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Pope Benedict XVI yesterday extolled the dedication of the nation's Catholic educators, but warned them to guard against the moral relativism that he said has led to "a lowering of standards" on some campuses.

"While we have sought diligently to engage the intellect of our young, perhaps we have neglected the will," the pope told university and diocesan leaders at Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C. "Subsequently, we observe, with distress, the notion of freedom being distorted. Freedom isn't an opting out. It is an opting in."

Benedict, 81, a former university professor, who as a cardinal was in charge of enforcing church doctrine, delivered a speech that was largely encouraging and gentle, but also outlined - sometimes in candid language - his chief concerns about the challenges facing Catholic education in the U.S.

"We observe today a timidity in the face of the category of the good and an aimless pursuit of novelty parading as the realization of freedom," the pope said. "And particularly disturbing is the reduction of the precious and delicate area of education in sexuality to management of 'risk,' bereft of any reference to the beauty of conjugal love."

He also praised the legacy of Catholic primary schools, in particular their history of helping "generations of immigrants to rise from poverty," and said their continued accessibility is a critical mission.

"It was informed, consoling and challenging all at once," said the Rev. Joseph M. McShane, president of Fordham University. He noted the pontiff said a strong religious identity is not determined by the number of Catholic students on a campus or an orthodox curriculum. "He's moved beyond course content and counting heads. ... He understands it's more subtle than that. It's an ethos that permeates the whole setting.

"It was a very complex and well-crafted speech, meant to be meditated on, wrestled with and discussed," McShane said.

More than 4,000 students gathered on lawns near the student center, where the pope addressed the educators. The students, who watched the speech on a large projection screen, cheered and chanted "CUA loves the pope" as Benedict arrived and again as he left.

"I thought it was a good message ... saying we need to bring more people into the faith and that we need to take education to less fortunate people," said Justin Tauro, 20, a Catholic University junior from Garden City, who arrived three hours early to get a spot.

Sister Joanne Callahan, superintendent of schools for the Diocese of Rockville Centre, said she left the speech elated. "He was most affirming and appropriately challenging," she said. "He was telling us: 'All of you who have committed your lives to Catholic education - you've done the right thing and we need to continue that.'"

The Rev. Donald J. Harrington, president of St. John's University, said he, too, thought the pope's expression of gratitude for Catholic educators was an important message.

"Some people had indicated that he would be coming down hard on educators ... but I think he was celebrating what Catholic education has accomplished," he said. "Everyone left the room on a real high."

Benedict also "reaffirmed" his support for academic freedom, but cautioned that church's teachings must shape "all aspects of an institution's life, both inside and outside the classroom."

Molloy College President Drew Bogner said he thought the pope was calling for respect for religious tradition, not limits on research.

"I think the message is that you need to be aware that if you are going to challenge that tradition, not to do it lightly," Bogner said.

