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Theologian Howard Thurman is depicted in 
stained glass at Howard University in 
Washington, D.C. (Wikimedia 
Commons/Fourandsixty) 
 
What if the key question for Catholics to ask 
this Martin Luther King Jr. Day isn't 
whether Black Lives Matter is a pseudo-
religion, but whether Catholicism itself in its 
response to racism in the United States is 
representative of the religion of Jesus 
Christ? 

That's a stark way of reframing the central 
issue raised by Los Angeles Archbishop 
José Gomez's widely criticized November 
speech on Black Lives Matter and 
contemporary social movements. Gomez 
argued that such groups were "pseudo-
religions" standing in sharp opposition to the 
Christian story. 

The speech has been rightly criticized for 
channeling the wealthy, elite worldview of 
the Napa Institute; grossly generalizing 
things ranging from Black Lives Matter to 
liberation theology; and being indifferent to 
the raw immediacy of the racist injustice 
that prompted the largest protests in 
American history. Where Pope 
Francis praised those who protested on 
behalf of George Floyd as modern-day good 
Samaritans, Gomez described the same 
people as opponents of Christianity. 

The focus of most criticisms has been on the 
speech's dismissive assessment of Black 
Lives Matter. But the speech raises another 
matter that warrants the self-critical 
attention of the church: whether Catholicism 
itself is fit to respond to the challenges today 
of racism and white supremacy. 

In his speech, Gomez offered a notably 
abstract and individualistic vision for such a 
Catholicism. He announces the need to 
proclaim Jesus, but his Jesus seems to float 
above the injustices at issue. 

He insists that the church has been anti-
racist from its beginning but fails to 
acknowledge centuries of Christian belief 
being used to justify racial hierarchy. While 
he praised the holy examples of Dorothy 
Day and Augustus Tolton (the first publicly 
known African American priest ordained in 
the U.S.), he neither mentioned Day's radical 
critique of society nor enumerated the vast 
legal regime that enslaved Tolton for the 
first years of his life. It's a Catholicism of 
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abstract doctrine and saintly individuals all 
effortlessly transcending the ills of their 
times. 

As the archbishop said in the speech, we 
need to tell the story of salvation in a new 
way in the face of racism and white 
supremacy. But there has to be a better way 
than the one Gomez described. 

Outstanding theologians like the Fr. Bryan 
Massingale and M. Shawn Copeland have 
offered visions for a Catholic Christianity 
that could help us respond to the challenge 
of racism. We must continue to read and 
learn from their examples. 
 
'I can count on the fingers of one hand the 

number of times that I have heard a 
sermon on the meaning of religion, of 

Christianity, to the man who stands with 
his back against the wall.' 

—Howard Thurman 
 

There are also examples that Catholics to 
turn to outside of our denomination, 
including the 20th-century classic Jesus and 
the Disinherited by the acclaimed African 
American Protestant theologian Howard 
Thurman. 

Thurman was an adviser to Martin Luther 
King Jr., and his book was a favorite of 
King's as well. Thurman's brief, powerful 
classic allows us to experience anew the 
concern among African American thinkers 
before the rise of the civil rights movement, 
in which many searched for credible renewal 
of Christianity in the aftermath of slavery 
and amid a century of 
segregation. Thurman's arguments echo in 
our time and we can learn a great deal from 
them. 

He powerfully announces the theme of the 
book: "I can count on the fingers of one 
hand the number of times that I have heard a 

sermon on the meaning of religion, of 
Christianity, to the man who stands with his 
back against the wall. It is urgent that my 
meaning be crystal clear. The masses of men 
live with their backs constantly against the 
wall. They are the poor, the disinherited, the 
dispossessed. What does our religion say to 
them?" 

It's helpful to consider Thurman's case for a 
renewed Christianity in three steps. First, he 
returns to the historical Jesus — not a Jesus 
floating above history — and likens the 
unstable and threatened status of Jesus as a 
Jew living under Roman imperial power to 
the unstable and threatened status of African 
Americans living under the destructive 
whims of midcentury American power.  

Second, Thurman argues that Jesus' 
proclamation of the kingdom of God was an 
ingenious way by which to deliver the 
oppressed from the ravages of fear, duplicity 
and hate (for Thurman, the three great 
spiritual enemies) engendered by systems of 
oppression. For us today, Thurman's 
arguments in this regard can seem both 
rightly moral and one-sidedly interior. But it 
is essential to understand that he saw the 
deliverance from such internal spiritual 
enemies as an indispensable step on the road 
toward the transformation of society.  

But it's the third aspect of Thurman's 
argument that is the most relevant now to 
reimagining Catholicism: his subtle 
evocation of the struggle with fear, duplicity 
and hate on the part of the oppressed. Today, 
we rightly speak about systemic racism and 
structures of oppression. But we don't as 
commonly evoke the inner spiritual and 
human cost of such social evil.  

Thurman frames his discussion of these 
destructive aspects of the human spirit by 
insisting that for Christianity to be credible 
it must understand that all those with their 
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backs to the wall are before anything else 
trying to survive. And this isn't survival 
understood as enduring in an otherwise 
occasionally oppressive world. Rather, it's 
survival in the face of a pervasive fear 
"spawned by the perpetual threat of violence 
everywhere." 

Moreover, this is a "violence that is devoid 
of the element of contest. It is what is feared 
by the rabbit that cannot ultimately escape 
the hounds. One can almost see the 
desperation creep into the quivering, pulsing 
body of the frightened animal." 

Finally, Christianity must also credibly 
address the fact that this struggle for 
survival "is not solely a question of keeping 
the body alive," Thurman said, "It is rather 
how not to be killed. Not to be 
killed becomes the great end, and morality 
takes its meaning from that center." 

To be sure, the situation of racism in 
midcentury America is not the situation of 
racism in America today. But Thurman's 
demand for a credible Christianity refers to 
elemental struggles for survival evident in 
the murder of Floyd and in the death-dealing 
burdens borne by persons of color in the 
pandemic. 

Gomez's speech reflects almost no sense of 
such mortal battles. We need a Catholicism 
that responds to the prophetic challenge of 
Thurman and many others. 

 
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. 

Young Black 
Catholics confront 
nature, racism and 
the church's way 

forward 
17 January 2022 

by Brian Roewe 
  

 
Black children play outdoors in this illustration 
photo. "What it means for me, to be Black, is to 
just have a really close connection to the land, to 
grow your own food, to be in connection with 
nature," says Byron Wratee, one of the panelists 
in the Jan. 10 virtual conversation "Imagining 
Our Ecological Future: Black Life and Laudato 
Si'." (Dreamstime/Sam74100) 
 
Growing up in rural South Carolina, Byron 
Wratee was always in nature. 

His family went on camping trips, and they 
still do. But a lot of their time outdoors has 
revolved around food. As "good country 
folk," how Wratee described his community 
in Williamsburg County, they spent much 
time hunting and fishing. They also grew 
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fruits and vegetables in their garden, 
including squash, collard greens and 
watermelon — what Wratee proudly called 
an indigenous African fruit. 

"I'm really very proud to be Black. And 
what it means for me, to be Black, is to just 
have a really close connection to the land, to 
grow your own food, to be in connection 
with nature," he said. 

LaRyssa Herrington also spent a lot of her 
youth in Illinois out in the fresh air. She 
joined the Girl Scouts, went on overnight 
camping trips and went swimming in the 
Great Lakes. 

As she continued activities like backpacking 
and kayaking in college, she found herself 
reflecting how in her childhood there 
weren't always a lot of people who looked 
like her doing those types of things. 

The history of American segregation wasn't 
limited only to schools and public transit, 
and in many cases Jim Crow laws extended 
to public parks as well, including at 
Shenandoah National Park in Virginia. It 
wasn't until the mid-20th century that 
national parks began desegregating in 
earnest, but even then many people of color 
still felt like unwelcomed guests. A 2020 
report by ABC News found that minority 
communities represented just 23% of 
national park visitors, with another 
study showing Black Americans at less than 
2%. 

 
Four young Black Catholics engage in a 90-
minute virtual conversation Jan. 10 hosted by 
the National Black Catholic Congress, titled 
"Imagining Our Ecological Future: Black Life 
and Laudato Si'." (EarthBeat screenshot) 
 
"And people don't think about that until you 
are the one woman or the one man who's out 
there doing those things," said Herrington, a 
second-year doctoral student at the 
University of Notre Dame. "So I think about 
that a lot and I think about just accessibility 
and those doors having been closed for us." 

The personal stories were part of a 90-
minute virtual conversation Jan. 10 hosted 
by the National Black Catholic Congress. 
The event, titled "Imagining Our Ecological 
Future: Black Life and Laudato Si'," 
positioned four young Black Catholics, all 
pursuing doctoral degrees in systematic 
theology, to talk about their own 
experiences with nature and environmental 
racism, as well as church teaching on 
ecology and the contributions they bring to 
the environmental conversation, both within 
the church and beyond. 

The conversation included a video of Pope 
Francis and a poem on rivers from Langston 
Hughes. There were references to Alice 
Walker, the words of St. Francis of Assisi 
and excerpts of "Laudato Si', on Care for 
Our Common Home," Pope Francis' 2015 
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encyclical that took its name from the saint's 
famous "Canticle of the Creatures." 

The webinar was the third in a series hosted 
by the National Black Catholic Congress 
called "Black Catholics and the Millennial 
Gap." Previous sessions focused on the 
topics of racism and trauma in the Catholic 
Church and Black Lives Matter. A fourth 
webinar is scheduled for Feb. 7 on the 
tradition of Black worship and liturgy in the 
Catholic Church. 

The series was born out of conversations 
Herrington had with Valerie Washington, 
executive director of the National Black 
Catholic Congress, on ways to engage 
millennial and Gen Z Catholics on the issues 
they care about, and address areas like 
racism and discrimination driving them from 
the church. 

'I wanted us to think about how ecological 
justice and social justice are not 

competing, but rather connected.' 
—Chanelle Robinson 

 
The ecology episode highlighted the many 
ways Black culture has long connected with 
the land, from farming as enslaved people to 
cookouts and outdoor church picnics today. 
The panel of young Catholic scholars also 
dived into the Bible, going beyond 
"dominion" in the Genesis stories to also 
look at the Psalms and parables of Jesus 
where he connects with the earth. 

Chanelle Robinson, a third-year doctoral 
student at Boston College, served as host of 
the ecology conversation. 

"I wanted us to think about how ecological 
justice and social justice are not competing, 
but rather connected," she told EarthBeat in 
an email, including how throughout Laudato 
Si' Francis invites everyone to consider how 

all of creation is interrelated, including with 
future generations. 

In opening the discussion, Robinson said 
that while reflecting on current ecological 
crises "it's also important to think about how 
the death of the planet is also impacting and 
quickening and intensifying Black death, as 
well." 

She recited a quote from African American 
theologian Melanie Harris, who observed 
that Eric Garner's cry of "I can't breathe" 
applied not only to his 2019 death from an 
unauthorized chokehold by a police officer, 
but also his asthma stemming from air 
pollution in his hometown of Staten Island, 
New York. 

Studies have consistently shown that people 
of color are more exposed to environmental 
hazards, including air pollution and living in 
close proximity to chemical factories, power 
plants and hazardous waste facilities. 
The environmental justice movement grew 
out of the civil rights movement, and 
coalesced in the 1980s in North Carolina 
around opposition to toxic waste dumping in 
a landfill. 

Since then, acceptance of environmental 
justice has spread, and in recent years has 
received greater attention in the overall 
environmental movement, parts of which 
have undergone self-examinations of their 
own histories of exclusion in the wake of 
protests following George Floyd's murder. 

Wratee, also a doctoral student at Boston 
College, said that he sees the environmental 
movement primarily dominated by "a white 
American, ultra-liberal framework." While 
in law school, he was active in 
environmental work, and often the only 
African American, but was turned off when 
he felt leaders were more concerned with 
saving national parks than providing green 
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spaces and community gardens for poor 
communities. 

"These people tend to be in solidarity with 
the Earth, but not in solidarity with the 
people who tend the Earth and the people 
who live in certain places," he said. 

In his home state of South Carolina, for 
example, he said some of the biggest 
environmentalists are hunters. And while 
they're attentive to preserving deer and fish 
populations, there's less consideration paid 
to the plight of rural and poor families who 
turn to dumping trash in their backyards due 
to a lack of city services, or who rely on 
septic tanks because they lack reliable 
plumbing. 

He said that's where Catholic social teaching 
on subsidiarity can play an important role 
and expand how environmental issues are 
defined. 

"I need to think about who I'm in solidarity 
with at the smallest level possible first, in 
order to make sure that I'm living a life that 
is not ignoring the cry of the poor, and 
particularly ignoring the cry of Black 
people," Wratee said. 

Solidarity with the cry of the poor goes 
beyond U.S. borders, Herrington said. She 
recalled a college trip to Honduras where 
she was "devastated" seeing large amounts 
of trash wash ashore, and how some poor 
Indigenous communities had built huts out 
of plastic bottles. 

"It's just really devastating that we care so 
little about the dignity of others that we're 
allowing them to build homes and structures 
out of waste, just garbage," she said. 

Panel members agreed that the export of 
trash from countries like the U.S. to Asia, or 
the extensive mining of minerals and 

resources in Africa represents a lack of 
solidarity with poor and marginalized 
communities around the world. 

As for the church's role, they said it's 
important that environmental racism is seen 
as a theological problem. 

John Barnes, a fourth-year doctoral student 
at Fordham University, said that addressing 
environmental racism reflects Francis' 
emphasis in Laudato Si' on the 
interconnections between environmental and 
social issues. 

 
A worker walks atop tanks containing mud from 
which gold will be extracted at a gold mine site 
in Hounde, Burkina Faso, Feb. 13, 2020. The 
mine is operated by the U.K.-based Endeavour 
Mining Corporation. (CNS/Reuters/Anne 
Mimault) 
 
"If we are concerned about life as a church, 
then it has to be a theological issue," he said. 
"It has to be a theological issue that people 
can go get fresh fruit from somewhere and 
be able to feed their family. It has to be a 
theological issue that you have access to 
green space, to have access to clean water, 
that people in certain communities, Black 
and brown communities especially, have 
their trash picked up regularly, that their 
streets are maintained." 

A first big step, the panelists said, is not 
only move away from a domination view of 



dominion and to see humanity as part of 
creation, but to recognize that for all of 
creation to survive and flourish begins with 
greater awareness of the threats it faces, 
especially those often-overlooked parts of 
our world. 

"We have to pay attention, and I think that's 
the major issue in this entire environmental 
crisis worldwide," Wratee said. "We're so 
busy and so consumed with ourselves that 
we can't take time to pay attention to the 
cries of the Earth and the cries of the poor. 
And those two cries are the same cry. 
They're interrelated and very much 
connected." 

As for what they can contribute as young 
Catholics of color to environmental 
discussions within the church, Barnes told 
EarthBeat in an email that for the church to 
earnestly address environmental justice or 
any other societal issue, it has to seriously 
address racism and the legacy of white 
supremacy in the country. 

"The presence of young Black folks in the 
Church is a sign of our commitment to the 
Church and to our belief that by the grace of 
God, one day, this Church, in every place 
will approach every endeavor from an Anti-
Racist perspective," he said. 

 
Brian Roewe 
Brian Roewe is NCR environment 
correspondent. His email address 
is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter at @brianroewe. 

What did Pope 
Francis really say 

about cancel 
culture? 
17 January 2022 

by Michael Sean Winters 
  

 
Pope Francis speaks during his general audience 
at the Vatican Jan. 12. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Pope Francis gave his annual address to the 
diplomatic corps accredited to the Holy See 
last week. Per usual, he recounted his trips, 
discussed the need to get everyone 
vaccinated against  COVID, and highlighted 
problems like migration, conflict resolution 
and environmental protection that are dear to 
his heart. 

The Holy Father also voiced his concerns 
with "cancel culture," specifically warning 
that, "Under the guise of defending 
diversity, it ends up cancelling all sense of 
identity, with the risk of silencing positions 
that defend a respectful and balanced 
understanding of various sensibilities. A 
kind of dangerous 'one-track thinking' 
[pensée unique] is taking shape, one 
constrained to deny history or, worse yet, to 
rewrite it in terms of present-day categories, 
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whereas any historical situation must be 
interpreted in the light of a hermeneutics of 
that particular time, not that of today." 

The New York Post was quick to call 
attention to the pope's words. "Pope Francis 
attacks cancel culture and its 'dangerous 
one-track thinking' " screamed their 
headline. "His warning also comes after 
protests across the US saw statues of 
historical figures removed or defaced," the 
article concluded. "Schools, hospitals and 
other buildings also saw their names 
changed to remove references to now-
controversial historical figures." 

That is true. It is also true that his warning 
came after breakfast, after Christmas, after 
the appointment of an interim prefect of the 
Dicastery for Integral Human Development, 
after I made this scrumptious duck terrine 
and a bunch of other unrelated events. The 
pope was not endorsing the worldview of 
Laura Ingraham. 

What was he saying? I confess, his choice of 
words was opaque. But I think we can parse 
them so that they fit with his general 
approach to issues. 

Francis warns against "cancelling all sense 
of identity" and suggests this is done "under 
the guise of defending diversity." He is 
identifying the problem of the relationship 
of the individual to the group or, relatedly, 
of the local to the universal, and it is a 
perennial issue that only the Catholic faith 
gets right consistently. 

Identity politics and its cultural offshoots are 
all in some sense committed to the idea, first 
articulated by German philosopher Johann 
Gottfried Herder, that cultures are 
incommensurable. As my great mentor Leon 
Wieseltier, in his essay "Against Identity," 
acutely observed, "Identity is very social, 
but it is not very sociable. For the definition 

of the individual that it provides is not least 
a negative definition, a definition not only in 
terms of what one is, but also in terms of 
what one is not; and such a definition of the 
same will often be experienced by the other 
as a rejection. Identity is an insulation; a 
doctrine of aversion; an exaltation of 
impassability." 

The Catholic Christian cannot accept, let 
alone exalt, impassability. As St. Paul wrote 
to the Galatians, 3:28, “There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Or, as 
we sing at church some Sundays, “In Christ 
there is no east or west, in him no south or 
north, but one great fellowship of love, 
throughout the whole wide earth.” 

But the universality of the Catholic Church 
subsists in its catholicity. The church is not 
properly understood as an international 
organization, in part because it is older than 
the nations. More importantly, catholicity 
means that the faith can spring up 
everywhere, in all continents and in all 
communities and in every kind of human 
heart. The faith is the same insofar as Christ 
is the same, "yesterday, today and forever" 
(Hebrews 13:8), but it is as varied as the 
human hearts in which it comes to birth. 

It is why concepts like the common good, so 
central to Catholic social teaching, differ 
from Marxist ideas about class identity and 
also negate any libertarian hypervaluation of 
the individual. The common good is for each 
and for all. It cannot deny or denigrate the 
dignity of each individual person, but it 
demands that each individual person is 
misunderstood unless seen as part of the 
whole.  

The pope was not endorsing the 
worldview of Laura Ingraham. 
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Libertarians forget, and even denigrate, the 
social bonds that tie us one to another. 
Marxists forget, and even denigrate, the 
transcendent value of each and every human 
person over and against the forces of history. 
Only Catholic doctrine — both social and 
anthropological — gets the balance exactly 
right. 

Vinson Cunningham, in an essay in 
Commonweal commenting on Fratelli 
tutti brilliantly elucidated these issues in the 
context of Pope Francis' work on the 
Aparecida document: 

The document describes the need to cherish 
the "variety and wealth" of Latin America's 
indigenous and mixed-race cultures, and it 
laments the tendency of globalization and 
consumer culture to flatten and homogenize 
them. One of the great bogeymen of the 
document is a "cultural colonization" that 
acts as global capital's handmaiden, 
"spurning local cultures and tending to 
impose a uniform culture in all realms." But 
it also refuses to indulge any kind of 
provincialism, and is notably alert to the 
dangers of cultural stagnation; instead, the 
document insists on the possibility of fruitful 
exchanges between cultures, and on the 
need for groups to change, develop, and 
stretch toward harmony with others as 
history rolls forward. Cultures, just like the 
Church, aren't edifices rotting atop their 
foundations but boats stroking through time, 
charting their own irreproducible courses 
toward "a common historic destiny." 

The pope repeated his concern about cultural 
colonization in his speech last week, 
referencing specifically "ideological 
colonization." Such colonization is 
embedded not only in the ideology of global 
capitalism that rejects "the cultural roots that 
constitute the identity of many peoples," but 
also to ideologies that "reject the natural 
foundations of humanity," an obvious 

reference to the gender ideology the pope 
has condemned previously. How interesting 
that the pope's criticisms cut against both the 
left and the right in U.S. cultural politics! 

The pope's mention of "one-track thinking" 
is, similarly, a reference to the ideological 
disposition to find simple answers, and 
preferably one answer, to complex 
problems. I will say it is always easy to spot 
an overly ideological effort: They have a 
leveling effect and they tend to become 
imperialistic, reaching beyond whatever 
original kernel of truth they might contain in 
ways that distort. 

I want to give a big shout-out to the pope for 
the final sentence in this section of his 
speech, in which he applied that concern 
against ideological "one-track thinking" to 
history, saying it is "constrained to deny 
history or, worse yet, to rewrite it in terms of 
present-day categories, whereas any 
historical situation must be interpreted in the 
light of a hermeneutics of that particular 
time, not that of today." The scrupulous 
study of history is always an anecdote to 
ideology as I explained last year in 
my review of Michael Breidenbach’s 
book Our Dear-Bought Liberty: Catholics 
and Religious Toleration in Early America. 
Such scrupulosity requires first and foremost 
that we consciously refrain from applying 
our own standards and worldviews on the 
people and ideas of epochs vastly different 
from our own. 

The pope has repeatedly said that one of the 
touchstones of his intellectual approach is 
the belief that facts are more important than 
ideas. I do not think he was saying much 
more than that here. The rush by certain 
conservative media to claim the pope was 
seconding their views is laughable, not least 
because conservatives have a long track 
record of cancelling things to which they 
object. 
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Don’t be fooled. This pope does not fit into 
America's ideological categories, and he 
never will. That is one of the best reasons to 
thank God for his leadership every day and 
twice on Sunday. 

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

 

Requests to 'pray 
for me' reflect 

trust and comfort 
17 January 2022 

by Jane Marie Bradish 
  

Ministry 
 

 
(Pixabay/congerdesign) 

Sister, will you pray for me? I hate that 
request. I don't believe "Sister" or "Father" 
have any direct line to God. In the United 
States that's theology from before my time. 

More often than not I'm not all that 
confident in my own ability to pray, so 
having someone ask me to pray for them 
seems extra hard. Yet I've been on the 
receiving end of the request more and more. 

There is a group that sits near each other for 
Sunday Mass; some know each other by 
name, others only by sight. We kind of 
check in with each other before or after 
Mass, especially if someone is missing for 
more than one week. I settled in for Mass 
and was soon joined by the young mother 
who sits near me, and she leaned over and 
asked for prayers. Our eyes met and I could 
see real pain. As she got baby Kit settled, I 
gently asked what was happening. She 
shared that her hometown pastor had been 
arrested, charged with sexual abuse. She had 
been the chairperson of the parish council 
and he was to have presided at her wedding 
when he took an unplanned leave a few 
years ago. 

His guilt or innocence didn't matter to her. 
She was feeling betrayed by the institution 
she was very much committed to and in love 
with. She was hurt and angry and by her 
own admission didn't know what to do other 
than ask "the sister" who sits next to her to 
pray because she couldn't. I remember 
nothing about that Mass other than sitting 
close to a young mom and baby, being angry 
about a situation I was not a part of and 
trying to fulfil her request that I pray for her. 

A few months passed and a school colleague 
was hospitalized. Doctors were not sure 
what was wrong, but she was very ill. As the 
campus minister at the time, I received a 
phone call from her family: Could I find a 
priest and have him come anoint her? We 
don't have a priest chaplain on staff, so I 
made a few calls and a priest from my parish 
agreed if I went with him. My colleague was 
allowed only one visitor at a time, but Father 
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and I were escorted in while her parents 
were escorted out. 

While Father started the anointing prayers 
and rituals, I focused on trying to keep her 
calm; I wasn't really paying attention to the 
prayers. A gentle kick under her bed let me 
know I needed to respond because my 
colleague couldn't. Then Father asked me to 
share some thoughts from the scripture he 
had read and then say a final prayer. I'm sure 
he saw the panic on my face. I have no idea 
what I said, but I felt my colleague relax. As 
we left her room to meet with her parents, 
Father thanked me for my words. 

We found out later she was septic and not 
expected to live. Every system in her body 
was shutting down. I am happy to share she 
is still very much alive. She has nearly 
complete recall of that prayer experience 
and often shares how much comfort both the 
anointing and my words brought her and her 
parents. As hard as I try, I can't remember 
much other than being there. 

Several months later a former student 
contacted me. For 10 years I taught a 
foundational level theology course for 
students from China. They proudly declared 
themselves Communist Atheists and 
tolerated theology instruction because it was 
part of the agreement for attending our 
school. Students regularly commented 
"Catholic (sic) like old Chinese, stupid." 
Once they completed my class, I rarely saw 
them again. Yet an urgent message came 
from YAN ShuMing. 

His grandmother had died; she was Catholic 
and while he made it clear that he and the 
rest of the family did not share her beliefs or 
a belief in any higher power, he wanted to 
honor her beliefs. The demand came: "Sister 
pray Catholic for my grandmother now." 
ShuMing and his family were in China and 
he was taking his turn at the 24-hour vigil 

with the body as part of the cultural rituals. 
Not sure how his family would react, he 
wanted someone to pray while no one was 
there except his deceased grandmother. 

I found a staff member with the needed 
international phone app and off to the school 
chapel we went. With no preparation, I 
grabbed something that looked like a prayer 
book to hold and I prayed in six 45-second 
segments for a woman I never knew on the 
other side of the world. The video segments 
were sent immediately. A few hours later a 
tearful and heartfelt thank you came back: 
"Sister, my family thanks you for Catholic 
prayer." 

I could cite many more examples of being 
asked to pray for or with someone: My 
Muslim friend who died after a terrible fall, 
a student shot to death in a road rage 
incident, a young family moving across the 
country for new employment opportunities, 
the pastor being reassigned — and the list 
continues to grow. 

I couldn't help but wonder what was going 
on. Why did being asked to pray make me 
so uneasy? A friend suggested people asking 
me to pray for or with them shows their trust 
in me. I started to think about when I ask 
people to pray for me, and my friend was 
100% right. I reach out to those I trust when 
I know I need help. I find great comfort in 
having someone hold me in prayer when I 
feel unable to pray myself. What I was being 
asked to do is return the favor. That made 
sense; that I could do. 

“Sister, will you pray for me?” will probably 
always give me pause. The Spirit is with me. 
I’ll let her take the lead as I promise prayers 
for those who ask me. 



 

Jane Marie Bradish 
Jane Marie Bradish is a member of the 
School Sisters of St. Francis based in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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Week Three: A Connected Universe 
  

Restoring Relationships 
  

 
In his 1967 Christmas sermon on peace and 
nonviolence, the Reverend Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. stressed the interrelatedness 
of Earth, nations, and all life: 
 
Now, let me suggest first that, if we are to 
have peace on earth, our loyalties must 
become ecumenical rather than sectional. . . 
. We must develop a world perspective. No 
individual can live alone; no nation can live 
alone, and as long as we try, the more we are 
going to have war in this world. . . . 

It really boils down to this: that all life is 
interrelated. We are all caught in an 
inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a 
single garment of destiny. Whatever affects 
one directly, affects all indirectly. We are 
made to live together because of the 
interrelated structure of reality. [1] 

Writer Victoria Loorz, co-founder of the 
“Wild Church Network,” believes religion’s 

true purpose is to restore our relationships 
with each other and the earth: 

The word religion, at its roots, 
means re, “again,” and ligios, “connection,” 
like ligaments. Religion is meant to offer us 
support to connect again what has been 
separated. Apparently we need constant 
reminders to continually reconnect with the 
fullness of life, the whole, the holy. What 
we’ve created is more like disligion: 
disconnection from people and species 
unlike us. When religion loses its purpose 
and colludes with the forces of separation 
instead, it becomes irrelevant and even 
irreverent. . . . 

Loorz seeks to encourage people towards 
deeper love by encountering the Holy 
outdoors: 

The new story is emerging, and I cannot 
pretend to know all the layers. Yet one 
aspect that seems essential relates to the 
worldview of belonging—a way of being 
human that acts as if we belong to a 
community larger than our own family, race, 
class, and culture, and larger even than our 
own species. The apocalyptic unveiling 
happening in our world right now makes it 
difficult even for those who have been 
sheltered in privilege to look away from the 
reality, both tragic and beautiful, that we are 
all deeply interconnected. Humans, trees, 
oceans, deer, viruses, bees. God. 

Many people, whether they go to church 
regularly or avoid it, feel closest to God 
while they are in nature. Even a simple gaze 
at a full moon can be a spiritual experience 
if you are mindful enough. And a glorious 
sunset can summon hallelujahs from deep in 
your soul. Humans are made to engage in 
life-affirming conversation with the whole, 
holy web of life. . . . 
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Mystical experience in nature—those 
moments when you sense your 
interconnection with all things—are more 
than just interesting encounters. They are 
invitations into relationship. Beyond caring 
for creation or stewarding Earth’s 
“resources,” it is entering into an actual 
relationship with particular places and 
beings of the living world that can provide 
an embodied, rooted foundation for 
transformation. The global shift necessary to 
actually survive the crises we’ve created 
depends on a deep inner change. [2] 

Accompanying 
mothers through 
childbirth offers 

chance to live out 
pro-life values 

18 January 2022 
by Jeannine M. Pitas 

  

 
"¡Veo su pelo!" I cried out to the screaming 
young woman whose hand was clasped in 
mine. I see his hair. 
 
"¡Veo su oreja!" I exclaimed a few seconds 
later. I see his ear. 

And then, as the obstetrician lifted the 
newborn child into the air, I wept. I don't 
know what I was expecting, but the sight of 
a new person just arrived in this world was 
beyond anything I'd ever imagined. As I 
watched the new mother laugh in delight as 
she cradled him in her arms, I knew that I 
had just witnessed something beyond the 
scope of my everyday concerns, something 
deeply connected to the mystery of existence 
itself. 
 
God undoubtedly has a sense of humor. The 
fact that I, a 38-year-old single woman who 
never expected to see the inside of a delivery 
room, ended up accompanying a mother 
through childbirth seems like a divine joke. 
Perhaps the bigger joke was my 
befuddlement as I attempted to strap an 
infant's car seat into the back of my vehicle. 
And yet, I've been privileged to interpret for 
mothers giving birth (followed by baby-
Uber-driving and interpreting at pediatric 
appointments) four times in the past year. 
 
The journey that led me to become a 
volunteer interpreter for Spanish-speaking 
mothers began nearly five years ago, when 
Donald Trump's hardline immigration 
policies made me determined to work for 
immigrants' rights. In early 2017, as I 
watched the newly inaugurated president 
sign order after order calling for travel bans 
and walls, I was overcome by my own 
smallness, the helpless feeling that there was 
nothing I could do. 
 
But with the help of a dear friend who'd 
started interpreting for an agency that 
provides undocumented immigrants with 
free legal services, I realized there was 
indeed something I could do. Spanish-
speaking immigrants from the Northern 
Triangle of Guatemala, El Salvador and 
Honduras — a region facing ongoing 
poverty and violence as well 
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as consequences of the U.S. War on 
Drugs — were arriving in increasing 
numbers to our small Midwestern city. In a 
community where most people are 
monolingual English speakers, the skills of 
bilingual Spanish-English speakers were 
needed to support these newcomers. 
 
Volunteering with a local nonprofit, 
Dubuque for Refugee Children, I eagerly put 
my language skills to use, accompanying 
Spanish-speaking immigrants to legal and 
medical appointments, interpreting at 
seminars organized to inform them of their 
rights and, in one case, tutoring a young 
mother as she completed her high school 
education. When I learned that some of 
these young people needed U.S. citizens to 
act as their legal guardians while applying 
for Special Immigrant Juvenile Status, I 
eagerly stepped into the role. 
 
Over time, relationships deepened. Some 
young women who had come to know me 
asked me to accompany them first to their 
maternal health appointments, then to the 
delivery room and then to their children's 
pediatric appointments. "Honored" is an 
understatement when I describe my 
emotional response to these requests. 
 

The principles of solidarity and 
subsidiarity so central to Catholic social 

teaching remind us that we can act in our 
own communities as well as more 

broadly. 
 

Among the ongoing debate over 
reproductive rights in the U.S., I believe that 
more than ever, pro-life and pro-choice 
advocates need to seek common ground. As 
Charles Camosy argued in America last 
summer, the most obvious way to do this is 
to support mothers. Pro-life advocates — 
particularly Republican ones — often face 
the criticism that they are "pro-birth" but not 

truly pro-life because they rarely support 
policies that will help children after they are 
born, particularly if born into poverty and 
marginalization. Meanwhile, in refusing to 
question the premise that a fetus is not a 
person with rights, many pro-choice 
advocates dismiss philosophical discussions 
about personhood that deserve 
consideration. But common ground for both 
sides can be found in supporting mothers 
before, during and after the process of 
giving birth. 
 
In Luke's Gospel, the pregnant Mary visits 
her cousin Elizabeth and greets her with an 
impassioned statement of faith in a God who 
"has thrown down the rulers from their 
thrones but lifted up the lowly. The hungry 
he has filled with good things; the rich he 
has sent away empty. He has helped Israel 
his servant, remembering his mercy" (2:52-
54). With this powerful Magnificat, Mary 
prophesies the mission of justice and mercy 
that her son Jesus will bring to the world — 
a mission that all who follow him are called 
to continue. 
 
How do we do this? One response lies in 
voting and advocating for more just policy. 
Paid family leave, universal health care, 
poverty reduction and other policies that 
help the most vulnerable in the U.S. and 
abroad are an important piece of this puzzle. 
 
However, advocacy for justice can also be 
combined with direct charity. Nearly 90 
years ago, Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin 
founded the Catholic Worker movement 
with the firm belief that people should care 
for one another rather than waiting for 
institutions to do so. The principles of 
solidarity and subsidiarity so central to 
Catholic social teaching remind us that we 
can act in our own communities as well as 
more broadly. 
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Whether we live in large cities or small rural 
communities, we can try to get to know our 
neighbors and be mindful of those who 
might need our help. If we know a single 
mother, we can buy her diapers, offer as 
gifts our own children's outgrown clothes or 
babysit her kids so she might enjoy a much-
needed evening out. We can be more open 
to sharing our adult spaces — whether 
offices, professional meetings, college 
classrooms, restaurants or churches — with 
small children. Perhaps, if we have a spare 
bedroom at home, we might provide free or 
low-cost temporary housing to a mother and 
baby in need. There is always something we 
can do. 
 
As the new year begins, I am happy to report 
that the four infants whose births I witnessed 
are all happy and healthy. While their 
mothers face particular challenges, they are 
handling them through their own hard work 
combined with family and community 
support. A few friends have asked me if the 
experience of accompanying these women 
makes me want a child of my own. With a 
smile, I reply that it makes me want a better 
world for children to be born into. In 
working to build such a world, we can all 
become truly pro-life. 
 
Jeannine M. Pitas 
Jeannine M. Pitas is an assistant professor of 
English and Spanish at the University of 
Dubuque, Iowa. She also contributes to the 
Catholic blog Vox Nova. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It's time to find out 
where religious life 

can go without 
patriarchy 

18 January 2022 
by Sister Linda Romey  

Religious Life 
Social Justice 

 

 
Italian bishops attend a meeting in Rome Nov. 
22, 2021. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Not long after I finished Sarah Ferguson's 
new novel Her Heart for a Compass, the 
tale of a Victorian-era Scottish woman who 
stood up to patriarchy, I listened to 
recordings of sessions from the Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious on the 
emerging future of religious life. I went to 
bed feeling discouraged by the questions 
arising in these particular LCWR 
conversations because they were more about 
coming to closure than transforming for the 
future. 
 
As I slept, my unconscious merged details of 
the book and the LCWR sessions, because 
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when I woke up, I had to grab a pen to note 
another question before it slipped away. 
 
Are women religious trying to solve the 
wrong problem? Yes, we need to care for 
older religious. We do have a shortage of 
leadership. We are burdened with buildings 
and systems that need maintenance. We do 
have ministries we can no longer attend to. 
But are any of those the core issue? 
 
Isn't the real issue the fact that women 
religious are still glaringly under the 
influence — as women have been for 
hundreds of years — of patriarchy? 
Although the feedback of women is part of 
the preparation for the Synod of Bishops in 
2023, women, who have upheld the church 
and its good works for centuries, will not be 
fully represented and participating in 
decision-making at the synod and therefore 
not truly leading us into the future. What is 
wrong with this picture? 
 
"Real change must affect not just the visible 
forms an institution takes, but somehow 
must alter the spirit, the core essence, of the 
entity as a whole," Walter 
Wink wrote in Unmasking the Powers. Is 
patriarchy the "power" that needs to be 
unmasked by women religious in order to 
see real change for the future? 
 
According to Wink, the "powers," the core 
essence or inner spirit that all institutions, 
corporations and nations have, are the 
underlying assumptions and shared images 
that bring cohesion to the group — and that 
are often unconscious. It is where power is 
located. Unmasking it requires bringing it to 
consciousness and naming it. A particular 
power ceases to exist and is replaced when 
people stop living by it. 
 
Can women's religious life survive into the 
future unless it is courageous enough to 

name and redeem the patriarchal control of 
church? We can make structural changes in 
the "visible forms" of how we live the life, 
find ways to collaborate as we grow old, 
face leadership shortages, and close 
ministries and institutions. But that is simply 
sustaining what is with a fresh coat of paint. 
It is not real change. 
 
Patriarchy defined life for women long 
before churchmen defined a particular kind 
of life for women who chose to follow the 
call of Jesus, notwithstanding the fact that 
Jesus unmasked the spirit of patriarchy and 
modeled another way. It didn't take long 
after his death and resurrection for the new 
movement, the growing church, to be 
absorbed into the patriarchal culture and 
become one of patriarchy's staunchest 
champions. Men in power put women, the 
poor and the stranger back in their place, 
where they have remained ever since. 
 
Our foremothers were often chastised if they 
dared to offer a public opinion, let alone one 
that differed from the dictates of the powers 
(husbands, men in positions of power) and 
that reality was magnified corporately in 
religious life. 
 
Many of our archives contain instances of 
churchmen silencing our sisters, removing 
them from positions of elected authority, 
dismissing them when they refused to 
acquiesce to the demands of priest and 
bishop. Even now, the constitutions of 
women religious — educated, capable, 
strong women called by God — must be 
approved by churchmen if those women are 
to remain "in good standing." 
 
Churchmen were often ambitious and sought 
to create strong, powerful parishes and 
dioceses, and religious women were their 
workforce. Women weren't their co-creators, 
nor were they at the decision-making tables. 
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They were the overwhelmingly free and 
silent labor force. It's impossible to know 
how religious life would have evolved 
without patriarchy, but it's time to find out 
where it can go. 
 
Which makes the question, "How do we 
unmask the power of patriarchy and live into 
the liberating spirit of Jesus?" key to our 
future. How do "Synods of Bishops" 
become fully "Synods of the Faithful?" 
 
The issue is greater than the church itself. 
Patriarchy laid the groundwork for 
capitalism, a system that, when not tempered 
by a spirit of justice, leads to poverty for the 
masses and wealth for the few. One could 
argue that patriarchy, capitalism and 
anthropocentrism started us on the road to 
greed and lust for power that decimated 
Indigenous people, enslaved people of color 
and brought us to the current climate crisis. 
 

 
Pope Francis greets Xavière Sr. Nathalie 
Becquart, undersecretary of the Synod of 
Bishops, during a meeting with representatives 
of bishops' conferences from around the world at 
the Vatican Oct. 9, 2021. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Women religious are committed to righting 
the wrongs of poverty, racism and the 
climate crisis. I wonder if that is even 
possible without pulling up the root of 
patriarchy? 

In his book Let Us Dream: The Path to a 
Better Future, Pope Francis writes, "We 
have seen this awakening also in society: in 
the #MeToo movement, in the many 
scandals around powerful politicians, media 
moguls, and businessmen. A mindset has 
been exposed ... 
 
"In these cases, the root of the sin is the 
same. It is the ancient sin of those who 
believe they have a right to own others, who 
recognize no limits, and lacking all shame, 
believe they can use them as they wish. It is 
the sin of failing to respect the value of a 
person." 
 
How better to describe patriarchy? Yes, the 
mindset, this insidious power, has been 
exposed. Now what will we do with it? 
 
In speaking of the climate crisis, Francis 
says, "For a long time we carried on 
thinking we could be healthy in a world that 
was sick. But the crisis has brought home 
how important it is to work for a healthy 
world." 
 
I would suggest this parallel: Religious life 
thought it could go on in a system that was 
sick — patriarchy. But the crisis in religious 
life has brought home how important it is to 
work for a healthy church and society. 
 
There is still time for women religious to 
lead the way. Freeing the world of 
patriarchy could be a phenomenal legacy for 
us to leave those who come after us. How? 
We can immediately remove all exclusive 
language for humans and for God from our 
prayer, our Scripture readings, what we post 
online, write or speak — a call Benedictine 
Sr. Joan Chittister made more than 40 years 
ago. 
 
Every time we refer to our genderless God 
as "he" we are supporting the power of 
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patriarchy. Exclusiveness diminishes God, 
whereas inclusiveness diminishes patriarchy. 
That is step one. Our inclusiveness will 
change consciousness, both ours and that of 
others, and it will invite a much bigger God 
in. 
 
Through our participation in the synodal 
process, we can call for and demand full and 
equal participation — at least 50% women 
— in the synod itself. Patriarchy has too 
many incentives for those who live by it — 
including churchmen — for them to want to 
change it on their own. That means it falls to 
those of us who are on the perimeter to force 
change. What will the consequences be if we 
do not participate fully not only in the 
process but also in the culmination? 
 
It may be too late to save the current form of 
religious life, but for the sake of what may 
emerge in generations to come, for the sake 
of women everywhere, for human wholeness 
and the survival of our world, we must end 
patriarchy now. 
 

 
Linda Romey 
Linda Romey is a Benedictine Sister of Erie, 
Pennsylvania. She is the community's web 
developer/designer and does marketing for 
Monasteries of the Heart, Benetvision and 
the Erie Benedictines. She is a former 
marketing and advertising manager for the 
National Catholic Reporter Publishing 
Company. 
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We Are the Earth 
 

  

Buddhist monk and teacher Thich Nhat 
Hanh describes our inherent connection to 
the Earth and how that understanding can 
shift our behavior: 
 
At this very moment, the Earth is above you, 
below you, all around you, and even inside 
you. The Earth is everywhere. You may be 
used to thinking of the Earth as only the 
ground beneath your feet. But the water, the 
sea, the sky, and everything around us 
comes from the Earth. Everything outside us 
and everything inside us comes from the 
Earth. We often forget that the planet we are 
living on has given us all the elements that 
make up our bodies. The water in our flesh, 
our bones, and all the microscopic cells 
inside our bodies all come from the Earth 
and are part of the Earth. The Earth is not 
just the environment we live in. We are the 
Earth and we are always carrying her within 
us. 
 
Realizing this, we can see that the Earth is 
truly alive. We are a living, breathing 
manifestation of this beautiful and generous 
planet. Knowing this, we can begin to 
transform our relationship to the Earth. We 
can begin to walk differently and to care for 
her differently. We will fall completely in 
love with the Earth. When we are in love 
with someone or something, there is no 
separation between ourselves and the person 
or thing we love. We do whatever we can 
for them and this brings us great joy and 
nourishment. That is the relationship each of 
us can have with the Earth. That is the 
relationship each of us must have with the 
Earth if the Earth is to survive, and if we are 
to survive as well. 
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If we think about the Earth as just the 
environment around us, we experience 
ourselves and the Earth as separate entities. 
We may see the planet only in terms of what 
it can do for us. We need to recognize that 
the planet and the people on it are ultimately 
one and the same. . . . 
 
Hanh recognizes that our false notion of 
separateness from the Earth not only creates 
physical harm but emotional harm as well: 
 
A lot of our fear, hatred, anger, and feelings 
of separation and alienation come from the 
idea that we are separate from the planet. 
We see ourselves as the center of the 
universe and are concerned primarily with 
our own personal survival. If we care about 
the health and well-being of the planet, we 
do so for our own sake. We want the air to 
be clean enough for us to breathe. We want 
the water to be clear enough so that we have 
something to drink. But we need to do more 
than use recycled products or donate money 
to environmental groups. We have to change 
our whole relationship with the Earth. 
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ecumenism require 
walking together, 

say cardinals 
18 January 2022 

by Carol Glatz, Catholic News Service 
  

People 
Vatican 

 
Pope Francis speaks as Maltese Cardinal Mario 
Grech, secretary-general of the Synod of 
Bishops, looks on during a meeting with 
representatives of bishops' conferences from 
around the world at the Vatican in this Oct. 9, 
2021. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 
VATICAN CITY — All Christians are 
invited to pray for unity and continue to 
journey together, said Cardinals Mario 
Grech, general secretary of the Synod of the 
Bishops, and Cardinal Kurt Koch, president 
of the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity. 
 
Toward that end, the two offices came 
together to offer a prayer, which could be 
added to the other intentions during the 
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity  
Jan. 18-25. 
 
Inspired by the theme of this year's Week of 
Prayer, "We saw the star in the East, and we 
came to worship him," the prayer "offers a 
propitious occasion to pray with all 
Christians that the synod will proceed in an 
ecumenical spirit," the two cardinals said in 
a joint news release Jan. 17. 
 
"Conscious of our need for the 
accompaniment and the many gifts of our 
brothers and sisters in Christ, we call on 
them to journey with us during these two 
years and we sincerely pray that Christ will 
lead us closer to him and so to one another," 
they said. 
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The prayer is: 
 
"Heavenly Father, as the Magi journeyed 
toward Bethlehem led by the star, so by your 
heavenly light, guide the Catholic Church to 
walk together with all Christians during this 
time of synod. As the Magi were united in 
their worship of Christ, lead us closer to 
your Son and so to one another, so that we 
become a sign of the unity that you desire 
for your church and the whole creation. We 
ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen." 
 
Cardinals Koch and Grech have been 
highlighting ways the local churches can 
implement an ecumenical dimension of the 
synodal process given that "synodality and 
ecumenism are processes of walking 
together," they wrote in a joint letter dated 
Oct. 28, 2021, sent to bishops responsible 
for ecumenism within their episcopal 
conferences. 
 
The Catholic Church inaugurated a synodal 
process, titled "For a Synodal Church: 
Communion, Participation, Mission" in 
October 2021. It will lead to a general 
assembly of the Synod of Bishops in 
October 2023. 
 
Wednesday, 19 January 2022 
  

Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation 
From the Center for Action and Contemplation 

  
  

Week Three: A Connected Universe 
  

Everything Is Connected 
 

  

Richard recalls a nature documentary [1] 
that he watched which revealed the perils 
and promises of our connected universe: 
 
The world of ecology is so exciting because 
we’re recognizing from all of the scientific 
disciplines that the entire nature of the 
biological and physical universe is 
absolutely relational. We’ve discovered that 
when we change one factor, everything 

changes. I was watching a show on birds 
recently, and I learned about red knots that 
migrate annually all the way from Tierra del 
Fuego to certain Arctic islands north of 
Hudson Bay. Thousands of miles! I said to 
myself, “Wouldn’t they be happier if they 
did not do that every year?” But no, this is 
their destiny, to fly north some 9,000 miles 
each season. They stop in the middle of their 
journey on particular beaches along the 
Delaware Bay. There they always ate the 
recently-laid, protein-rich eggs of horseshoe 
crabs. Those eggs would give them enough 
energy to get all the way to the Arctic. 
 
Well, we good Americans decided that 
horseshoe crabs were sort of ugly and not 
very useful for many things, but they do 
make excellent bait and attract eels and 
conch in great numbers. So we started using 
them for fish bait and killing these crabs 
indiscriminately. It took about ten years to 
recognize that the beautiful red knot might 
soon be extinct! So researchers observed and 
studied, and they found multiple possible 
answers, such as climate change, along with 
coastal development. But you have probably 
guessed one of the main reasons: we were 
killing the shorebirds’ life source. As soon 
as horseshoe crabs were more protected 
against use as bait, we saw a return of the 
lovely little red knot. The birds again had 
available protein they could eat on the 
shores of New Jersey and make it all the 
way to the Arctic. But it’s going to take, 
apparently, several decades for them to be 
fully restored. 
 
Now this example might seem like such a 
simple, unimportant thing. And yet a 
spiritual seer, one we would call a mystic, 
would recognize that God did not create 
horseshoe crabs or red knots for no reason. 
They are a part of the entire ecology or 
spiritual plan. I just offer this as one little 
example of the ecologically-interconnected 



and interpenetrating world that we’re all a 
part of. But we have to be curious to see it! 
 
This is a differently-shaped universe than 
many of us thought—and leads to a very 
differently-shaped spirituality. As Bill 
Plotkin says, spirituality becomes a “sinking 
back into the source of everything.” [2] 
We’re already there, but we haven’t been 
trained to see ourselves there. This is in fact 
the “new cosmology” through which we 
have to be retrained to see the world. 
Suddenly we realize, of course, that God is 
not “out there,” but God is in all, through all, 
and with all (1 Corinthians 15:28). 
 
 
 
  

As Pope Francis' 
critics vent their 

anger, what comes 
out is vaccine 
disinformation 
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Pope Francis walks with his pastoral staff among 
Cardinals and prelates wearing FFP2 masks at 
the end of an Epiphany Mass in St. Peter's 
Basilica Jan. 6 at the Vatican. 
(RNS/AP/Gregorio Borgia) 
 
A virulent strain of anger in various 
American Catholic circles is increasingly 
directed at Pope Francis. 
 
But of the available issues — from Francis' 
new restrictions on saying the Old Latin 
Mass to his advocacy of environmentalism 
to the wars over whether pro-choice 
Catholic politicians should be denied 
Communion, the most troubling and 
troublesome are the ravings of the anti-
vaccine crowd. 
 
Those who are angry about the pope's 
approval of, and advocacy for, the vaccine 
deny reality. 
 
They deny the reality of the pandemic. They 
deny the reality of protective measures. 
They deny the facts of science. 
 
In the name of what? 
 
The claims flowing across airwaves and 
tumbling from pulpits are that masks are 
unnecessary or that COVID-19 vaccines are 
morally tainted due to testing or 
development using fetal tissue. 
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Catholics are not the only ones who have 
fallen for misinformation. But Francis and 
other officials at the Vatican have repeatedly 
refuted these claims. That so many lay 
Catholics and clerics alike are ignoring 
church teachings demonstrates a large leak 
in the barque of Peter. 
 
Addressing members of the Vatican 
diplomatic corps accredited to the Holy See 
on Jan. 10, Francis led off with comments 
about the pandemic. His main point: There 
must be a personal commitment to, in effect, 
follow the science. 
 
The pope said it is important "to immunize 
the general population" because the personal 
responsibility to care for one's own health 
"translates into respect for the health of 
those around us." 
 
The pope then spoke about the "ideological 
divides" that allow people to be influenced 
by the "ideology of the moment, often 
bolstered by baseless information." 
 
And he called for the world to return to 
reality and accept vaccines. 
 
The world may return to reality, but what 
about the angry Catholics? 
 

 
Bishop Joseph Strickland speaks during the fall 
General Assembly meeting of the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, Nov. 17, 2021, 
in Baltimore. (RNS/Video screengrab) 

Bishop Joseph Strickland of Tyler, Texas, a 
supporter of Francis' most vicious critics, 
recently tweeted that he "will not extend 
[his] life by USING murdered children." 

To be clear, the most effective vaccines 
available, Moderna and Pfizer, were tested 
on one of two fetal cell lines initiated from 
fetuses aborted in 1973 and 1985. The 
abortions were not performed solely to 
obtain the cells. 

The Philadelphia-based National Catholic 
Bioethics Center echoes guidance issued by 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith in December 2020, which said that 
vaccines tested on either cell line are 
preferable to those using cells derived from 
them, but even those are allowed because of 
the common good. 

Too many Catholics are not having it. 

The very strange "Bethlehem Declaration," 
published and perhaps spearheaded by the 
Canada-based LifeSite News in December, 
argues against what it calls "dangerous, 
under-tested, under-monitored, abortion-
tainted Covid-19 injections." 

Its signers include retired Archbishop Carlo 
Viganò, Deacon Nick Donnelly and 
catechist Caroline Farey. 

Viganò, a former papal nuncio to the United 
States who called for Francis' resignation in 
2018, has written of a "health dictatorship" 
that includes vaccines. 
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Archbishop Carlo Maria Viganò listens to 
remarks at the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops’ annual fall meeting on Nov. 
16, 2015, in Baltimore. (RNS/AP/Patrick 
Semansky) 
 
Donnelly, attached to the Diocese of 
Lancaster in England, claims more than 
17,000 Twitter followers. Not long ago he 
tweeted: "The Bergoglian Vatican is wicked 
and should be abolished." 
 
Farey, meanwhile, a British subject 
currently on the second papal women 
deacon's commission, belittles Francis' 
support of vaccines as simply "his own 
viewpoint," folding her stance under "the 
synodal way," according to a report in The 
Tablet. 
 
The disregard for papal insight does not stop 
there. San Francisco Archbishop Salvatore 
Cordileone publicly refuses to take a 
COVID-19 vaccine; Fresno, California, 
Bishop Joseph Brennan called vaccines 
"morally unacceptable" and U.S. Military 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio says Catholic 
service members can refuse vaccination on 
religious grounds. 
 
LifeSite News, Church Militant, and the 
Eternal Word Television Network, as well 
as smaller media outlets such as Los 
Angeles' Virgin Most Powerful Radio, along 
with a significant number of priest-bloggers 
and anti-vax preachers, continue to spread 

the kind of vaccine misinformation Francis 
described to the Diplomatic Corps. Some, 
but not all, have been banned from 
Facebook and other platforms due to their 
falsehoods. 
 
Catholic anger and disinformation are 
certainly known to Francis. In September 
2021, the pope intimated that EWTN, 
possibly the world's largest religious media 
network, is the "work of the devil." And that 
work spreads far. EWTN's quarter-million-
viewer-strong television audience (in 140 
countries) is bolstered by its 24-hour radio 
service to some 350 radio stations, Sirius 
XM and shortwave radio. 
 
In addition, EWTN owns the National 
Catholic Register newspaper and the 
Catholic News Agency. Each outlet includes 
programming and reporting critical of 
Francis, even as it broadcasts papal 
audiences and Masses. 
 
The poison in this stew is a general 
willingness to deny undeniable facts. The 
danger increases when clerics and other 
Catholics deny reality. And the people of the 
world suffer when so-called "Catholic" 
media spread the dangerous falsehoods. 
 

 
Phyllis Zagano 
Phyllis Zagano is senior research associate-
in-residence and adjunct professor of 
religion at Hofstra University, in 
Hempstead, New York. Her most recent 
book is Women: Icons of Christ.  
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Inspired by Pope 
Francis, Laudato Si' 
Research Institute 

on a mission to 
better the world 
with research 

19 January 2022 
by Jonathan Luxmoore 

  

 
The Laudato Si' Research Institute is housed at 
Campion Hall, University of Oxford. The 
institute's mission is to apply the principles of 
Pope Francis' encyclical to empower people 
working to address the world's most pressing 
environmental and social issues. (Jonathan 
Luxmoore) 
 
OXFORD, ENGLAND — In the historic 
heart of this university city, downhill from 
the stately Christ Church College, an L-
shaped, 18th-century building stands on a 
narrow medieval lane once occupied by 
butchers and brewers. 
 
Today, the site is home to the Jesuit-run 
Campion Hall at England's prestigious 
University of Oxford, and a burgeoning 
institute named for a papal encyclical that 

seeks to utilize its research prowess to 
empower those working for global eco-
societal change. 
 
Since the Laudato Si' Research Institute was 
set up in 2019, it has been on a mission to 
reconcile intellectual insight with the 
wisdom from religious traditions to produce 
multidisciplinary research capable of 
transforming society around the most 
pressing ecological and social issues facing 
the world, such as climate change, 
biodiversity loss, land use, inequality and 
the post-COVID-19 world. 
 

 
Celia Deane-Drummond, director of the Laudato 
Si' Research Institute (Photo courtesy of 
Campion Hall) 
 
Just three years on, acting in the spirit of 
Pope Francis' 2015 social encyclical 
"Laudato Si', On Care for our Common 
Home," the Laudato Si' Research Institute is 
already having an impact. 
 
"Though socially grounded, the Jesuit 
tradition also has an intellectual dimension, 
and one of our main aims is to develop this 
towards a reordering of society," director 
Celia Deane-Drummond said. 
 
Faith and science in dialogue 
The Laudato Si' Research Institute is housed 
at Campion Hall, named after the Oxford 
Jesuit martyr, St. Edmund Campion (1540-
1581), and the oldest of Oxford University's 
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six Christian "permanent private halls." 
Campion Hall was relocated in the 1930s to 
its current Brewer Street site, which was 
designed by renowned architect Edwin 
Lutyens. 
 
Donors have included novelist Evelyn 
Waugh and the John Templeton Foundation, 
while the hall boasts a religious art 
collection dating back six centuries, as well 
as a distinguished list of clerical alumni. 
 
The latest of Campion Hall's age-old 
Catholic commitments, the Laudato Si' 
Research Institute has set out to amass a 
wealth of academic and religious resources 
to inform and guide its research, as well as 
the work of its partners in academics, the 
church and beyond. At the center of its 
research are the concerns of the world's most 
vulnerable communities, and the pursuit of 
economic and policy transformation that can 
cultivate a greater "eco-social responsibility" 
toward the planet, what Francis has called 
"our common home." 
 
Practical efforts are now underway to give 
substance and direction to this ambitious 
program. 
 
A quote from the encyclical on the Laudato 
Si' Research Institute website outlines the 
guiding vision for its work: "If we are truly 
concerned to develop an ecology capable of 
remedying the damage we have done, no 
branch of the sciences and no form of 
wisdom can be left out, and that includes 
religion and the language particular to it." 
 
"We're not a church propaganda machine — 
we're academics," Deane-Drummond said of 
the new institute. "But our work has a policy 
dimension: We're seeking partnerships and 
talking to those involved in practical 
activities." 

The 65-year-old biological scientist and 
systematic theologian spoke to EarthBeat as 
reverberations continued from COP 26, the 
United Nations climate change conference 
in Glasgow, Scotland, that ended in mid-
November amid mixed emotions after 
nations agreed to new measures to promote 
net-zero economies but fell short on other 
targets. 
 
Though cautious about her institute's 
involvement in activist campaigns, Deane-
Drummond concedes that the "most 
dynamic energy" at the Glasgow summit 
came from civil society groups, rather than 
official negotiators. It's in the interface 
between theory and practice that the new 
Laudato Si' Research Institute seeks its 
place. 
 
"There's clearly been a thawing of attitudes 
towards the marginalized and vulnerable, in 
recognition that they need to be heard — 
and religious organizations are now 
providing a strong voice for them," Deane-
Drummond told EarthBeat. 
 
"The pope's encyclical has provided 
inspiration by laying out a vision of integral 
ecology" — the idea that humans are part of 
an interconnected, created world and 
environmental challenges involve both 
social and ecological issues that require 
multidimensional solutions — "which is 
open to the world," she added. "Though our 
work is still in its infancy, we're trying to 
reflect this by integrating different scientific 
disciplines and faith traditions and drawing 
them into dialogue." 
 
'There's clearly been a thawing of attitudes 
towards the marginalized and vulnerable, in 

recognition that they need to be heard — 
and religious organizations are now 
providing a strong voice for them.' 

—Celia Deane-Drummond 
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Just three years on, acting in the spirit of 
Pope Francis' 2015 social encyclical 
"Laudato Si', On Care for our Common 
Home," the Laudato Si' Research Institute is 
already having an impact. 
 
"Though socially grounded, the Jesuit 
tradition also has an intellectual dimension, 
and one of our main aims is to develop this 
towards a reordering of society," director 
Celia Deane-Drummond said. 
 
Faith and science in dialogue 
The Laudato Si' Research Institute is housed 
at Campion Hall, named after the Oxford 
Jesuit martyr, St. Edmund Campion (1540-
1581), and the oldest of Oxford University's 
six Christian "permanent private halls." 
Campion Hall was relocated in the 1930s to 
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designed by renowned architect Edwin 
Lutyens. 
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Waugh to the John Templeton Foundation, 
while the hall boasts a religious art 
collection dating back six centuries, as well 
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The latest of Campion Hall's age-old 
Catholic commitments, the Laudato Si' 
Research Institute has set out to amass a 
wealth of academic and religious resources 
to inform and guide its research, as well as 
the work of its partners in academics, the 
church and beyond. At the center of its 
research are the concerns of the world's most 
vulnerable communities, and the pursuit of 
economic and policy transformation that can 
cultivate a greater "eco-social responsibility" 
toward the planet, what Francis has called 
"our common home." 
 
Practical efforts are now underway to give 
substance and direction to this ambitious 
program. 

A quote from the encyclical on the Laudato 
Si' Research Institute website outlines the 
guiding vision for its work: "If we are truly 
concerned to develop an ecology capable of 
remedying the damage we have done, no 
branch of the sciences and no form of 
wisdom can be left out, and that includes 
religion and the language particular to it." 
 
"We're not a church propaganda machine — 
we're academics," Deane-Drummond said of 
the new institute. "But our work has a policy 
dimension: We're seeking partnerships and 
talking to those involved in practical 
activities." 
 
The 65-year-old biological scientist and 
systematic theologian spoke to EarthBeat as 
reverberations continued from COP 26, the 
United Nations climate change conference 
in Glasgow, Scotland, that ended in mid-
November amid mixed emotions after 
nations agreed to new measures to promote 
net-zero economies but fell short on other 
targets. 
 
Though cautious about her institute's 
involvement in activist campaigns, Deane-
Drummond concedes that the "most 
dynamic energy" at the Glasgow summit 
came from civil society groups, rather than 
official negotiators. It's in the interface 
between theory and practice that the new 
Laudato Si' Research Institute seeks its 
place. 
 
"There's clearly been a thawing of attitudes 
towards the marginalized and vulnerable, in 
recognition that they need to be heard — 
and religious organizations are now 
providing a strong voice for them," Deane-
Drummond told EarthBeat. 
 
"The pope's encyclical has provided 
inspiration by laying out a vision of integral 
ecology" — the idea that humans are part of 
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an interconnected, created world and 
environmental challenges involve both 
social and ecological issues that require 
multidimensional solutions — "which is 
open to the world," she added. "Though our 
work is still in its infancy, we're trying to 
reflect this by integrating different scientific 
disciplines and faith traditions and drawing 
them into dialogue." 
 
In addition to Francis' encyclical, the 
Laudato Si' Research Institute is guided by 
the Jesuits' four universal apostolic 
preferences, including "caring for the 
common home," that the Society of Jesus 
adopted in the months before the institute 
was formed. 
 
Developing research, building networks 
Currently, the Laudato Si' Research Institute 
and its eight-member staff are building a 
library of integral ecology texts for use by 
researchers, as well as an ecumenical and 
interdisciplinary Integral Ecology Open 
Access Book Collection for students, 
activists, church leaders and the wider 
public, focusing on "the intersection 
between theory and praxis," according to its 
website. The open access collection is set to 
launch Feb. 3. 
 
Meanwhile, with like-minded bodies 
offering cooperation, several research 
programs are also in development, reflecting 
the institute's aims of "effecting change 
through partnerships" and offering a 
resource to "practitioners in education, 
ecclesial communities, business and 
industry, medicine, civil society 
organizations and public policy." 
 
Since its formation, the institute has each 
academic year established a theme to guide 
its work. That's included gratitude and 
women and ecology, hosting its first 
international conference on the latter subject 

in June. Its research theme for the 2021-22 
academic year will focus on contestations in 
land and agriculture. Later this month, the 
institute will host an online lecture on 
theological and philosophical perspectives 
on the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
In addition, the Oxford-based institute has 
begun work in creating a Global Laudato Si' 
Research Network to facilitate connections 
among academic centers and researchers 
across countries and disciplines, with a 
special emphasis on collaborations between 
the Global North and Global South and 
uplifting voices from the periphery. Another 
goal is to connect researchers with the 
people and organizations engaged in 
addressing socio-ecological challenges in 
their communities, the institute says, in 
order to "contribute to efforts that address 
the root causes of our ecological crisis and 
to have an impact on the lives of people and 
the planet." 
 
Already, the Laudato Si' Research Institute 
has formed other links, including with the 
Vatican Dicastery for Promoting Integral 
Human Development and with its 
new Laudato Si' Action Platform, which 
seeks to mobilize Catholic groups 
worldwide to live out an integral ecology-
inspired approach to sustainability. 
 
Contacts are also underway with 
the Ecclesial Networks Alliance for Integral 
Ecology, a major initiative linking churches 
in the global south, via the institute's 
Mexican-born affiliate scholar, Mauricio 
López Oropeza. López is a member of the 
Vatican dicastery and executive secretary of 
the Ecclesial Conference of the Amazon 
(CEAMA) who played a key role at the 
2019 Amazon synod. 
 
Meanwhile, other partnerships have formed 
with two Brussels-based groups: the Jesuit 
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European Social Centre, and CIDSE, a 
grouping 18 Catholic agencies from Europe 
and North America, which commissioned a 
report from the Laudato Si' Research 
Institute in March on biodiversity loss and 
ecological conversion. 
 
Titled "The Wailing of God's Creatures," the 
report warned that biodiversity decline, 
fueled by unequal consumption and 
unsustainable lifestyles, now risked the 
"sixth mass extinction" of wildlife, and 
urged immediate counteraction from 
scientists, policymakers and the Catholic 
Church. 
 
Making its mark in England 
Closer to home in England, the Laudato Si' 
Research Institute is still seeking acceptance 
among Oxford's traditionally secular high-
brow elites, especially from social science 
departments with little previous interest in 
ecology. 
 
Institute staffers are teaching courses at the 
university's theology, anthropology, 
business and geography facilities, while its 
much-published international development 
director, Séverine Deneulin, is also an 
associate fellow at Oxford's Department of 
International Development.     
 
Having a papal encyclical as part of its title 
can create a barrier, especially with lecturers 
and professors with little if any knowledge 
of Catholic teaching. 
 
But Deane-Drummond's distinguished 
academic background, teaching science and 
theology at universities in Britain and the 
United States, including the University of 
Notre Dame, has proved an asset, as have 
her books on ecology, genetics, bioethics, 
evolution and eco-theology. 
 

"Oxford works through contacts, and these 
take time to cultivate — people want to 
know you're intellectually respectable rather 
than just swayed by your religious beliefs," 
Deane-Drummond told EarthBeat.     
 
"There's sometimes an initial reserve, a 
suspicion you may be spreading propaganda. 
But this can be overcome through 
conversation, and there's generally an 
openness to dialogue with anyone working 
in areas such as poverty, marginalization 
and ecology, and pursuing transdisciplinary 
collaboration." 
 
While ready to criticize some aspects of 
Catholic social teaching, such as on the role 
of women in development, Deane-
Drummond is pleased with the support 
shown so far by Britain's own Catholic 
Church. 
 
She herself serves as an environmental 
adviser to the Bishops' Conference of 
England and Wales, and sees it as part of the 
Laudato Si' Research Institute's mission to 
encourage engagement by church 
organizations. 
 
Institute staffers have worked closely with 
CAFOD, the London-based Catholic Fund 
for Overseas Development, and have also 
acted as co-organizers of "Guardians of 
Creation," a two-year research project 
launched by the Diocese of Salford to 
spearhead Catholic efforts to encourage 
energy efficiency and pave the way for a 
sustainable, carbon-neutral future. 
 
The project's research team, headed by 
Edward de Quay, the institute's carbon 
transition officer, is working with parishes, 
schools, religious communities and 
industrial groups nationwide to develop 
carbon accounting and environmental 
management tools, in response to what 
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Francis has described as the "cry of the earth 
and the cry of the poor." 
 
In November, the Guardians project issued 
new guidance for Britain's Catholic Church 
on accounting methods for net-zero carbon, 
two months after an LSRI report, titled 
"Caring for our Common Home in the 
Church and Beyond," set out the theological 
foundations for a comprehensive church 
decarbonization strategy. 
 
Religious voices not ignored 
While the Laudato Si' Research Institute 
lists "economic/policy transformation" and 
"scientific and technological innovation" 
among its priorities, Deane-Drummond 
stresses its mission is to offer "intellectual 
resources" rather than engage in practical 
action. 
 
Although its website talks of promoting 
"alternative epistemologies'' that elevate 
different "ethical and philosophical 
frameworks and narratives for eco-social 
action," she's also scathing about the lack of 
"significant, concrete policy changes" at 
COP26 in Glasgow. 
 
Hopes will now be pinned, she thinks, on the 
U.N. biodiversity conference, rescheduled 
for April 25-May 8 in Kunming, China. A 
key task there will be to overcome any latent 
tension between biodiversity and climate, 
and bring them together in line with the 
overriding principle of integral ecology. 
 
And it's one in which the voice of the 
Catholic Church — powerful, articulate, 
convincing and ever-present — will be 
central, backed by increasingly influential 
new actors like Oxford's Laudato Si' 
Research Institute. 
 
"Of course, we're not suggesting Catholics 
are the only people worth talking to — we 

want to partner with people of all faiths and 
none in confronting these intractable 
problems," Deane-Drummond told 
EarthBeat. "Given the hostility shown to 
Pope Francis in some quarters, there'll 
always be tensions and difficulties within 
the church itself. But culture and religion are 
closely interwoven, and governments have 
to take this into account." 
 
"Our voice simply cannot be ignored now, 
as we work to change culture and society at 
local and global level," she said. 
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Members of United Mine Workers of America 
and other labor leaders bow in prayer while 
picketing July 28, 2021, outside BlackRock's 
headquarters in New York City as part of the 
union's strike at Warrior Met Coal Mine. 
(CNS/Reuters/Brendan McDermid) 
 
When Leo Mendoza's parents got COVID-
19, both had to go without pay while they 
recovered. His father, who drives pilots and 
airline crews in Los Angeles to and from the 
airport to their hotel, and his mother, who 
packages lunches served at public schools, 
are both immigrants from Mexico who came 
to the United States with the hopes of 
working and providing for their family. Yet 
during the pandemic, Mendoza's father was 
expected to come to work even while he was 
sick. 
 
Millions of Americans are protesting work 
conditions by leaving their current jobs as 
part of what is being called the "Great 
Resignation." While the Mendozas have not 
left their jobs yet, they say they are 
frustrated with how they were treated during 
the pandemic and are beginning to consider 
their options. 
 
What does the church have to say about 
this? Not only has Catholic social 
teaching emphasized that Catholics are 
called to treat workers with dignity and 
respect, but the church's long support for 

labor unions may offer a Catholic response 
to "the Great Resignation." 
 
"I think in many ways, we're in the middle 
of a slow moving general strike in which 
millions of workers are no longer willing to 
accept the kind of low-wage, no-benefit jobs 
that have left them feeling so burned out and 
insecure,” said Lane Windham, associate 
director at Kalmanovitz Initiative for Labor 
and the Working Poor at Georgetown and 
co-director of WILL Empower (Women 
Innovating Labor Leadership). 
 
Windham, who has spent 20 years working 
in the union movement, thinks the U.S. is 
not experiencing a labor shortage, but rather 
a wage and worker rights shortage. 
 
"A lot of people don't realize it, but unless 
you have a contract with your employer, 
unless you have a collective bargaining 
agreement, or another kind of contract with 
your employer, they can fire you at will," 
she added. 
 
Unions can offer an alternative to 
resignation, said Clayton Sinyai, executive 
director of the Catholic Labor Network, 
"What they offer you is a voice in the 
workplace where you are, and you don't 
have to leave. Unionized workplaces tend to 
be more stable," he told NCR. 
 
Sinyai said this economic moment could 
provide a gift for a country where union 
membership is rather low — about 10%, 
according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. 
 
Both the recent wave of worker strikes and 
the explosion of resignations exemplify the 
ways unionizing a workplace can address 
issues around fair treatment of workers, he 
said. 

https://www.cnbc.com/2022/01/04/jolts-november-2021-record-4point5-million-workers-quit-their-jobs.html
https://www.vox.com/recode/22776112/quit-jobs-great-resignation-workers-union
https://www.vox.com/recode/22776112/quit-jobs-great-resignation-workers-union
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html
http://www.conversationsmagazine.org/web-features/2021/10/13/done-being-polite
https://lwp.georgetown.edu/
https://lwp.georgetown.edu/
https://catholiclabor.org/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/wave-worker-strikes-resurrects-our-call-solidarity


As a graduate student at Loyola Marymount 
University and a senior administrative 
coordinator at Huffington Ecumenical 
Institute, Leo Mendoza has been able to 
work and study from home during the 
pandemic, but his parents have not. His 
father has no formal education since leaving 
Mexico and has had to work in manual labor 
jobs. As his dad approaches 60, Mendoza 
wonders how long he can work in these 
fields. 
 
A living wage and dignified employment 
should not be a privilege for only those who 
received higher education, said Leo. "It 
should apply to everybody." 
 
"What gives me hope at this moment is 
seeing the tremendous amount of solidarity 
that people are starting to have with others 
that normally wouldn't get considered or 
given the time of day, like for example, 
essential workers," he said. 
 
Unions could protect essential workers like 
the Mendozas as well as undocumented 
workers, labor experts said. 
 
Juan L. Belman Guerrero, director of student 
programming at Kalmanovitz Initiative for 
Labor and the Working Poor, works at the 
intersection of labor rights and Catholicism. 
 
In 2011, Belman's dad was working in 
construction when he was pulled over on his 
way home from work and threatened with 
deportation. After that, Belman Guerrero 
decided he wanted to dedicate himself to 
knowing more about the working rights of 
immigrants in the US. 
 
"For myself, I remember growing up I didn't 
know much about unions. It's a matter of 
having the right information and making 
sure that workers and Latinos know what 
their rights are," he told NCR. 

Immigrants often are reluctant to speak out 
against employers because of their 
undocumented status, even if the working 
conditions are undignified, Belman said. 
 

 
A sign at the Westfield Santa Anita mall in 
Arcadia, Calif., thanks first responders and 
essential workers June 25, 2020. 
(CNS/Reuters/Mario Anzuoni) 
 
Regardless of immigration status, workers 
deserve a living wage, he said, especially 
essential workers who put themselves and 
their families at risk during the pandemic. 
 
Belman urges Catholic politicians to support 
legislation that provides protection for 
workers trying to organize, such as the PRO 
Act, as well as immigration reform. 
 
Exploitive work situations not only impact 
the worker, but the whole family unit, which 
Catholics are called to protect, labor experts 
said. 
 
“When the needs of the family and the 
workplace conflict, we need to pay special 
attention to the family and make sure that 
the workplace is structured so as to support 
and not undermine the family,” said Sinyai 
of the Catholic Labor Network. 
 
Sinyai believes it is time for Catholics to 
dream of a society and economy that is more 
consistent with the demands of justice, 
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including a living wage and dignified 
benefits that allow workers to support their 
families and have paid time off with family. 
 
The demographic changes affecting working 
class workers are also evident in the 
Catholic Church, she said. "The Catholic 
Church itself, especially  the United States, 
is far more diverse than it used to be. And 
many of … them are working class," she 
added. "Today's union movement is 
incredibly diverse just as today's working 
class." 
 
Windham emphasized the unions are a way 
for Catholics to live out Catholic social 
teaching. 
 
“Catholic social teaching has long supported 
all people's right to engage collectively and 
to be part of a union, and our current pope 
has made that all the more clear," she said. 
Now people of faith must listen to what 
workers are saying, she said. 
 
"And what they are saying is the way things 
are, the bad jobs we've been having for 30 
years, the bad pay, the horrible hours, the no 
child care, it's not working for us," she said. 
"And then you throw a pandemic on top of it 
and ask people to risk their livelihood and 
they're just not going to do it." 
 

 
Melissa Cedillo 
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