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From Father Robert 

This is a new feature for our parishioners 
who are interested in reading articles of 
interest and importance that are educational, 
inspirational, and news-worthy.  Some of 
them may challenge our thinking and 
present a wider scope of understanding and 
perspective.  Adult Faith Formation is an 
important dimension of parish life and the 
articles reprinted here are meant to foster 
that growth and development.  I hope you 
will find them of value. 

In 2021, it 
became obvious 
the US bishops 

and the pope are 
singing from 

different 
hymnals 
29 December 2021 

by Michael Sean Winters 
  

 
Pope Francis poses with Archbishop José 
Gomez of Los Angeles, president of the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, Detroit 
Archbishop Allen Vigneron, vice president, 
and Fr. Michael Fuller, interim general 
secretary, in the library of the Apostolic 
Palace at the Vatican Oct. 11. The 
conference leaders meet the pope each 
October and visit Vatican congregations 
before the U.S. bishops' general meeting in 
November. (CNS/Vatican Media) 

The life of the Catholic Church in this 
country in 2021 was characterized by an 
obvious, flailing culture war fit and evidence 
the pope is more and more determined to 
press forward with the reception of Vatican 
II in ways that will likely affect the U.S. 
church in profound ways. 

The effort by the leadership of the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops to 
pick a fight with the nation's second 
Catholic president was the dominant story of 
the year. NCR's editors named Archbishop 
José Gomez its Catholic Newsmaker of the 
Year because of his role in the bishops' 
conference's catastrophically narrow 
focus on President Joe Biden's support for 
legal abortion, and consequent failure to 
recognize the unique opportunity presented 
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by having a president who attends 
Mass with a frequency fewer and fewer 
Catholics display, and who has articulated 
the importance Catholic social teaching has 
had on his political views. 

The drawn-out squabble about how to frame 
a document about "eucharistic coherence" 
showed a conference that was torn between 
the lousy theology of the culture warriors 
who think Biden and other pro-choice 
politicians should be denied Communion 
and the otherwise universal practice of the 
church that distinguishes between 
lawmaking about an evil action and the 
performance of the evil action itself. 

Part of the problem with the debate was a 
function of the fact that the bishops' June 
meeting was virtual and the kind of dialogue 
needed to forge a consensus was therefore 
impossible. But only part. The other main 
cause of this debate was that the bishops had 
elected Archbishop Joseph Naumann to lead 
the Committee on Pro-Life Activities four 
years ago, and he used that perch to push for 
this strategy. When the Vatican intervened, 
making it clear such a strategy was 
impossible, the bishops realized in the 
summer what they should have realized all 
along: That they needed an off-ramp from 
this misbegotten approach. 

The compromise was a text that is not even 
technically a teaching document because the 
conference leadership announced it would 
not be sent to the Holy See for the canonical 
approbation necessary for such documents 
to become binding under the terms of canon 
law, and specifically St. Pope John Paul II's 
teaching in Apostolos Suos (Paragraph 22). 
They have gussied up the document with a 
proposed eucharistic revival which is not a 
horrible idea in itself. But when they 
announced the revival would culminate with 
a national eucharistic congress costing an 

estimated $28 million, jaws dropped on both 
sides of the Atlantic. 

"Told by an idiot, full of sound and 
fury, Signifying nothing," says Macbeth. 
But that is not quite right. The sound and 
fury of the bishops' debacle over Biden — 
among other items, especially liturgy — 
signified how out of touch the U.S. bishops' 
conference was with their people and with 
the direction the pope is indicating. There 
remains acute resistance to this pope, and it 
is more and more evident that such 
resistance is actually rooted in a deeper 
opposition to the Second Vatican Council. 

 
President Joe Biden walks into Holy Trinity 
Catholic Church to attend Mass Feb. 20 in 
Washington. (CNS/Reuters/Ken Cedeno) 

Across the waves, as the Vatican emerged 
from the pandemic shutdowns, some 
conservative commentators were already 
speculating — I had almost written 
fantasizing — about the end of the 
Bergoglio pontificate. Pope Francis turned 
85 this year, the same age at which his 
predecessor, Pope Benedict XVI, resigned 
the papacy. What is more, Francis had major 
surgery this past summer. Those who are 
close to him, however, say he has no 
intention of stepping aside and is as fit as 
ever. 
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Francis certainly is as determined as ever. 
He began the year by sacking Cardinal 
Robert Sarah, with whom he had butted 
heads, from his post as prefect of the 
Congregation for Divine Worship and the 
Sacraments. Before naming a new prefect, 
the pope ordered a visitation of the 
congregation, something he repeated later in 
the year with the Congregation for Clergy 
and the Dicastery for Promoting Integral 
Human Development. In the past, Vatican 
dicasteries investigated others! Now the 
pope was using the method to bring fresh 
perspectives on the running of these often 
staid bureaucracies. 

 
Cardinal Robert Sarah, former head of the 
Congregation for Divine Worship and the 
Sacraments, is pictured in a file photo. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 

The removal from office and trial of 
Cardinal Giovanni Angelo Becciu was 
another huge sign that Francis was not going 
to allow prelates to avoid accountability for 
their decisions. For centuries, a red, 
watered-silk zucchetto was a get-out-of-jail-
free card in the Vatican, no matter the 
wrongdoing. Not anymore. 

In July, Francis issued Traditionis Custodes, 
which revoked some of the permissions his 
predecessor had granted for celebrating the 

Tridentine rite of the Mass. He made it clear 
that an ideological movement had abused 
the concessions that had been granted. Some 
used the celebration of the old rite to mount 
opposition to the Second Vatican Council in 
its entirety, and specifically the liturgical 
reforms that not only flowed from the 
council but which had helped lay the 
groundwork for the council. 

Then, to resolve some questions bishops had 
about implementing Traditionis Custodes, 
the Holy Father approved responses from 
the Congregation for Divine Worship that 
made it clear: Attachment to the old rite 
could be tolerated, but not promoted. In the 
U.S., where some conservatives have used 
the internet to make a great deal of noise 
about the traditional rite, the attacks on the 
pope were incessant. As I observed last 
summer, the critics proved Francis right in 
discerning the old rite was being abused in 
ways that undermined the bonds of 
Communion. 

Francis is inviting us to continue the 
reception of Vatican II. Some people 
thought that task had been accomplished 
with the publication of the official 
catechism, or with the promulgation of the 
new Code of Canon Law and the body of 
papal teaching that was issued by John Paul 
II. But it takes a century to receive a council, 
and Francis has been shaped by his 
experience of the post-conciliar church in 
Latin America, which witnessed the most 
fecund theological developments and from 
which emerged the deepest ecclesial 
expression of Vatican II's call for 
a ressourcement, a return to the ideas and 
impulses of the early church. Where John 
Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI saw that call 
as a theological one, Francis saw it as a 
more primordial, and pastoral, invitation to 
place the poor and marginalized at the center 
of the church's concern. 
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Some in the U.S. church are resisting the 
pope's invitation, including a significant 
percentage of the hierarchy. Boston Cardinal 
Sean O'Malley, in a recent interview, noted 
the opposition to Francis coming from 
EWTN, the conservative Catholic media 
conglomerate. "The Holy Father himself has 
commented on the situation of the EWTN 
television (large American Catholic 
network), where many times the 
commentators are very critical of the Holy 
Father, at least of his ideas," said O'Malley. 

In the past several decades, the Catholic 
Church in this country has lurched to the 
right, among both the laity and the clergy. 
They applauded both John Paul II and 
Benedict insofar as they perceived those two 
popes to be rolling back the reforms of 
Vatican II. (In most respects, this perception 
was incorrect.) With Francis, there is no 
doubt that he is encouraging the church to 
move forward, and that he is not the least bit 
intimidated by the hecklers on the right. This 
has spawned a schismatic tendency that has 
been evident for several years. 

The pandemic caused all of us to view the 
world differently, and our wonderful Holy 
Father has emerged from lockdown ready to 
move boldly forward. 2021 saw the 
emergence of the first post-pandemic signs 
of his stirring the pot anew. Next week, we 
will look at how the pope's goals, and the 
resistance they engender in the U.S., will 
shape the year ahead. 

 

Michael Sean Winters 
Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of 
religion and politics for NCR. 

'I got you': 
Three little 

words pack a 
powerful 

punch, if you 
mean them 
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by Caileigh Pattisall 

  
Ministry 

 
One of the philosophies behind a program 
we use at the Rose and Blum Close to Home 
Residences in New York City is SELF, 
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which stands for Safety, Emotions, Loss and 
Future. Each category is important for 
problem-solving as youth work toward 
trauma recovery. (Cailleigh Pattisall) 

Editor's note: Notes from the Field includes 
reports from young people volunteering in 
ministries of Catholic sisters. A partnership 
with Catholic Volunteer Network, the 
project began in the summer of 2015. This 
latest round of the series features volunteers 
in Orange, California; Nazareth, Kentucky; 
and New York City. This is Caileigh 
Pattisall's first blog post. Read more about 
her. 

NEW YORK — I believe that empathy is 
one of humanity's strongest gifts. A person's 
ability to empathize with another's situation 
to the point of wanting to change it for the 
better is what drives service work. 

I also believe that empathy is lacking in 
today's society. We get caught up in our own 
lives, seemingly too busy to ask anything 
more than a passing "Hi, how are you?" and 
not fully listening to the response, or not 
quite comfortable enough to reply anything 
other than "fine" or "good." We get wrapped 
up in the societal game of making others feel 
comfortable — to the point of becoming 
numb ourselves. 

A few months before I started with Good 
Shepherd Volunteers, I made a new friend. 
Maddie was so consistent checking in on 
others' "emotional batteries." She always 
wanted to know, on a scale from 1 to 100, 
what percentage are you emotionally? And 
you know, I've never felt so seen. 

It felt good to check in with someone. 

I went to college to study social justice and 
communication. I became increasingly 
passionate about incorporating new methods 
of restorative and therapeutic justice into 

existing punitive-driven systems that the 
United States is so accustomed to. Our jails 
and prisons are flawed, often producing 
people who are worse off than before 
incarceration. They perpetuate a cycle of 
career criminals, providing no tools or 
support to people that really need help. 

 
Members of the New York City community 
of Good Shepherd Volunteers, from left: Mo 
Berry, Caileigh Pattisall, Maria Jose 
Miranda and Gabby Kasper (Courtesy of 
Krystle Powell) 

I'm spending my year working as a Good 
Shepherd Volunteer for Rose House and 
Barbara Blum Residences, which provide 
long-term residential and supportive services 
to youth placed there through family court. 
Our girl juvenile offenders live at Rose 
House; our boys live at Barbara Blum. 
These residences, which act as an alternative 
to incarceration, are run through Good 
Shepherd Services, a New York-based 
nonprofit that seeks to help women, 
adolescents and children affected by 
violence, poverty and neglect. 

Once I started, I was nervous that I wouldn't 
have the space in my service site to hone in 
on how I was feeling. I was still in that 
societal mindset that professionalism and 
emotional support can't go hand in hand. To 
my surprise, the residences actually 
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encouraged it! The program focuses on 
trauma-informed care for kids, which 
includes regular community meetings, 
check-ins, therapy and group programming. 

During the first week on the job, I 
participated in my first community meeting 
with the boys. As part of the program, the 
boys are expected to check in with one 
another each morning and again in the 
afternoon at staff turnover. The participants 
go around and ask each other a series of 
questions. 

 
Another activity I got to help out with 
during my first week on the job: organizing 
school supplies for our residents and their 
families (Courtesy of Cailleigh Pattisall) 
"How're you feeling today?" 

Many would answer "calm," "happy," or 
"tired." "Good" is not a feeling — and if you 
choose to use this word, you will have to 
elaborate. This I experienced when I 
answered "good," so I went on to say that I 
was excited to be there and to meet 
everyone. 

"What is your goal for the day?" 

Many of the youth's goals were to get 
through the day or to have a good day. If a 
youth expected to move to another level in 

the program, their goal would shift to 
finishing their "phase-up" project or to be 
able to get a home pass that weekend. 

"Who can help you with that?" 

This particular question is important for a 
few reasons. First, it gives the participants 
space to ask for help. If they have a certain 
project to finish, this can be the space where 
they can say, "My youth development 
counselors can help me with that" or 
"Everyone can help me with that." 

At this point in the check-in, the other 
participants reply, "I got you." 

It was powerful to be surrounded by so 
much mutual support. It truly created an 
environment where these kids can be heard 
and express their emotional needs. This 
question also allows the youth to take 
responsibility for helping themselves. 

Another answer I heard was "I can help 
myself with this today." These kids are able 
to recognize that they have a big part to play 
in reaching their goals. The choices they 
make directly affect whether or not they can 
have a good day. The response from the 
group was still "I got you," even when they 
weren't asking for help, which made that 
feeling of support even stronger. 

"What commitment will you carry 
throughout your day?" 

We practice seven commitments in the 
program. These include nonviolence, 
emotional intelligence, social learning, open 
communication, shared governance, social 
responsibility, and growth and change. 
During check-in, participants can choose 
what commitment they want to focus on that 
day. 

"What's your safety plan?" 



Everyone has a safety plan. This plan 
consists of things that we all can think about 
or activities we can do when we begin to 
feel overwhelmed. It can be as simple as 
listening to music or looking forward to a 
phone call with a family member. These are 
small but significant moments that we can 
pull from our toolbox to help cope in the 
dark moments. 

I've been at my service site for four months 
now, and I've already learned so much about 
trauma-informed care, the juvenile justice 
system in New York City, and how I can 
personally be more emotionally in tune 
within a community. I feel so fortunate to 
work in a place that promotes all the aspects 
that go into therapeutic healing. 

I'm so excited to bring you all along with me 
as I continue this journey into next year. In 
the meantime, don't forget to check in with 
your own people. 

 

Caileigh Pattisall 
Caileigh Pattisall is a Good Shepherd 
Volunteer serving at the Rose and Blum 
Close to Home Residences in New York 
City. 

 

What a burial 
service for 1,780 
unclaimed dead 

tells us about 
dignity 

29 December 2021 

by David E. DeCosse 
  

 
Flowers are left at the burial site of 1,457 
unclaimed dead individuals in Los Angeles 
County from 2016 during an interfaith 
ceremony at the Los Angeles County 
Crematory and Cemetery, Dec. 4, 2019, in 
Los Angeles. (AP/The Orange County 
Register/Sarah Reingewirtz) 

It was a brilliant late fall morning on which 
to bury 1,780 unclaimed remains of persons 
from around the lonely reaches of Los 
Angeles County. 
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A Gabrielino-Tongva holy woman lifted 
silver sage incense to the azure sky to bless 
the four corners of the single gravesite in a 
remote corner of Evergreen Cemetery in 
Boyle Heights. She then sang a traveling 
song "to help these souls make their 
journey." A rabbi intoned Kaddish in 
Hebrew. Prayers followed in Vietnamese, 
Ukrainian, Spanish and English. A male and 
female duo chanted "Dona Nobis Pacem" to 
end the 30-minute ceremony. Nearby traffic 
rushed down Lorena Street and MTA trains 
rumbled in and out of the First Street tunnel. 

LA County has held an annual service called 
the Burial of the Unclaimed Dead since 
1896. This year the forlorn, beautiful 
ceremony on Dec. 1 sought to comfort the 
spirits of the abandoned and to address a 
tangible failure: How could we as a society 
let such abandonment happen? But the 
service also provided a real-time response 
from the streets of Los Angeles to two 
timely themes in Catholicism in the United 
States. One theme is late-breaking: an 
increasing conservative Catholic skepticism 
about the use of the concept of human 
dignity in moral and political argument. The 
other theme is everlasting: the meaning of 
Christmas. 

For years the ceremony was presided over 
only by a Protestant minister and the county 
coroner. But some 15 years ago Fr. Chris 
Ponnet, the chief Catholic chaplain at the 
sprawling LA County-University of 
Southern California Medical Center, began 
to imagine a more open, inclusive service. 

"I couldn't understand why it was not more 
public," he said in a recent interview. After 
all, the dead may be unclaimed but in life 
they lived among us. Moreover, Ponnet said, 
he considered it an "emotional and spiritual 
assault even after death" for the diverse 
convictions of the spirits of the unclaimed to 
be greeted only by the prayers of a single 

Christian minister. "When people die," he 
said, "they continue … [their] dignity 
continues." Accordingly, in the last years he 
worked with the county to create a public 
service featuring a diversity of spiritual 
traditions that befit the diversity of the dead. 

"Unclaimed" does not mean that the person 
in question is unknown. Fewer than a dozen 
of those buried at this year's service were 
not known by name. But all of the bodies 
went unclaimed for burial or cremation by 
family or friends. The county holds off on 
burial of unclaimed bodies for three years 
while social workers seek someone to take 
the remains (thus this year the cremated 
remains lie together under a tiny headstone 
with the inscription "2018"). 

There are twice as many men buried as 
women. There are nearly twice as many 
white persons as Blacks. There are also 
Native Americans, Asian Americans, 
Hawaiian-Pacific Islanders and hundreds of 
unknown ethnicities. There are children, 
immigrants and unhoused persons. "Almost 
all of them," LA County Supervisor Janice 
Hahn said at the service, "were poor." 

The service at the LA gravesite occurred at a 
time of increased polarization among U.S. 
Catholics over many issues. One such point 
of difference is a dispute over the meaning 
of human dignity — a dispute with great 
consequences for how the church engages 
our culture. 

Ponnet said of the service itself: "Dignity is 
at the core and center of it all." At the 
ceremony, Hahn said it was imperative to 
ensure that everyone in the county who 
passes away, no matter their means, "is 
treated with respect and dignity." Christina 
Gahly, director of LA County Health 
Services, said the service for the unclaimed 
was crucial to "give them dignity in their 



death and to recognize the value and dignity 
of their lives." 

But such uses of the word "dignity" 
occurred against the backdrop of an 
increasing conservative criticism of the way 
the concept is deployed in moral and 
political argument. There are various aspects 
of this criticism. 

One holds that dignity has become 
synonymous with the self-creative power of 
choice disposed in our secular culture to act 
in defiance of the "truth about the human 
person," in the phrase favored by John Paul 
II. So-called "gender ideology" (in which we 
make our gender whatever we want it to be) 
is Exhibit A of this problematic notion of 
dignity. 

Another line of conservative criticism is 
libertarian and presumes an invulnerable 
self. For instance, Supreme Court Justice 
Clarence Thomas argued that dignity is an 
inalienable and unchangeable worth 
imparted to all as a result of being made in 
the image of God. For Thomas, it follows 
that our dignity is unaffected by any 
government action. In his noted dissent in 
the Obergefell v. Hodges decision, he said 
the dignity of slaves was unaffected by the 
laws that enslaved them and the dignity of 
gay and lesbian persons is unaffected by 
laws permitting gay marriage. 

One other aspect of the contemporary 
criticism comes from the tradition of anti-
liberalism. This view was expressed by 
philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre in a major 
address on Nov. 12 at the University of 
Notre Dame. For him, the word "dignity" is 
usually invoked in a pluralist society like 
ours to indicate an agreement on moral 
matters when no such agreement in fact 
exists. Instead, he argues that dignity does 
not refer to a notion of inherent worth but to 
the possibility of what we can become. In 

the social roles we each occupy, can we 
grow through the exercise of virtues in the 
knowledge and love of God? If we don't do 
that, we can lose our dignity. We can even 
become worse than beasts. 

There are theoretical responses to such 
criticisms. But, more importantly, there are 
visceral experiences from which such 
theoretical responses should emerge. The 
service for the unclaimed dead is one such 
experience. What does it tell us about the 
meaning of dignity? 

Dignity is inherent and inalienable: Who 
knows why each of the persons' bodies went 
unclaimed — poverty or contempt or 
indifference? But the spirit rebels at the 
thought that the body of such a person, 
however they have lived, should be laid to 
rest without the respect owed to the dignity 
of a person as such. No person's dignity can 
simply be identified with a capacity for 
choice and, once that capacity is gone, the 
dignity is gone, too. Moreover, no person, 
no matter what they've done, ever loses all 
claims to moral worth and becomes worse 
than a beast. 

Dignity reflects our freedom: Ponnet spoke 
of this when he referred to the importance of 
not coercing the pluralist spirits of the 
unclaimed dead. We can also think of this 
aspect of dignity when we consider how 
many of the unclaimed were driven to lonely 
deaths around the county by the indignities 
of the oppressive power of caste. Dignity 
reflects freedom as we pursue truth, love and 
survival. 

Dignity can be fulfilled or denied: It's a 
libertarian illusion to think that our dignity 
is inherent and nothing more. The 20th-
century Catholic theologian Karl Rahner 
said that dignity was both gift and task: The 
gift is the inherent worth imparted to us by 
God's creative love and the task is our 
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responsible freedom to seek our destiny in a 
world of redeeming grace. And that task can 
be fulfilled or denied. Thus we cannot help 
but think of the hidden destinies of the 
unclaimed dead. Did they fulfill the purpose 
of their pilgrimage on Earth? Or were those 
purposes proper to their dignity denied by 
the structures and cultures of our time? 

Dignity demands recognition by 
community: "Dignity" is a boundary word, 
a visceral cry in the face of caste or 
contempt that says, "I belong!" Libertarians 
and antiseptic Thomists miss this: The 
former because they have an impoverished 
sense of community and the latter because 
their rationalist sense of community fails to 
account for radical vulnerability in the face 
of crushing power. At the ceremony, 
invocations of dignity hung in the air like a 
judgment over all of us: How did we so 
abjectly fail to recognize the dignity of each 
such person when they lived among us by 
right if not in fact as a full and equal 
member of our moral community? 

In his famous fifth-century Christmas 
homily, Pope Leo the Great declared, 
"Christian, remember your dignity." The 
homily occurred against the backdrop of the 
powerful affirmation of the humanity of 
Jesus Christ at the Council of Chalcedon. I 
think our present moment requires reading 
Leo's homily in light of what always causes 
the most scandal at Christmas (hint: not 
saying "Happy Holidays"): that God, in a 
wild act of love, chose to inhabit the most 
abject places of human loss. So let us 
remember the dignity imparted by divine 
love to each unclaimed person buried near 
the rushing traffic on Lorena Street. And let 
us remember the task of our own dignity to 
seek the redemption of the principalities and 
powers that caused these 1,780 dignified 
persons to die unclaimed. 

 
David E. DeCosse 
David E. DeCosse is director of religious 
and Catholic ethics at the Markkula Center 
for Applied Ethics at Santa Clara University. 
Follow him on Twitter: @daviddecosse. 
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by Dennis Sadowski, Catholic News 
Service 

  

 
Philippine Coast Guard personnel rescue 
residents stranded by floods caused by 
Typhoon Rai in Cagayan de Oro, 
Philippines, Dec. 16, 2021. As of Dec. 21, 
the storm had claimed more than 370 lives 
and Caritas Philippines has appealed for 
donations to bolster its emergency response. 
(CNS photo/Philippine Coast Guard handout 
via Reuters) 

Pope Francis invited Catholics — and 
anyone else interested — to join a seven-
year journey to widen the reach of his 2015 
encyclical on the environment in a time of 
global climate change. 

Known as the Laudato Si' Action Platform, 
the effort formally launched Nov. 14 in 
dioceses around the world. 

The invitation came as communities 
globally experienced extreme heat and 
drought, massive flooding, intense and long-
burning wildfires, rising sea levels and 
failed crops in 2021. 

The pope introduced the platform in a video 
May 25, encouraging people to join the 
global grassroots movement to create a more 

inclusive, fraternal, peaceful and sustainable 
world. 

Coordinated through the Dicastery for 
Integral Human Development, the platform 
is a "journey that will see our communities 
committed in different ways to becoming 
totally sustainable, in the spirit of integral 
ecology," the pope said. 

He called for a "new ecological approach 
that can transform our way of dwelling in 
the world, our lifestyles, our relationship 
with the resources of the earth and, in 
general, our way of looking at humanity and 
of living life." 

The initiative invited dioceses, parishes and 
individuals to build an integrated global 
effort to protect creation for future 
generations. The Vatican platform is meant 
to help those who want to increase their 
commitment to bringing the encyclical, 
"Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 
Home," to life by committing through 2028 
to carry out a set of actions they developed 
based on local needs. 
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Featuring a preface by Pope Francis and a 
message from the U.N.'s António Guterres, 
the Vatican published in November this 
"Laudato Si' Reader," with a wide range of 
reflections on Francis' 2015 encyclical. 
(CNS screenshot/Libreria Editrice Vaticana) 

In the United States, 17 dioceses and 58 
parishes had committed to participating in 
the platform at its kickoff. More were 
expected to join, said Jose Aguto, executive 
director of the Washington-based Catholic 
Climate Covenant. 

The platform calls for integrating actions 
across different sectors, such as universities, 
parishes, dioceses, religious orders, 
community organizations, neighborhoods, 
businesses and health care institutions. 

"The covenant, we're really excited about 
the U.S. participation in the Laudato Si' 
Action Platform so far. We look forward to 

the seven-year journey as a big step," Aguto 
said Dec. 1. 

The effort surrounding the platform began as 
the two-week 26th U.N. Climate Change 
Conference closed in Glasgow, Scotland. 
Representatives of more than 200 nations 
came together Oct. 31-Nov. 13 with the goal 
of agreeing to cut global carbon emissions 
by half by 2030 as part of efforts to limit 
global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

COP26, as the conference was known, was 
delayed a year because of the pandemic. 

A Vatican delegation and several Catholic 
organizations and parishes were present 
throughout COP26. Vatican representatives 
joined high-level talks, while Catholics from 
other groups participated in sideline events. 

Vatican representatives in a video message 
urged the conference to deliver on financing 
from wealthier countries to help poorer 
countries respond to climate change and to 
take urgent action to comply with the 
standards of the Paris Agreement. 

 
Africans join a protest during a Day of 
Action at the U.N. Climate Change 
Conference Nov. 6 in Glasgow, Scotland. 
(CNS/Simon Caldwell) 
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The final agreement, however, fell short of 
those goals, disappointing Catholic 
environmental and development advocates. 
Action to limit temperature increases was 
pushed into 2022 and wealthier nations 
failed to deliver on needed climate finance 
to help poor countries respond and adapt to 
climate change. 

Although promises and practical action fell 
short in the final agreement, "we are on the 
road from which there is no turning back," 
said Christine Allen, director of CAFOD, 
the Catholic international development 
agency in England and Wales, which joined 
the Vatican delegation in Scotland. 

"The level of realization from right across 
the world that we need to act and act with 
urgency absolutely took place," Allen said. 

Chloe Noel, the coordinator of the Faith 
Economy Ecology Project at the 
Washington-based Maryknoll Office for 
Global Concerns, who joined the conference 
sideline activities online, told CNS Dec. 2 
that while delegates from major fossil fuel-
using countries began discussing reduction 
in such consumption, "there's not a clear 
plan about how that will be done and by 
when that will be done." 

"We need more ambition to keep the 
temperature rise to even 2 degrees Celsius 
let alone to what the temperature really 
needs to be, which is 1.5 degrees Celsius," 
Noel said. 

She also called for a more expansive 
financial commitment by the world's richest 
nations to help developing countries already 
feeling the negative effects of climate 
change. 

"We will continue, as the climate 
movement, as the faith community, to push 

the U.S. government to address loss and 
damage at COP27," Noel said. 

COP27 will convene in Egypt in November 
2022. 

In other events, the Catholic Climate 
Covenant teamed with Creighton University 
in July to convene the second of three 
planned biennial "Laudato Si' and the U.S. 
Catholic Church" conferences. More than 
2,700 participants joined a series of online 
programs to learn how to bring the 
encyclical's teaching on climate change 
more widely into the life of the church. 

"We're continuing to grow the Catholic 
community (that is) concerned about 
climate. "We're seeing steady increases in 
the number of Catholics being interested," 
Aguto told Catholic News Service. 

"But we need to elevate our voices more. 
The science is becoming more significant 
and the divisions in our country are 
becoming more stark. We have to speak first 
of love of God and love of neighbor. We 
have to create a space for dialogue," he 
added. 
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This screen shot shows some of the young 
adults participating in the Catholic Climate 
Covenant's second biennial "Laudato Si' and 
the U.S. Catholic Church" conference July 
13-15, 2021. (CNS photo/courtesy Catholic 
Climate Covenant) 

A global campaign to divest from fossil 
fuels continued to gain adherents in the fall, 
with 72 institutions — 36 of them 
Catholic — announcing days ahead of 
COP26 that they will withdraw investments 
from carbon-based energy corporations. The 
institutions hold assets of $4.2 billion. 

Salesian Fr. Joshtrom Kureethadam, 
coordinator of Ecology and Creation at the 
Vatican Dicastery for Promoting Integral 
Human Development, welcomed the 
announcement during an Oct. 26 video 
conference organized by leading divestment 
proponents. 

The Vatican and Pope Francis have 
become increasingly vocal about shifting 
investment funds from fossil fuels toward 
clean energy alternatives. In 2020, as part of 
the Laudato Si' Year, the Vatican released 
guidelines for Catholics to implement 
integral ecology and other actions outlined 
in the pope's encyclical. 

"In very strong language, divestment was 
recommended," Father Kureethadam told 
the online conference. "Last year we 
announced the Laudato Si' Action Platform. 
Among the Laudato Si' goals there's 
ecological economics and it mentioned the 
need to divest. So the Vatican is supporting 
this journey." 

The priest called the task of reducing the use 
of highly polluting fossil fuels a "huge 
challenge" but one that was possible. A 
large majority of climate scientists have 
concluded that the burning of fossil fuels as 
a leading cause of climate change. 

Changes were afoot during the year in two 
leading Catholic environmental groups. 

The Catholic Climate Covenant announced 
in September that Aguto would be its new 
executive director, succeeding Dan Misleh, 
who moved into the role of founder. Misleh 
helped establish the organization in 2006 
and continues to play a leading role in its 
work in the United States. 

In addition, the Global Catholic Climate 
Movement became known as the Laudato Si' 
Movement in July. 
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Movement leaders said the change better 
reflects the work of the six-year-old 
worldwide network and its connection to 
prayerful action on environmental protection 
and climate change. 

The new name easily translates into other 
languages as well because it incorporates the 
Franciscan phrase Laudato Si', which is 
Italian for "praise be to you," Lorna Gold of 
Ireland, who chairs the organization's board 
of directors, said at the time. 

A call to listen 
to the Spirit: 

Sisters 
embrace the 

church's 
synodal 
process 

27 December 2021 

by The Life Panelists 

  
Religious Life 

 
At their General Assembly in Chicago in 
2017, Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus celebrate consensus of ministry 
with and among refugees, single women and 
children in Rome; opening a new 
community in the refugee settlements in 
Dzaipi, Uganda; and extending themselves 
into collaboration with Solidarity with South 
Sudan. (Tere Merandi) 

For this month, the panelists were asked to 
get our New Year off to a good start by 
bringing us into the mainstream of church 
reality. They reflected on this question: 

Encouraged by Pope Francis, the church 
has embarked on a two-year journey (2021-
23) in synodality. Reflect on the role of 
women's religious life in relation to the 
"spirituality of synodality." For example — 
in participation, communion or mission. 

______ 
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Beth Murphy is a 
Dominican Sister of Springfield, Illinois. 

With a background in journalism, 
communications and theology, she has 

worked mostly in communications 
ministry: diocesan communications 

director, manager of the 
National Coalition for Church Vocations' 

publishing arm, Communicators for 
Women Religious; and communications 
director for her religious community. In 
other ministries, she taught junior high, 
resettled Iraqi refugees in Detroit, and 
worked in a mostly Mexican parish in 
Chicago. She has been deeply engaged 
with the Iraqi Dominican sisters and 

friars and has traveled to Iraq four times. 

"It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to 
us" (Acts 15:28). 

There may not be a congregation of Catholic 
sisters in the world that hasn't relied on the 
wisdom of this single verse from the Acts of 
the Apostles at some critical point in its 
story. 

For the founding sisters of my congregation, 
there were several such moments. The 
seminal one happened in the spring of 1875 
when our founders learned their departure 
from Kentucky two years earlier was meant 
to separate them from the community. They 
were meant — from the beginning, 
apparently — to establish a new foundation 
in Illinois. If there was a memo about that, 
they missed it. So on that day, full of shock, 
confusion and grief, they had a choice to 
make: return to Kentucky and abandon their 

mission to the Irish immigrant children in 
Illinois, or stay to do the thing they were 
sent to do. 

That day, after hours of private prayer and 
communal discernment, they chose the 
immigrant children in Illinois. Whether any 
of them uttered Acts 15:28 aloud, or whether 
it was even obliquely referenced in the 
course of deliberation is not the point. They 
were, clearly, accompanied by the Holy 
Spirit and in communion with one another 
as they discerned. 

 
The Dominican Sisters of Springfield, 
Illinois, affirm a communal decision during 
a 2019 community meeting. (Courtesy of 
Beth Murphy) 

Every congregation of sisters will have a 
similar story. To my mind, that is the gift 
Catholic sisters contribute to the synod on 
synodality: a long tradition of oboedire — 
leaning toward, listening to, and perceiving 
the new thing toward which God draws all 
of creation. 

Oboedire is the root of the vow of obedience 
every consecrated woman makes. Especially 
in places where local ordinaries are less than 
enthusiastic about the synodal process — 
which Pope Francis once called "what the 
Lord expects of the Church in the third 
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millennium" — women's congregations 
have a vital role to play. By virtue of that 
role, we have the privilege of submitting the 
same 10-page report on our local synodal 
efforts as do the bishops. 

A prayer that is shaping my congregation's 
response to the needs of the world right now 
mentions the interconnectedness of the 
cosmos, our solidarity with the rostros 
concretos (the "real faces"), the freedom we 
seek to recognize Christ in the hidden and 
unexpected, and our desire to "listen deeply 
to one another and to the brokenness of the 
world." 

If we — and other Catholic sisters — are 
faithful to that desire, at the end of this 
synodal process we should be able to say, 
along with the early Christian community: 
This seems good to us — and to the Holy 
Spirit, too. 

Vicenta 
Javier, a member of the Religious of the 

Assumption, is from the Philippines. 
After eight years of missionary work in 
Vietnam, she is now in her 11th year of 

missionary work in East Africa. She is an 
educator but has also been a formator of 
young sisters in the Philippines, Vietnam, 

Tanzania and Kenya. Currently, she 
teaches part time at the Center for 

Leadership and Management at Tangaza 
University College in Nairobi, Kenya. 

It was Feb. 17, 1981. I was a junior sister 
and we were thousands of women religious 
packed in the National Shrine of Our Lady 
of Perpetual Help. We were gathered to 
meet His Holiness Pope John Paul II on his 
first visit to the Philippines. 
His message seared itself into my mind and 
heart: 

It has often been noted that there is a close 
connection between the fervor of the 
religious life of a country and the condition 
of the Church in that country: fervent 
religious life means a living and apostolic 
Church. ... If, by a mischance, tepidity and 
mediocrity were to set in, they would soon 
be reflected among the Christian people. On 
the other hand, throughout the history of the 
Church, when she has been assailed by 
crises, it has always been the religious life 
that has given the signal for a reawakening 
and a renewed fidelity to the Gospel. 

Since then, I could never dissociate my 
religious life from the quality of Christian 
life of my people — of all people, because 
more than we can ever realize, the church, 
we, are all one. My life gives or diminishes 
life in the whole body. What a great 
responsibility and, too, a great privilege. 
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Religious of the Assumption sisters in the 
Philippines pray in their chapel. (Courtesy 
of Vicenta Javier) 

After three synods on the family (2014), 
the youth (2018) and the Amazon (2019), 
Pope Francis launched the whole church into 
a journey of synodality. It is a beautiful 
word, a powerful word, but one that as 
Francis himself admits, is not easy to put 
into practice. Perhaps because it entails a 
challenging journey to be "relational, 
inclusive, pluricultural" in a church that has 
far too long been patriarchal, clerical, 
hierarchical. 

In focus is the inclusion of youth, of women, 
of the laity to journey together. I ask myself, 
are we women religious ready for that? The 
challenge is to be at the frontlines of the 
conversion and reconciliation this 
necessitates. 

A conversion that concretely starts with 
myself. To be willing to step out and accept 
roles of responsibility in the church, actively 
be part of the listening, reflection and 
discernment toward the birthing of a synodal 
church. To be midwives of the gift of a 
renewed church that God wants to give his 
people. The gift can only be welcomed by 
hearts that live this deep grace of 
conversion. It has always been religious life 
that has given the signal for a reawakening 
and a renewed fidelity to the Gospel. 

Thérèse Hope 
Merandi is an American-born and 

naturalized Brazilian Missionary Sister of 
the Sacred Heart of Jesus. With graduate 
degrees in theology and psychology, for 
40 years she did formation work with 
various groups, including grassroots 

levels, in conflict areas, mostly in Latin 
American countries such as Nicaragua, 

Guatemala, Argentina, Cuba and 
Paraguay. She served in congregational 
general leadership and ministered for 20 

years in African countries, including 
Ethiopia and Uganda. She is currently in 

South Sudan as part of the 
intercongregational pastoral team of 

Solidarity with South Sudan. 

Pope Francis has a dream of the "church on 
the move," a "synodal" church. This journey 
— now in process — began in October 2021 
and will continue through October 2023 into 
the Synod of Bishops. 

From the Greek syn, "with," and odos, 
"path," the words synod and synodal take on 
a meaning of direction, a oneness on a path, 
toward a way of living and working 
together, whereby Jesus and his mission 
become more "recognizable" (Luke 24:13-
35). 
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A little girl, Hanna, carries her younger 
sister to a community celebration in the 
refugee settlement in Paloyinya, Uganda. 
(Tere Merandi) 
The Holy Spirit invites us into the rhythm of 
life and movement of the Trinity, 
a relationship — ever deepening, ever 
expanding, including, leaving no one or 
nothing outside the realm of creation, 
incarnation and redemption. The Spirit 
points out concrete steps, helping us descend 
to the grassroots level of life, sharing life as 
one humanity on this one planet, our home. 

We are being called to a more visible 
communion. This involves and is made 
present through participation together in 
mission: assuming decisions that emphasize 
concretely a stepping out of our comfort 
zones to the needs and realities of our world. 
This "koinonia" (communion) requires being 
visibly present, involved, committed with, 
and listening to the cry of the poor, reaching 
out to those on the margins. 

Communion with participation calls us to 
repentance and conversion from the 
systemic and structural sins so deeply rooted 
in our hierarchical supremacy; instead, we 

must take our stance alongside Jesus, 
bending/lowering ourselves to 
service/mission that learns from the Master: 
"I have given you an example so that you 
may copy what I have done to you" (John 
13:12-17). 

Synodality — the path of listening, 
discernment and dialogue — puts us at the 
arduous groundwork task of reforming 
mentalities and reforming structures, 
assuming the gradual, consistent, integrative 
process of building a Christian community. 

Listening and being nourished together with 
the word and Eucharist; celebrating the 
challenges and rewards of building a faithful 
communion of brothers and sisters, we must 
be co-responsible/participative in ministries 
and roles that mutually respect and 
distinguish the life and the mission of the 
one body of Christ for his pilgrim people. 

This synodal praxis builds a church (and a 
religious life) capable of communion — 
concretely and tenderly open to fraternity. 
She must be participative while at the same 
time keenly aware of subsidiarity, and 
faithful in all she proclaims and does, 
transparently revealing the face of him she 
serves. 

Synodality is a call to listen to the Spirit to 
gather insights of all the faithful. We must 
amplify participation, expand freedom and 
allow the passion for the church's mission to 
soar in evangelization. 

Reaching out, reaching in, extending 
beyond! (Isaiah 54:2-3) 
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Sue Scharfenberger is an Ursuline Sister 
from Louisville, Kentucky. An educator, 
she ministered in rural Mississippi and 
for the last 42 years has been with the 
people in the coastal region and the 
Central Sierra of Peru. Her ministry has 
been with circles and communities of 
women around issues of empowerment, 
nonviolence and leadership. She has 
served as facilitator for various religious 
communities in Central and South 
America and the Caribbean and 
currently represents her congregation as 
mission promoter with parents and 
teachers at Santa Angela Merici School, 
founded by the Ursuline Sisters of 
Louisville in 1965 in Carmen de la Legua, 
Peru. 

Do you remember? It was around the '60s 
and '70s when we were introduced to the 
vocabulary: hierarchy, collegiality, 
subsidiarity. The words circled around us 
and through us in our conversations, 
dreaming and debating. The words were not 
new, but they brought forth values that 
flowed through our communities, pulsating 
to a great extent because of Vatican II and 
the renewal of religious life and the church. 

Do you remember "chapter rooms"? 
Monasteries, convents and cloisters were 
known to have them. They were meeting 
spaces where decisions were made — 
because in the origins of our congregations 
our foundresses envisioned a way of being 
together that involved participation, sharing 
of responsibilities, and the encouraging of 
initiatives. 

By way of example, St. Angela Merici 
founded a "company" of women. The word 
speaks for itself. The women were 
to companion one another, journey together, 
share in one another's stories and plan for 
mission and ministry as times changed and 
realities invited new challenges. 

Do you remember when rows of chairs in 
our gatherings were replaced with circular 
tables? We wanted to see one another as we 
debated ideas, proposed new directions. We 
transitioned from circular tables to circular 
models of government, of organizing 
ourselves. 

The circular model meant more than a 
change in seating arrangement. We became 
more conscious of building community than 
adhering to a daily regimen. It fostered a 
different way of envisioning so that we 
could see with greater clarity the world 
around us. Our eyes were opened to the 
injustices in our societies, to the poverty and 
exclusion that many of our sisters and 
brothers experienced. 

And as our eyes were opened so were our 
hearts. 

History helps us get a perspective on where 
we are because of where and how we have 
been. 

And so now, after several encyclicals and 
pastoral letters, Francis, the bishop of Rome, 
invites us to a "synodal" church. A synod is 
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an assembly. Not new! But what is different 
in the invitation of Francis today is his 
calling us, all of us, first to listen. Circular 
tables do not do the trick. Neither do circular 
models. 

 
(Unsplash/Nick Fewings) 

What is necessary and what has been absent 
is precisely Francis' first step: becoming 
a listening church. And since church is 
everyone — not just priests, bishops, 
religious — and since many who are church 
are not found in churches, the invitation is to 
go to the margins of the circle and beyond to 
the "outsiders." 

Francis invites us not only to a synod, but to 
become a synodal church: a community that 
reaches beyond itself to those whose voices 
have not been heard. We must first listen! 
And that is the greater challenge! 

Catherine Grasswill, originally from 
France, joined the congregation of the 
Ursulines of Jesus at the age of 37. She 
was chaplaincy coordinator in a French 
secondary school; worked for the 
Catholic Delegation for Cooperation in 
Cameroon; and evangelized and served as 
a principal in Cameroon. She 
accompanied young people to events like 
World Youth Day as well as the Taizé 
community in several countries. She has 
worked with the wives of deacons and 
currently shares life with Spanish and 
Canadian sisters while giving workshops 
and retreats for the Francophone 
community in Edmonton, Alberta, 
Canada. 

In Matthew's Gospel, Jesus invites his 
contemporaries to look at the signs of the 
times (Matthew 16:3). 

"Let us take the century as the Revolution 
gave birth to it: We are entering a new era!" 
These were the words of Louis-Marie 
Baudouin, priest and founder of the 
Ursulines of Jesus, around 1800, at the end 
of the French Revolution. 

This priest was aware that he had to adapt to 
a new era. The needs of the women and men 
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of his generation were very different from 
those of the years before the Revolution. 

This man knew how to read the signs of his 
time, and invented a religious life outside 
the convents, committed to the people and 
families affected by the wars of Vendée. 

We can say today, following his example: 
"Let us take the 21st century, as it is shaped 
by our present world." 

Today, our world is marked by global 
warming, and its consequences on already-
poor populations. There are people 
migrating to more socially and economically 
secure countries; Indigenous people who are 
ignored by people who colonized their 
lands; and the pandemic seems to have no 
end. Globally, internal wars sustain the arms 
trade, and within and outside the church we 
live with the pain of sexual abuse. 

 
A child's red dress hangs on a cross near the 
grounds of the former Kamloops Indian 
Residential School in Kamloops, British 
Columbia, June 5, 2021. For years 
Indigenous people in Canada have wanted 
an apology from the pope — on Canadian 
soil — for the church's role in abuse at 

Catholic-run residential schools. 
(CNS/Reuters/Jennifer Gauthier) 

Pope Francis said in his traditional greetings 
to the Curia in 2019 : This "change of 
times" requires a "change of pastoral 
mindset." He also warned against "rigidity" 
and "the temptation to fall back on the past" 
when we must engage in meaningful 
change. 

With the synod on synodality, Francis is 
inviting all the women and men of the 
church — and even those who are not part 
of it — to a great consultation about the 
church. He knows that change is inevitable, 
but that it cannot be done without taking into 
account the whole people of God. He has 
invited us to listen, encounter, dialogue with 
each other, but also with others who are 
more on the margins of the church, as Jesus 
knew how to do on the roads of Galilee. 

The institutional church is not alone in 
receiving the Holy Spirit to move forward in 
the search for God's desires for our time. 

Let us walk together with Jesus on this new 
road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35) — once I 
heard a priest speculate in a homily that the 
two disciples might be Cleopas and his wife, 
Mary. And now the pope has appointed a 
woman undersecretary, a religious sister, 
with the right to vote! We must realize what 
this appointment brings to the whole church; 
it is the first time a woman has been given 
the right to vote in church governance for 
2,000 years! 

Let us hope that this synod on synodality 
will realize that we must take our time as 
having been birthed by its major issues. 
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Week Fifty-Two: Summary: A Time of Unveiling 
  

The Wisdom of Darkness 
  

  

  

Surely the darkness shall cover me, 
and the light around me become night. . . 
the darkness and light are both alike to You. 
—Psalm 139:11–12 

CAC teacher Barbara Holmes writes about 
how it is in times of literal or figurative 
darkness that new possibilities are unveiled: 

As an African American woman, I wear 
darkness as a skin color that I love. It is a 
reminder of my African origins, hidden in 
my genes, but not accessible through 
memory. Without darkness, I would not be! 
I entered the world from the nurturing 
darkness of the womb and relied upon a dark 
and resourceful family, community, and 
cosmos for my well-being. . . . We come 
from the darkness and return to it. 

But there are many types of darkness. There 
is the darkness of determined ignorance and 
hatred, impenetrable and smothering. There 
is the tiny microcosm of darkness that gave 

birth to the universe, its new realities and 
new worlds. There is the mothering darkness 
of the womb, and the protective darkness of 
the “cloud by night.” . . . 

Because I saw my Aunties negotiate 
darkness as a reality with as much potential 
as light, I stopped being afraid of the dark. I 
realized that sight and insight were not 
dependent upon the glaring light produced 
by humans, for there was an inner light that 
glowed and revealed much more. . . . In my 
mind, church talk about an association of 
darkness with evil and goodness with light 
made no sense. I knew that darkness held 
and healed me. So, there had to be many 
types of darkness that I could differentiate, 
dismiss, or embrace. . . . 

Barbara Holmes considers the hopefulness 
hidden in the darkness of an eclipse: 

No matter how fractured things seem to be, 
no matter how the crisis splinters our 
delusions, there is a solid foundation within 
and beneath us, beside and between us. We 
can depend on this wholeness when it is 
experienced as a dark night of the soul for 
individuals, or an eclipse of the ordinary for 
the community. 

An eclipse occurs when one object gets in 
between us and another object and blocks 
our view. . . . We are not permanently 
blocked from the light. Also, we are not able 
to rely upon our sight to overcome the 
obstruction. 

Finally, during an eclipse, we have a 
dimming of the familiar and a loss of taken-
for-granted clues that we rely upon every 
day to remind us of who we are and why we 
are here. Yet, although we are not always 
comfortable in darkness, the invitation to 
come away from life in the spotlight is 



intriguing. Could there be a blessing in the 
shadows? 
The eclipse reminds us to linger in the 
darkness, to savor the silence, to embrace 
the shadow—for the light is coming, the 
resurrection is afoot, transformation is 
unfolding, for God is working in secret and 
in silence to create us anew. [1] 
  

Jesus' birth to a 
single mom 

signals prophetic 
challenge to 
patriarchy 

22 December 2021 

by Christine Schenk 
  

Spirituality 
Theology 

 

At the Christmas Eve vigil Mass, ask your 
pastor to read all 25 verses in Matthew's 
Gospel rather than using the shorter form 
that skips over the genealogy. I know 
proclaiming Matthew's genealogy can be 
tedious to contemporary ears, yet it contains 
critical information about the amazing — 
and at times unsettling — unpredictability of 
God. 

Genealogies were important in antiquity. 
They sought to explain a person's 
significance in light of the overarching 
history of those who had gone before and 
helped establish the identity and authenticate 
the status of an important person, such as 
that of a king or priest. If certain ancestral 
traits reappeared in descendants, a 
genealogy could reveal something about that 
person's character as well. 

Matthew's genealogy works hard to link the 
birth of Jesus to Joseph and the proud 
Davidic patriarchal lineage from which 
every good Jew knew the Messiah would 
come (see Jer. 23:5-6.) The first line speaks 
volumes: "The book of the genealogy of 
Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of 
Abraham." Immediately we know that 
Matthew is saying that Jesus is the long-
awaited Messiah and his lineage can be 
traced to David and then to Abraham. 

There is one problem with this: Jesus is the 
son of Mary, not Joseph. 

Genealogy of matriarchs 

To trace Jesus' ancestors through Mary 
(Miriam) and the matriarchs, click here for a 
genealogy compiled by the late 
Loretto Sister Ann Patrick Ware 

Matthew himself quietly spells this out in 
verse 16: "and Jacob the father of Joseph the 
husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, 
who is called the Messiah." 
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So here we have an elaborate and 
painstaking genealogy created to prove 
Jesus' ancestral links to the male kings and 
patriarchs of Israel when in fact, as verse 19 
explains, he was born to Mary through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Not through 
Joseph. Not through patriarchal potency. 

It is enough to make any self-respecting 
feminist laugh. 

Sojourner Truth's 1851 speech arguing for 
female voting rights pretty much nails it: 

Then that little man in black there 
[presumably a preacher], he says women 
can't have as much rights as men, 'cause 
Christ wasn't a woman! Where did your 
Christ come from? Where did your Christ 
come from? From God and a woman! Man 
had nothing to do with Him. 

"Man had nothing to do with Him." While 
this makes for rather fun rhetoric in the 
21st century, it didn't work so well for first-
century pastoral sensibilities. For the sake of 
the Jewish-Christian community for whom 
he wrote, Matthew needed to connect Jesus 
to the Hebrew patriarchs and to explain the 
unusual events surrounding Mary’s 
pregnancy — all within the context of 
Jewish tradition and history. 

He succeeds in doing so and it is nothing 
short of masterful. 

In addition to Mary, four women are woven 
into the Matthean genealogy: Rahab, Tamar, 
Ruth and "the wife of Uriah" (aka 
Bathsheba). All four women played critical 
roles in Jewish history and, according to the 
renowned biblical scholar Fr. Raymond 
Brown, they came to be seen in post-biblical 
Judaism as instruments of the Holy Spirit. 
All four women had something irregular — 
some would say scandalous — about their 
unions with their partners. 

What could better witness the power of an 

unpredictable God than to raise up a long-

awaited Messiah from the least powerful of 

humans — a child born of an unwed 

mother? 

Rahab (Josh 2:1-24; 6:1-2, 15-25) ran a 
brothel in Jericho. Joshua sent two men to 
reconnoiter the city before his planned siege. 
Rahab had gleaned a great deal of 
intelligence from her clientele and shared 
the information with Joshua's spies. She saw 
that the Hebrews would prevail: "I know 
that God has given you this land. Fear has 
fallen upon us. …" Rahab hid Joshua's spies 
and helped them escape. In return she 
received safe passage for her entire 
household and family. Rahab became the 
mother of Boaz and according to rabbinic 
tradition was an ancestor of eight prophets, 
including Jeremiah and Huldah. 

Tamar's (Gen 38:6-30; 1 Chr 2:3-6) first 
husband before she had any children, Er, 
died. As was the custom, her father-in-law 
Judah gave her to his second son Onan so 
his deceased brother would have an heir. But 
Onan withdrew before his semen could enter 
Tamar and as punishment he also died. A 
fearful Judah refused to give his third son to 
Tamar but neither did he release her from 
the levirate bond so she could marry again. 
Since in antiquity a woman's first duty was 
to produce a male heir, a resourceful Tamar 
disguised herself as a Temple prostitute and 
seduced Judah. She also demanded personal 
items from him as pledge of future payment. 
Tamar became pregnant and when Judah 
sought to burn her for being a harlot, she 
was saved by showing him his pledge. "She 
is more in the right than I am," said Judah. 
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Tamar bore twin sons, including Perez, who 
continued the Abrahamic lineage. 

Ruth (Ruth 1-4) was a foreigner, a Moabite 
woman whose mother-in-law Naomi had 
emigrated from Judah to Moab during a time 
of famine. After both women's husbands 
died, Naomi decided to return to Judah. A 
childless Ruth insisted on returning with her. 
Her fidelity to Naomi is remembered to this 
day with the popular wedding hymn 
"Wherever you go, I shall go," (Ruth 1:16). 
Upon their return, Naomi encouraged Ruth 
to seek out a wealthy kinsman, Boaz, in 
hopes of fulfilling the levirate obligation to 
beget a child for her deceased husband. Ruth 
did so and Boaz married her. She gave birth 
to Obed, the grandfather of David. 

Bathsheba (2 Sam 11: 1-27;12:1-25; 1 Kings 
1-40; 2:13-25) was the beautiful wife of 
Uriah the Hittite. As she was bathing one 
day, King David was out for a stroll along 
the palace roof and saw her. He summoned 
her to his chambers, most likely raped and 
impregnated her. He then tried to cover it up 
and ordered Uriah home from battle, hoping 
he would sleep with his wife. But Uriah 
refused to take pleasure while his fellow 
soldiers were dying. David then had Uriah 
sent to the front where he was killed. He 
took Bathsheba as one of his eight wives and 
ten concubines. After the prophet Nathan 
chastised David, the couple's male infant 
died. David again impregnated Bathsheba 
and she gave birth to Solomon. Bathsheba 
subsequently navigated palace intrigues to 
make sure her son, Solomon, succeeded 
David as king. 

Matthew holds up these four women as 
examples of how an unpredictable God used 
female initiative and courage in unexpected 
ways to affect the lineage of the future 
Messiah. 

In his classic book on the infancy 
narratives, The Birth of the Messiah, Brown 
explains: 

It is the combination of the scandalous or 
irregular union and of divine intervention 
through the women that explains Matthew's 
choice in the genealogy. … Matthew has 
chosen women who foreshadow the role of 
Mary, the wife of Joseph. In the eyes of men 
her pregnancy was a scandal since she had 
not lived with her husband; yet the child was 
actually begotten through God's Holy Spirit, 
so that God had intervened to bring to 
fulfillment the messianic heritage. 

What could better witness the power of an 
unpredictable God than to raise up a long-
awaited Messiah from the least powerful of 
humans — a child born of an unwed 
mother? What better witness than a son with 
no apparent biological father, and therefore 
no claim to patriarchal privilege? 

In the Women's Bible Commentary, New 
Testament scholar Amy Jill Levine observes 
that Jesus' unconventional birth "indicates 
the restructuring of the human family: 
outside of patriarchal models it is not ruled 
by nor even defined by a male head of 
household." 

With such a genealogy, it is no surprise that 
Jesus — taught by his Magnificat-mother — 
dedicated his life to raising up the lowly, 
scattering the proud-hearted and filling the 
hungry with good things. 

In the messianic age, "family" would 
become newly defined for Christians as 
deriving from God's power to save through 
Jesus, rather than through human patriarchal 
power. The earliest Christian communities 
saw their kinship-in-Christ as a primary 
familial identity. 

Christmas is a great time to celebrate Jesus' 
unpredictable God, who often confounds 
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even the most deeply entrenched of our 
human expectations. 

It can be scary. It can also be liberating. 

How will you witness to Jesus' 
unpredictable God in a patriarchal world still 
so deeply in need of transforming grace? 

 
Christine Schenk 
St. Joseph Sr. Christine Schenk, an NCR 
board member, served urban families for 18 
years as a nurse midwife before co-founding 
FutureChurch, where she served for 23 
years. Her book Crispina and Her Sisters: 
Women and Authority in Early 
Christianity (Fortress, 2017) was awarded 
first place in History by the Catholic Press 
Association. She holds master's degrees in 
nursing and theology. 

Think of the 
Holy Family 
fleeing Herod 
and pray for 

migrants, pope 
says 

29 December 2021 
by Cindy Wooden, Catholic News 

Service 

 
Pope Francis blesses a woman's unborn 
child at the end of his weekly general 
audience Dec. 29, 2021, in the Vatican's 
Paul VI hall. (CNS photo/Vatican Media) 

VATICAN CITY — Meditating on the 
scene of the Holy Family fleeing to Egypt to 
escape Herod's murderous rage, Christians 
cannot close their eyes to the fact that too 
many people in the world today also feel 
forced to flee their homelands, Pope Francis 
said. 

"Herod is a symbol of many tyrants of 
yesterday and today; for these tyrants, 
people don't matter, power matters, and if 
they need space or power, they eliminate 
people, and this is happening today. We 
don't have to go to ancient history" to find 
such examples, the pope said Dec. 29 at his 
weekly general audience. 

Continuing his series of audience talks about 
St. Joseph, Pope Francis focused on 
Joseph's courage in taking Mary and the 
baby Jesus to Egypt to escape Herod, and he 
compared St. Joseph's bravery to 
the courage of migrants and refugees who 
leave their homelands to protect and help 
their families. 
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As he has been doing since he began the 
series, the pope ended his talk with a prayer 
to St. Joseph, who "experienced the 
suffering of those who must flee to save the 
lives of those dearest to them." 

"Protect all those who flee because of war, 
hatred and hunger," the pope prayed. 
"Support them in their difficulties, 
strengthen them in hope, and let them be 
met with welcome and solidarity." 

The Holy Family experienced the same 
"precariousness, fear and pain of having to 
leave their homeland" as migrants and 
refugees do today, he said. "Still today, 
many of our brothers and sisters are forced 
to live through the same injustice and 
suffering. The cause is almost always the 
arrogance and violence of the powerful." 

Anyone can become a "little Herod," he 
said. It happens "every time we try to dispel 
our fears with arrogance, even if only 
verbal," or do something meant to humiliate 
someone. 

Joseph is the opposite, though, 
the pope said. He had the courage to follow 
the angel's prompting to set out in search of 
safety, even if that meant going to a foreign 
land where a different language was spoken. 

Everyone will face some adversity in life, 
and that can make them feel threatened and 
afraid, he said. But unlike Herod, who 
responds with violence, St. Joseph reacts 
"with the courage to trust in God's 
providence." 

Pope Francis asked people at the audience to 
pray for "migrants and all the persecuted, 
and all those who are victims of adverse 
circumstances, whether political, historical 
or personal." 

"Let's think of the many people who are 
victims of wars, who want to flee from their 
homeland but cannot; let's think of 
the migrants who set out on the road to 
freedom but end up on the street or in the 
sea; let's think of Jesus in the arms of Joseph 
and Mary, fleeing, and let us see in him each 
one of the migrants of today," the pope said. 

At his last general audience of 
2021, Pope Francis also offered a New Year 
prayer. 

Greeting Polish speakers, he said: "We pray 
the coming year will be a happy one for us 
and for all people, that the pandemic will 
end, and we can enjoy peace in our hearts, in 
our families and societies, and in the world." 

Desmond Tutu, 
known for 

commitment to 
justice, peace, 
dies at age 90 

27 December 2021 

by Bronwen Dachs, 
 Catholic News Service 
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Anglican Archbishop Desmond is pictured 
in a 21  September 2011, photo. (CNS 
photo/Allison Joyce, Reuters) 

CAPE TOWN, SOUTH AFRICA 
— Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu's 
compassion and sense of humor, as well as 
his commitment to justice and processes of 
peace, were among the many reasons he was 
an icon, said Bishop Kevin Dowling of 
Rustenburg. 

The retired Anglican archbishop of Cape 
Town — who in 1984 won the Nobel Peace 
Prize in recognition of his efforts to bring 
about a peaceful transition to a society with 
equal rights for all — died in Cape Town 
Dec. 26 at the age of 90. 

When he was asked at a meeting of young 
people why he was always so positive, 
Archbishop Tutu told them, "I'm a prisoner 
of hope," Bishop Dowling said. "That sums 
up his life," the bishop said in a Dec. 26 
telephone interview. 

Bishop Dowling said there was a great 
affection and respect among the late 
Catholic Bishop Denis Hurley of Durban, 
the late Rev. Beyers Naude, an Afrikaner 
cleric who condemned his church's support 
for apartheid, and Archbishop Tutu. 

Like Bishop Hurley — "on whose shoulders 
we stood," as Archbishop Tutu once put 

it — the Anglican cleric condemned 
apartheid as a heresy. The blasphemy of 
apartheid, Archbishop Tutu said repeatedly, 
"is that it can make a child of God doubt that 
he or she is a child of God." 

Bishop Dowling said he still has a letter of 
support Archbishop Tutu sent him decades 
ago when he was struggling in his work 
against human rights abuses in his largely 
rural diocese. 

"That's the kind of person he was; he would 
take the time to write a letter to an 
insignificant bishop in a remote area," he 
said. 

"There is no doubt that his passion and 
commitment to human rights were rooted in 
his spiritual life," said the bishop, who got to 
know Archbishop Tutu through ecumenical 
meetings to examine the post-apartheid role 
of churches in South Africa. 

Bishop Dowling testified as a witness to 
atrocities in Rustenburg Diocese during 
hearings of South Africa's Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, which 
Archbishop Tutu headed. The commission 
probed human rights abuses during the 
apartheid era. 

As well as working for South Africa's 
liberation from apartheid and against 
corruption in post-apartheid South Africa, 
Archbishop Tutu did a "tremendous amount 
of work internationally for human rights," 
Bishop Dowling said, noting that the 
archbishop chaired the Elders for six years 
and then continued to serve as an elder 
emeritus. The Elders is an international 
organization of public figures brought 
together by Mandela in 2007. 

When Archbishop Tutu headed the South 
African Council of Churches in the late 



1970s, he instituted a daily 7 a.m. Eucharist 
and the Angelus at noon. 

"A lot of people thought he was Catholic," 
said Father Russell Pollitt, director of the 
Jesuit Institute in Johannesburg. 

The archbishop "was a leader with integrity, 
with an extraordinary ability to bring people 
together," Father Pollitt said. While "we 
have lots of people in leadership positions, 
we don't have many leaders" in South 
Africa, he said in a Dec. 26 telephone 
interview. 

"He was an articulate man with a deep 
understanding of human beings," Father 
Pollitt said, noting that 
Archbishop Tutu "was a gentle and 
compassionate man as well as being forceful 
in social justice issues." 

Pope Francis was saddened to learn of the 
death of Archbishop Tutu and sent "heartfelt 
condolences to his family and loved ones," 
Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Vatican secretary of 
state, said in a Dec. 26 message. 

"Mindful of his service to the Gospel 
through the promotion of racial equality and 
reconciliation in his native South Africa, His 
Holiness commends his soul to the loving 
mercy of almighty God," it said. 

Pope Francis wrote in his encyclical, 
"Fratelli Tutti, on Fraternity and Social 
Friendship," that Tutu was among the people 
who inspired him. 

"In these pages of reflection on universal 
fraternity, I felt inspired particularly by St. 
Francis of Assisi, but also by others of our 
brothers and sisters who are not Catholics: 
Martin Luther King, Desmond Tutu, 
Mahatma Gandhi and many more," he 
wrote. 

Desmond Mpilo Tutu was born in 1931 in a 
small gold-mining town in what was then 
the Transvaal. 

He first followed in his father's footsteps as 
a teacher, but abandoned that career after the 
passage of the Bantu Education Act in 1953, 
which introduced racial segregation in 
schools. 

He joined the church and was strongly 
influenced by many white clergymen in the 
country, especially another strong opponent 
of apartheid, Anglican Bishop Trevor 
Huddleston. 

He worked for the World Council of 
Churches in London, was bishop of Lesotho, 
general secretary of the South African 
Council of Churches and bishop of 
Johannesburg before being named 
archbishop of Cape Town in 1986. 

Archbishop Tutu's stature as a man of peace 
and justice lent weight to his call for 
economic sanctions against South Africa in 
the 1980s and, in September 1986, the U.S. 
House of Representatives voted 313-83 to 
enact a comprehensive sanctions bill. 

In September 1989, Archbishop Tutu called 
a protest march against killings by police; 
the march drew an unprecedented 
multiracial crowd of 35,000 "rainbow 
people," as the archbishop named them that 
day. The rainbow metaphor to describe the 
South African nation stuck after democracy 
became a reality in April 1994, and 
Archbishop Tutu remained the most ardent 
advocate for the Rainbow Nation. 

Archbishop Tutu remained a fearless critic 
of injustice, Father Pollitt said. 

In 2009, at a memorial service for anti-
apartheid activists in a Cape Town Catholic 
church, Archbishop Tutu lamented the lack 



of basic services and said greed and 
corruption were plaguing the government. 

"There are levels of poverty in this country 
that are completely unacceptable," he said, 
noting that all those involved in the struggle 
against apartheid "paid a very heavy price. 
And for what? So some of us can have three 
motor cars?" 

The same year, U.S. President Barack 
Obama presented the Medal of Freedom to 
Archbishop Tutu during a ceremony at the 
White House in Washington. 

Among many international accolades, 
Archbishop Tutu was named the 2013 
Templeton Prize winner for his work in 
advancing the ideals of love and 
understanding in South Africa and around 
the world. 

In 2005, Fordham University in New York 
awarded an honorary doctorate of humane 
letters to Archbishop Tutu. The archbishop's 
"lifelong quest for peace and justice, 
inspired by Gospel values," corresponds to 
what Jesuit-run Fordham considers the heart 
of its own mission, the citation said. 

At a 1999 conference in Nairobi, Kenya, 
Archbishop Tutu called on Africans to be 
proud of who they are and warned them 
against despondency over years of misrule 
on the continent. 

"Do not overdo self-tribulation," he 
cautioned, adding that Africa was waiting to 
rise. He urged all Africans "to participate in 
the African renaissance." 

Get vaccinated, 
get a booster 

27 December 2021 

by Thomas Reese,  
Religion News Service 

  
Coronavirus 

People 

 
The Rev. Tom Reese, left, receives a 
COVID-19 vaccine from Dr. Michael 
Markel, center, and nurse Dia Hannah at 
Georgetown University Hospital, Medstar 
Health, Thursday, January 21, 2021. 
(RNS photo by Tom Reese) 

When experts first began talking about a 
third vaccination shot against the COVID-19 
virus, I was inclined to give it a pass — not 
because I didn't trust public health experts. I 
do. Rather, I was embarrassed by the 
possibility of getting a third shot when most 
of Africa has not gotten a first shot. 

As a Christian, how could I justify taking a 
shot from someone who needs it more? 

Three things convinced me that I had to get 
the booster. 

First, though healthy, I am 76 years old, 
which classifies me as part of the vulnerable 
population. And even if I wanted to, I could 
not buy a vaccine and mail it to someone in 
Africa. The vaccine spoils quickly if not 
refrigerated. My one-man boycott would not 
have any impact on the structural problems 
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keeping poor countries from getting and 
distributing the vaccine. 

Second, I live in a community with 15 other 
Jesuits, some of whom have preexisting 
conditions. I don’t want to be responsible for 
killing one of them. Already, one resident 
came down with the virus early in the 
pandemic and we were quarantined by the 
District of Columbia. He did not have to go 
to the hospital, but he was extremely sick. 
(As I was writing this column, another 
member of my community came down with 
COVID-19.) 

Back in January, having someone in our 
house sick from COVID-19 scared us into 
taking precautions against infection: getting 
vaccinated, wearing masks and social 
distancing. Despite those precautions, as the 
pandemic went on, too many Jesuits across 
the country died of COVID-19, mostly 
elderly in our assisted-living residences.   

Like everyone else, we let down our guards 
as we got vaccinated and the number of 
cases in the surrounding community 
declined. Earlier this month, I was one of 40 
fully vaccinated Jesuits who attended a day 
of recollection — three 15-minute sessions 
of prayer and reflection, followed by Mass, 
all without masks in a small chapel. 

This week, our community responded to the 
omicron variant by reinstituting social 
distancing and N95 masks in chapel and 
around the house. I canceled my Christmas 
visit to California (the flight was too 
expensive anyway, and I felt guilty about 
adding to my carbon footprint). 

All but two of us have gotten our boosters; 
one of them is scheduled to get the shot, and 
the other is the one who just got COVID-
19.  

The third reason I got the booster shot was 
that my religious superior told us we had to. 
St. Ignatius, who ruined his health through 
excessive penances, believed that one of the 
jobs of a religious superior was to protect his 
subjects from excessive zeal (or stupidity). 

My life as a Jesuit is of course not typical of 
that for other Americans, but we all share 
some truths about this pandemic. 

If you are elderly or have preexisting 
conditions or have contact with someone 
who does, get vaccinated. This is a life-or-
death matter. Most elderly understand this 
and have gotten vaccinated. They need to 
quickly get boosters, as do those in contact 
with them. The same applies to those in 
contact with children to young to be 
vaccinated. 

Second, nothing focuses the mind like 
knowing someone who has gotten sick or 
died of COVID-19. This makes the 
pandemic personal, not just a set of 
statistics. As COVID-19 becomes personal 
for more people, attitudes will change. 

The media needs to help by reporting more 
personal testimonies from those who have 
been sick or lost loved ones to COVID-19. 
Those who will not listen to doctors and 
health professionals may listen to people 
who look and sound like themselves. Sadly, 
privacy laws prohibit the news media from 
showing the faces of people sick and dying 
of COVID-19 in hospitals. 

Finally, though Americans are much less 
inclined to follow orders than Jesuits, 
mandates do appear to work. Most people 
get the jab after a mandate even if they 
swear they will not. I remember when New 
York City passed the “pooper-scooper” law 
some 40 years ago. No one believed anyone 
would heed it, but they did. 
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Employers, restaurants, bars and stores can 
and should mandate masks and vaccinations. 
There will be counterfeit vaccination cards, 
just as there are counterfeit IDs for drinking, 
but most people will comply. 

In addition, companies should offer carrots, 
not just threaten with sticks. 

Airlines could offer preferential treatment in 
boarding, free checked bags or additional 
mileage points to the vaccinated. 
Restaurants and bars could upsize drinks for 
the vaccinated. Credit card companies and 
banks could offer a one-time reduction in 
interest payments. Companies such as 
Walmart and CVS could offer gift cards to 
those getting vaccinated. 

We are all suffering from COVID-19 
fatigue, but unlike when the pandemic 
started, we now know what to do to end it: 
Get vaccinated with a booster, wear an N95 
mask and keep socially distant. 

We owe it to ourselves personally, we owe it 
to our vulnerable friends and family 
members, we owe it to our civic community. 

If we want schools to stay open, if we want 
the economy to revive, we need to act now. 

 
Thomas Reese 
Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese's column for 
Religion News Service, "Signs of the 

Times," appears regularly at National 
Catholic Reporter. 

Synod phase for 
local listening 
gets an uneven 

start in US 
dioceses 
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by Brian Fraga 
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People receive Communion during Mass at 
the Basilica of the National Shrine of the 
Immaculate Conception in Washington, 
D.C., March 11, 2021. The Washington 
Archdiocese is among the U.S. Catholic 
dioceses that have been proactive in 
planning listening sessions and publicizing 
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the synod on synodality. (CNS/Tyler 
Orsburn) 

Kevin Beck said the only thing he has seen 
thus far from his diocese in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado, about the 2021-23 Synod 
of Bishops on synodality is an article in the 
diocesan newspaper that reported the bishop 
was reviewing the consultation process. 

"That was in October, and we haven't heard 
anything since," said Beck, who is 
organizing his own online listening session 
for a group of lay Catholics in the diocese to 
offer their input and have their voices heard. 

"We've drafted a set of questions that we're 
going to send out to people who said they 
want to participate so they can have time to 
think about what they want to say," said 
Beck, who told NCR that he wished his 
diocese was "more excited" about the synod. 

"Maybe some bishops or priests are afraid of 
what might come out of it, or they just might 
not know how to organize something," he 
said. "I mean it's an awfully big operation 
when you think about what the synod is 
asking parishes to do." 

The synod on synodality, as it is referred to 
in church circles, is an ambitious endeavor 
that some observers have described as the 
"biggest consultation exercise in human 
history." 

 

Pope Francis celebrates a Mass to open the 
process that will lead up to the assembly of 
the world Synod of Bishops in 2023, in St. 
Peter's Basilica at the Vatican Oct. 10, 2021. 
(CNS/Reuters/Remo Casilli) 

Every diocese in the world is being called to 
consult its local communities and 
stakeholders over the next eight months. All 
the listening and dialogue in parish halls, 
diocesan offices, school gymnasiums, 
private homes, Zoom meetings, deanery 
gatherings, university classrooms and other 
settings all over the globe represent the first 
stage in an extensive two-year process that 
will culminate in an October 2023 gathering 
of bishops and synod delegates in Rome. 

Pope Francis and other church leaders have 
framed synodality as a decisive step in the 
church's renewal that the Second Vatican 
Council proposed more than a half century 
ago. In an October 2015 Vatican address, 
Francis said synodality is the path that "God 
expects of the Church of the third 
millennium." 

But the early weeks of the synod's diocesan 
phase in the United States so far reveal an 
uneven response to Francis' vision of a more 
decentralized, listening and discerning 
church that "journeys together." 

Some dioceses, especially those in San 
Diego, Newark, New 
Jersey, Seattle, Washington, D.C., and 
others led by bishops who are seen as allies 
of Francis' reforming agenda, have been 
proactive in planning listening sessions and 
publicizing the synod. The Washington 
Archdiocese, for example, has a detailed 
"landing page" on its website chock-full of 
synod resources, timelines, videos, surveys 
and other links. 
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"We have archdiocesan and parish staff 
dedicating many hours and their talents to 
ensuring that the diocesan synod is imbued 
with prayer, listening and dialogue," said 
Jeannine Marino, the secretary for pastoral 
ministry and social concerns for the 
Washington Archdiocese. 

"We have received numerous responses 
already to the individual survey from the 
laity, men and women religious and the 
clergy, and we have had a number of 
parishes already begin their parish listening 
sessions," Marino told NCR. 

Church officials in other parts of the country 
report that more detailed synod plans will 
soon be forthcoming. The archdioceses 
of Los Angeles, Denver and Cincinnati are 
among those who say that their consultative 
processes will begin in early 2022. 

Other dioceses, meanwhile, have little 
mention of the synod on their websites and 
publications. Catholics in those dioceses say 
they have received little information about 
listening sessions or anything related to the 
synod. 

"Particularly here in the U.S., we've been 
getting calls from lots of people in various 
dioceses where they hear nothing about the 
synod. Or if they do hear about it, it's only 
being advertised within church structures," 
said Francis DeBernardo, the executive 
director of New Ways Ministry, a national 
organization for LGBTQ Catholics that has 
been encouraging that community to 
participate in the synod. 

"The Vatican has called for bishops to go 
out to the margins, to go out to the highways 
and byways and to hear the voices of 
everyone," DeBernardo told NCR. "So 
unless there's really a concerted effort on the 
part of the U.S. bishops to promote the 
synod, especially among groups that have 

been alienated by the church, it's not going 
to happen. Those voices are not going to be 
heard." 

Other than a notice for the opening Mass, 
there is nothing about the synod on the 
website for the Diocese of Tyler, Texas, 
which is led by Bishop Joseph Strickland, an 
archconservative who has criticized Francis' 
pastoral style. In a radio interview last year, 
Strickland said, "All this synodality is 
garbage as far as I'm concerned." 

A listed contact person for the Tyler Diocese 
did not return multiple messages from NCR 
seeking comment. 

"My sense is many [bishops and priests] are 
just slow-walking this papacy so that they 
don't have to do the kind of get-out-in-the-
streets pastoral ministry that he calls them 
to," said Reyanna Rice, a longtime Catholic 
activist in western Montana. 

Rice, who lives in the Helena Diocese, is 
also planning a series of online listening 
sessions that she intends to host after the 
holiday season. Rice told NCR that "not 
much" has been forthcoming from her 
diocese other than a link to the bishop's 
homily that officially began the local 
synodal journey in mid-October. 

Bishop Vetter's Homily: Synod Inaugural 

Mass 

Bishop Austin Vetter gives a homily during 
the synod inaugural Mass in the Diocese of 
Helena, Montana, on Oct. 18. 
(YouTube/Diocese of Helena) 

"We're seizing an opportunity here to share 
our voices," said Rice, a self-described "avid 
fan" of Francis. 
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As of mid-December, only about half of the 
176 dioceses in the United States had 
appointed a "local synod coordinator," said 
Richard Coll, the executive director of the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops' 
Department of Justice, Peace and Human 
Development. 

"We're hopeful that once the crush of the 
Christmas season passes, that we may see 
another slew of additional [synod 
coordinator] registrations at the diocesan 
level," said Coll, the bishops' conference's 
liaison with the diocesan synod 
coordinators. 

Coll told NCR that he sees issues such as the 
need for more detailed guidance from Rome 
and the Vatican's late delivery of 
preparatory documents as bigger factors for 
the uneven diocesan responses than any 
ideological reasons. 

"I know there are political divisions within 
the church, just as there are within society, 
but I don't see the synodal process as being 
an ideological process," Coll said. 

He noted that the Vatican's synod office did 
not release its two main documents — 
the preparatory document and 
the vademecum, or handbook — until Sept. 
7. Dioceses obtained those documents barely 
more than a month before the local phase 
kicked off on Oct. 15. 

 

Richard Coll of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops participates in a smudge 
ceremony as Rita Means, tribal council 
representative with the Rosebud Sioux 
Tribe, holds a smoking bowl at the Church 
of Santa Maria in Traspontina in Rome Oct. 
18, 2019, during a side event to that year's 
Synod of Bishops for the Amazon. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 

"It's probably a shorter time frame than we 
in the U.S. would traditionally work with," 
Coll said. 

The synod also presents serious logistical 
challenges for poorer, rural dioceses where 
the Catholic populations are small and 
parishes are spread out over large territories. 
Coll said the COVID-19 pandemic has 
further complicated the picture for many 
dioceses and parishes that are still dealing 
with public health protocols and the related 
losses in weekend collections, staff layoffs 
and curtailed ministries. 

"While there's a desire among many 
dioceses to be responsive to the synod 
experience, coming out of the pandemic, it's 
more of a challenge given all the other 
issues that they're trying to address at the 
same time," Coll said. 

However, several dioceses had already 
started planning weeks if not months before 
the Vatican documents were released. The 
Vatican announced in March 2020 that the 
next synod of bishops would focus on 
synodality. 

"If you work in the church, you should be 
aware that this is happening. It's not like 
being in the military where if you don't 
receive the marching orders, you cannot 
move," said Massimo Faggioli, a moral 
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theologian and church historian at Villanova 
University. 

"There is, I believe, a certain silence in the 
conversation in the Catholic Church in the 
United States that I'm not sure can be 
attributed to the delay in documents," said 
Faggioli, who told NCR that the apparent 
lukewarm reception to the synod in some 
dioceses aligns with "a crisis in the reception 
of the Second Vatican Council" in the U.S. 
Catholic Church. 

"It is very hard to make some people 
interested in the idea that the church could 
work differently than it did in the 1940s and 
'50s," Faggioli said. 

In recent years, a handful of dioceses in the 
United States have convened their own 
synods. Some — like the dioceses in San 
Diego and Bridgeport, Connecticut — are 
still conducting additional listening sessions 
for the synod on synodality. Others — 
like Springfield, Illinois, and Detroit — plan 
to incorporate feedback from their earlier 
gatherings into the 10-page reports that they 
are required to submit to the bishops' 
conference by August 2022. 

Holly Fournier, a spokeswoman for the 
Detroit Archdiocese, which held its synod in 
2016, told NCR that Archbishop Allen 
Vigneron has decided that the archdiocese's 
report next year will detail "the many fruits 
of our ongoing synodal process." 

"We'll also look at what the future holds for 
the archdiocese as we continue to strengthen 
our synodal identity, particularly through 
our transition to Families of Parishes," 
Fournier said, referring to a new 
organizational structure for parishes. 

While the consultation process is still in its 
early phase, synodality and its related 
principles of listening, dialogue and 

collective discernment are already taking 
root in some parishes and dioceses. 

 
Synod members greet one another Nov. 18, 
2016, during the opening session of the 
Detroit Archdiocese's synod. (CNS/The 
Michigan Catholic/Mike Stechschulte) 

St. Francis Xavier College Church, a Jesuit 
parish on St. Louis University's campus, in 
recent weeks has been organizing house 
meetings to hear parishioners' thoughts as it 
transitions from a traditional priest-led 
model to a more synodal parish with a parish 
life coordinator. 

"The foundation of synodality is 
relationship, and without that relationship 
you might as well just fill out a survey," said 
Katie Jansen, the current parish 
administrator and future parish life 
coordinator for St. Francis Xavier. 

From her observations in parishioners' house 
meetings, Jansen told NCR that it usually 
takes three conversations for most people 
until synodality is no longer an academic 
exercise. 

"Because it's a shift in the way we relate to 
one another, at first we get questions like, 
'This sounds good but how are you going to 
do it?' " Jansen said. "By the third 
conversation, they understand that it's not so 
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much about what we do but how we are 
together. That's when you know it's starting 
to sink in." 

Beck, of Colorado Springs, said he is 
holding out hope that his diocese will 
"eventually get the ball rolling" on the 
synodal process. 

"It would be nice of them. But if they're not, 
there are plenty of people who interact and 
engage with each other in these online 
communities who have something to say," 
said Beck, who noted that the General 
Secretariat for the Synod of Bishops allows 
groups like his to directly submit their 
insights to the Vatican. 

"The synod is giving everybody that 
opportunity," Beck said. "I'm pretty grateful 
for that." 

 
Brian Fraga 
Brian Fraga is NCR staff reporter. His email 
address is bfraga@ncronline.org. Follow 
him on Twitter at @brianfraga. 
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GOD'S GREAT STORY 
AND YOU 
By William A. Barry, SJ 

239 pages; Loyola Press 
$14.99 

Many people took up so-called pandemic 
projects during COVID-19 lockdowns. 
Yeast, for example, was hard to find for a 
time on grocery store shelves, as many were 
baking bread at home. Jesuit Fr. William 
Barry had written a slew of books on 
spirituality over the years, so it is no surprise 
that his pandemic project was to write 
another gem — his last precious offer of 
leaven for the world, in his 90th year, no 
less. 

God's Great Story and You is an invitation 
to take Jesus' hand, realize the presence of 
God's love and joy in each of our being, and 
act as images of God. "The grand story of 
the world begins with this fundamental 
reality: God loves us and trusts us so much 
that he wants us to be coworkers in bringing 
about the divine dream for our world," he 
writes. 

It is breathtaking to think that God 
wants our friendship and cooperation in 

helping to accomplish God's own vision. "A 
key aspect of the Trinity's deliberation about 
creating humans was the desire to invite us 
into friendship with God," Barry writes. 
Dare we accept the call? 

To aid our deliberation, Barry traces the arc 
of the story of God's creation and action in 
the world out of love so that we might 
respond in kind. The entirety of the book — 
indeed the whole of Barry's work — 
encompasses friendship with God as the 
leitmotif. 

Barry was a giant in the field of spirituality. 
In addition to his books, he was a renowned 
spiritual director, and he helped form many 
Christians to accompany others on their 
unique spiritual paths. 

While the term "director" might ring at first 
blush as dictatorial, spiritual direction is 
quite the opposite. By Barry's own 
definition, in collaboration with co-author 
Jesuit Fr. William Connolly in The Practice 
of Spiritual Direction, published in 1982, 
Christian spiritual direction is "help given 
by one believer to another that enables the 
latter to pay attention to God's personal 
communication to him or her, to respond to 
this personally communicating God, to grow 
in intimacy with this God, and to live out the 
consequences of the relationship." 

In God's Great Story and You, Barry directs 
the reader's attention to God's active 
presence in the world and the string of 
invitations for God's people (you and me) to 
respond to the call continuously. One can 
read Barry's book as if sitting with him (and 
God) on a retreat without ever leaving the 
comfort of home. 

Through "the unfolding story of creation, 
conflict, redemption, and grace," Barry 
points us to God's offer of friendship, 
forgiveness and help along our way. 



The text is structured with prompts to read, 
pray and reflect on the scriptural passages 
for oneself with the added support — as if in 
conversation — of Barry's own commentary 
on the same. It is clear that he knew the 
stories inside and out, while he was keenly 
aware they are always new. Conveying his 
full trust in God, Barry allows ample room 
for the reader to hear God's voice for herself 
or himself and discern one's own response. 

Bill (I finally dispensed with calling him Fr. 
Barry a few years ago) was my spiritual 
director for eight years or so until he died in 
December 2020. I used to joke to friends 
that he didn't ever do anything except tell 
me to talk to God, and I wondered why I 
bothered to drive 95 miles to see him every 
month (until the pandemic moved our 
meetings to Skype) for the same spiritual 
advice over and over! 

But Bill knew exactly what he was doing, 
and I continued making the trip. He knew 
how to point me to God and how to get way 
out of God's way. 

 
Jesuit Fr. William Barry talks about 
friendship with God in a 2009 video. (NCR 
screenshot/YouTube/Loyola Press) 

Most masterfully, he held the space for 
God's presence in the conversation and in 
my life — for me to be forthright with all of 
my protests about God's seeming absence 

(my most common complaint), no matter 
God's activity despite my blindness to it. He 
does the same for his readers. 

Struggles of all kind ensue on scales large 
and small in our lives the world over. We 
seem bent on naming the winners and losers 
in our conflicts, and we long for heroes. 

Sometimes, we excuse our failings: "I'm 
only human." We are human, to be sure, but 
our humanity is not what makes us weak. 
Indeed, our humanity is the very crux of our 
nature. 

"It is our great fortune and our challenge 
that we have to choose to be images of God; 
very often, indeed, too often, we choose to 
act inhumanly, and thus are part of the 
problem of the universe, not part of God's 
dream for it. Yet, God chooses to make us in 
God's image and to trust us to cooperate 
intentionally with God in the development 
of the universe," Barry writes. 

When we flounder or fail and when we are 
oppressed, we look for someone to help and 
guide us, someone to settle our scores, 
perhaps, and set things right. Measured 
against conventional ways of thinking, 
God's way is both weird and ordinary at the 
same time. "Jesus has told us the most 
important things in his mind and heart, all 
that he knows of his Father. This is what we 
do with friends, isn't it, tell them what's most 
important to us, the deepest things in our 
hearts and minds?" 

Amid the pandemic, we've endured months 
of caution about proximity to others. 
Conversely, the close contact with God to 
which Barry invites us is for the very 
purpose of contagion, though opposite of 
disease. "God's love, shown in Jesus' 
willingness to accept the worst that hate can 
do and not respond in kind, wants to 
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transform the evil we do by facing it with 
love." 

We cannot do this alone. It is for us, then, to 
take God's hand in ours, and realize, as 
depicted in John's Gospel (20:19-23), the 
Spirit that came "upon the disciples as Jesus 
breathed on them" is present also for us who 
are followers now. 

Barry was a good friend of Jesus, and his 
voice rings and resonates beyond the grave. 
He has raised a vital question: "How can we 
mobilize ourselves to try to bring about a 
more just and caring society in our 
communities and countries?" 

The answer lies in our union with "God's 
dream," such that we, too, might be leaven 
for the world. Imagine the possibilities! May 
we all join God as friends. 

 
Brenda McLaughlin 
Brenda M. McLaughlin teaches reading and 
language arts in a public elementary school 
in Connecticut. She is a student at Boston 
College School of Theology and Ministry 
and in the Franciscan Spiritual Direction 
Certification Program. 
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Week Fifty-Two: Summary: A Time of Unveiling 
  

Leaning into Harmony 
  

  

  

CAC teacher Brian McLaren is convinced 
that something beautiful lies “unveiled” on 
the other side of complexity and perplexity. 
He writes about the harmony that arises 
after struggling with and accepting doubt as 
a part of our faith journey. 

This coming-into-union, this encounter-
without-judgment, this knowing-without-
control goes from me to you to us and 
beyond, to plants and animals and all of the 
created world. We come to hear the “same 
music,” the sound of the genuine [1], 
flowing through everything, 
every thing, every thing. 

And this, I propose, is the core of spiritual 
experience shared by all or nearly all 
religions. It is the pearl of great price and the 
great treasure buried in the field, to use 
Jesus’ terminology [see Matthew 13:44–45]. 
Unfortunately, that treasure is often made 
inaccessible to insiders and outsiders alike 
because the gatekeepers of our traditions 
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have never themselves explored the field 
and are unaware of its greatest treasure, or 
else they have experienced it but forgotten 
it, so now they neglect it. Some of them 
even built razor-wire fences around the part 
of the field where it is hidden, and they 
distract us with lesser things that are of more 
use or interest to them: beliefs, rules, 
policies, controversies, budgets, programs, 
activities, rituals, offerings, inquisitions. 

The good news, however, is that this 
treasure is not the wholly owned subsidiary 
of any religious entity. The gatekeepers do 
not have an exclusive license to distribute it. 
The good news is that this . . . spirituality is 
available to everyone, like wind, rain, and 
sun, because it is, in my Christian 
vocabulary, the presence of grace and the 
creative current of the Holy Spirit that flows 
like a song through all of creation. 

It is here. Available. At hand. Within reach. 
Right now. If those of us who have found 
this treasure in our religious traditions can 
begin to sing it, speak it, pray it, celebrate it, 
and live it out loud, perhaps together we can 
lean into Harmony as a civilization. Perhaps 
we can sing the song of Harmony in genuine 
harmony as a multi-faith visionary choir. 

Right now, much work waits to be done. In 
politics, we’ve been studying war for 
centuries. We must now study how to create 
the conditions for deep and lasting peace. In 
many sectors of religion, we’ve been 
obsessed for centuries with escaping this 
day-to-day life on earth for an afterlife in 
heaven (or an experience of personal bliss). 
We must now cherish life on earth and 
engage with it by focusing our best energies 
on learning to love neighbor, self, earth, and 
God, who is Love. In education, for 
centuries we’ve been focused on basic 
morality, technology, and critical thinking. 
Now we must learn how to teach our 

children not just to know right from wrong, 
and not just to be able to make a living, and 
not just to be able to think critically, but also 
to live well with ourselves, one another, and 
the earth, discovering and cherishing the 
“sound of the genuine” in all things. 

  
  

[1] Howard Thurman, “The Sound of the 
Genuine,” Baccalaureate Address, Spelman 
College, May 4, 1980. 

Brian D. McLaren, Faith After Doubt: Why 
Your Beliefs Stopped Working and What to 
Do about It (St. Martin’s Essentials: 2021), 
200–201. 

Image credit: Nicholas 
Kramer, Untitled (detail), 2021, photograph, 
Seattle. Used with permission. 

Image inspiration: Here, in these bare rose 
sepals, is the pattern of life: the budding of 
spring, the bloom of summer, the wilting of 
autumn, the barrenness of winter. In 
accepting this process, we unveil and make 
room for new life, new growth, new blooms. 
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