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The Dreaded Family Meeting
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Pope Francis meets children of Italian prisoners in Paul VI hall at the Vatican May 30.

Smoking and Morality
Q. During the 1970s, at least in our
part of the country, there were many
priests who smoked cigarettes or
cigars. Yet some of them were effective
in their ministry
and obviously loved
God greatly. When
they die, as some of
them already have,
can they still go to
heaven? Does Jesus’
admonition, “Nothing that goes into
a man can harm
him, but only that
which comes out of
him -- avarice, greed, etc.” apply here?
(Bridgewater, New Jersey)
A. I’m confident that the priests of
the 1970s who smoked tobacco products are probably in heaven -- certainly,
those of them who, as you say, “were
effective in their ministry and loved
God greatly.”
At that time, evidence of the longterm health hazards of smoking was
only starting to be assembled. As
recently as 1997, the Catechism of the
Catholic Church said in No. 2290 that
the virtue of temperance cautions
against excess and therefore forbids
“the abuse of food, alcohol, tobacco or
medicine” -- the clear implication being that smoking was not an intrinsic
moral evil.
Today, though, there might well be a
stricter moral calculus as information
grows about the risks of tobacco use.
The World Health Organization says,
for example, that every 6.5 seconds
someone dies from tobacco-related
causes.
Such scientific documentation is
making inroads on the ethical judgments of the Catholic Church -- as seen
in a 2004 article in the scholarly Jesuit
review La Civilta Cattolica which,
while stopping short of branding
smoking as per se sinful, declared that
smokers cannot damage their health
and that of others “without moral
responsibility.” (Significant here is
that articles in La Civilta Cattolica are
prescreened for doctrinal orthodoxy
by the Vatican Secretariat of State.)
As for the quote you mention from
Matthew 15:11 (the New American
Bible has it as, “It is not what enters
one’s mouth that defiles that person;

but what comes out of the mouth is
what defiles one”), that passage does
not exculpate smokers. Its context was
a comment by Jesus on Jewish dietary
laws, and it has nothing to do with
ingesting products that are medically
harmful.

Confession and
Anonymity

Q. Why can’t penitents have the option of confessing their sins either
face to face or in a traditional confessional? Since some find it uncomfortable to sit directly in front of the
priest and be identified, why do some
churches force that method? (City of
origin withheld)

Even though the summer has just
begun, I have quickly realized that
the launch of a less-structured routine poses some
problems. With two
teenagers at home
for most of the day,
every day, our usually tidy home is
cluttered with shoes
and clothes strewn
throughout every
room of the house,
basketballs causing
an obstacle course in the driveway and
a pantry that has been picked over by
the neighborhood kids. I find myself
griping as I walk into bathrooms with
towels scattered on the floor and toothpaste clinging for dear life in the sink.
I spent the first few days full of frustration, griping at the kids to take care
of their household chores and responsibilities, only to be met with whines of
“I just want to enjoy my summer” and
“my room doesn’t have to be clean all
the time.”
My Type-A personality was causing
me to lose my mind every afternoon
when I returned home after teaching a
summer school class. My first instinct
was to throw a fit or spend hours
cleaning up the messes they would
inevitably make again the next day.
However, after taking a deep breath
and calming myself down, I realized
that it was time to make some compromises, so I called a family meeting. My
children roll their eyes when I call an
official meeting because in their eyes,
it is forced time together consisting of
a lecture. I remember those days when
my parents would gather us together
to discuss problems within the household. However, I remember these
“forced” moments as a time when
we were all sitting in the living room

together and actually communicating.
It didn’t always have to be a negative
experience.
I vowed to make our family meeting
something different this time around
and began by asking them how they
would like to remember their summer.
My son and daughter seemed surprised. They expected me to dominate
the conversation, lay down the law and
create rules and policies they were
destined to hate, but instead, I wanted
to hear from them. After a laundry
list of exciting activities were shared,
I asked them if they would instead
like to spend the summer listening to
me gripe about the clutter around the
house or dishes piled up in the sink.
They got my point.
We developed a compromise. I
would incorporate some of their summer wishes into our schedule if they
showed responsibility and completed
daily tasks every morning. Together,
we created consequences and I was
not excluded. If my bed was not made
in the morning, I, too, would face the
wrath of punishment.
This family meeting was different.
We laughed, we compromised and we
gained mutual respect. We didn’t develop the perfect plan and as the week
has progressed, we have dealt with
some challenges, as expected, but the
key was finding a way to cordially and
respectfully work together. I have faith
in this plan, faith in my children and
faith in my willingness to let the little
things go when much bigger moments
are so much more important. We are
all ready to enjoy the summer.
— Shannon Philpott
Shannon Philpott is a freelance
writer and college journalism instructor, but most of all a mother of
two teens. You can see her work at
www.shannonphilpott.com.

A. Catholic penitents do, in fact,
have the right to anonymity in confession if they so desire. The Code of
Canon Law says (in No. 964.2): “The
conference of bishops is to establish
norms regarding the confessional; it
is to take care, however, that there are
always confessionals with a fixed grate
between the penitent and the confessor in an open place so that the faithful who wish to can use them freely.”
Many people do feel comfortable sitting in front of a priest and confessing
face to face.
When I hear confessions each Saturday afternoon, probably 85 percent
of penitents choose the face-to-face
option, while the others kneel or sit
behind an opaque screen -- and the
choice seems to bear no relationship
to the age of the penitent. (One elderly
gentleman said recently, “I prefer you
to know who I am; I wouldn’t go to a
doctor unless he knew my medical history.”)
Still, care must be taken to accommodate those who prefer the traditionCNS/DAI KUROKAWA, EPA
al manner of confessing; and so confessional rooms are typically constructed Villagers walk toward Goma, Congo, to flee regional fighting in 2012. Bishops from eastern Congo
criticized the failure of their government and the United Nations to act against “genocide, jihadist
to allow either option, and at a penfundamentalism and Balkanization” in the country.
ance service, when there are several
individual confessors, at least one of
the priests should be seated behind a
screen or grate to allow for the choice
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