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Week Forty-Five: Interfaith Friendships 
  

 Only Love Is Absolute 
  

This week’s Daily Meditations explore the 
fruitfulness of interfaith friendships. We 
begin with Father Richard reflecting on 
Jesus’ inclusivity, which has allowed 
Richard both to affirm and critique his own 
religious tradition—and invites us to do the 
same. 

In no other period of history have humans 
had such easy and immediate access to 
people of other cultures and other religions, 
often as friends. Once a person has 
developed any “discernment of the Spirit” it 
becomes clear that God’s holiness exists all 
over the place. 

The Second Vatican Council gave Catholics 
some fine official guidelines and 
freedoms. Nostra Aetate, the 1965 Catholic 
document on non-Christian religions 
affirms, “For all peoples comprise a single 
community, and have a single origin . . . one 
also is their final goal: God. [God’s] 
providence, manifestations of goodness, and 
saving designs extend to all [people].” [1] 
Such an affirmation rightly places us all 
inside the same frame of history and allows 
no foundational distinction between us. We 
are clearly from the one God, tending 

toward the one God, and as the mystics of 
all religions teach, Reality itself is one.  

It is strange that it took us almost all of our 
two-thousand-year history to get back to the 
“ecumenical” attitude Jesus had at the very 
beginning! He goes out of his way to make 
non-Jews the heroes of many of his stories 
and teachings. He is quick to point out the 
failures and fallacies of his own religion, 
Judaism, while still remaining faithful to it. 
Jesus held a very critical stance toward his 
own religion, but for some reason few of us 
think we can do the same. 

On the other hand, sadly, many people think 
that if they no longer believe in the absolute 
primacy of their own religion, then it has no 
absolute call on them and they often give up 
on it entirely. But I am convinced that the 
biblical tradition is saying that 
the only absolute available to us is the 
faithful love of God, and not any concept or 
structure—even our religious traditions 
themselves. God’s love itself is the center 
and the still point of the turning world. But 
if we have never actually experienced this 
love, we will most assuredly look for 
absolutes in other ways. 

What is unique about Jesus is his inclusivity 
itself! He is so grounded in the absoluteness 
of the Divine relationship that he is quite 
free to relativize the Law, simplify the 
Prophets, and find God outside of his own 
tradition. He is constantly and consistently 
inclusive—without denying his Jewish 
foundation and faith. I believe we can only 
be inclusive when we have a deeply held 
and shared experience that we can include 
people “into.” We have to have a “home” to 
bring people home to. 

What the world wants, and people need, are 
people who believe in Something—
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Something that will lead them to the good, 
the beautiful, the true, and the universal. 
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Week Forty-Five: Interfaith Friendships 
  

Learning from Others 
  

If something is true, no matter who said it, it 
is always from the Holy Spirit. —Thomas 
Aquinas, De Veritate 
 
Father Richard reflects on how his 
commitment to Christ and the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit have continually helped him 
recognize God in other traditions: 

In my own life, going deep in the Christian 
religion of my birth has enabled me to see 
the same Spirit and Love in other religions 
as well. It’s been quite a journey from 
growing up in a Catholic “ghetto” in Kansas, 
and hardly even knowing any Protestants. 
And yet, at age fourteen, I was sent to study 
with the Franciscans in Cincinnati, Ohio, 
and they gave me a very ecumenical 
theological education. 

One of the best courses I had was on the 
Hebrew Scriptures, which gave me a great 
love for Judaism. It’s probably why I 
emphasize the prophets so much, because I 
realized the prophets really weren’t about 
what we call today retributive justice. They 
were about restorative justice. When we 
stay with their message, there will be these 
magnificent passages toward the end of their 
books that invariably point toward love. God 

eventually says through the prophets: “I’m 
going to love you anyway. I’m going to 
redeem you by my perfect love. I’m going to 
love you into wholeness” (see Isaiah 29:13–
24 and Hosea 6:1–6). 

In 1969, when I was sent as a deacon to the 
Acoma Pueblo in New Mexico, I had only a 
basic introduction to Indigenous religions. I 
observed how mothers in the pueblo would 
show their children how to silently wave the 
morning sunshine toward their faces, just as 
we learn to “bless” ourselves with the sign 
of the cross. Indigenous peoples here had 
contemplative prayer long before we 
Franciscans ever appeared. 

The rediscovery of Christian contemplation 
opened my eyes to Buddhists and Sufis—
their teachings and practitioners. Buddhism 
taught me the phenomenology of 
perception—what’s going on in our brains. 
Every world religion at the mature 
levels discovers some forms of practice to 
free us from our addictive mind, which we 
take as normal. Starting in the 1960s, our 
increased interaction with Eastern religions 
in general, and Buddhism in particular, 
helped us recognize and rediscover our own 
very ancient Christian contemplative 
tradition. The Sufis’ deep love of mysticism, 
especially as expressed by their poets Rumi 
and Hafiz, often captures the stirrings of my 
own heart. 

My latest discovery was really Hinduism, 
which is considered the oldest world 
religion. In the early 1980s, I gave a retreat 
in Nepal; between talks I would just walk 
the old streets and walk into temples and try 
to remain invisible. I remember these lovely 
Indian women coming in wearing saris, so 
gracefully, and paying no attention to 
anything else except maybe the flame or the 
oil they were holding. With what reverence 
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they would bow! What do we think they’re 
bowing to except God, the Mystery? 

Like the wind, the Spirit blows where it will 
(see John 3:8). 
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Week Forty-Five: Interfaith Friendships 
  

The Holy Water We Share 
  

Author and preacher Barbara Brown Taylor 
writes about what she calls “holy envy,” 
befriending followers of different traditions, 
and allowing such friendships to enrich our 
own faith. She summarizes an insight taught 
by inter-spiritual theologian Raimon 
Panikkar (1918–2010): 
 
Raimon Panikkar . . . spent a lot of time 
thinking about what it might mean for 
Christians to focus on contributing to the 
world’s faiths instead of dominating them. 
Born in Spain to a Catholic mother and a 
Hindu father, he used the analogy of the 
world’s great rivers. The Jordan, the Tiber, 
and the Ganges all nourish the lives of those 
who live along their banks, he said. One 
flows through Israel, one flows through 
Rome, and one flows through India. If he 
were writing today he might have added the 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, which flow 
through Turkey, Syria, and Iraq. 

None of these rivers meet on earth, Panikkar 
said, though they do meet in the heavens, 
where water from each of them condenses 
into clouds that rain down on all the mortals 
of the earth. In the same way, he said, the 

religions of the world remain distinct and 
unmixed on earth—but “they meet once 
transformed into vapor, once 
metamorphosized into Spirit, which then is 
poured down in innumerable tongues.” [1] 

Eventually all people of faith must decide 
how they will think about and respond to 
people of other (and no) faiths. Otherwise 
they will be left at the mercy of their worst 
impulses when push comes to shove and 
their fear deadens them to the best teachings 
of their religions. 

Taylor recalls a trip she took with her 
students to a local Islamic center, and the 
inspiration it provided: 

Once, at the end of a field trip to the Atlanta 
Masjid of Al-Islam, the imam ended his 
meeting with students by saying, “Our 
deepest desire is not that you become 
Muslim, but that you become the best 
Christian, the best Jew, the best person you 
can be. In the name of God, the Most 
Gracious, the Most Merciful. Thank you for 
coming.” Then he was gone, leaving me 
with a fresh case of holy envy. 

I could do that, I thought. I could speak 
from the heart of my faith, wishing others 
well at the heart of theirs—including those 
who had no name for what got them through 
the night. It might mean taking down some 
fences, but turf was no longer the reigning 
metaphor. I was not imagining two separate 
yards with neighbors leaning over a shared 
boundary. I was imagining a single reservoir 
of living water, with two people looking into 
it. One might have been a Muslim and the 
other a Christian, but there was nothing in 
their faces to tell me that. All I saw were 
two human beings looking into deep waters 
that did not belong to either of them, 
reflecting back to them the truth that they 
were not alone. 
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Week Forty-Five: Interfaith Friendships 
  

Our Shared Values 
  

Interfaith leader Eboo Patel founded the 
Interfaith Youth Core (IFYC), which brings 
together youth of different faiths through 
cooperation and shared service. When a 
skeptical questioner asks, “What’s the IFYC 
approach?” Patel explains: 
 
“We call it shared values—service 
learning,” I said. “We begin by identifying 
the values that different religious 
communities hold in common—hospitality, 
cooperation, compassion, mercy. We bring a 
group of religiously diverse young people 
together and ask them, ‘How 
does your religion speak to this value?’ One 
kid will say, ‘Well, I really admire how the 
pope [John Paul II] embodied mercy when 
he forgave the man who tried to assassinate 
him.’ A kid from a different religion will 
say, ‘There is a story like that in my 
religion: when the Prophet Muhammad 
returned to Mecca, he extended mercy by 
forgiving many of the people who had 
waged war against him.’” . . . 

“Are you trying to teach the kids that all 
religions are the same?” he asked, again 
growing suspicious. 

“Not at all,” I responded. “We are showing 
young people that religions have powerful 
things in common, but they come to those 
shared values through their own paths. . . .” 

 “The IFYC always gives young people the 
chance to actually act on the religious value 
they are talking about through a service 
project. It’s amazing how many faith stories 
of compassion kids remember when they are 
building a house together for a poor family, 
or what their insights into hospitality are 
when they are tutoring refugee children.” [1] 

CAC teacher Brian McLaren writes about 
the sense of “with-ness” that arises when 
people of different faiths join in service, 
justice, and solidarity: 

Another friend . . . went to a Muslim-
majority country specifically to convert 
Muslims to Christianity. After some time 
there, he got a sick feeling: he felt he was 
serving neither God nor the best interests of 
the people around him, but was instead 
serving the colonizing agenda of the 
religious clan that sent him. So he changed 
the direction of his work. He started 
mobilizing Christians and Muslims to work 
side by side in helping the poor. “Something 
happens,” he told me, “when we work 
together for the poor. We all change. I know 
that both the Christians and the Muslims feel 
they are encountering God in one another, 
and together we are encountering God as we 
join God in serving the poor.” He discovered 
that witness led him to with-ness. . . . 

Talking together is important—but that 
interfaith dialogue becomes much deeper in 
the context of multi-faith collaboration. 
Words are good, but actions are better—
especially actions that bring us together 
solving problems that affect everybody. . . . 
[What] so many other people are doing is a 
lot like what Jesus did: bringing together 
unlikely people to serve and heal together, to 
liberate the oppressed and their oppressors 
together, and to model, in their 
collaboration, the kind of harmony and 
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human-kindness the world so desperately 
needs. [2] 
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Week Forty-Five: Interfaith Friendships 
  

Our Collective Wisdom 
  

Author and spiritual teacher Mirabai Starr 
writes of the collective spiritual wisdom that 
is necessary for the healing of ourselves and 
our planet: 
 
While there is much to be learned from 
teachers—both past and present—the time 
of the awakened guru is giving way to a 
collective awakening. . . . We forget that the 
path to God is bound up with our life in the 
world. Evidence of our spiritual mastery lies 
in our ever-deepening, continuously 
expanding humanity. The trick is to be as 
fully present as possible to the holiness of 
each moment. We are challenged to 
embrace, yet not identify with, all that is. 
This requires practice: meditation practice, 
relationship practice, social action practice. . 
. . 

Waking up is a community affair. Jewish 
wisdom suggests that the Messiah will not 
be an extrasmart, radiantly beautiful, 
superpowerful human being who will 
descend from on high to resolve our 
differences and repair the damage we have 
inflicted on one another and on the planet 
we share. . . . We each need to bring the best 
of who we are to the spiritual table and offer 
our own imperfect selves as the medicine for 
the critically ill spirit of humanity. This 

includes our despair and our ecstatic 
insights, the shadow we are most ashamed 
of and the crazy wisdom with which we 
astonish even ourselves. 

Starr cautions that although our individual 
gifts are important, so too are the gifts of 
our religious traditions: 

In a fit of iconoclasm, many of us have been 
tempted to toss out the traditions of 
organized religion as we try to make our 
own way home to Spirit. Many gifts have 
emerged from this revolution: liberation 
from patriarchal dominance, increased 
awareness of the importance of 
psychological health along the path of 
awakening, and an abiding regard for 
indigenous wisdom ways. But we have also 
found ourselves spiritually bankrupt in some 
crucial spheres. The world’s religious 
traditions have collected a series of vital 
tools to help us build a life that includes 
heightened consciousness of the sacred and 
a shared sense of accountability to all 
beings, and we would be foolish to reject 
them out of hand. 

In spite of the undeniable history of abuses 
committed in the name of religion, the 
monotheistic faiths [Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam] offer innumerable points of 
access to the realm of love. We would do 
well to revisit the teachings and practices so 
carefully engineered over millennia to 
invoke the God of Love and bring [God] 
into our midst. By saying yes to the best of 
our own heritage and entering the holiest 
grounds of one another’s faith traditions, we 
may be able to usher in an age of love within 
our own lifetime. We can only do this 
together. Through a process of perpetual 
discernment and “prayer unceasing” we may 
dive into the well of each faith and emerge 
with the treasure that connects us all. 
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Pope's stand on 
death penalty will be 
Bahrain trip's 
legacy, says inmate's 
wife 
NEWS 

 
Pope Francis and Bahrain’s King Hamad bin Isa 
Al Khalifa speak at a farewell ceremony for the 
pope Nov. 6 at Sakhir air base in Awali. Also 
pictured is Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Vatican 
secretary of state, and Sheikh Ahmad el-Tayeb, 
grand imam of Egypt's Al-Azhar mosque and 
university. (CNS/Vatican Media via Reuters) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
Manama, Bahrain — 8 November 2022 
 
As Pope Francis delivered his first speech in 
Bahrain on Nov. 3 from the country's 
opulent royal palace, death row inmate 
Mohammed Ramadhan sat in Jau Prison, 
shocked and overcome by what he was 
hearing. 
 

In that speech, the pope addressed two of the 
most contentious political issues in the 
country today: its treatment of prisoners and 
its practice of capital punishment. "I think in 
the first place of the right to life, of the need 
to guarantee that right always, including for 
those being punished, whose lives should 
not be taken," Francis said. 

His words were a direct challenge to 
Bahrain's King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, 
who invited the pope to the country and who 
ended the kingdom's de facto moratorium on 
capital punishment in 2017. 

Since then, six people have been executed, 
and Ramadhan is one of 26 prisoners 
currently facing execution in the country, 
though the government has repeatedly 
denied any human rights violations or 
mistreatment of prisoners. The pope's bold 
declaration, as he sat onstage next to the 
king, stunned many of the family members 
who have long been seeking reprieve for 
their death row loved ones. 

"I was so happy to hear these words," 
Ramadhan's wife, Zainab Ibrahim, told NCR 
by phone Nov. 5. "I immediately told my 
eldest son and he was so, so happy. This is 
really a moment that gave us hope, gave us 
joy for our family." 

Soon thereafter, Ibrahim received a phone 
call from her husband, who had heard the 
pope's speech live while watching BBC 
Arabic from prison, just 14 miles from 
where the pope was speaking at Sakhir 
Palace. Ramadhan told her he was amazed 
by what he had heard. 

For nine years, Ibrahim has lived with the 
fear that her husband could be executed at 
any point, following his 2014 arrest for 
alleged involvement in a bomb blast that 
killed a police officer. 
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Ramadhan, a former member of the Bahraini 
security forces, maintains his innocence and 
says he, along with another defendant, were 
tortured into forced confessions. He believes 
he was politically targeted for participating 
in peaceful protests following the pro-
democracy movements fueled by the events 
of the Arab Spring in 2011. 

An internal Bahraini review of the case also 
cited medical evidence of torture, and 
despite his initial guilty verdict being 
overturned by an appeals court, a high court 
eventually affirmed the original death 
sentence. 

The handling of the case has attracted 
the attention and outrage of international 
human rights organizations. 

According to a 2021 report, death sentences 
in Bahrain have skyrocketed over the last 
decade by over 600%, following the events 
of the Arab Spring. Since then, the Sunni 
Muslim-ruled country has been sharply 
criticized for its violent suppression and 
imprisonment of Shiite Muslim protesters — 
like Ramadhan — though the government 
has repeatedly denied such charges. 

 
Bahraini death row inmate Mohammed 
Ramadhan is visited by his children in prison. 
(Courtesy of Bahrain Institute for Rights and 
Democracy/Sayed Ahmed AlWadaei) 

"There are no words to describe the pain we 
go through as a family," said Ibrahim, who 
told NCR that her family is typically able to 
visit Ramadhan about once a month, though 
most visits take place through a glass 
barrier. 

"The kids just want to touch the fingertips of 
their father," she said, of her three children, 
a 13-year-old and 10-year-old twins. 

Ahead of the pope's arrival for his Nov. 3-6 
visit to the country, representatives from the 
London-based Bahrain Institute for Rights 
and Democracy met with officials from the 
Vatican embassy in Great Britain to raise 
awareness of the situation of political 
prisoners and death row inmates in the 
kingdom. 

The institute also passed along letters from 
several inmates, directly appealing to the 
pope to take up their cases with the king, 
who has the authority to commute sentences 
or grant pardons. 

"Your Holiness, Pope of the Vatican, you 
believe in spreading love and peace and in 
the message of Jesus, who always sought to 
lift the injustice and suffering of the 
oppressed and the needy who did not find 
anyone to help them," read Ramadhan's 
letter, a copy of which was reviewed by 
NCR. 

Sayed Ahmed AlWadaei, director of 
advocacy for the Bahrain Institute for Rights 
and Democracy, told NCR that he wasn't 
expecting Francis to directly address the 
issue, especially on his first day in the 
country. The pope's appeal makes him the 
most high-profile leader to champion the 
abolition of the death penalty in Bahrain, 
AlWadaei said. 

"This is a really rare moment in our history, 
to see someone with this authority, sitting in 
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front of the king of Bahrain and directly 
telling him about the importance of the right 
to life," he said. 

During the pope's four-day visit, Ibrahim 
also sought, unsuccessfully, to take her case 
directly to Francis to make an appeal on 
behalf of her husband. 

On Nov. 5, just before Francis arrived to 
meet with young people here in Bahrain, 
Ibrahim stood on streets near the meeting 
venue with other death row inmate families 
and a sign declaring: "Tolerance and 
coexistence is a practice not just a slogan." 

 
During Pope Francis' visit to Bahrain, Zainab 
Ibrahim protests the imprisonment and death 
penalty conviction of her husband, Mohammed 
Ramadhan, on Nov. 5. (Courtesy of Bahrain 
Institute for Rights and Democracy/Sayed 
Ahmed AlWadaei) 
 
Ibrahim and the other protesters were briefly 
detained by the police before being let go at 
a nearby shopping mall. 

She told NCR that while it was necessary to 
use the high-profile nature of the pope's visit 
to make a last-minute case for her husband, 
"who could be executed any day," 
sometimes he has faced reprisals against him 
in prison when a lot of attention has been 
brought to his case. 

Krisanne Vaillancourt Murphy, executive 
director of U.S.-based Catholic Mobilizing 
Network against the death penalty, told 
NCR via email that "even as a small number 
of nations like Bahrain continue to execute 
and condemn their citizens to death, most of 
the world is moving in the other direction. 
More than 140 countries have rejected the 
death penalty either in law or in practice." 

"Pope Francis' consistent witness against 
capital punishment is important here," she 
observed, noting that not only has he echoed 
Popes John Paul II's and Benedict XVI's 
opposition to the death penalty, but he "has 
gone on to clarify the Church's teachings 
against capital punishment, including with a 
historic revision to the Catechism in 2018" 
that it is now considered "legally 
unnecessary and morally inadmissible." 

Ahead of the pope's arrival in the country, a 
high-ranking Vatican official told journalists 
on background that he expected the pope to 
privately ask the king to free some of the 
country's political prisoners at some point 
during the visit. 

To date, the Vatican has not commented on 
whether Francis specifically asked for the 
release of political prisoners or death row 
minutes. 

The pope did meet privately with King 
Hamad on at least two occasions during his 
visit, as well as in a private meeting on Nov. 
6 with Bahrain's minister of justice just prior 
to departing the country. 

Ibrahim said that regardless of what 
happens, Francis' stance on capital 
punishment "will be what people remember" 
from his time in Bahrain. 

During his final public speech in the country 
on Nov. 6, Francis again returned to the 
theme of prisoners. 
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"Caring for prisoners is good for everyone, 
as a human community," said the pope, 
"since the way in which these 'least ones' are 
treated is a measure of the dignity and the 
hope of a society." 

Synod on synodality: 
Where has it been 
and where is it 
going? 
 

 
Pope Francis meets with leaders of the Synod of 
Bishops' general secretariat in the library of the 
Apostolic Palace at the Vatican Oct. 14. Pictured 
with the pontiff are Xavière Missionary Sr. 
Nathalie Becquart; Bishop Luis Marín de San 
Martín; Cardinal Jean-Claude Hollerich; 
Cardinal Mario Grech; and Jesuit Fr. Giacomo 
Costa. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 

 
BY THOMAS REESE 
8 November 2022 
 
With the calling of a worldwide synod on 
synodality, Pope Francis set in motion the 
most extensive consultative process the 
world has ever seen. 

In recent months, each diocese produced a 
report on its listening sessions, which were 
then synthesized by their national episcopal 
conferences. The conference reports were 
sent to Rome, where they were in turn 
incorporated into a "synthesis of syntheses" 
that was prepared for the next stage of the 
synodal process: a continental consultation. 

For the millions of people who have 
participated in the synodal process, the 
synod is no longer an abstract concept but a 
lived experience. They have met together as 
brothers and sisters, shared their experience 
of listening to the word of God and reflected 
together on the future of the church. 

My guess is that for Francis, this lived 
experience is as important as, if not more 
important than, any proposals that come 
from the synod. 

The "Working Document for the Continental 
Stage," issued last month, gives us a picture 
of where the synodal process has been and 
where it might be going. 

The document describes "the shared sense of 
the experience of synodality lived by those 
who took part," its authors wrote, including 
"the hopes and concerns of the People of 
God from across the globe." 

Pope Francis' big gamble: The synod on 
synodality 
This material will allow participants in the 
continental assemblies to listen to voices 
from every part of the world. The cultural, 
political, economic and religious experience 
of the church is very different in Africa, 
Europe, Asia and North and South America. 

These continental assemblies will then draw 
up a list of priorities for the first session of 
the Synod of Bishops to begin next October. 
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https://www.synod.va/en/highlights/working-document-for-the-continental-stage.html
https://www.ncronline.org/node/219991/
https://www.ncronline.org/opinion/pope-francis-big-gamble-synod-synodality
https://www.ncronline.org/opinion/pope-francis-big-gamble-synod-synodality


The first section of the document reports 
that there was great appreciation of the 
opportunity to speak and to listen to others 
in the church. 

"What emerges," according to the working 
document, "is a profound re-appropriation of 
the common dignity of all the baptized." 
This theological foundation "enables us to 
continue to promote and make good use of 
the variety of charisms that the Spirit with 
unpredictable abundance pours out on the 
faithful." 

The second chapter is organized around a 
quote from Isaiah: "Enlarge the space of 
your tent!" where the tent is seen as a space 
for communion and participation, the 
necessary foundations of mission. 

"Enlarging the tent requires welcoming 
others into it, making room for their 
diversity," says the working document. 

At the tent's center "stands the tabernacle, 
that is, the presence of the Lord," explains 
the working document as it further develops 
the metaphor. "The tent's hold is ensured by 
the sturdiness of its pegs, that is, the 
fundamentals of faith that do not change but 
can be moved and planted in ever new 
ground, so that the tent can accompany the 
people as they walk through history. Finally, 
in order not to sag, the structure of the tent 
must keep in balance the different forces and 
tensions to which it is subjected: a metaphor 
that expresses the need for discernment." 

The third chapter describes the church as 
needing to live "a Christological paradox: 
boldly proclaiming its authentic teaching 
while at the same time offering a witness of 
radical inclusion and acceptance through its 
pastoral and discerning accompaniment." 

Rather than behaving like gatekeepers, we 
are called to a "vision of a Church capable 

of radical inclusion, shared belonging, and 
deep hospitality according to the teachings 
of Jesus." 

The path toward greater inclusion requires 
"listening deeply and accepting being 
transformed by it." Obstacles to such 
listening include hierarchical structures, 
clericalism and socioeconomic differences. 

In the listening sessions, many spoke of the 
need for the inclusion of many marginalized 
groups, including young people, those with 
disabilities, those unhappy with liturgical 
change, those who have had abortions, 
people who have divorced and remarried, 
single parents, people living in a 
polygamous marriage, LGBTQ people, 
those who left ordained ministry and 
married, and "women and eventual children 
of priests who have broken the vow of 
celibacy, who are otherwise at risk of 
suffering serious injustice and 
discrimination." 

Also listed were "the poorest, the lonely 
elderly, indigenous peoples, migrants 
without any affiliation and who lead a 
precarious existence, street children, 
alcoholics and drug addicts, those who have 
fallen into the plots of criminality and those 
for whom prostitution seems their only 
chance of survival, victims of trafficking, 
survivors of abuse (in the Church and 
beyond), prisoners, groups who suffer 
discrimination and violence because of race, 
ethnicity, gender, culture and sexuality." 

If liberals want to win Francis' support 
for their reforms, they will need to show 

how the reforms allow the church to 
better proclaim the Gospel and how they 

make us grow as a synodal church. 

The document recognizes that "the 
challenges of tribalism, sectarianism, 
racism, poverty, and gender inequality" exist 



"within the life of the Church, as well as the 
world." 

In response to these challenges, "the 
Church's mission is to make Christ present 
in the midst of His People through reading 
the Word, the celebration of the Sacraments 
and through all actions that care for the 
wounded and suffering." Peace building and 
reconciliation, as well as working for justice, 
are crucial parts of the mission. The church's 
mission in many places in the world 
involves dialogue with people of different 
religions. 

The liturgy, which brings the community 
together, was seen as important in making 
communion tangible, enabling the exercise 
of participation and nourishing the 
momentum toward mission with the Word 
and the sacraments. 

Finally, the synthesis said, "Almost all 
reports raise the issue of full and equal 
participation of Women." Many reports "ask 
that the Church continue its discernment in 
relation to a range of specific questions: the 
active role of women in the governing 
structures of Church bodies, the possibility 
for women with adequate training to preach 
in parish settings, and a female diaconate." 

But on the question of priestly ordination, 
"much greater diversity of opinion was 
expressed," with some reports calling for it 
and others considering it a closed issue. 

The fourth and final chapter of the working 
paper looks to the future, urging the 
participants to be a "Church that learns from 
listening how to renew its evangelizing 
mission in the light of the signs of the times, 
to continue offering humanity a way of 
being and living in which all can feel 
included as protagonists." 

A welcoming church enhances communion 
and participation 
There is much controversy surrounding the 
synod. Liberals see it as an opportunity to 
push for reforms blocked by Popes John 
Paul II and Benedict XVI after the Second 
Vatican Council: married clergy, women 
priests, greater inculturation in the liturgy, 
acceptance of artificial birth control, a 
rethinking of sexual ethics, etc. 
Conservatives see it as an attempt by liberals 
to pressure the church into changing its 
teachings. 

Liberals point to public support for their 
reforms; conservatives counter by saying 
that the church is not a democracy. (The 
synodal process certainly emphasized the 
importance of listening to the people of God, 
but bishops and the Vatican have also made 
clear that decisions will not be made by 
popular vote.) 

Conservatives fear the pope will give into 
public pressure; liberals fear that the 
hierarchy will once again reject their 
reforms. The working paper acknowledges 
these fears. 

Francis, on the other hand, is focused on 
improving the church's mission of 
proclaiming the Gospel and creating a more 
synodal church. 

The introduction to the "Working Document 
for the Continental Stage" of the synodal 
process states that the basic question guiding 
the entire process is: How does this 
journeying together "allow the Church to 
proclaim the Gospel in accordance with the 
mission entrusted to Her; and what steps 
does the Spirit invite us to take in order to 
grow as a synodal Church?" 

If liberals want to win Francis' support for 
their reforms, they will need to show how 
the reforms allow the church to better 
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proclaim the Gospel and how they make us 
grow as a synodal church. If conservatives 
want to kill these reforms, they must show 
that the proposed reforms do exactly the 
opposite. 

My view is that many of the proposed 
reforms would help the church better 
proclaim the Gospel and make it a more 
synodal church, but I am uncertain what 
Francis will think. My guess is that he will 
adopt more reforms than conservatives want 
but that he will go slower than liberals want. 
Doing otherwise might destroy the very 
synodality he wants to foster. 

Traditionalist 
Catholics must 
reckon with 
antisemitism in their 
ranks 
 

 
A worker removes antisemitic graffiti on a shop 
window in the Belsize Park neighborhood of 
London Dec. 29, 2019. (CNS/Reuters/Aaron 
Chown) 

 
BY REBECCA BRATTEN WEISS 
8 November 2022 
 

Last month a Twitter account called 
@GKCdaily, which regularly posts 
quotations from English writer G. K. 
Chesterton, tweeted a quote from the writer's 
1916 essay "Two Cranks and a 
Cosmopolitan." The quotation was: "It is not 
that Jews are traitors, but rather that traitors 
are Jews." 

Both Catholic and non-Catholic Twitter 
users responded by calling out the account 
for antisemitism. Some requested that the 
account manager delete the tweet in 
question. Others said they were reporting the 
account for hate speech. However, the 
account manager neither apologized nor 
removed the tweet. Instead, they doubled 
down, and proceeded to share more 
antisemitic quotations from the popular 
Catholic author. 

It might be easy to write off this incident as 
an isolated case of a fringe crank sharing the 
bigoted ideas of a man who died nearly a 
century ago. But Chesterton is not just any 
Catholic writer. In his day he enjoyed 
enormous popularity as a writer, speaker and 
radio personality. And today, among 
Catholics, he is revered as an apologist and a 
wit, and not only by conservatives. 

That Chesterton held antisemitic beliefs is 
not in question. It is a thread that runs 
through his writings, both fiction and 
nonfiction, and his own contemporaries 
criticized him for it. In 2019, Bishop Peter 
Doyle of Northampton, England, rejected 
the cause for Chesterton's canonization 
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partially due to "the issue of anti-Semitism." 
As author Dawn Eden Goldstein recently 
argued in a talk for the Chesterton Society, 
and as I have also pointed out, this is a 
problem that contemporary Catholics need 
to grapple with when we discuss 
Chesterton's works or his influence. 

But a far bigger problem is that the 
antisemitism of G.K. Chesterton and others 
of his day is no mere historical artifact. By 
Oct. 24, more than 1,700 Twitter accounts 
had "liked" the antisemitic tweet from 
@GKCdaily. Many of these accounts 
proudly announced their Catholicism in their 
bios. 

 
A bust of G.K. Chesterton is seen Oct. 26 in the 
Chesterton Archive at the University of Notre 
Dame's London Global Gateway in central 
London. (CNS/University of Notre Dame/Matt 
Cashore) 
 
Around the same time that Catholic Twitter 
was clashing over the antisemitism of a 
beloved writer, rapper Ye (formerly known 
as Kanye West) came into the spotlight 
for antisemitic remarks he made in a Revolt 
TV interview. This provoked an outpouring 
of support for Jewish communities, 
condemnation of antisemitism and demands 
that companies cut ties with Ye. However, at 
the same time, members of hate groups have 
come forward in support of him. 

Again, Ye is not the real problem here. This 
is not the first time he has exhibited 
problematic behavior. It also seems a little 
too convenient to put all the focus on a 
Black man when antisemitism in the modern 
world has largely been driven by white 
supremacists, and too often tolerated by 
polite moderates. If we are going to address 
antisemitism, we need to do more than 
criticize it in a bygone apologist or 
denounce it when it comes from a troubled 
Black performer. We need to deal with it at 
its roots. And we need to deal with it where 
it arises in our own communities, or in 
communities close to us. 

Today, there are different variations on 
antisemitism, but a strong case can be 
made that antisemitism as it exists in 
contemporary Western culture has its roots 
in Christendom. Once Christianity had 
established itself as a distinct religion 
instead of one out of a variety of Jewish 
sects, Christian writers of the early church 
began to revile Jews and Judaism. The 
writings of church fathers as revered as St. 
John Chrysostom and St. Justin Martyr are 
laced with antisemitic rhetoric and 
denunciations of Jews as murderers of Jesus. 
In the Middle Ages Christians persecuted 
Jews, denied them citizenship, excluded 
them from society and spread the "blood 
libel" that Jews were secretly using the 
blood of Christian children in ritual 
sacrifices. 

With the rise of modern eugenics in the 19th 
and 20th centuries, antisemitic ideologies 
were given a new slant, but many of the old 
ideas about Jewish people as sinister, cursed, 
dangerous or irreducibly "other" remained. 
Nationalist ideologies such as National 
Socialism and Fascism emphasized the 
importance of a homogeneous populace of 
healthy, heterosexual families fully devoted 
to the good of the state. Jews, along with the 
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Roma, LGBTQ people and the disabled, had 
no place in these nationalist utopias. 

The church will be unable to make 
further progress in righting this wrong if 

we tolerate antisemitism in our faith 
communities. 

As Christian nationalism gains traction in 
the U.S. and in Europe, antisemitism is once 
again ascendant, especially in groups that 
fetishize a return to some mythic nationalist 
past, whether the "greatness" of an 
imaginary bygone America or the glory of 
medieval Christendom. The consensus 
among many far-right Christians who pine 
for an earlier age is that liberal democracy 
has failed. The recent "Restoring a Nation" 
conference at Franciscan University of 
Steubenville offered a glimpse of what these 
"New Right" leaders have in mind as an 
alternative: forced legislation of 
conservative Christian rules and norms. 
Globalism is out, nationalism is in, and 
"wokeness" is the enemy. 

Catholics who are drawn toward these New 
Right ideologies tend to be traditionalist in 
their liturgical preference. Many associate 
the Tridentine Mass of the Middle Ages 
with a social order they view as superior, 
even if theirs is comic book parody of the 
era, all noble kings, brave knights and 
piously submissive women. Actual medieval 
cultures were far more diverse and complex, 
and in some respects more permissive, than 
those who fetishize the Middle Ages could 
imagine. 

But as much as they misunderstand 
medieval civilization and the role of liturgy 
in culture, they are, unfortunately, correct 
about the antisemitism of medieval Europe. 
The problem is that instead of viewing 
medieval antisemitism with horror, as 
something for which the church should 

repent, they view it with approval, as 
something the church should reclaim. 

 
Germans pass the broken shop window of a 
Jewish-owned business in Berlin that was 
destroyed Nov. 9-10, 1938, during Kristallnacht, 
or the "Night of Broken Glass," when Nazis in 
Germany torched synagogues and vandalized 
Jewish homes and schools. (CNS/United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy National 
Archives and Records Administration, College 
Park, Md.) 
 
The Catholic Church formally rejected 
antisemitism in the Second Vatican Council 
document Nostra Aetate (The Declaration 
on the Relation of the Church to Non-
Christian Religions). But this is just the first 
step toward repentance and 
reconciliation. The church will be unable to 
make further progress in righting this wrong 
if we tolerate antisemitism in our faith 
communities. 

No, not every traditionalist Catholic is 
antisemitic. Perhaps only a few overtly 
embrace antisemitism. But antisemitism, 
along with other prejudices, is often 
a feature of traditionalist groups. It seems to 
be one of the few ways they manage to ape 
medieval culture successfully. I have made 
no secret of my own Jewish ethnicity and 
heritage, though I am a practicing Catholic 
today, and for years I have been targeted by 
antisemites, many of them proudly Catholic 
and flagrantly traditionalist. I have had hate 
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mail sent to my social media accounts and 
my website, and I have blocked numerous 
Twitter accounts that have targeted me for 
harassment. 

As for those traditionalist and conservative 
Catholics who claim not to be antisemitic, 
and who assert that they love their Jewish 
friends, their words are empty as long as 
they pretend this is not happening, or 
tolerate the presence of antisemites in their 
communities. The real test of their claims is 
how they behave. When someone close to 
them makes an antisemitic joke, do they 
laugh, or do they gently explain why such 
jokes are not funny? When someone uses an 
antisemitic trope, such as that "Jews control 
Hollywood," do they correct that person, 
and explain how false and harmful these 
tropes are? 

In September 2021, NCR reported that 
a Catholic ecommerce shop that sold saint-
related merchandise was offering 
Maximilian Kolbe T-shirts and dolls that 
used Auschwitz prison garb as part of their 
design. When asked to remove the 
merchandise, the shop owner did initially 
agree to stop selling the Auschwitz-themed 
T-shirts but kept the dolls with the 
concentration camp prison clothing 
available. Another Catholic ecommerce 
retailer decried the request to remove the 
Auschwitz-themed items as "cancel culture." 

The shop owners probably had no intention 
of being antisemitic, but turning the prison 
clothing used for genocide into casualwear, 
or using it as part of fun props for kids’ 
catechesis, makes light of an evil so 
monstrous that it is difficult to comprehend. 
The correct response, when informed that an 
image or action validates bigotry, is to 
apologize and try to do better. The moment 
a person who is called out on their perhaps 
inadvertent bigotry decides to double down, 

that bigotry is no longer inadvertent. It is 
intentional and malicious. 

Some things need to be canceled. 
Antisemitism should never be permitted in 
any community, especially those that claim 
to follow the teachings of Jesus, himself a 
faithful Jew. At a time when hate speech and 
hate crimes against Jewish people are on the 
rise, what might otherwise be written off as 
a few backward people behaving in 
backward ways poses a serious danger, and 
one that people of goodwill, no matter their 
faith affiliation, cannot afford to ignore.  

Russian ambassador 
confirms pope 
helped facilitate 
prisoner exchanges 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
A serviceman from the Russian-controlled 
Donetsk region of Ukraine sits with his mother 
in Amvrosiivka, Ukraine, Nov. 6, 2022, 
following his release in a recent prisoner 
exchange. Aleksandr Avdeyev, Russian 
ambassador to the Holy See, confirmed that 
Pope Francis helped facilitate recent prisoner 
exchanges with Ukraine and said the Vatican is 
ready to act as a mediator between Ukraine and 
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Russia. (CNS photo/Alexander Ermochenko, 
Reuters) 
 
BY CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
 
Vatican City — 8 November 2022 
Russia's ambassador to the Vatican 
confirmed Pope Francis helped facilitate 
recent prisoner exchanges with Ukraine and 
said the Vatican is ready to act as a mediator 
between Ukraine and Russia. 

The Italian news agency Askanews reported 
the ambassador, Aleksandr Avdeyev, said 
the exchanges of prisoners occur in 
accordance with the lists of military 
prisoners of the Armed Forces of Ukraine; 
the lists are handed over by Francis. 

"In this case, we highly appreciate the 
personal actions of the pontiff, who is 
carrying out a very important humanitarian 
mission that allows hundreds of people to 
return to their families," Avdeyev said. 

Returning to the Vatican from Bahrain Nov. 
6, Francis told reporters traveling with him 
that the Vatican is "constantly attentive" to 
what is happening in Ukraine, and that the 
Secretariat of State continues to do what is 
possible and has worked behind the scenes 
to help arrange prisoner exchanges. 

The pope also told reporters he thinks the 
cruelty of the attacks on Ukraine and its 
civilians are the work of mercenaries, not 
Russians, who are "a great people" and have 
a strong "humanism." 

Meeting with Jesuits in Kazakhstan in 
September, Francis said he met with some 
Ukrainian envoys and government ministers, 
one of whom gave him a list of more than 
300 civilian and military prisoners. 

"They asked me to do something to make 
the exchange happen. I immediately called 

the Russian ambassador to find out if 
something could be done, if it was possible 
to speed up the exchange of prisoners," 
Francis said in Kazakhstan Sept. 15. 

On Sept. 21, Russia released 215 war 
prisoners in exchange for Viktor 
Medvedchuk, a former Ukrainian member of 
Parliament, as well as 54 others. 

On Oct. 17, a prisoner swap included 218 
people, including 108 women. 

On Nov. 3, each country released 107 
captured service members. 

Catholic groups 
worry world leaders 
all talk, no action on 
climate at COP27 
EARTHBEAT 

 
Participants of COP27 arrive at the convening in 
Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt, on Nov. 7.  (EarthBeat 
photo/Doreen Ajiambo) 
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BY DOREEN AJIAMBO 
Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt —  
8 November 2022 
 
As COP27, the annual United Nations 
climate conference, gets underway in this 
Red Sea resort town, Catholic groups worry 
that world leaders might fail to implement 
the previous agreements meant to tackle 
climate change and support adaptation in 
African countries. 
The groups said they were disappointed in 
the convening's opening days that few world 
leaders have demonstrated progress in 
implementing their climate commitments or 
financial support for countries bearing the 
brunt of climate change. 

"The leaders have started giving speeches, 
but no one is talking about what we want to 
hear," said Roman Sieler, the European co-
president of FIMCAP, an umbrella 
organization for Catholic youth 
organizations. "We want implementation 
and compensation for the damage and loss 
caused by severe climate change." 

"We want action," he added. "There has 
been severe loss and damage that has 
affected many people, and that's why we are 
here to push this agenda as Catholic youths." 

During the opening ceremony of COP27, 
more than 100 world leaders gathered in 
Sharm El-Sheikh to push for full 
implementation of the Paris Agreement. The 
convening of the global 
conference — which 196 countries, 45,000 
people and 120 world leaders will 
attend — reflected on devastating floods, 
unprecedented heat waves, severe droughts 

and formidable storms, all unequivocal signs 
of the unfolding climate emergency. 

This year's convening is also taking place 
against the backdrop of inadequate ambition 
to curb greenhouse gas emissions. 
According to the U.N. Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, carbon emissions 
need to be cut by 45% by 2030, compared to 
2010 levels, to meet the central Paris 
Agreement goal of limiting temperature rise 
to 1.5 degrees Celsius by the end of this 
century. 

"We will be holding people to account, be 
they presidents, prime ministers or CEOs. 
Our policies, our businesses, our 
infrastructure, our actions must all align 
with the Paris Agreement," U.N. climate 
change executive secretary Simon Stiell said 
during the inauguration of the conference. 
"The heart of the implementation of climate 
pledges lies with everybody everywhere in 
the world, doing everything they possibly 
can to address the climate crisis." 

Catholic groups told EarthBeat that such 
pleas by the COP27 delegates indicate that 
world leaders are not ready to implement the 
Paris Agreement and work together to tackle 
the global challenge of climate change 
unless they are begged to do so. 
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McIvan Vamboi, the national president of the 
Catholic Youth Organization in Sierra Leone, at 
COP27 on Nov. 7 (EarthBeat photo/Doreen 
Ajiambo) 
 
"Climate change is a real disaster that is 
really weighing in on us. As youths, we are 
worried that we may lose our planet if we 
are not careful," warned McIvan Vamboi, 
the national president of the Catholic Youth 
Organization in Sierra Leone. "We have also 
to push the question of what else after 
COP27. I know that they will still hold 
another COP28 next year in Dubai. But the 
question is, are we achieving the goals?" 

Many Catholic actors said they started to 
become worried on Sunday when delegates 
struggled to reach an agreement on the 
discussion of loss and damage, resulting in 
the delay of the start of the climate summit. 

Delegates spent hours deliberating on how 
"loss and damage" — which refers to the 
devastating consequences of climate change 
suffered by the poorest and most vulnerable 
countries, and how to help or compensate 
them — should be put on the agenda. 

"We are worried that we may not get what 
we want from this COP27 because our 

leaders still want to discuss issues affecting 
people instead of implementing them," said 
Fr. Angelito Andig Cortez from the 
Philippines, representing the Franciscan 
delegation at COP27. "However, we must 
support all civil society organizations and 
church actors as they advocate and act for 
climate justice and demand that our leaders 
build efforts to engage people directly 
working on and directly impacted by climate 
change." 

Some Catholic charity groups attending the 
convening still believe that it's not too late to 
push the voices of vulnerable communities 
around the globe to the front line of the 
climate crisis. 

 
Fr. Angelito Andig Cortez from the Philippines, 
representing the Franciscan delegation at 
COP27, on Nov. 7 (Courtesy of Angelito Andig 
Cortez) 
 
"It will be an opportunity to advocate for 
climate justice and bring to the world's 
attention the conditions of vulnerable 
communities and their sufferings as a result 
of climate change, even though they are not 
directly responsible for it," Caritas 
Internationalis Secretary General Aloysius 
John said in a statement shared Nov. 6. 
"Climate change has had a major impact on 
the current food and migration crisis. The 
international community and especially the 
States responsible for the degradation of our 
Common Home must act immediately." 



Caritas Internationalis, the humanitarian and 
development organization of the Catholic 
Church, said they were also going to push 
for the inclusion of loss and damage to 
ensure wealthy nations responsible for the 
largest share of greenhouse gas 
emissions compensate climate-vulnerable 
nations. 

"Without a reliable and comprehensive 
financing facility to ensure funding to help 
countries cope with climate-induced loss 
and damage, the most vulnerable countries 
will sink deeper into debt and poverty every 
time they are hit by climate disasters, for 
which they are not responsible," added John. 

In the meantime, Vamboi is optimistic that 
the key issues being raised by churches, 
nongovernmental organizations, civil 
societies and some governments can still be 
achieved if they put their differences aside 
and work together to save the planet. 

On Tuesday, Austria announced it will 
direct 50 million euro to fund loss and 
damage. Scotland, which last year at COP26 
in Glasgow, became the first country to 
pledge financial assistance on loss and 
damage, also committed an additional 5 
million euro to its initial pledge. Belgium, 
Denmark and Germany have also pledged 
support. 

"Despite our worries, we are still hopeful 
that things will change," Vamboi said. "Our 
voices will be heard. We also believe that 
it's each of our responsibility to take care of 
our environment; however small an effort 
you make, it will change a big deal." 

Editor's Note: This story was updated Nov. 
8 at 12:18 CT with announcements at 
COP27 related to loss and damage. 

Cardinal tells 
leaders at COP27 
they have duty to act 
on climate change 
EARTHBEAT 

 
BY CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt —  
8 November 2022 
 
Leaders gathered in Egypt for the U.N. 
climate summit have "a moral obligation" to 
act seriously and together to safeguard the 
planet and to offer concrete aid to people 
suffering the "more frequent and more 
serious humanitarian impacts caused by 
climate change," said Cardinal Pietro 
Parolin. 
The Vatican secretary of state led the Holy 
See's official delegation to COP27, the 27th 
Conference of the Parties to the U.N. 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
meeting in Sharm el-Sheikh Nov. 6–18. 

The cardinal told world leaders Nov. 8 that 
"the growing phenomenon of migrants being 
displaced" by climate change is something 
they must act on because currently "they 
lack access to international protection" 
recognizing them as deserving special care. 

And, he said, if it is not possible to give 
them special status as refugees, "it is 
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important to recognize migration as a form 
of adaptation and to increase the availability 
and flexibility of pathways for regular 
migration." 

The 2015 Paris Agreement, which the 
Vatican has signed on to, set out "four 
pillars" for immediate action: mitigation, 
adaptation, finance and loss and damage 
payments. Cardinal Parolin told the summit 
that the four pillars are "interconnected and 
are a matter of fairness, justice and equity." 

At the same time, he said, "we should also 
not neglect the non-economic side of loss 
and damage, like the loss of heritage and 
cultures. Here we have a lot to learn from 
Indigenous peoples."The time has come for 
"individual and collective conversion and 
for concrete decisions that can no longer be 
postponed," Cardinal Parolin said. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic and wars, 
including in Ukraine, rightfully concern 
global leaders because of "their serious 
ethical, social and economic consequences" 
and the risk they pose to global security and 
to food security," he said, they cannot be 
allowed to overshadow the work of COP27. 

"Climate change will not wait for us," he 
said. "Our world is now far too 
interdependent and cannot permit itself to be 
structured into unsustainable isolated blocks 
of countries. This is a time for international 
and intergenerational solidarity. We need to 
be responsible, courageous and forward-
looking not just for ourselves, but for our 
children." 

"Our political will," the cardinal told the 
leaders, "should be guided by the awareness 
that either we win together or we lose 
together." 

Increased nuclear 
threat may renew 
interest in 
disarmament, 
advocates say 
SOCIAL JUSTICE 

 
Russia launches a Topol-M silo-based 
intercontinental ballistic missile from the 
Plesetsk Cosmodrome in the Arkhangelsk 
Region in November 2014. (Newscom/ZUMA 
Press/Tass) 
 

 
BY CHRIS HERLINGER 
New York — 9 November 2022 
 
After Russia's February invasion of Ukraine, 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin suggested to Western countries that 
their interference in the war would "lead you 
to such consequences that you have never 
encountered in your history." 

Putin has since said that "there can be no 
winners in a nuclear war and it should never 
be unleashed." But concerns remain that 
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https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/eu-says-putins-ominous-threat-those-who-hinder-him-marks-critical-moment-2022-02-24/
https://www.newsweek.com/russia-vladimir-putin-statements-nuclear-war-weapons-1729779


Russia might still employ a small tactical 
nuclear weapon on the Ukraine battlefield. 
With the Ukraine war faltering, Putin earlier 
this week (Sept. 21) repeated veiled nuclear 
threats. 

Even veiled suggestions are worrisome to 
advocates for a nuclear-free world, including 
Catholic sisters who monitored recent 
United Nations disarmament meetings ahead 
of the upcoming International Day for the 
Total Elimination of Nuclear Weapons, held 
annually Sept. 26. 

The advocates who spoke to Global Sisters 
Report said this may — they 
emphasize may — be a moment for an issue 
that has hovered in the background for years 
to emerge and become more prominent. 

"There's always the potential, and there's the 
always the hope," said Sr. Kathleen Kanet, a 
longtime peace and justice educator, a 
member of the Religious of the Sacred Heart 
of Mary and one of several sisters who 
attended a Sept. 12 Holy See prayer service 
at Holy Family Catholic Church near the 
United Nations the day before the start of 
the U.N.'s 77th General Assembly. The 
prayer service focused on the nuclear issue. 

Global tensions over the war in Ukraine are 
the main reason the nuclear threat is more 
prominent now than it was, say, a year ago. 
Related concerns about Russian control of 
the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant in 
Ukraine, which some say Russia is using 
as a shield for its troops and a bargaining 
chip in the war, are also a factor. 

 
A motorcade transporting the International 
Atomic Energy Agency expert mission arrives at 
the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant on Sept. 1 
in the course of Ukraine-Russia conflict outside 
the Russian-controlled city of Enerhodar in 
eastern Ukraine. (CNS/Reuters/Alexander 
Ermochenko) 
 
"It's a double-edged sword," said Ariana 
Smith, the executive director of the New 
York-based advocacy group Lawyers 
Committee on Nuclear Policy. "I do think 
this is a moment to educate the wider public 
on what nuclear risks are. The fact is that 
nuclear weapons are still in this world, even 
if they exist only in the background for most 
people day-to-day. 

"But the opportunity, of course, for this 
renewed attention and interest obviously 
comes at the really high cost" of increased 
nuclear risk around the globe, she said. 

Advocates like Kanet and Smith have 
prominent allies. At the Sept. 12 prayer 
service, Archbishop John Wester of Santa 
Fe, New Mexico, the author of a 
January pastoral letter on nuclear 
disarmament, said, "If we care about 
humanity, if we care about our planet, if we 
care about the God of peace and human 
conscience, then we must start a public 
conservation on these urgent questions and 
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find a new path toward nuclear 
disarmament." 

Earlier, U.N. Secretary-General António 
Guterres, who spoke Aug. 6 during 
ceremonies marking the 77th anniversary of 
the atomic bombing in Hiroshima, Japan, 
called for nuclear disarmament in the wake 
of recent international tensions. 

 
United Nations Secretary-General António 
Guterres pays homage to the victims of the 
atomic bombs during an Aug. 6 ceremony at the 
Peace Memorial Museum in Hiroshima during 
his trip to Japan reiterating his call on world 
leaders to urgently eliminate stockpiles of 
nuclear weapons. (UN Photo/Ichiro Mae) 
 
"Take the nuclear option off the table — for 
good," Guterres said. "It's time to proliferate 
peace." 

That won't be easy. Mention of the nuclear 
plant prompted Russia to reject language for 
a consensus outcome document that failed to 
emerge from four weeks of August meetings 
to strengthen the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, or NPT. 

 
Maryknoll Sr. Jean Fallon in March 2018 (GSR 
file photo) 
 
"Because of what's happening in Ukraine, 
it's now becoming upfront center for the 
whole world," said longtime peace activist 
Maryknoll Sr. Jean Fallon, recently named a 
Pax Christi Ambassador of Peace. "There 
are a lot of people who've never talked 
about, heard or are interested in nuclear 
weapons or nuclear anything. So, this is a 
'show and tell' for them." 

Even veiled threats worry Kanet and Fallon. 

"[Putin's] threats are making people think, 
possibly changing people's minds in some 
way," said Kanet, who in the early 1980s co-
authored a curriculum on the specter of 
nuclear war and is a longtime veteran of 
peace demonstrations. 

"That's really putting the world as a 
hostage," Fallon said of Putin's initial 
comments. "The threat is still there. When I 
saw that, I thought, 'Oh, gosh, here we go.' It 
brought the whole issue to a head in one fell 
swoop." 

Though Fallon believes the issue is now at a 
dangerous point, she said if the world 
survives the current tensions, this could be a 
teaching moment — "making people aware 
of the seriousness of nuclear weapons," she 
said. 
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"If we're going to do something about 
nuclear weapons, I think that this is the time 
to do it." 

 
United Nations headquarters in New York City 
on Sept. 12 (CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
At the UN, frustrating power dynamics 

Fallon said one issue is a problem with the 
United Nations itself, the principal forum for 
debates about global nuclear policy. 

The five permanent members of the U.N. 
Security Council — China, France, Russia, 
the United Kingdom and the United States 
— are the largest nuclear weapons states, 
and each has veto power over any 
declaration that could risk embarrassment 
over one country's nuclear policy, which is 
what happened in the case of Russia. 

"They went through that whole meeting [on 
the NPT], and people were happy with the 
document, and then Russia said, 'No,' and 
that was the end of it," said Fallon, who 
represented Maryknoll at the United Nations 
from 2001 to 2007. 

"An urgent thing that must be done within 
the U.N. itself is to stop the veto of the great 
powers. That's an example of what happens 

at the U.N. when they have the power to 
change something but don't," she said. 

While the major nuclear powers have 
opposed disarmament, at least 66 nations 
have either ratified or acceded to the 
2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons, a separate treaty from the NPT 
that calls nuclear weapons illegal and a 
violation of international law. 

Another 20 states have signed the treaty but 
not yet ratified it, said the International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, 
or ICAN, which won the 2017 Nobel Peace 
Prize for its advocacy efforts. At least five 
more countries will sign or ratify the treaty 
Sept. 22, ICAN said. 

 
Durstyne "Dusty" Farnan (Courtesy of Durstyne 
Farnan) 
 
Even with that success, current 
congregational representatives at the U.N. 
agreed that the power dynamics at the world 
body can be frustrating and daunting. 

"It seems as if no one at the U.N., including 
all those people at the [NPT] treaty 
conference, can or could actually bring 
about any helpful conversation and 
deliberation on the situation," said Sr. 
Durstyne "Dusty" Farnan, an Adrian 
Dominican sister who represents 
the Dominican Leadership Conference at the 
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U.N. and one of several sisters who attended 
the Sept. 12 prayer event. 

"What it says to me is the ineffectiveness of 
the U.N. at this time, and even the treaty 
itself," Farnan said, adding that the failure of 
the NPT conference should not focus solely 
on Russia. 

"The United States has its own incredible 
amount of nuclear weapons," Farnan said. 
And current plans to modernize U.S. 
weapons systems at a cost of at least $100 
billion worries Farnan both for the cost and 
for the possibility that modernized systems 
pose a greater potential for "hair-trigger" 
risk. (Advocates favoring modernization say 
it would make the weapons systems safer.) 

 
United Nations diplomats and other guests 
gather for a prayer service Sept. 12 at the 
Church of the Holy Family in New York City. 
The service, hosted by the Vatican's permanent 
observer mission to the U.N., was held on the 
eve of the opening of the 77th session of the 
U.N. General Assembly. (CNS/Gregory A. 
Shemitz) 
 
"The response that we need to hear from the 
U.S. is: 'Why do we need to spend all this 
money to modernize these weapons, and 
why do we need all these weapons anyway?' 
" Farnan said. "We don't need them. If the 
U.S. could just begin to downsize its arsenal, 
I think that might help the conversation in 
the future." 

 
Sr. Veronica Brand represents the Religious at 
the Sacred Heart of Mary at the United Nations 
(GSR file photo) 
 
Beth Blissman, a lay representative for 
the Loretto Community, agreed, saying that 
while Russia may have been alone in 
blocking consensus on the NPT document, 
none of the nuclear weapons states "really 
came to the conference with a real will and 
willingness to make clear, measurable 
commitments to nonproliferation." 

Lost in much of the discussion is the 
potential humanitarian catastrophe that 
would result from a nuclear war, said Sacred 
Heart of Mary Sr. Veronica Brand, who 
represents her congregation at the United 
Nations. She attended both the Sept. 12 
prayer service and a side event during the 
NPT conference focusing on the potential 
for a nuclear-prompted global catastrophe. 

That event, Brand said, opened her eyes "to 
the absolute horror of what one state 
launching a nuclear weapon could do, which 
would inevitably set off retaliation." 

One recent study, reported by Nature 
magazine, said that more than 2 billion 
people could perish from a nuclear war 
between India and Pakistan, while more than 
5 billion might die from a nuclear war 
between Russia and the United States. 
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Ruins of Hiroshima, Japan, following the 
detonation of an atomic bomb that the United 
States dropped Aug. 6, 1945, during World War 
II (UN photo/Eluchi Matsumoto) 
 
The sisters who work at the U.N. 
acknowledge there are many issues to 
contend with in their advocacy efforts and, 
as Sr. Carol De Angelo, notes, "you can't 
give justice to each one." 

Yet at the core of many them is the need to 
lift up the importance of nonviolence, said 
De Angelo, director of the Office of Peace, 
Justice and Integrity of Creation for the 
Sisters of Charity of New York. 

"That's a base, a foundation," she said, 
uniting themes of nuclear disarmament, the 
climate crisis and even the affirmation of 
gender equality. 

 
Beth Blissman, the U.N. representative for the 
Loretto Community, in 2017 (GSR file photo) 
 
Blissman said the NPT talks were "yet one 
more example of how the U.N. operates in 
silos on different existential threats to 
humanity" and how there is need "to make 
some of the connections between things like 
the nuclear nonproliferation treaty and the 
climate talks." 

Advocates like Blissman say nuclear 
disarmament would not only eliminate an 
existential threat to the planet, but free up 
resources to tackle the challenge of the 
climate crisis. 

"We need to be thinking in a more systemic, 
more holistic way," she said, "and gender 
equity is key to these conversations, to these 
discussions, to the movement of humanity 
out of this phase [of human history] that in 
some ways is very juvenile, is very 
combative, is very conflictive, which is not 
the best that humanity can put forth right 
now." 

Will young people embrace the issue? 
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To older peace activists like Fallon and 
Kanet, some of the milestones in the nuclear 
disarmament movement came decades ago, 
though activism by such groups 
as Plowshares, which has always had 
Catholic sisters in leadership roles, has 
continued. 

As many as 1 million people converged on 
New York's Central Park on June 12, 1982, 
to support a nuclear arms freeze between the 
United States and the Soviet Union — an 
event Kanet attended with other members of 
her congregation and remembers fondly. 

 
"It was such a day of hope and possibility," 
she said. 

Fallon's peace activism stems in part from 
her longtime experiences working as a 
Maryknoll missioner in Japan and 
knowing atomic bomb survivors — personal 
experiences that left a deep impression. 

Could a rally attracting hundreds of 
thousands in a public space like Central Park 
be possible now? 

"As things are now, I wouldn't count on a 
large group of people," Fallon said. "If 
you've ever been at an anti-nuclear rally, 
there might be 200, 300 people, and that's 
it," she said of her recent experiences. 

But there are other ways now of lifting up 
the issue: Online signature campaigns can 
"help a lot to bring to people's attention the 
seriousness of the problem," Fallon said. 

At age 92, Fallon said her own on-the-
ground activist days may be behind her. But 
she is eager for a new generation to embrace 
the nuclear issue. 

Will they? 

"Once they're aware of the seriousness of it, 
yes, they would," Fallon said, though she 
noted that young activists seem to be more 
concerned with climate change. 

 
Members of several Catholic organizations 
gather in front of the White House Aug. 9, to 
pray for peace on the 77th anniversary of U.S. 
bombing of Nagasaki, Japan, while also 
remembering those who perished and survived 
the Aug. 6, 1945, bombing of Hiroshima. The 
activists called for peace through eliminating 
nuclear weapons and peace from environmental 
sins committed against the planet. (CNS/Rhina 
Guidos) 
 
One of those optimistic about the possibility 
of increased activism and visibility is Smith 
of the Lawyers Committee, a group Fallon 
praises for keeping the issue of the threat of 
nuclear war in the public eye. 
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Like the Catholic sisters at the U.N., Smith, 
32, acknowledges the challenge of 
competing issues for activists, and young 
activists in particular, to embrace. 

 
Ariana Smith, executive director of Lawyers 
Committee on Nuclear Policy (Courtesy of 
Ariana Smith) 
 
"It can be harder than ever to compete with 
all the really urgent issues the world is 
facing," she said. "However, it's important to 
see where they intersect as well and use that 
in our work." 

Climate change and nuclear risk, she said, 
are "crosscutting" because "climate change 
increases the risk of conflict around the 
world in general, and conflict increases the 
risk of nuclear weapons becoming 
involved." 

Smith said she believes there is "a 
significant group of young people working 
on this issue," even some focusing 
specifically on the intersection of climate 
change and nuclear disarmament. 

"This is absolutely a youth-relevant issue," 
Smith said, "and it's garnering attention, at 
least in the circles of young people who are 
already invested in activism and advocacy at 
large. And there's potential for more." 

The International Committee of the Red 
Cross reported in early 2020 that of 16,000 
millennials surveyed in 16 countries, 84% 
said the use of nuclear weapons was never 
acceptable, and 54% believed "more likely 
than not that a nuclear attack will occur in 
the next decade." 

At the very least, "more and more people are 
aware of the current stakes and the renewed 
possibility of the two biggest nuclear 
weapon states possibly engaging in a nuclear 
war," Smith said. And while "most experts 
would rightly say that the risk is still 
relatively small, it has also increased 
recently, which is not acceptable." 

 
Sr. Carol De Angelo, director of the Office of 
Peace, Justice and Integrity of Creation for the 
Sisters of Charity of New York (GSR file photo) 
 
The need to secure a more peaceful world 

For those grounded in religious faith, even 
the thought of using nuclear weapons is not 
acceptable. 

In a message read at a June meeting in 
Vienna on the Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons, Pope Francis reaffirmed 
the church's position that "the use of nuclear 
weapons, as well as their mere possession, is 
immoral." He said the possession of such 
weapons "leads easily to threats of their use, 
becoming a sort of 'blackmail' that should be 
repugnant to the consciences of humanity." 
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 Breaking down "silos" is part of the process 
of securing a more peaceful world, say the 
sisters at the U.N., and more people are 
coming to understand that. 

"There's been a real surge and really a 
growing consciousness," De Angelo said. 
"We're not there yet. I don't think we are 
where we want to be, but I think that there is 
definitely a growing movement." 

Brand said a coming-together is possible in 
a movement that can "draw young people, 
can draw older people, and can enable us to 
make the links between climate change, 
between nonviolence, between human 
dignity and the need to address the 
incredible gap between rich and poor, and to 
promote life on and our planet into the 
future." 

"It's making the links that I think are 
extremely important. It's life. It's all about 
life. Life in its fullness." 
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