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CATHOLIC COMMON GROUND INITIATIVE

About the Initiative:

Shortly before his death in 1996, Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago established the Catholic Common Ground Initiative (CCGI) primarily “to help Catholics address, creatively and faithfully, questions that are vital if the church in the United States is to flourish as we enter the next millennium.” In particular he encouraged leaders, both clerical and lay, “to move beyond the distrust, the polarization, and the entrenched positions that have hampered our responses” to vital concerns.*   

Over the past seven years, Saint Mary’s College, in its role as formal affiliate of the Initiative, has invited not only Catholics, but all people of good will who are concerned about vital issues of the day, to gather in respectful dialogue. “Come,” we say, “we are all in this together. Come, let’s talk to each other.”

*For a thorough overview of the Initiative, see Philip Murnion, ed.,   Catholic Common Ground Initiative:  Foundation Documents, (New York:  The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1997).

“Ground Rules” for the Common Ground Conversations:  

As Common Ground Conversation Partners, we affirm and promote the full range and demands of authentic unity, acceptable diversity, and respectful dialogue, not just as a way to dampen conflict but as a way to make our conflicts constructive.  Therefore we agree to the following practical rules: 
1.  Those who have a tendency to always be the first to speak, should “hold back” until at least two other people have spoken.  

2.  Those who almost never speak up in public are invited to express at least one opinion of her/his own.  (Avoid minimal statements such as “I agree.” Offer a reason for why you agree/disagree.) 

3.  Use only your own fair share of oxygen in the room.  

4.  Be a respectful listener; don’t interrupt unless the person speaking is using more than his/her fair share of oxygen in the room. 

5.  Even if you suffer from the terminal disease of niceness, don’t be afraid to express your deepest convictions strongly. 

6.  Be open to the possibility that you might even change your mind. 

7.  Be open to the reality that in the real world we must deal with ambiguity.   

You get the idea. This format is intended to model adult conversation. There are no formal “facilitators” in ordinary, adult conversations. Mature adults can have dynamic, enlightened conversations about controversial topics and become better persons as a result.  


Common Ground Conversations are not intended to lead to definite decisions at the end of the evening.  They are intended to be springboards into deeper ongoing conversations that ultimately lead to action on behalf of the greater good of all people.         

