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life for her as her head in imitation of Christ's washing the Church by the shedding of his 

blood (Eph. 5: 25-27).  We must add that this teaching, that the husband is spiritual head 

or pastor to his wife is one of the most firmly held and foundational teachings in that 

community.  “Pastoral care primarily has to do with the husband assisting his wife in 

every possible way to grow in holiness and goodness before the Lord.”
196

  It is the ideal 

actively striven for in every home, extolled at community celebrations and discussed in 

weekly men's groups and women's groups.  The significance of the headship relationship 

in the People of Praise can hardly be over-emphasized. 

We may immediately draw attention to two serious problems with this practice.  

The first is that it subverts the basic equality that exists between husband and wife.  Recall 

from the earlier discussion of pastoral care in the People of Praise that the head has a 

pastoral concern for every aspect of the life of the one headed.  He is the one who ratifies 

whether initiatives are “from the Lord”.  He is the one who discerns God's will.  He is the 

one who represents the coordinators to the one headed.  Thus the wife, as a good member 

of the community, has a prima facie obligation to obey her husband as the bearer of God's 

will.  In practice, this means that the two do not -- indeed, cannot -- relate as equals.  His 

will reveals God's to her, whereas her will is merely human (if not even “of the flesh”).  If 

she becomes angry and argues with him, then she may very well be charged with resisting 

God's will.
197

  The two cannot meet as equals, because the husband always has divine 

authority on his side.  As a matter of fact, in the People of Praise marital difficulties are 

most generally attributed either to the husband's weakness or the wife's rebellion.  If she 

steadfastly refuses to accept community teaching and order – or especially if she does not 

want to belong – she will be described semi-publicly as “having emotional problems”. 

                                                
196 ibid. p. 9. 

197 This writer was advised by Dan DeCelles, a senior coordinator, to mistrust his wife's motives.  Her apparently factual 

questions about perceived errors in a “handmaid's” instruction actually constituted a kind of “smokescreen” with which she 

was subverting God's will.  Another “head” within the community warned that one effect of original sin upon women is that 

they have become manipulative.  A wise husband will guard against this by drawing close to his head for counsel. 
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This first difficulty ties directly into the second one.  As the equality of husband and 

wife is denied, their unity is subverted by the introduction of the husband's head as a third 

party.  We find the warrant for this in the article by Paul DeCelles, cited above.  “These 

pastors (i.e. the coordinators) are given spiritual gifts that enable them to help the husband's 

ordinary gift of heading the wife work better.”
198

  The husband needs to rely on the wisdom 

of his head and especially of the coordinators to lead his wife well.  Although in principle 

the husband and wife ought to communicate, the weight of the wife's views is significantly 

different from that of his head's.  This means that, in both theory and in practice, what 

husband and wife decide is subject to review and approval by the husband's head.  The wife 

never has a say greater than the head's.
199

  Therefore even within the intimacy of a mar-

riage, the primary relationship is vertical, within the community hierarchy, rather than 

horizontal.  Within the marital relationship there is always a third party, namely the com-

munity leadership (as represented by the husband's head).  For husband and wife to try to 

work out difficulties and a mutual understanding on their own is considered wrong.  

DeCelles comments: “You can have a conspiracy of silence between husband and wife 

sometimes.  It's a real tragedy.”
200

 

According to the People of Praise, for the husband (or any other head) to head well, 

he must be “transparent”.  That is, he must communicate what has been told him without 

changing it and without representing it as something he might not agree with.  He must 

“take responsibility” for the teaching or policy by representing it as his own.  So, if his head 

should say that the children need to go to camp, then the husband says, “I think the children 

should go to camp.”  The effect of this is that real dialogue between the husband and his 

wife is impossible, because he is no longer himself but the “mind-of-the-community”.  She 

never knows whether he is saying what he wants or what they want.  Thus true dialogue 

between husband and wife is crippled, if not destroyed. 

                                                
198 “The Pastoral Care of Married Women”, p. 9 

199 For more on this see my “Covenant Community: A Failed Promise”. 
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c. The Problem of Misogyny 

At first glance, the teaching and practices of these two covenant community sys-

tems would be nothing worse than the misapplication of some controverted passages of 

Scripture along with some very traditionalist view of the place of women.  In fact, the 

problem seems to be innate to the very structure of these groups, and it has to do in part 

with the loss of a Marian perspective.  Given the preponderance of Catholics in both 

groups, amounting to about 95% in one, it is surprising to find that the Blessed Virgin 

Mary has no place in their life or spirituality.  (We may recall that the four men who 

founded these groups were all affiliated with the University of Notre Dame, “Our Lady of 

the Lake”.)  This neglect of Our Lady is a spiritual defect with far-reaching and decisive 

consequences. 

The Church itself is mother, and Mary is Mother and Model of the Church.
201

  To 

understand Mary is to understand the Church and vice-versa.
202

  In particular, Mary reveals 

the maternal character of the Church.  Precisely this character has been lost by the covenant 

communities under consideration.  The task of the mother is to nurture life by giving 

selflessly of herself.  The mother bears a human being – she knows not whom – within her 

body for nine months.  When the child is born she first nourishes it from her own body and 

then by her hands.  She is ordinarily the first teacher of language, of manual skills, and of 

human love.  What she most clearly does not do is to manufacture her child by means of 

some technique.  She is rather at the service of the unique life of her own child.  Such is the 

maternity of Mary and only so can the maternity of the Church be understood. 

                                                                                                                                            
200 “The Pastoral Care of Married Women”, p. 8. 

201 Vatican II, L umen gentium, Ch. VIII, especially sec. 53, 63. 

202 John Paul II, Encyclical, Redemptoris mater, Part III, “Maternal Mediation”. 
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Having neglected Mary, the communities have lost sight of what the Church, in-

cluding the local Church in its communal manifestation, must be like.  They have chosen 

instead a pastoral system under which members are formed by means of external forces and 

techniques, rather than one which fosters the life of faith within.  They build, structure and 

manipulate according to certain  principles, but they fail to nourish and nurture the person's 

own spiritual life that was imparted at Baptism.  The communities may be rightly charged 

with being over-masculinized.   

As a result, the contribution which women can make has been seriously underval-

ued in these organizations.  Women are regarded as of worth primarily for child care and 

for serving the men, to whom falls the primary responsibility for the group's apostolate.  

However, Pope John Paul II has written, “In God's eternal plan, woman is the one in whom 

the order of love in the created world of persons first takes root.”
203

  He stresses that the 

father must learn his fatherhood precisely from his wife, for she is much closer to that role 

in virtue of having born and nursed the child.
204

  If the woman is simply an extension of her 

husband's person (as in Clark's writings) or if her relationship with God is fundamentally 

mediated by her husband and subject to his authority (as in the People of Praise), then her 

unique and privileged perspective on the love of the human person will be obscured, if not 

lost.  An immediate fruit of this is that a kind of wall is built up between men and women 

in general and between husband and wife in particular.  Both communities have developed 

a clear sense of “men's work” and “women's work”.
205

  A man who involved himself in 

women's concerns or who enjoyed the company of women too much was seen as being 

“feminized”.  The People of Praise even made it a concern to masculinize its song book. 

                                                
203 John Paul II, Mulieris dignitatem, Sec. 29 

204 ibid. sec. 18 

205 In the People of Praise, men were quietly taught by their heads and leaders not to change or rinse out diapers.  In the Sword 

of the Spirit there have been cases of fathers calling neighboring women to come over to change the baby, when their own 

wives were not home. 
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In this, perhaps more than in any other factor, we find the roots of the complaint by 

so many former members that the community is too rigid, legalistic and stifling.  Reason is 

reduced to ordered outlines and algorithms.  Love is reduced to loyalty and ordered service.  

Spirituality is reduced to “being a good brother or sister in the community”.  And interiority 

is reduced to living submissively according to community order.  Communities of this sort 

cannot become integral parts of Holy Mother Church, for motherhood is foreign to their 

very essence. 
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Chapter 8.  CONCLUSIONS 

Several important conclusions both negative and positive, emerge from this study. 

A. Negative Aspects 

Both the Sword of the Spirit and the People of Praise are a danger to the faith of 

Catholics.  Furthermore, the principles on which they are structured are sufficiently prob-

lematic that any group modeled upon them stands in danger of drifting away from an 

authentic Catholic life and falling into genuine abuses.  This caveat applies even to those 

groups which may enjoy some kind of official recognition by the local Ordinary 

We have established that both People of Praise and Sword of the Spirit supplant the 

Church in the lives of their members.  Indeed, except for the fact that they refuse to call 

themselves such and that they encourage their members to belong to other churches, they 

look, are structured and act very much like denominations.  Indeed, we have seen that each 

claims a special relationship with the Lord, a relationship that other Catholics do not share.  

Both are accustomed to referring to themselves as “the Body of Christ”. 

The Sword of the Spirit's and People of Praise's claim to be organizations for 

Church renewal must be rejected.  In fact, both systems, have disengaged themselves as 

much as possible from the life of the Church on the parish and diocesan levels.  Both relate 

to the Catholic Church (as well as the mainline Protestant denominations) precisely as a 

mere institution providing devotional and sacramental services.  Neither People of Praise 

nor Sword of the Spirit has as it goal: 

• to promote or foster a deepening of sacramental and liturgical life; 
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• concretely to foster a greater realization or living awareness of the fundamentally 

communal nature of the parish; 

• to build a more widespread and concrete awareness of the Church as the People of God 

or to encourage love and honor toward the bishops; 

• to foster a renewed Spirit-filled devotion to Our Lady; 

• to promote the New Evangelization so ardently promoted by Pope John Paul II, or 

• to foster genuine ecumenical dialogue and theological reflection.  

Their agenda has been to build themselves up and only incidentally have they supported 

the cause of renewal in the Catholic Church.  Frequently leaders will teach that the 

primary mission of the community is simply to be who they are, that the very existence of 

the community is itself their greatest apostolic fruit. 

Spokespersons for both groups have appealed to the Vatican II Decree on the Apos-

tolate of the Laity, to John Paul II's, Christifideles Laici, and to related documents where 

the freedom of the laity to form various apostolic organizations is promoted.  Indeed, it is 

even explicitly allowed that Catholics join with Christians of other church organizations to 

undertake certain charitable and apostolic works, although such organizations may not call 

themselves Catholic.  Furthermore, the new Code of Canon Law provides flexible guide-

lines for the formation of lay associations.  This is all true, and this freedom is to be eagerly 

embraced and used.  However these freedoms must be understood in context and according 

to the mind of the Church. Specifically the Church is very clear on the nature, source and 

locus of Christ's pastoral ministry.  No group of lay persons may select, appoint, discern or 

recognize its own lay pastors from within its midst.  And nowhere is it at all suggested that 

lay people are permitted or much less competent to establish a local Christian community 

without the cooperation or even the permission of the local Ordinary.  And it should be 
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mentioned that neither the Vatican nor any local Ordinary has recognized either Sword of 

the Spirit of People of Praise as a Canonical Association of Christ's Lay Faithful. 

We have tried to show the deleterious effects that these groups have on the individ-

ual's faith in the long run.  Lacking the means of real grace and growth, they create a 

climate of sensuous grace which after a few years begins to leave one feeling empty, 

frustrated, vaguely guilty and spiritually a failure.  These groups lack the resources to bring 

one to the mystical encounter with Christ in suffering, which is constitutive of any genuine 

spirituality.  The result has been in some cases that former members leave the Church.  In 

many other cases they come out badly disillusioned from their communities and are 

unwilling to risk such hurt again.  Many have become deeply mistrustful of any renewal 

movement.  Some have left the Church.  The communities themselves can offer their 

suffering members nothing more than the exhortation to integrate their lives more fully 

with that of the group – to “jump in with both feet” – and not to expect any spiritual 

“highs”. 

Throughout her history, the Church has had to confront spiritual movements and 

initiatives that, because of their zeal, purity of intention, strictness of life or manifest virtues 

offer what the Church seems to have lost.  The Pelagian, Donatist, Jensenist, and Albigen-

sian movements were all attractive, especially for those who were seeking a more perfect 

life in Christ.  Repeatedly the Church has had to condemn the errors of groups and move-

ments which claimed to represent a more perfect way, and she has strenuously warned her 

children to avoid such groups.   

In my opinion, it is appropriate and necessary for the bishops of the Church to take 

a formal concern regarding People of Praise, Sword of the Spirit and similar groups.  

Specifically, the evidence and arguments presented in this paper need to be studied and 

evaluated by theologians and the bishops advised of their findings.  I recommend that, 
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should those findings agree with mine, the bishops mandate immediate and radical reforms, 

in both the People of Praise and Sword of the Spirit, carefully supervised by priests and 

experts of the bishop's choosing.  If either of these organizations refuse to comply or if their 

compliance is marked by obstructionism, “stonewalling”, foot dragging and other such 

ploys, then it is appropriate for the concerned bishops to announce formally and publicly 

that the group concerned is a danger to the faith, that Catholic members should leave it and 

that others should not join. 

B. Positive Signs 

The intense degree of commitment and the willingness to sacrifice which are mani-

fested by so many members of these communities constitute a wonderful sign of hope for 

the Church.  Let us consider this in some detail. 

a) The longing for community:  These people have taken concrete life-changing steps to 

realize a level of sharing of Christian life that was more characteristic of the primitive 

Church than that of today.  They have wanted to see the Church alive and vibrant in 

such a way that the neighbors can indeed say “see how they love one another.” 

b)  Eagerness to serve:  The willingness of covenant community members to serve the 

Lord and their fellow man is truly impressive.  This “servant's heart” has made possible 

huge charismatic conferences, as well as care for sick brothers and sisters in community 

and other services. 

c)  Appreciation of authority:  While much has been said about allegations of abuse of 

authority, the positive aspect of a genuine concern to love and appreciate authority has 

seldom been noticed.  Community members have shown us that Catholics will respond 

well to leaders who ask concrete sacrifice and commitment of them. 
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d)  Love of God:  Most important, these communities reveal to us an immense desire to 

love God, to give it all for Jesus.  More than anything else, it was to find a concrete way 

to live out this love for God that most members have joined their covenant communi-

ties. 

These positive signs suggest the elements of a pastoral plan, indeed, not only for 

community members but for the Church.  First of all, Catholics need a sense of belonging, 

that they are a valued part of something important that accepts them.  This is not to be 

understood in a static sense, as though everyone needs a club or family to derive his 

identity from.  Rather it is a dynamic, missionary reality; to belong – really belong – to the 

Catholic Church is to take part in an important mission, the mission of bringing salvation to 

the world.  The Church calls us to holiness, which means to be saints, and to rise above the 

material concerns of this world.  This invitation must be presented clearly and concretely.   

Second, their gifts must be recognized.  Catholic lay persons have something to of-

fer spiritually, and this is to be recognized.  It is significant that although the founders of 

these communities had tried several times, they were not successful in establishing com-

munities until the charismatic movement broke out.  This may well have to do with the fact 

that most of these charismatics saw community as a setting where their spiritual gifts could 

be recognized, fostered, developed and put to good use in the service of the Church.  Even 

if these communities stifle the individual's gifts in the long run, their promise is that they 

will foster them, and this is attractive.  If lay persons know that their distinctive personal 

creativity and initiative are welcomed in the local Church and that they really can contrib-

ute something of value, then they will often respond enthusiastically.  And by 'gifts' we 

mean not just the extraordinary charismatic gifts, but the more natural gifts as well. 

Third, the parish priest must proclaim the truth.  One of the truly shameful aspects 

of the rise of covenant communities is that when they arose and enjoyed their greatest 



A. J. Reimers – Not Reliable Guides  128 

 

 

 

growth and success in the 1970s, one could and frequently did hear blatant heresy from the 

pulpit and in the confessional.  Priests did deny the miracles of Christ and his bodily 

resurrection.  Penitents were told that since God is love, then 'loving' fornication was not 

sinful.  And even today it is rare to hear a priest preach on the efficacy of prayer, on the 

promise of eternal life in heaven, or on the reality of mortal sin and the consequences of it.  

The founders of these communities have been clearly, often forcefully and sometimes even 

eloquently orthodox in their statements and defense of the fundamentals of the faith and the 

moral order.  The fact is that the covenant community seemed to be the only place where 

the truths of the faith were unabashedly proclaimed, where holiness of life was really 

sought.  As one member said when he joined the People of Praise, “It's the only game in 

town.”  There is a widespread belief in the United States that the truths of the Gospel must 

be softened, watered down and made palatable if the laity are to accept them.  In fact, 

however, a clear proclamation of the truth will win committed Catholics with genuine zeal.  

Indeed, we might start winning new Christians. 

Fourth, recapture a solid devotion to Our Lady.  There are two reasons for this.  

First of all, a religious expression that ignores Mary risks becoming masculinized.  This has 

manifestly occurred in the covenant communities, where military imagery is prevalent and 

where women have been reduced to subservience.  Second, Mary is the Mother and Model 

of the Church.  To know her is to know the Church.  “Mary is the beginning and the image 

of the Church as the bride of the new covenant.”
206

  The quickest and easiest way to instill 

a love for the Church and a sense for her true nature is to foster a solid Marian spirituality. 

Fifth, renew reverence for the Eucharist and a sacrificial understanding of it.  Ironi-

cally, the tendency in the past thirty years to treat the Eucharist as a “family meal” and to 

speak of sharing the “Jesus Bread” have probably resulted in less sense of community 

rather than more, for there is no sense of common sharing in something truly sublime.  We 

                                                
206 John Paul II,  Audience of December 11, 1991.  See too L umen gentium, Chapter VIII. 
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need not return to the Tridentine order of the Mass to recapture the reality that the Mass is 

above all a Sacrifice, that self-same sacrifice as that which Christ offered on Calvary for 

our salvation. We need to recapture that sense of awe that the Lord himself has come to us 

through the action of the priest, and in doing so to rediscover the sense in which the priest 

is an alter Christus (an “other Christ”).  While Eucharistic devotion in and of itself may not 

be sufficient to bring about an experience of community, it is a necessary prerequisite and a 

strong impetus towards it.  In the Real Presence of Christ the Lord, all our earthly divisions 

are broken down and we are united in him. 

Sixth, strive to renew confidence in the Catholic faith.  In our post-conciliar eager-

ness to rid the Church of triumphalism and a ghetto mentality, we have too often adopted a 

very reticent way of speaking about the Church's nature and prerogatives.  Thus one hears 

of “Catholic Christians”, an expression intended to lessen claims of exclusivity, but which 

tends to reduce the Catholic Church to the status of merely another denomination of 

Christians.  Too often Catholic tradition is discussed in a way that suggests that ours is but 

one of many, all more or less equally valid.  Too often we call our priests, “Father Bob” or 

even just “Bob”.  The overall effect is that for the most part young Catholics do not regard 

the Church as the authoritative voice for Christ, much less as the means he has provided for 

us to know and serve him in love.  In particular, one sees a reluctance, often fostered by 

religious educators, to accept the Church as the privileged or authoritative interpreter of 

Scripture.  As a result, young Catholics are particularly vulnerable to the interpretations of 

powerful, eloquent and intelligent Bible teachers. 

And seventh, the teachings of the Holy Father should be faithfully disseminated.  In 

the mid-1980s a survey of young people in Austria showed that although they like the 

pope, they wish he would talk about something other than sex all the time.  Of course the 

Holy Father does talk very often about many other things than sex -- including in his 

addresses to young people.  In the United States one hears the complaint that the Church 
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bans artificial contraception but will not offer convincing reasons why.  Yet Pope John Paul 

II's series of audience on the “theology of the body” included some very penetrating 

discussions of just this subject.  In fact we see very little effort on the parish level to 

transmit the Holy Father's teachings, to communicate his priorities or to pray for his 

intentions. 

The People of Praise and the Sword of the Spirit have fallen into serious errors.  In-

deed their very conception of themselves as Christian communities is fatally flawed.  Nev-

ertheless, the impulse which led many people to enter them was genuinely Christian and 

can be a wonderful resource for the Church.  A proper response by the Church can not only 

avert a great danger to the faith of many, but could even result in rich fruit for the Kingdom 

of God. 

C. What Went Wrong 

By the very fact of having surveyed the foundational documents and the publica-

tions of these groups and their founders, we have identified much of what went wrong.  

Furthermore, we have discovered certain principles by which other, similar groups may be 

evaluated.  At this point I want to highlight two fundamental themes that are underlie most 

of the problems.  These two themes are (i) the integrity and autonomy of the person and (ii) 

the nature of the Church. 

Both covenant community systems have, in fact, so structured themselves that the 

individual qua individual is lost.  The principal agent of mission and the principal subject of 

holiness is the community itself.  The individual is constantly urged in teachings and 

especially by the “culture” that is fostered to rely not on his own judgment and gifts but on 

the discernment of the leaders as communicated by his head.  He comes to feel strongly and 

often oppressively the call to deny himself, for that call eventually becomes not a challenge 

to give of himself in love, but to deny the self (or the person) that he is.  If the teachings at 
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the highest levels of a community may be nuanced so that freedom and autonomy are 

recognized in principle, at the grass-roots level they are denied.  One has only to listen to 

the “sharings” and testimonies at a large community gathering to see this.  Invariably, one's 

head is the one who gave life, and true peace was found only “when I stopped rebelling and 

listened to my head”.  Thus the individual becomes either alienated from the group with 

which he is to identify (in which case he leaves), or he becomes alienated from himself. 

What makes this dilemma especially poignant is that the community is typically the 

member's definitive experience of Christian community.  The message communicated by 

the life itself of the community is that outside the group is dryness and death.  The Church 

is “weak, confused and divided”,
207

 unable to support an authentic Christian life.  In fact, 

we have seen that both systems of communities tacitly assume that the denominational 

churches and the Catholic Church are, in a practical sense, religious organizations provid-

ing sacramental and liturgical services.  They are regarded as communities only in virtue of 

a kind of fiction.  In a very real sense, then, it is denied that what the member wants most, 

what he joined the community for, can be found at all in the Church.  But if he comes to 

find himself alienated from the community, he really has no hope.  Individualism is inade-

quate, but his social experience of Christianity has proved destructive. 

The great dichotomy between the individual and the collective is perfectly over-

come in the Church.  This is not to say that the Church is devoid of conflict, abuse of 

power, ambition, and the like.  Obviously it is not.  In as much as the Church is peopled by 

sinners, their sins are found in it.  However, the Church is also divine, and her divine 

sociology perfectly overcomes the tension between person and society. 

                                                
207 A phrase repeated frequently by Ralph Martin at the 1976 Conference of Communities at the University of Notre Dame. 
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The life of the Church flows from the communion within the Blessed Trinity.
208

  

Father and Son are united in a perfect Love whose name is the Holy Spirit.  The Church's 

unity flows from this unity.  “The essential source of the Church's unity is also found in 

God the Trinity.”
209

  This Holy Spirit which is the love between Father and Son and which 

constituted the assembly of the disciples as the Church on Pentecost is given to each 

Christian person, making him or her a temple of the Holy Spirit.   

“This is the great truth we learn from those texts (Jn. 14:23; 15-16; 1 Cor. 
3:16; Rom. 8:9, etc.): the human person is, in the Church, the dwelling 
place of God the Trinity and the whole Church, composed of persons in 
whom the Trinity dwells, is in its entirety the temple of the Trinity.”210 

The destiny of the Church is to become the New Jerusalem, the Bride of Christ, the 

Kingdom of God in which Christ, the Lamb that was slain will be the light.  The destiny of 

each individual Christian is to enjoy for all eternity the Beatific Vision, the intimate knowl-

edge of and fellowship with God himself.  Our perfect happiness, which is profoundly 

personal,
211

 coincides with the eschatological realization of the reality of the Church. 

This eschatological perspective sheds a significant light on our earthly situation.  

That which makes us Christian and by which we are “successful” as Christians is not our 

external condition or situation in the Church, regarded as a society.  Rather, our condition 

as Christians depends on our interior relationship with God.  To be sure, this has moral and 

social ramifications, but one's relationship with God and his Church is not constituted 

morally or socially.  The Christian's response to God is therefore not a response as to an 

external authority.  It is, rather, a response also to One who is most intimate to him and 

                                                
208 See J. Ratzinger, Behold the Pierced One, pp. 15 ff. 

209 John Paul II, Audience of 9 October 1991. 

210 ibid. 

211 Adrian J. Reimers, Happiness and the Person, Doctoral dissertation accepted by the Internationale Akademie für Philosophie im 

Fürstentum Liechtenstein, 1986, Ch. 4 and “Conclusion”. 
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Who is the Object of his deepest love and longing.  Theology shows and history proves that 

one's holiness can be quite independent of that of others or of the condition of church 

institutions.  Indeed, we may well say that the history of the Church is not the history of her 

institutions nor of her hierarchy but of her saints -- that is, of her holy ones. 

The communities have neglected this.  To put the matter most bluntly, neither the 

Sword of the Spirit nor the People of Praise has ever articulated a theory of grace.  Neither 

community system relies on grace.  The arrogation by systems of headship or pastoral care 

of the Holy Spirit's prerogative to instruct and convict intrudes upon the intimate relation-

ship with God, which must constitute the core of the Christian life and experience. 

A further point, albeit a subsidiary one, is that the Holy Spirit allocates gifts or 

charisms to the Church as he wills.  These are for the Church, to be discerned by her 

Pastors.
212

  For the member of the covenant community, these gifts are to be discerned by 

leadership of the community.  Were this leadership under the authority of the Church's 

pastors, then these charisms would be at the service of the Church.  However, since the 

communities are self-contained and not accountable to the Church, those gifts which the 

Holy Spirit would give through these individuals are effectively cut off from the whole of 

the Church. 

Typically the member who has left the covenant community testifies to an experi-

ence of freedom.  This freedom arises not from a removal of exterior constraint but from 

the newly discovered right to respond to that which is within oneself.  No longer does he 

require the approval of his head or a confirmation that his heart's desire conforms to the 

mission of the community.  The gift of wisdom imparted by the Holy Spirit of God can 

again empower him to act in love and for the good of the Church. 

                                                
212 Libero Gerosa, Charisma und Recht, Erstes Kapitel, III, 1. 
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The Church for her part becomes much more than an organization, an external soci-

ety ruled by priests, bishops and the Pope.  The Church can be known as Mother.  Modeled 

on Mary, the Church brings Christians to birth in Baptism, nurtures and nourishes them 

with the Sacraments, instructs them with God's word, prods them with her moral teaching 

and encourages them with the example of the saints who have gone before.  The Church is 

not an organization that needs a new kind of covenant to bring community into her midst.  

The Church IS the Body of Christ, the community of those who believe.  The Church is a 

communion that lives by the very life of God.  It is the communion of the Blessed Trinity. 

“I want to conclude by emphasizing that our one and holy Church is 
called to be, and is placed on the world as, a revelation of that love which 
is God.  The Church ... is thus the 'sacrament of Trinitarian love.  Her 
most profound mystery consists precisely in this love.” 213 

                                                
213 John Paul II, Audience of 9 October 1991. 
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