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Anxiety about identity may well be observed in the future as one of the defining characteristics of
our own age. The curious postmodern paradox is that whilst, on the one hand, perhaps as never
before, we have the opportunity to celebrate diversity and autonomy, on the other hand, perhaps
as never before have we been less sure about who we are.

The postmodern celebration of diversity can easily slip into a type of fragmentation, a
disconnection from cohesive sources of meaning, leaving us in independent compartments. The
freedom of apparent autonomy, however, comes at a price. The diminishment of the relationships
that, ultimately, bear meaning for us, creates a radical insecurity. We can feel lost, small islands
in a vast ocean that threatens to swamp us. We becomes anxious about who we are.

We live in a time when the question about self-identity is never far from the surface.

Against this cultural background, concerns about institutional identity also arise. In particular,
the concern about Catholic identity has presented as a key issue in the pastoral life of the church
in Australia over the last decade. It was, for example, at the heart of the recent Pastoral from the
Bishops of New South Wales, Catholic Schools at a Crossroads.’

This concern about Catholic identity, however, has arisen not just in circles of Catholic education,
but across the broad spectrum of the Church’s social involvement.

In part, the concern is occasioned by the very success of the various instrumentalities of the
Church’s mission in Australia. The Church’s commitment to education, health and welfare -
traditionally the principal expressions of the Church’s mission of teaching and healing, and of the
Church’s primary concern for the disadvantaged and marginalized - is not a marginal affair in
Australian civic life, but, indeed, a principal provider of these services in the nation. The bearers
of this commitment — schools, hospitals, social services - are now so integrated, that their
differentiation from other competing providers presents as being at risk — at least to some. The
question arises, what is it that makes Catholic agencies different from others?

Beyond the issue of demarcation, however, the very complexity of the provision of such services
today means that their delivery is not possible without the expertise and professionalism of
persons drawn from very diverse backgrounds, and very commonly from backgrounds that are
outside the faith tradition of the Church.

' The major part of this presentation is to be published in a forthcoming publication, fdentity and Mission in Catholic
Agencies, edited by Neil Ormerod, (Strathfield: St. Pauls Publications, 2008).

2 See Catholic Bishops of NSW and ACT, Catholic Schools at a Crossroads: Pastoral Letter of the Bishops of NSW
and the ACT, August 2007,






