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Week Forty-Six: Movements of Justice and the 
Spirit 

  

A Movement with the Excluded 
  

On the CAC podcast The Cosmic We, 
Father Richard Rohr talks about the 
Franciscan tradition’s identification with 
those on society’s margins. This priority 
shaped major periods of Richard’s ministry: 
 
Francis of Assisi always identified with the 
minority, with the excluded. I went to Assisi 
after Rome last [June], and the little church 
that he rebuilt was the church of the leper 
colony. He immediately went down to those 
excluded from uptown Assisi and identified 
with the lepers. So that’s always been a part 
of our tradition. We were really a subtext in 
terms of mainline Catholicism. 

I was ordained a deacon in 1969—you were 
always a deacon for one year before you 
were a priest. In the first six months, they 
sent me out here to New Mexico to work 
with the Acoma Pueblo. And then the next 
six months was at a Black parish in Dayton, 
Ohio: Resurrection Parish. My start in 
ministry was outside the mainstream. And 
then I realized the mainstream isn’t really 
“main,” it’s just dominant. So that got me 
off to a great start! 

Then the Pentecostal experience with the 
high school students happened the next year, 
after I had become a priest. Such beautiful, 
polyphonic singing in tongues! We’d 
sometimes go twenty minutes speaking in 
tongues; people would come peeking in the 
door of this high school gymnasium, and 
they’d say, “And they’re Catholics!” They 
couldn’t believe it! [DM Team: Such Spirit-
filled experiences with young adults led 
Richard to found the New Jerusalem 
Community in Cincinnati, Ohio.] So that 
again, for me, legitimated the margins 
instead of the so-called center. [1] 

Rev. Dr. William Barber, activist and co-
director of the Poor People’s Campaign, 
finds scriptural support for those on the 
margins leading justice movements. Dr. 
Barber builds on Psalm 118:22–23, “The 
stone that the builders rejected has become 
the cornerstone! This is God’s work. And it 
is marvelous in our eyes!”: 

The rejected must lead the revival for love 
and justice. 

The cornerstone is that part of the 
foundation upon which the whole building 
stands. And the Psalmist says, speaking 
metaphorically of how we view human 
beings in society, that it is God’s intent that 
the stones that were once seen as unfit to be 
a part of the architecture—the stones that 
were once thrown away or kept in the 
quarry—have now been called to be the 
most important stones. The rejected stones 
make the best cornerstones. The rejected 
stones actually make the best foundation 
holders. And whenever you see rejected 
stones becoming the focus of society, it is 
the Lord’s doing. [2] 

Jesus lived among the rejected. He 
ministered among the rejected. He died and 
was crucified as rejected, as somebody who 
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was outside the political power structure. 
But early Sunday morning, from the grave 
he led a resurrection movement—a revival 
of love, a revival of justice, a revival of 
mercy, a revival of grace. [3] 
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Jesus Started a Movement 
  

I really don’t think we can ever renew the 
church until we stop thinking of it as an 
institution and start thinking of it as a 
movement. —Clarence Jordan, letter, 1967 
 
Michael Curry is the Presiding Bishop of the 
Episcopal Church and is passionate about 
the church rediscovering itself as a 
movement of Jesus: 
 
Jesus did not establish an institution, though 
institutions can serve his cause. He did not 
organize a political party, though his 
teachings have a profound impact on 
politics. Jesus did not even found a religion. 
No, Jesus began a movement, fueled by his 
Spirit, a movement whose purpose was and 
is to change the face of the earth from the 
nightmare it often is into the dream that God 
intends. . . . 

That’s why his invitations to folk who 
joined him are filled with so many active 
verbs. In John 1:39 Jesus calls disciples with 
the words, “Come and see.” In Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke, he asks others to “Follow 
me.” And at the end of the Gospels, he sent 

his first disciples out with the word, “Go . . 
.” [. . .] As in, “Go into all the world and 
proclaim the good news to the whole 
creation” (Mark 16:15). . . . 

If you look at the Bible, listen to it, and 
watch how the Spirit of God unfolds in the 
sacred story, I think you’ll notice a pattern. 
You cannot help but notice that there really 
is a movement of God in the world. 

Curry identifies several characteristics of 
the Jesus movement [1]: 

First, the movement was Christ-centered—
completely focused on Jesus and his way. . . 
. Long before Christianity was ever called 
the Church, or even Christianity, it was 
called “the Way” [see Acts 9:2]. The way of 
Jesus was the way. The Spirit of Jesus, the 
Spirit of God, that sweet, sweet Spirit, 
infused their spirits and took over. . . . 

The second mark of the movement is this: 
following the way of Jesus, they abolished 
poverty and hunger in their community. 
Some might say they made poverty history. 
The Acts of the Apostles calls this abolition 
of poverty one of the “signs and wonders” 
which became an invitation to others to 
follow Jesus too, and change the world. . . . 
It didn’t take a miracle. The Bible says they 
simply shared everything they had [Acts 
4:32–35]. The movement moved them in 
that particular way. 

Third, they learned how to become more 
than a collection of individual self-interests. 
They found themselves becoming a 
countercultural community, one where Jews 
and Gentiles, circumcised and 
uncircumcised, had equal standing [see Acts 
15:1–12]. 

Curry continues, taking inspiration from the 
early church for our own moment: 
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Ministry in this moment . . . has to serve 
more than an institution. It has to serve the 
movement. 
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The Spirit Moves Us to Justice 
  

Community organizer Idalin Luz Montes 
Bobé draws inspiration from the Holy 
Spirit’s energy shared on the first 
Pentecost:  
 
In Acts 2, the Holy Spirit comes to—
and into—the disciples of Jesus [and] 
enables the disciples to speak in such a way 
that others, no matter where they come from 
or what language they speak, can 
understand. 

That same Spirit is at work today, and we 
can still feel the power and unity of that 
moment. That Spirit is the power that 
affirms for us the worthiness we are so often 
denied and reminds us that we are beloved. 
It gives us the power to cry justice in the 
face of oppression, and claim human rights 
as our inheritance, and grow our movement. 
When we cry out in protest, we hear, see, 
and feel the Spirit moving. 

We read that when the Holy Spirit comes in 
this way to the disciples, they are mocked 
and called drunkards. . . . Yet they carry a 
life-affirming message, and through their 
unity, they are filled up with a spirit that 
sustains them. Peter steps forward to oppose 
the lies being told about this freedom 

movement. He reminds everyone there that 
the disciples are fulfilling what has been 
proclaimed: that in God’s kingdom, young 
and old, men and women, and especially the 
poor will prophesy. 

To prophesy is to carry a message of the 
mind of God to a particular situation. God’s 
mind is always on justice, on the end of 
oppression, on fully living. This 
empowerment, carrying God’s unmistakable 
message, is exactly what happens when 
movements for liberation take root. . . . 

Our systems try to shame us, silence us, and 
divide us, but the Holy Spirit unites us and 
imparts the ability to deliver a message. We 
will not be divided, ridiculed, or vilified. We 
all have messages about defending life—
messages that God wants others to hear. The 
Holy Spirit is moving in our midst. [1] 

Rev. Dr. Yvette Flunder describes the 
spiritual revival that joined people of 
different races in the Pentecostal movement: 

The greatest manifestation of the power of 
God comes when we work together to find 
ways to be together and do justice together 
and love together and stand together. 

In 1906 in Los Angeles a revival broke out 
in a small mission on Azusa Street, led by 
Rev. William J. Seymour. This revival 
marked the beginning of the modern day 
Pentecostal movement. The event has been 
reduced over time to a group of people 
displaying external “signs and wonders” 
such as speaking in tongues, healings, and 
prophecy, with little meaning to most people 
today. But the power of that Pentecostal 
revival was not in the external 
manifestations of speaking in tongues and 
healings but in the miracle of black and 
white people worshipping together, men and 
women preaching together and decrying 
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racism and sexism by their very presence in 
one place. The Spirit still moves when we 
move past our prejudices and differences. 
[2] 
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A Movement of Divine Love 
  

For Father Richard, God’s unconditional 
love is itself a movement that transforms us: 
 
This whole human project pivots around 
Divine Love. Because our available 
understanding of love is almost always 
conditioned on “I love you if” or “I love you 
when,” most people find it almost 
impossible—apart from real 
transformation—to comprehend or receive 
Divine Love. In fact, we cannot understand 
it in the least, unless we “stand under” it, 
like a cup beneath a waterfall. When we 
truly understand Divine Love, our politics, 
our anthropology, our economics, and our 
movements for justice will all change. 

If we are to believe the biblical revelation, it 
seems that God does not love the people 
Israel if they change (as they first imagine), 
but so that they can change. Divine Love is 
not a reward for good behavior, as we first 
presume it to be; it is a larger Life, an 
energy and movement that we can 
participate in—and then, almost in spite of 
ourselves—we behave differently. It seems 
few of us go there willingly. For some 
reason, we’re afraid of what we most want. 

The prophet Hosea tells the people of Israel 
poetically and succinctly, “I will love 
Unloved: I will say to No-People-of-Mine, 
‘You are my people,’ and then you will 
answer back, ‘You are my God’” (Hosea 
2:24). That is the divine pattern, although 
we almost always get it backwards. For 
some reason, we think that if we love God, 
God will love us. When, in reality, it 
is because God loves us that we can return 
the compliment. God does not love us 
because we are good; God loves us because 
God is good. 

Up to the time of the Babylonian exile in the 
sixth century BCE, the Jewish people 
believed—as so many of us do today—in 
retributive justice. “Tit for tat,” we might 
say. It went something like this: mistake –> 
punishment –> conversion –> 
consolation/salvation. Most people accept 
that logic to this day because it makes God 
and the world feel fair and just. Reward and 
retribution are in our hardwiring. They are 
the plot line for almost everything—except 
for the evolving biblical story, beginning 
with the Torah and evolving through the 
prophets. 

During and after the exile, the prophets 
started seeing a clearly different pattern at 
work in God’s dealing with people. The new 
pattern looks like this: mistake –> 
consolation/salvation –> conversion. It is a 
total turnaround of consciousness! As Isaiah 
is able to hear from God, “The shame of 
your youth you shall forget . . . My love 
shall never fall away from you” (Isaiah 54:4, 
10). It seems that inside the Divine logic the 
answer to failure is, in fact, more love! 

Divine Love is the interpretive key to 
everything. Unloved people do bad things. 
Loved people do good things. It is that 
simple. 
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Find the Flow 
  

CAC teacher Brian McLaren invites us to 
participate in a spiritual movement of the 
future instead of one that tries to return to 
the past: 
 
Since between 3000 and 4000 BCE, when 
the first human civilizations were born, we 
have been part of one meta-movement [DM 
Team: way of thinking or dominant 
consciousness] we might call the old 
humanity or imperial humanity. . . . [But] 
what happens when a meta-movement runs 
its course? . . . 

What would it mean for us if we happen to 
live during the decline of the old humanity, 
when a new humanity is in the painful, 
fragile process of being born? . . . What if 
the growth of the new movement, the new 
humanity, the new social creation or 
construction depends on the old one losing 
its hegemony? 

As I write those words, I can’t help but feel 
a flood of resonances with the Hebrew 
Scriptures. [1] I feel echoes of Isaiah, 
speaking of God doing a new thing, 
something fresh springing forth, so that 
there will be good news for the poor, 
recovery of sight for the blind, freedom for 
the incarcerated and oppressed. (Oppression 
of the poor is one of the hallmarks of the old 
humanity.) I hear the prophet imagining a 

promised time when weapons are recycled 
into farm equipment because nobody studies 
war any more. (War is one of the hallmarks 
of the old humanity.) I hear Ezekiel’s oracle 
about a new heart, a heart of flesh that 
replaces the heart of stone. (The hardening 
of hearts in the name of self-interest and in-
group interest is a hallmark of the old 
humanity.) I hear Amos envisioning a time 
when a river of justice rolls down from the 
heights, filling the lowest places first. (A 
concentration of power and wealth at the top 
is a hallmark of the old humanity.) I hear 
Micah relativizing everything in his religion 
except doing justice, loving kindness, and 
walking humbly before God. (Hoarding 
power, loving money, and walking in racial, 
religious, or national pride are hallmarks of 
the old humanity.) . . . 

And so I imagine: in the middle of the old 
meta-movement of empires, domination, 
extraction, and exploitation, what if a long 
succession of prophets, including Mary, 
John the Baptizer, Jesus, Paul, and others, 
were giving us a vision for a new movement 
being born? . . . 

Whatever this new emerging meta-
movement is, it is bigger than any single 
religion. In fact, it is bigger than religion as 
a whole. It issues an invitation, perhaps even 
an ultimatum, to all religions, all economies, 
all educational and political systems, all arts 
and trades, all sciences and technologies, 
everything. It is, we might say, a spiritual 
movement that encompasses everything. . . . 

Wherever you invest your life, I hope it will 
be in this larger movement laboring for the 
birth of something new. Embrace the long 
view and find the deep current, the infinite 
flow.  
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 Methodists, 
Catholics celebrate 
55 years of 
ecumenical dialogue 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
Rome — 14 November 2022 
 

 
Pope Francis accepts a report from Fr. Edgardo 
A. Colón-Emeric, the new Methodist co-chair of 
the Joint International Commission for Dialogue 
between the World Methodist Council and the 
Catholic Church, during an audience with 
members of the commission at the Vatican Oct. 
5. Colón-Emeric is dean of Duke University 
Divinity School in Durham, N.C., and (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 
When Pope Francis celebrated the 60th 
anniversary of the opening of Vatican II on 
Oct. 11, he paid tribute to the ways the 
council led to an opening of the Catholic 
Church's relationships with other Christian 
churches. 

But only one of those groups has been in 
official continuous dialogue with the Holy 
See since the council: the Methodists. 

At the end of the Second Vatican Council, 
Pope Paul VI invited a number of churches 
to formal theological dialogue. In 1966, the 
worldwide communion of Methodist and 
Wesleyan churches were invited and they 
held their first formal meeting a year later. 

"We received the invitation with great 
enthusiasm," the Rev. Matthew Laferty, 
director of the Methodist Ecumenical 
Office in Rome, told NCR, recalling the 
response of the Methodists at the time. "And 
we've never taken a break in our work." 

Just before the 60th anniversary of the 
Second Vatican Council, from Oct. 2-8, 
members of the Methodist-Roman Catholic 
International Commission, which is the 
official theological dialogue body between 
the World Methodist Council and the Holy 
See, met in Rome to begin a new cycle of 
dialogue under the theme "unity and 
mission." 

According to Laferty, co-secretary of the 
commission, the dialogues take place in 
five-year cycles under different themes and 
provide an occasion for a theological 
exploration of certain issues, and social and 
moral concerns "within the broader context 
of how our two churches might respond to 
those issues." 

During this year's Rome gathering, the 
commission spent time hearing papers and 
discussing a range of topics, including 
synodality and each other's understanding of 
the hierarchy of truths. 

Bishop Shane Mackinlay of Sandhurst, 
Australia, co-chair of the commission, told 
NCR that while much ecumenical work, 
such as the recent meeting between 
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Methodists and Catholics, may go 
unnoticed, it is essential for the shared goal 
of unity. 

"Jesus established one church. And anything 
that we do that diminishes that unity takes us 
further away from that mission," said 
Mackinlay. 

 
Pope Francis leads an audience with members of 
the Joint International Commission for Dialogue 
between the World Methodist Council and the 
Catholic Church at the Vatican Oct. 5. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 
On Oct. 5, Pope Francis received the 
members of the commission — who hail 
from Argentina, Australia, Canada, 
Malaysia, Nigeria, Philippines, South 
Africa, the United Kingdom and the United 
States — in a private audience, where they 
presented him with a copy of the report from 
their recently completed 11th round of 
dialogue. 

The report, "God in Christ Reconciling: On 
the Way to Full Communion in Faith, 
Sacraments and Mission," discusses the 
ways the two churches understand the work 
of reconciliation. 

Mackinlay said that when Francis was 
presented a copy of the report, which uses 
the parable of the prodigal son, the pope 
noted that the father in the story has two 
sons and both Catholics and Methodists 

alike need to repent for their divisions in 
order to return to the father.  

"Ecumenism is not about one party returning 
because they've wandered off, while the 
other stayed home," Macklinay said. "It's 
about all the parties recognizing the ways in 
which each of us have moved away from the 
father's house and need to recover." 

Fr. Anthony Currer, the commission's 
outgoing Catholic co-secretary, told NCR 
that the report is the first ecumenical 
dialogue in the Catholic Church's 
relationships with other Western churches 
that examines the question of sacramental 
reconciliation. 

"We might think we were a long way apart 
but under closer examination some of that 
distance collapses and we find real 
convergence," he said. 

"Catholics can recognize that Methodists do 
celebrate liturgically the forgiveness Jesus 
made present among us, some in forms close 
to Catholic sacramental reconciliation, but 
all in forms that are based on what we know 
as the penitential rite at the beginning of 
Mass," Currer said. 

Mackinlay noted that the new report is not 
just inward looking, but also has a missional 
element focusing on the needed role of 
reconciliation in the world today. 

It also includes a liturgical text for 
Methodists and Catholics to join together in 
a service for "renewing our commitment to 
reconciliation as churches." 

During the commission's week in Rome, 
members also met with officials from the 
Vatican's synod office, the department 
responsible for overseeing Pope Francis' 
ongoing consultation process with the 
world's Catholics. 
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Both Laferty and Mackinlay noted that 
synodality has a role to play in the work of 
ecumenism through listening to and 
integrating the perspectives of other 
Christian communions, as well as hopefully 
healing divides between churches. 

"It is clear that Catholics need to continue to 
walk with and explore these questions 
learning from our ecumenical partners," said 
Currer, referring to what he called a 
"receptive ecumenism." 

"We recognize that these Christian 
communities are used by God and have 
therefore been blessed and gifted by the 
Spirit," he added. "What the Spirit has given 
to them needs to be received by us for our 
own ecclesial healing." 

Macklinay said that after 55 years of 
nonstop dialogue, the two communions are 
committed to the ongoing work of shared 
prayer, thoughtful listening and 
engagement  to continually ask "What can 
we learn from one another to bring us closer 
to being the church that Jesus wants us to 
be?" 
  

What should the 
bishops be 
discussing in 
Baltimore? 
 

 
Bishops listen to a speaker Nov. 14, 2018, at the 
fall general assembly of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops in Baltimore. (CNS/Bob 
Roller) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
14 November 2022 
 
This morning, the U.S. bishops are gathering 
in regional meetings, instead of the usual 
opening public session at their annual 
plenary meeting. This afternoon (Nov. 14) 
they will hold their first session behind 
closed doors, in executive session, which 
normally would be held after two days of 
public meetings. These changes, it is hoped, 
will help the body of bishops begin to have 
the kind of conversations that can bridge the 
divides within the hierarchy. 
The official agenda has not been released to 
the media, but we know they will be electing 
officers and committee chairs and discussing 
what to do about their quadrennial teaching 
document related to voting, "Forming 
Consciences for Faithful Citizenship," both 
of which I addressed in earlier columns. 
What else will they be discussing? What 
else should they be discussing? 

The forthcoming Eucharistic Congress will 
get an update. Let's hope the bishops put a 
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stop to some of the more foolish ideas that 
have come from the organizing committee. I 
was especially horrified by the idea that the 
organizers plan — according to four bishops 
familiar with the organizers' report — a kind 
of Olympic flame relay, only with the body 
and blood of Jesus Christ. This is not our 
tradition. It reeks of the kind of marketing 
approach that I feared all along. As much I 
take a perverse delight in watching 
conservative prelates practice inculturation, 
the sacraments should not be marketed. Let's 
hope some bishops have the courage to 
stand up and say, "No!" to this and other 
lousy ideas. 

The bishops will discuss the crisis in 
Ukraine where Russia's unprovoked 
aggression continues to cause a 
humanitarian and political crisis of the first 
order. I understand the need for a witness to 
the Christian obligation to seek peace, but 
when you read statements by Catholic peace 
groups that unwittingly advance the 
Kremlin's propaganda effort, it is time for 
the bishops to remind the rest of us that 
there is a reason the dominant Catholic 
theological tradition is just war theory, not 
pacifism. 

To quote George Orwell's famous essay 
"Pacifism and War," the problem is that in 
circumstances such as those faced by 
Ukraine today — and by the Allies in 1942, 
"so-called peace propaganda is just as 
dishonest and intellectually disgusting as 
war propaganda. Like war propaganda, it 
concentrates on putting forward a 'case', 
obscuring the opponent's point of view and 
avoiding awkward questions." 

I hope the bishops pray for peace but lend 
their support to the Biden administration's 
willingness to rush as much military and 
humanitarian aid as we can to the brave 
people fighting against fascism in Ukraine. 

Of course, it doesn’t make sense for the 
bishops to be concerned about the fate of 
democracy abroad and indifferent to its fate 
here at home. The U.S. bishops are heirs to a 
noble tradition of defending democracy. 
Cardinal James Gibbons' sermon when he 
took possession of his titular church of Santa 
Maria in Trastevere was a robust defense of 
America's constitutional separation of 
church and state at a time when the idea 
itself was considered heretical. 

At the Second Vatican Council, Cardinal 
Francis Spellman brought Jesuit Fr. John 
Courtney Murray as his theological advisor, 
and Murray helped the conciliar theologians 
draft what became Dignitatis Humanae, the 
Declaration on Religious Liberty. The 
American bishops as a whole argued for that 
document and for the praise of democracy 
and human rights found in Gaudium et Spes. 
Other influences — the catastrophe of 
fascism, the writings of Jacques Maritain, 
the rise of Christian democracy in the 
postwar era — all helped lead the church to 
embrace rather than fear democracy. 

These historical moments were not without 
complications. Throughout the long 19th 
century, and for readily understandable 
reasons, the Vatican has suspicious of, and 
hostile to, democracy in large part because 
most republicans were profoundly anti-
clerical. The French Revolution really did 
produce thousands of martyrs. At Vatican II, 
Murray's promotion of negative liberty as a 
juridical concept was found lacking from the 
standpoint of theological anthropology, and 
the church's defense of religious liberty had 
to be reconceived in terms of positive 
freedom. 

The current moment suffers from different 
complications: Can the conference find a 
way to give voice to the moral necessity of 
defending democracy without falling into 
partisanship? This has always been the 
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difficulty with a singular focus on abortion 
at the expense of other life issues: Our 
witness ends up being partisan, which 
diminishes, even compromises, the 
transcendent quality of the church's moral 
witness. The last people bishops should look 
to for guidance on any issue, from abortion 
to LGBT rights to the environment, are 
activists who never stop to ask if their 
advocacy will strengthen or weaken the 
communion of the church and political 
strategists who hitch their laudable moral 
concerns to personal ambitions. Bishops 
need to be bishops. 

Can the conference find a way to give 
voice to the moral necessity of defending 

democracy without falling into 
partisanship? 

At a moment when the politics of the nation 
are so terribly polarized, the bishops need to 
think creatively about how they can witness 
to the various moral claims our Catholic 
faith demands without appearing to be 
complicit with the polarized, partisan 
divides. I confess I have no easy checklist 
on how to accomplish this. I would simply 
note that in the face of moral complexity, a 
good starting point is the maxim, first, do no 
harm. 

There is no greater gift the bishops can 
impart to the Catholic Church in the United 
States, and no gift the Catholic Church can 
give to our nation, than to transcend their 
differences, not obliterating human variety 
or demanding any kind of fake 
homogenization, but being true to our name, 
Catholic and avoiding its opposite, sectarian. 

There may be something more important 
than being right in every particular. Being 
together is, at this moment, the challenge to 
which our faith calls us. As a columnist, 
forbearance is not my specialty, but for the 
bishops at this moment, it is a first step 

towards a more fruitful witness in the public 
square, towards the vision of Vatican II, of 
the church as leaven in the world. 

As it turns out, the Holy Father has given the 
bishops the means to achieve this with his 
calling for a more synodal church. People in 
parishes and dioceses across the country — 
and the world! — have been listening to 
each other. They have been able to agree to 
texts that accurately represent the concerns 
raised. Catholics have been able to discover 
that there are more postures available to the 
Christian than the defensive crouch. We can 
engage each other and, with the assistance of 
the Holy Spirit, find a unity we could not 
achieve on our own. That will take humility 
and what the Scripture calls "fear of the 
Lord." 

Let's hope these are found in Baltimore this 
week. 

The abuse crisis 
should be the center 
of the pope's 
ongoing synodal 
process 
 

 
A woman holds a candle during a rally for 
victims of clerical sexual abuse Jan. 21 in front 
of the cathedral in Essen, Germany. 
(CNS/KNA/Andre Zelck) 
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As American Jesuit historian Fr. John 
O'Malley wrote in one of his last articles 
published in America magazine last 
February, the history of synodality is older 
than you think. There are different phases in 
the history of the synodal institution and 
way to govern the church: from the very 
early church to the medieval times to early 
modern Catholicism. The current phase is 
part of what Vatican II had in mind for 
church reform: a mix of aggiornamento (or 
updating in light of new issues) and 
of ressourcement (taking a fresh look at the 
ancient sources of the Christian tradition). 
At the same time, the current synodal 
process initiated by Pope Francis' pontificate 
cannot be understood outside of the epoch-
changing abuse crisis in the Catholic 
Church, one of the "signs of the times" the 
pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes of 
Vatican II talks about: "the Church has 
always had the duty of scrutinizing the signs 
of the times and of interpreting them in the 
light of the Gospel." The fact is that now it 
is no longer the church scrutinizing the signs 
of the times in the light of the Gospel. It is 
also the signs of the times — beginning with 
the voices of victims and survivors of abuse 
— scrutinizing the church in the light of the 
Gospel.  

It has become evident that it is no longer an 
option to ignore, dismiss, belittle, or remain 
bystanders with regard to cases of abuse, 
especially in the church. Abuse of any type 
— sexual, spiritual, abuse of power and/or 
authority — blatantly contradicts the 
fundamental dignity of every human being. 
This recognition of the terror of abuse is part 
of a long-term process of knowing and 
understanding at a sociocultural and political 
level (public opinion, legislation, the justice 
system), but also at the communal level as 
Catholic community (which is much larger 
than just the number of those who after 
baptism participate sacramentally in the life 
of the church).  

Most of the local and national phases of the 
ongoing synod process, as they have 
emerged from the synthesis 
document published by the Vatican on Oct. 
27, have mentioned the abuse crisis as a key 
factor in shaping the perception and 
understanding of the church, not only by the 
media but also by Catholics. This 
connection between the need of a more 
synodal church and the abuse scandal has 
been visible also in those countries where 
there has not been a national investigation 
like the one in England and Wales (the 
Independent Inquiry into Child Sex Abuse, 
2022), in France (the CIASE report in 2021) 
or in Australia (the report of the Royal 
Commission published in 2017). 

It must be understood that the chances of the 
synodal process that will soon begin its 
continental phase are closely tied to what the 
Catholic Church is doing and not doing on 
the abuse crisis. It's about the abuse crisis 
even when it's not explicitly about the abuse 
crisis. 

If there is an issue on which Catholics in 
many countries will decide to stay or to 
leave, it is the reform of the church as a 
credible response to the abuse crisis. In this, 
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those who characterize synodality as a 
spiritual and not structural conversion 
should look at history. (It was shocking to 
see that in the group of experts that gathered 
in Frascati to draft the October synthesis 
document there was not one single 
historian). The vast majority of Catholics 
who have become sensitive to the abuse 
crisis and now look at the future of the 
church do not want another, one more 
Catholic Church in opposition to the existing 
one. They do not want another Reformation 
splitting Catholicism in two.  

They do not want a "Counter-Reformation" 
like the one that reacted against the 
Protestant reformers in the 16th century. 
What they want is a Catholic reform that 
gives new life to existing structures, is not 
afraid to get rid of structures that no longer 
have a meaningful function and surely won't 
in the future, and is courageous to create 
new ones.  

It is true, as synod leaders have said many 
times, that the synodal process is a mature 
fruit of Vatican II. But this will be a failed 
promise — and an ominous sign of the state 
of the reception of Vatican II — if the synod 
on synodality fails to address the abuse 
crisis, especially in the Catholic Church, as 
one of the signs of our times. 

To be sure, the abuse crisis is mentioned in a 
number of documents from national synodal 
processes, including in those from the U.S., 
Australia, Austria and France. However, the 
strong impression is that often the suffering 
of victims of abuse in the church is 
presented as one among other equally 
important issues. More importantly, the 
reference to "greater transparency, 
accountability, and co-responsibility" (as at 
Point 20 of the document released by the 
Vatican in October) does not really seem to 
lead to tackling the systemic issues 
underlying the double crisis: of abuse and of 

lack of trust in leadership in the church — 
and the consequent need for structural 
changes, especially in church governance 
and models of ministry. 

 
An attendee prays the rosary Oct. 1, 2018, 
during a public session on the issue of clergy 
sexual abuse at Our Mother of Confidence 
Parish Hall in San Diego. (CNS/David Maung) 
 
Wanting to ignore or downplay the impact 
of the abuse crisis can be motivated by two 
reasons. 

On the one hand, many think that abuse has 
been talked about for too long and too much, 
and that one should finally get back to the 
"real" pastoral questions. This can be, 
depending on preference, the liberal or 
conservative variant of a fortress mentality. 
The latter leaves out the double crisis — the 
horror of sexual violence by clerics, 
religious and others in the church, and the 
great horror of the institutional failure of 
church leaders to stop the abuse — when 
talking, for example, about synodality and 
the way of the church in the present. 
Everything that could disturb a spiritual 
atmosphere of fresh start, which is urgently 
longed for after so many scandals, or a 
culture war orientation, is to be kept out. 

On the other hand, some — including those 
leading Germany's national synodal way 
process — see themselves exposed to the 
accusation that they are using the abuse 
cases as a pretext for pushing through 
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frequently made church-political demands 
such as the ordination of women, without 
having gone through a genuine spiritual 
discernment process. 

The danger inherent in leaving the abuse 
scandal out of the mainstream of synodal 
deliberations (which is understandable from 
a human point of view in view of the 
unbearable suffering of those affected and 
the failure of church leadership) is great and 
has serious consequences. The deep 
disappointment, anger, resignation and 
alienation of many Catholics, even from the 
core of parishes and other church 
institutions, would simply be wiped aside — 
and would permanently lead many 
committed believers and their families into 
spiritual exile. 

Moreover, the great creative potential for 
real spiritual and institutional renewal that 
would lead to a safer, more transparent and 
more honest church would also not be 
seized. The price seems too high for many, 
who don't recognize and admit that there are 
no quick and magic solutions, neither on the 
left nor on the right. 

At the same time, in view of the many crisis-
like developments also in society and in the 
world, it would be a necessary sign if the 
Catholic Church would consciously face up 
to the strenuous and disillusioning 
confrontation with its very mixed past and 
present. In doing so, it would be an example 
of how, with its own failures and potentials, 
a realistic and effective further development 
of what stood at the beginning of 
Christianity can take place: the selfless 
turning to those who most long for God's 
healing and salvation. 

[Massimo Faggioli is a professor of 
historical theology at Villanova University. 
Jesuit Fr. Hans Zollner is director of the 
Institute of Anthropology at the Pontifical 

Gregorian University and a member of the 
Pontifical Commission for the Protection of 
Minors.] 

What's an 
alternative to the 
bishops' failed 
strategy on 
abortion? 
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Last week, ballot measures intending to 
restrict access to abortion were put to voters 
in eight states. The measures varied in their 
formulation, but all eight failed in both blue 
and red states. No matter how successful the 
pro-life movement may look since Dobbs, 
measured against what Catholic bishops 
have sought and said about abortion for 50 
years, the results of those ballot measures 
affirm a longstanding pattern of failure. 
It would be fair to say something snapped 
after the U.S. Supreme Court's 1973 



decision in Roe v. Wade, transforming 
Catholics' relationship as believers with the 
world and reshaping American politics — 
but not for the better. 

When the court struck down abortion 
restrictions across the United States and 
established a constitutionally protected right 
to procure an abortion at any point in a 
pregnancy's first trimester (scaling up 
protection for the unborn child while the 
pregnancy progressed), the U.S. bishops 
quickly settled on a strategy to seek a 
constitutional amendment that would 
reverse Roe. In those days, the bishops 
seemed to believe they only needed to make 
their case and Americans would respond, 
sharing Catholics' visceral revulsion toward 
abortion. 

Catholic bishops never wavered in their 
overall objective. We find bishops in 1975 
calling for "an end to permissive abortion" 
and seeking "legal protection for the right to 
life," an approach that persisted down to the 
2019 "Faithful Citizenship" document that 
calls for "constitutional protection for the 
unborn." 

Despite so much effort, roiling culture 
wars, and the bishops' certainty that 

Americans would come to realize 
that Roe was a mistake, public opinion 
has remained stubbornly fixed against 

making abortion illegal. 

But a constitutional amendment never 
gained much traction — perhaps a signal 
that could have been heeded. Instead, the 
bishops were undaunted by that failure and 
settled into a more political approach that 
culminated with last 
summer's Dobbs v. Jackson decision that 
restored the pre-Roe status quo. 

Dobbs has restored the question of abortion 
to the states, but it has given no 

constitutional protection to the unborn at 
all. Protections for the unborn now can vary 
from state to state as much as protections 
from segregation once did during the Jim 
Crow era. 

In all these ways, Catholic pro-life activities 
amount to little other than 50 years of 
accumulating failure. Despite so much 
effort, roiling culture wars, and the bishops' 
certainty that Americans would come to 
realize that Roe was a mistake, public 
opinion has remained stubbornly 
fixed against making abortion 
illegal. Objectively, the bishops 
miscalculated about their ability to persuade 
other Americans from the start. And here, 
again, they ought to have known a long time 
ago. 

For as much as Catholic bishops 
from Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago 
in 1984 to Archbishop Joseph Naumann of 
Kansas City, Kansas, in 2022 have insisted 
that abortion "is not a Catholic issue," but 
"an important societal issue" that only 
"coincides with religious beliefs," even other 
believers have not been convinced. 

When Roe reached its 10th anniversary in 
1983, an Episcopalian bishop likened 
restricting abortion access to "abridg[ing] 
freedom of religion," while a rabbi called 
legal restrictions on abortion access 
"oppressive theological punishment." Apart 
from Catholics and evangelicals, religious 
communities in the U.S. are far from aligned 
in search of a constitutional solution.  

So many signs of failure piled up and were 
ignored. While bishops were ignoring those 
signs, they participated in the deepening 
divisions of our political life created by 
culture wars the bishops' political activities 
were fueling. So much fuel was heaped on 
that political fire that roughly half of 
Catholic voters fled to Donald Trump in 
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order to reverse Roe — a feat achieved 
by manipulating Supreme Court 
nominations, endangering the status of other 
precedents in the court's case law 
and undermining considerable public 
confidence in our institutions of 
government.  

For years, Catholic bishops have looked 
the other way about all sorts of things to 

keep the focus on abortion, and the 
damage now is considerable outside the 

church and within our sanctuaries. 

Meanwhile, the Trump administration used 
division as a political tactic so effectively 
that its polarizing style frustrated a public 
health response to the pandemic, costing 
millions of lives, and 
eventually undermined broad public 
confidence in elections.  

For years, Catholic bishops have looked the 
other way about all sorts of things to keep 
the focus on abortion, and the damage now 
is considerable outside the church and 
within our sanctuaries. Had there been any 
plausible reason why they should have 
expected success, maybe that even could be 
justified. But a long record of failure should 
have told the bishops they were going down 
the wrong path. 

But there is yet one more failure to tally — 
the most jaw-dropping one of all. After 
everything that has happened, the U.S. 
bishops' Pro-Life Committee gave its 
support to a ban on abortions after 15 
weeks that would permit 94% of the 
abortions that were legal under Roe. For all 
the damage done to reverse Roe, now the 
bishops accept almost all of it while still 
insisting that abortion rights are "radically 
out of step with the American public."  

As they begin their fall meeting, I think we 
would be wrong to expect the bishops to 

reexamine their approach to abortion 
particularly, and to politics more 
generally. On abortion, so far our bishops 
have proven they can see only one direction 
to go: further. 

But there are alternatives. 

A more effective witness to justice and life 
in a political community like ours would 
begin by acknowledging that our opposition 
to abortion is not diluted when we accept 
that abortion can be legal. Accepting the law 
does not mean we accept what the law 
permits, and neither does it stifle us into 
silence about our moral position. 

We still can try to sway public opinion. But 
those efforts only can be effective when we 
work to be seen by other citizens as credible 
and trustworthy partners. The divisions that 
Catholics have fostered and the damage that 
culture wars have inflicted on our public life 
undermine our claims to speak for the 
common good. The anemic replies of our 
bishops to #BlackLivesMatter and the Jan. 6 
insurrection, and the absence of a strong 
statement against political violence after 
the attack on Paul Pelosi have not helped, 
either. People outside the church see that, 
and Catholics need to look hard at what we 
have sown with our opposition to abortion. 

I do not like "preeminent priorities" very 
much. Prudence in a complex political 
system demands a broader perspective. Yet 
if Catholic citizens must have a "preeminent 
priority," I suggest it should not be 
abortion.  

Rather, our preeminent priority should be 
the health of the body politic, the integrity of 
the political system and the Constitution 
itself. Promoting the health of a political 
system that helps people of different faiths 
(and no faith) work together toward the 
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common good offers the only sure way to 
promote life and justice for all. 

On the other hand, a political system 
fractured by division and undermined by 
polarization never will muster itself to 
defend anything because it reduces 
everything to a zero-sum contest of interests. 
That is what we have now, and it does not 
reflect a Catholic political vision. 

Catholics need to encourage our bishops to 
see the matter that way. Until they do, we 
should not be surprised to see more failure 
pile up while our divisions deepen and 
worsen. 

What is loss and 
damage? 
EARTHBEAT 
JUSTICE 
 

 
A demonstrator holds a sign that reads "pay up 
clean up shut up" during a protest at the COP27 
U.N. Climate Summit Nov. 12 in Sharm el-
Sheikh, Egypt. (AP/Peter Dejong) 
 

 
BY BRIAN ROEWE 
14 November 2022 

If you've followed the coverage coming out 
of the COP27 United Nations climate 
change conference in Sharm el-Sheikh, 
Egypt, you've likely heard this three-word 
phrase more than a few times: loss and 
damage. 

The technical-sounding term has elevated in 
the discourse this year in international 
negotiations around the global response to 
climate change. But what does it mean, and 
why is it important? 

We'll explore that, as well as what the 
Catholic Church has to say about it, in this 
Burning Question here at EarthBeat. 

Exactly what is loss and damage? 

Loss and damage generally refers to the 
adverse impacts of climate change that go 
beyond what communities and regions can 
adapt to or avoid. They are consequences 
associated with the level of global warming 
that has already occurred (roughly 1.1 to 1.2 
degrees Celsius above preindustrial times) 
and are unavoidable due to the amount of 
greenhouse gases already emitted. 

Think of communities where homes, 
businesses and infrastructure are decimated 
by catastrophic storms. Coastal areas and 
island nations losing land and fishing 
grounds as sea levels rise. Work hours and 
tourism dollars forfeited due to extreme 
weather. 

Then there are non-economic losses, too, 
that can't be quantified, like the losses of 
culture and heritage, not to mention the loss 
of lives when wildfires, floods, droughts and 
storms wreak havoc upon a region. Burial 
grounds or religious sites that are now 
underwater. Droughts eroding traditional 
hunting grounds. 
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In U.N. climate talks, loss and damage adds 
a second component: compensation. 

 
Flooded homes in Vohipeno, Madagascar, are 
pictured in an aerial view Feb. 7 in the aftermath 
of Cyclone Batsirai. (CNS/CRS/Miguel Rasolof) 

People and areas facing these extreme 
climate impacts, led by island nations and 
developing countries, have argued that those 
who have contributed the most to climate 
change — wealthier nations, like the U.S., 
who grew their economies for decades from 
burning fossil fuels — have a responsibility 
to not only address the problem but also to 
provide assistance to communities that have 
suffered from extreme weather events 
caused or exacerbated by climate change. 

Seth Borenstein, a reporter at The 
Associated Press climate desk, in a recent 
online briefing compared loss and damage to 
the concept of "polluter pays" in U.S. 
environmental policies: "If it's your yard, 
you shouldn't pay to clean up a mess you 
didn't make. I should clean it up if I dumped 
it there," he explained. 

Some countries have framed this as climate 
reparations or compensation for the 
destruction they have already faced as the 
planet has heated. In these cases, they're 
likely talking about loss and damage. 

'We are all responsible for climate 
change, and we should be all responsible 

for loss and damage as well.' 
—Rado Ravonjiarivelo 

Why is loss and damage important? 

Loss and damage is important because 
climate change is already happening. 

A report issued in February from the U.N. 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
provided a sweeping picture of the present 
and future impacts of climate change, which 
it said already "has caused widespread 
adverse impacts and related losses and 
damages to nature and people, beyond 
natural climate variability" that have 
disproportionately affected the world's most 
vulnerable communities and have pushed 
some beyond their ability to adapt. 

The scientific report estimated more than 3 
billion people live in areas highly vulnerable 
to climate change, and millions face food 
insecurity due to rising temperatures. The 
IPCC listed parts of Africa, South Asia, 
Central and South America and island 
nations as regions especially vulnerable to 
climate change. 

For countries and communities facing these 
consequences of global warming right now 
in their daily lives, the debate around loss 
and damage is not abstract — it's reality. 

Take, for example, Madagascar. 

For the past five years, the island country off 
Africa's southeastern coast has faced 
droughts in the south that have led to famine 
and loss of economically essential 
agricultural activities, says Rado 
Ravonjiarivelo, a compliance and climate 
integration program manager with Catholic 
Relief Services in the country. He was part 
of a COP27 event on loss and damage 
hosted by Caritas Internationalis and other 
faith-based organizations. 
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At the start of 2022, Madagascar was also 
slammed with five tropical storms in a two-
month span. Even with some measures in 
place to mitigate or adapt to climate impacts, 
including ones introduced by CRS, the 
destruction represented 5% of the country's 
GDP, Ravonjiarivelo told EarthBeat. 

"The importance of discussing the loss and 
damage is the fact that mitigation and 
adaptation is not sufficient for sustainable 
development, considering the fact that the 
intensity and the frequency of the climate 
events are higher now," he said. 

According to data from Caritas 
Internationalis, when Tropical Cyclone 
Winston, a Category 5 storm, struck Fiji in 
2016, it caused an estimated $1.42 billion in 
damages, or roughly 30% of its GDP, and 
impacted 540,000 people, including more 
than half of those reliant on agriculture. 

During a pre-COP27 conference hosted by 
the Vatican, Fiji attorney general Aiyaz 
Sayed-Khaiyum described how the "havoc 
wrought" by climate change on lives, 
cultures, faiths and economies "is becoming 
increasingly commonplace" in his country 
and others. 

"Loss and damage must not be allowed to 
become endemic and accepted as a residual 
cost of transition," he said, adding that steps 
are needed now to ensure it "does not 
become the sledgehammer that permanently 
divides the developed from the developing 
world." 

 
A water level meter stands in the middle of the 
dried up Kondor Lake near Kerekegyhaza, 
Hungary, July 21. Farmers across Hungary have 
reported "historic" drought damage, the ministry 
of agriculture said. (CNS/Reuters/Marton 
Monus) 

Is loss and damage controversial? 

Loss and damage has been one of the most 
contentious points in the three decades of 
international climate negotiations. 

Small island states first proposed the idea in 
the early 1990s, but it has been continually 
shut down or tabled at COP after COP. Even 
in breakthrough moments — like the 
inclusion of loss and damage in article 8 of 
the 2015 Paris Agreement, where countries 
agreed to "recognize the importance of 
averting, minimising and addressing loss 
and damage" — nations have not committed 
to do much about it, including establishing a 
financing mechanism. 

Wealthier nations have been reluctant to 
acknowledge or support the idea of financial 
compensation for the impacts of climate 
change. Instead, much of the U.N. 
proceedings have focused on mitigation — 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions to limit 
global warming and prevent the worst-case 
scenarios — and adaptation to prepare 
communities and countries to withstand and 
build resilience to climate impacts. Far less 
attention has been paid to what to do about 

https://unfccc.int/topics/adaptation-and-resilience/the-big-picture/introduction-to-loss-and-damage#Executive-Committee-and-thematic-expert-groups
https://unfccc.int/topics/adaptation-and-resilience/the-big-picture/introduction-to-loss-and-damage#Executive-Committee-and-thematic-expert-groups
https://unfccc.int/topics/adaptation-and-resilience/the-big-picture/introduction-to-loss-and-damage#Executive-Committee-and-thematic-expert-groups


the losses and damages already suffered or 
that are unavoidable. 

This has exposed one of the biggest fault 
lines between developed and developing 
countries in COP negotiations. 

The U.S., as the world's largest historical 
emitter of greenhouse gases, has been 
particularly hesitant to loss and damage 
discussion over fears of liability, which 
could lead to lawsuits. Last year at COP26 
in Glasgow it joined with the European 
Union in changing the final text from 
creating a financial fund for loss and 
damage to holding dialogues on financing 
options. 

Even if countries agree on the need for loss 
and damage financing, how to gather and 
distribute funds is still a complex matter. 
How much is one country or company 
responsible for a climate-related disaster, 
who determines that and what is fair 
compensation? Or should countries pay into 
a fund proportionate to their historical 
carbon footprint? Who controls and 
administers the funds? 

 
Volunteers try to extinguish a wildfire burning 
in the Greek village of Markati, near Athens, 
Aug. 16, 2021. Catholic leaders at COP27 were 
concerned that few world leaders have 
demonstrated progress in implementing their 
climate commitments or financial support for 
countries bearing the brunt of climate change. 
(CNS/Reuters/Alkis Konstantinidis) 

A recent study by researchers at Dartmouth 
College, as reported by The AP, has started 
connecting one country's emissions to 
damage caused elsewhere, and attribution 
science is advancing in determining to what 
degree climate change contributes to 
individual storms and extreme weather. 

But even those questions don't factor in the 
role the compensated country may have 
played as well, Ravonjiarivelo said. For 
instance, he explained that deforestation in 
Madagascar weakened barriers that could 
have lessened the impact of storms. 

"We are all responsible for climate change, 
and we should be all responsible for loss and 
damage as well," he said. 

What has the Catholic Church said about 
loss and damage? 

Catholic humanitarian and development 
agencies like CRS have been at the forefront 
within the church in advocating for nations 
to address loss and damage. 

Much of that stems from what their staff and 
partners witness on the ground in parts of 
the globe where climate change is upending 
livelihoods. 

"We are seeing loss and damage of climate 
change in our daily work," Ravonjiarivelo 
told EarthBeat. 

Along with CRS, Catholic groups like 
Caritas, CIDSE, Living Laudato Si' 
Philippines, Laudato Si' Movement, 
Maryknoll and Mercy Sisters have all 
advocated for nations to prioritize and 
address loss and damage, what they consider 
a matter of justice.     

"Without a reliable and comprehensive 
financing facility to ensure funding to help 
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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," Aloysius 
John, Caritas Internationalis secretary 
general, said ahead of COP27. 

The Vatican, too, has prioritized a focus on 
loss and damage in recent years. 

In his message to COP26, Pope Francis said 
that countries with greater means "need to 
take a leading role in the areas of climate 
finance," in decarbonization and adaptation 
to climate change in more vulnerable 
countries but also to help them "to respond 
to the loss and damage it has caused." 

That call was reiterated in an unprecedented 
joint appeal from leaders of world religions, 
including the pope, that was issued before 
the Glasgow climate summit (and later 
displayed outside its main plenary halls). 

Francis has frequently spoken about the 
"differentiated responsibilities" among 
countries in responding to climate change, 
and that developed countries have incurred 
an "ecological debt" through decades of 
fossil fueled-economic growth. In his 
encyclical "Laudato Si’, on Care for Our 
Common Home," he cited the U.S. bishops’ 
2001 pastoral letter on climate change, 
which stated that greater attention must be 
given to "the needs of the poor, the weak 
and the vulnerable, in a debate often 
dominated by more powerful interests." 

Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Vatican secretary of 
state, in his remarks at COP27 included loss 
and damage among four interconnected 
pillars of the Paris Agreement, adding "We 
should also not neglect the non-economic 
side of loss and damage, like loss of heritage 
and cultures." 

In a COP27 policy position paper, CIDSE, a 
network of mostly European-based Catholic 
development organizations, listed loss and 
damage at the top of its key priorities. 

 
Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Vatican secretary of 
state, addresses COP27, the 27th Conference of 
the Parties of the U.N. Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, 
Nov. 8. (CNS screenshot/UNFCCC) 

A theological reflection on loss and damage, 
written by Jesuit Fr. Leonard Chiti, linked 
loss and damage with the preferential option 
for the poor in Catholic social teaching, 
stating, "As a faith community, our starting 
point is always the situation of the poor and 
how it is impacted by such issues as climate 
change." 

"We cannot focus exclusively on mitigation 
and adaptation as this does not fully take 
into account the needs of the poor in relation 
to climate change," he wrote. "Loss and 
Damage is a priority issue for the poor, it is 
the poor who are most affected by it 
between states and within states, and the 
current global climate architecture is failing 
the poor by not providing finance for this 
issue." 

Chiti added that the non-economic loss and 
damage from climate change "should be a 
clarion call for Catholic actors to prioritise 
action on this issue." 

"God's creation, His planet and His people, 
are being irrevocably changed by 
anthropogenic climate change, causing 
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distress, trauma and suffering to millions. … 
It is our duty as Catholics, therefore, to call 
for an adequate response to Loss and 
Damage," he wrote. 

Why is loss and damage getting so much 
attention at COP27? 

In part because the issue is gaining 
momentum and the calls have become more 
urgent as the impacts of climate change are 
becoming starker. Some have even called 
COP27 the first climate summit in the era of 
loss and damage. 

The start of COP27 was delayed as 
delegates debated whether loss and damage 
funding should be placed on the official 
agenda. It eventually was, a first in the 
negotiations' 20-plus years, and represented 
a major victory for its proponents. 

During the world leaders' summit, heads of 
state from countries like Senegal and Tuvalu 
made clear that loss and damage is a top 
priority for them, that climate change is not 
waiting for negotiations to reach agreement 
and is having major impacts on their 
countries now. 

"The impact of extreme spring tides 
continues to be a threat to our economy, our 
future development and destroying the very 
fabrics of our livelihoods," said Taneti 
Maamau, president of the island country 
Kiribati. 

With COP27 taking place on the African 
continent, advocates for loss and damage 
funding have hoped the issue will receive 
greater attention. At the Vatican conference, 
COP27 president Sameh Shoukry called loss 
and damage a matter of "injustice" and 
expressed hope a resolution can be reached 
in Sharm el-Sheikh. 

In the first days of 
COP27, Austria announced plans for 50 
million euro ($51.9 million) toward a loss 
and damage fund. That followed the first-
ever commitment by a government, when 
host country Scotland at COP26 last year 
pledged 2 million euro ($2.1 million) for 
loss and damage, to which it added 
an additional 5 million euro ($5.2 million) 
Nov. 8. Other countries, including Belgium 
and Denmark, have also made pledges. On 
Nov. 14, Germany announced plans to direct 
170 million euro toward a "Global Shield" 
insurance initiative of G-7 countries that 
would help developing countries recover 
after climate disasters; some critics, though, 
have said an insurance fund would be less 
effective than an established loss-and-
damage fund. 

Such moves represent "a step forward," said 
Simon Stiell, chief U.N. climate official, at 
an event at COP27 where he also expressed 
hopes for an "adult" conversation on loss 
and damage. 

But not all countries are on board.  

At COP27's midway point, John Kerry, U.S. 
special envoy on climate told reporters that 
the United States did not support creating a 
new fund, instead preferring already existing 
mechanisms.  

"It's a well known fact that the United States 
and many other countries will not establish 
... some sort of legal structure that is tied to 
compensation or liability. That's just not 
happening," Kerry said, per Reuters, adding 
he was confident financial arrangements 
would be found "that reflect the reality of 
how we are all going to deal with the 
climate crisis." 
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A man swims next to a manmade wall built to 
protect the island of South Tarawa from rising 
tides in the central Pacific island nation of 
Kiribati May 25, 2013. Kiribati, which consists 
of a chain of 33 atolls and islands that stand just 
meters above sea level, is in danger of rising sea 
levels. (CNS Reuters/David Gray) 

What might be some solutions on loss and 
damage? 

The main thing proponents of loss and 
damage are seeking is some kind of 
financial mechanism that is separate from 
those for mitigation and adaptation. 

Many loss and damage advocates, including 
Caritas, have insisted that funds be made as 
grants rather than loans, which make up the 
bulk of current climate financing, to avoid 
pushing countries that have contributed little 
to global warming further into debt. Some 
have also called for reparations, given that 
the Global North has produced the bulk of 
emissions, often from resources extracted 
from the Global South, which has borne a 
disproportionate level of climate impacts. 

Rodne Galicha, executive director of Living 
Laudato Si' Philippines, said at a Nov. 10 
Catholic gathering at COP27 that it is 
essential any loss and damage funding "must 
be designed so that they do not perpetuate 
injustices and worsen existing economic, 
social, and environmental issues in the most 
vulnerable countries and communities." 

In its COP27 policy document, CIDSE 
urged that subsidies for fossil fuels be 
redirected to financing loss and damage, and 
that loss and damage impacts be included in 
future "global stocktakes" assessing progress 
made in achieving the Paris Agreement 
goals. 

Other demands include making loss and 
damage a permanent item on future COP 
agendas to ensure it's discussed at each 
gathering and that it be given equal focus as 
mitigation and adaptation. 

While no financial target has been put 
forward for funding, studies estimate loss 
and damage costs at $116 to $435 billion in 
2020, with growth estimates as high as $580 
billion by 2030 and $1.8 trillion by 2050. 
 

Bishops need to 
acknowledge 
collateral damage 
from Dobbs win 
 

 
Anti-abortion protesters celebrate outside the 
Supreme Court in Washington June 24 in the 
wake of the court's decision in Dobbs v. Jackson 
Women's Health Organization. (RNS/AP/Jose 
Luis Magana) 
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THOMAS REESE 
14 November 2022 
 
Just war theory requires that combatants 
have not only a just cause, but also that they 
wage their war in a just way. Thus, Catholic 
teaching about conflict condemns direct 
attacks on civilians or even disproportionate 
killing of civilians as collateral damage in an 
attack on a military target. 

In other words, you cannot blow up a 10-
story apartment building to kill a terrorist. 

The same is true of politics. You may have 
very good goals, but you also must look at 
the political muscle employed in attaining 
those goals and ask if the end justifies the 
means. You need to ask, for example, what 
is the collateral damage caused by the tactics 
you use in gaining your objective. 

The bishops waged a long war 
against Roe v. Wade and won this past June 
in the form of Justice Samuel 
Alito's decision in Dobbs v. Jackson 
Women's Health Organization. It would be 
difficult to find any bishop who thinks that 
this war was not justified. Some bishops, 
however, do question some of the tactics 
employed in this war — for 
example, denying Communion to pro-choice 
Democrats. 

As the bishops gather in Baltimore this week 
for their fall meeting, will they acknowledge 
the collateral damage caused by their 
tactics? 

I am not talking about the negative impact of 
the decision as perceived by those who are 
pro-choice. Pro-choice advocates argue that 

the lives and health of women are being put 
at risk by the decision. Bishops and pro-life 
advocates deny these charges. 

But even those who see no problems with 
the Dobbs decision need to ask about the 
collateral damage caused by the strategy 
used by the bishops and their pro-life allies. 

The pro-life strategy was simple: Support 
presidential and senatorial candidates who 
would put justices on the U.S. Supreme 
Court in order to overturn Roe. In current 
American politics, that meant supporting 
Republican candidates. 

Thus, by making abortion their "preeminent 
priority," the bishops made Donald Trump 
and the Republican Party their allies. 

The Republicans, as promised, successfully 
killed Roe, but what else did they kill? 

The Supreme Court justices who 
overturned Roe also gutted the Voting 
Rights Act that protected the rights of Black 
and other minority voters. They also 
invalidated environmental and other 
business regulations. This term it appears 
they look ready to cast aside affirmative 
action programs. 

All of this is collateral damage from the 
bishops' decision to support stacking the 
court with conservative justices who would 
overturn Roe. 

Republican legislators, meanwhile, have 
opposed almost every proposal that would 
have implemented Catholic social 
teaching. 

They have opposed laws and regulations to 
deal with global warming. They ignore the 
warnings of scientists and Secretary-General 
António Guterres who warns, "We are on a 
highway to climate hell with our foot on the 
accelerator." The devastation that will be 
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caused by global warming by the end of this 
century will be apocalyptic. 

The Earth and humanity are collateral 
damage from the decision of bishops to ally 
themselves with the Republican Party to 
defeat Roe. 

Republicans also called for closing the 
border to refugees and immigrants. 
Salvadoran and Haitian families fleeing the 
threat of gangs, Venezuelans escaping a 
Communist dictatorship, and believers 
running from religious persecution: All are 
to be turned away by this country where 
almost all our ancestors were immigrants. 

If the Holy Family crossed our border, we 
would send them back to Bethlehem and 
King Herod. 

Migrants and refugees are collateral damage 
to the bishops' decision to back Republicans 
to overturn Roe. 

Republicans have also voted against 
programs aimed at helping the poor: the 
expansion of Medicaid, the child tax credit, 
increases in the minimum wage and 
nutritional and housing programs. 
Republicans prefer massive tax cuts that 
mostly benefit the rich. 

The poor are collateral damage to the 
bishops' decision to back Republicans to 
overturn Roe. 

Former President Trump, who appointed the 
justices who made the Dobbs decision 
possible, has also made American politics 
more polarized and even violent. His refusal 
to accept the 2020 election results is a threat 
to democracy. He has turned the Republican 
Party, the party of fiscal conservatives, into 
the party that does not accept election results 
unless they win. 

Democracy is collateral damage to the 
bishops' decision to support Republicans 
who would overturn Roe. 

There is even a chance that the anti-abortion 
cause itself may be collateral damage to the 
alliance with Republicans. Most voters in 
the midterm elections opposed Dobbs. They 
voted against the bishops on every ballot 
measure dealing with abortion. Many 
candidates who opposed abortion without 
exceptions were also defeated. 

The bishops will argue they did not endorse 
this collateral damage and therefore should 
not be blamed for it. But if you arm an ally 
who says he will use the arms to kill 
civilians, then you have to accept blame for 
their deaths. 

The Republicans were never shy in 
proclaiming what they would do if they 
gained power. To the extent that the bishops 
and pro-lifers helped the Republicans gain 
power, they must accept responsibility for 
what the Republicans did with that power. 

In wars, generals always ignore or play 
down collateral damage as part of the cost of 
winning. The bishops will do the same when 
they meet in Baltimore Nov. 14-17. They 
may even believe that this collateral damage 
was an acceptable cost of overturning Roe. 

But as they celebrate their victory in Dobbs, 
they cannot ignore their responsibility for 
the collateral damage that came from their 
alliance with the Republican Party. They 
must also consider how to make up for this 
damage. 

Bishops elect anti-
Francis archbishop 
as new president 



 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio of the U.S. 
Archdiocese for the Military Services greets a 
U.S. Naval Academy cadet midshipman after the 
annual Sea Services Pilgrimage Mass at the 
National Shrine of St. Elizabeth Ann Seton Oct. 
2 in Emmitsburg, Maryland. (CNS/Courtesy of 
Devine Partners/Jason Minick) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
15 November 2022 
 
The U.S. bishops have sent a clear message 
of rejection to Pope Francis by selecting 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio, who heads the 
Archdiocese for the Military Services, as 
president of the bishops' conference. 

The bishops' choice of new leadership 
revealed the deeper ecclesiological 
orientation of the body. They had to decide 
if they wanted to be a part of the ongoing 
reception of the Second Vatican Council in 
the context of the magisterium of Pope 
Francis, or not, a choice made all the more 
obvious by the success of the synodal 
process so far. As papal nuncio Archbishop 
Christophe Pierre reminded them in his 
opening address, the bishops govern the 
church "cum Petro and sub Petro," with 
Peter and under Peter. They forgot that law, 
or ignored it, 30 minutes later. 

In my many years of coming to these 
meetings of the U.S. bishops' conference, I 
have learned that relationships are usually, 
but not always, more important than 
ideology in the selection of conference 
officers and committee chairs. This year, 
however, the bishops faced clear ideological 
choices. 

In the person of Broglio, the bishops had a 
candidate who rejects Pope Francis' call for 
a more outward focused, accompanying 
church, a throwback to the pre-conciliar 
vision of his mentor and patron, the late 
Cardinal Angelo Sodano. 

Seattle Archbishop Paul Etienne represented 
a shift by the conference to a younger 
bishop, one who is fully on board with Pope 
Francis' vision. Etienne shepherds a 
growing, immigrant archdiocese, and has 
emerged as a leader among those bishops 
who have been most eager to embrace the 
engaged, outward-looking, post-clericalist 
church that we so desperately need. 

The candidacy of Baltimore Archbishop 
William Lori offered the bishops a candidate 
almost uniquely placed to help unite the 
conference. A protégé of the late Cardinal 
James Hickey, who was a churchman of the 
first order, Lori came to be seen as a culture 
warrior in his role as supreme chaplain of 
the Knights of Columbus. Now he seems to 
be gravitating to the kind of moderate 
centrism that is his natural home. 

Bishop Daniel Flores of Brownsville is one 
of the most intelligent and well-spoken 
bishops in the country and also represented a 
desire for unity. Conservative in many 
respects, he has engaged the teachings of 
Pope Francis in meaningful and illustrative 
ways, frequently taking to Twitter to reflect 
on the readings of the day and the comments 
of the pope. He also leads a large border 
diocese. I am convinced that something 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/220246


wonderful happens to bishops who live at 
the border, their horizons broaden, the 
relationships they build with their 
counterparts on the other side of the border 
are a prima facie witness against the idea 
that national borders cannot be transcended. 
Flores inhales literature and understands 
Pope Francis through their shared love of 
Latino culture. His selection, too, would 
have been a sign of the bishops' desire to 
come together. 

 
Candidates for the upcoming 2022 U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops presidential and 
vice presidential elections are shown clockwise 
from top left: Archbishop Timothy Broglio of 
the U.S. Archdiocese for the Military Services; 
Archbishop Paul Coakley of Oklahoma City; 
Bishop Frank Caggiano of Bridgeport, Conn.; 
Bishop Michael Burbidge of Arlington, Va.; San 
Francisco Archbishop Salvatore Cordileone; 
Seattle Archbishop Paul Etienne; Archbishop 
Gustavo García-Siller of San Antonio; Bishop 
Daniel Flores of Brownsville, Texas; Baltimore 
Archbishop William Lori; and Bishop Kevin 
Rhoades of Fort Wayne-South Bend, Ind. (CNS 
composite/photos by Tyler Orsburn; 
Archdiocese of Oklahoma City; Gregory A. 
Shemitz; Bob Roller; Dennis Callahan, Catholic 
San Francisco; Paul Haring; Bob Roller; Bob 
Roller; Tyler Orsburn; and Bob Roller) 
 
It is difficult to overstate what a repudiation 
of Pope Francis the selection of Broglio to 
lead the conference is. He is the one bishop 
in the United States with long-standing 
tensions with the pope, tensions that goe 
back to Broglio's work with Sodano, who 
famously tried to shut down the Latin 

American bishops' conference CELAM and 
who protected the monstrous pedophile Fr. 
Marcial Maciel, founder of the Legionaries 
of Christ. 

It was on Broglio's watch as nuncio to the 
Dominican Republic and apostolic delegate 
to Puerto Rico that Bishop Daniel Fernández 
Torres was made a bishop. Torres 
was forced to step down as bishop of 
Arecibo, Puerto Rico earlier this year. The 
bishop had long been a thorn in the side of 
his brother bishops in Puerto Rico, but his 
decision to publicly oppose the bishops' 
collective support for efforts to curb the 
spread of COVID-19 was a bridge too far. 
The pope took the unusual step of sacking 
him. 

Broglio also supported those who harbored 
"conscientious objections" to getting the 
vaccine: "This circumstance raises the 
question of whether the vaccine's moral 
permissibility precludes an individual from 
forming a sincerely held religious belief that 
receiving the vaccine would violate his 
conscience," he wrote. "It does not." 

That misstates the issue. Everyone has a 
right to not be vaccinated, but they cannot 
then assert a right to endanger others by that 
refusal. Just as someone with a 
conscientious objection to war does not, in 
turn, get to undermine the war effort, a 
soldier who does not want to get vaccinated 
cannot undermine the military's effort to 
protect the health and well-being of its 
soldiers. 

Broglio also seems obsessed with the issue 
of homosexuality, more specifically, with 
making sure that no one mistake pastoral 
outreach and accompaniment for anything 
approaching solidarity. After the release of 
Evgeny Afineevsky's documentary 
"Francesco," in which the pope expressed 
some commonplaces about not ostracizing 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/204914
https://www.milarch.org/archbishop-broglio-issues-statement-on-coronavirus-vaccines-and-the-sanctity-of-conscience/
https://www.ncronline.org/node/193447


gays and lesbians, Broglio issued a 
"clarification" of pastoral statements the 
pope made to the movie director, emptying 
them of their plain meaning. Who does that? 

Early in Francis' pontificate, it was common 
to encounter these kinds of clarifications, in 
which someone who disagrees with the pope 
"explains" that "what the pope meant to say" 
was something quite different from what he 
actually said. It was common among 
members of the commentariat, but not 
among bishops. I do not remember bishops 
clarifying what Pope John Paul II said, do 
you? It is insulting. 

This is the man the U.S. bishops have 
chosen to lead them for the next three years, 
a tenure that will continue through the 2024 
election. Lord help us all. 

The U.S. bishops' conference cannot survive 
as the Republican Party at prayer. It is time 
for a change but the change the bishops 
selected was to revert. It is pitiful. 
 

As COP27 talks 
stall, Catholics 
smash tablets, pray 
for divine 
intervention on Sinai 
EARTHBEAT 
FAITH 

 
The peak of Mount Sinai, traditionally known as 
Jabal Musa, where, according to the Bible, 
Moses received the Ten Commandments 
(EarthBeat photo/Doreen Ajiambo) 
 

 
BY DOREEN AJIAMBO 
Mount Sinai, Egypt — 15 November 2022 
As dawn broke on the site where the Ten 
Commandments are believed to have been 
delivered to Moses, hundreds of Catholics 
led by dozens of priests knelt before the foot 
of the mountain. They prayed for world 
leaders at COP27 to submit to God's will 
and fully commit to fighting climate change. 

"God, we seek your intervention at this 
sacred place where Moses received the Ten 
Commandments," prayed Fr. Vitalis 
Anaehobi, the secretary general of 
the Regional Episcopal Conference of West 
Africa, as he led Catholics in prayer after 
climbing down the mountain on Nov. 14, the 
start of the second and critical week of the 
United Nations climate change negotiations. 

"We commit to continue taking care of the 
environment, and we pray that you change 
the hearts of our leaders to take immediate 
action on climate change and save lives," he 
prayed. 
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The Nigerian priest continued, asking God 
to "intervene now in all these problems we 
are facing due to climate change. God, I ask 
you to give humanity the willingness to 
obey you so that the Earth will not revolt 
against humanity that has been abusing it." 

 
Religious actors and climate activists climb 
down Mount Sinai after watching the sunrise 
Nov. 14. At the foot of the mountain, they 
prayed to God to intervene and save the world 
from climate change. (EarthBeat photo/Doreen 
Ajiambo) 
 
Earlier that morning, climate activists 
smashed mock tablets of stone atop the 
mountain in reaction to world leaders' 
failure to follow through on commitments to 
mitigate and adapt to climate change. The 
act referenced the story in Exodus 32 when 
after descending Mount Sinai, an angry 
Moses smashed the Ten Commandments in 
protest against the Israelites worshipping 
other gods. 

The activists later repented and asked for 
God's intervention at COP27, being held just 
50 miles southeast of the sacred mountain in 
the Egyptian resort town of Sharm el-Sheikh 
on the Red Sea. 

Catholic and other faith-based 
organizations have been pushing world 
leaders since the convening began on Nov. 6 

to take seriously actions and commitments 
on emissions reductions and financing loss 
and damages resulting from climate change. 

The global climate summit is expected to 
address the role of climate finance, 
adaptation ambition and implementation of 
the Paris Agreement. After a fortnight of 
deliberations, delegates from nearly 200 
nations are expected later this week to 
unveil a final document outlining next steps 
toward curbing the climate crisis. 

Feeling politicians have so far failed them, 
the group of Catholics attending the 
conference sought out divine intervention at 
Mount Sinai, traditionally known as Jabal 
Musa. 

 
A religious leader climbs down Mount Sinai 
after watching the sunrise Nov. 14. At the foot 
of the mountain, he joined climate activists to 
pray for world leaders to change their hearts and 
save the planet from damage. (EarthBeat 
photo/Doreen Ajiambo) 
 
"The discussions at COP27, as I already 
know, do not seem to be sincere," said 
Anaehobi. "The consciousness of common 
humanity is still lacking. Instead of thinking 
'world,' many are thinking 'country' or 
'investment and gain.' ... We have to keep 
hoping that things will be good one day. 
This is faith, faith that humanity will one 
day understand their common destiny." 
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In the Book of Exodus, Mount Sinai is 
where Moses saw the burning bush, and God 
spoke to him before sending him on a 
mission to Egypt to rescue the Israelites 
from slavery. It's also the mountain where 
God met with Moses and delivered the law 
after crossing the Red Sea, making it a 
symbol of God's covenant with Israel. 

"Mount Sinai is a sacred place, and our 
presence here is in search of communion 
with God, who hears the cry of the poor," 
said Fr. Leonard Chiti, a member of the 
Society of Jesus in southern Africa. "We 
need those cries again and to be re-
missioned by the God of Joseph and 
Moses." 

In an interview with EarthBeat at the foot of 
Mount Sinai, Chiti said he believed God 
would hear their prayers for protecting and 
caring for the Earth. He lamented that many 
of the world's wealthiest nations — often in 
the Global North — are responsible for 
nearly half of global greenhouse gas 
emissions, and yet those who suffer — 
including many women and children — are 
often from the Global South. 

The Zambian-born Jesuit noted that climate 
change has contributed to hunger, death, 
floods, loss of livelihoods, loss of shelter, 
displacement and fear — especially in 
Africa. He said such happenings worldwide 
can be addressed through prayers, and 
Mount Sinai was a meaningful place to 
make them. 

"Going to Mount Sinai represents 
identification with Moses, the liberator of 
the Hebrew people from slavery," he said. 
"The people I represent need liberation from 
the suffering induced by climate change." 

Chiti said they had trusted world leaders, 
who have met nearly every year for the last 
three decades, to forge a global response to 

the climate emergency. Still, leaders have 
failed to satisfactorily implement solutions 
they have pledged to mitigate climate 
change's repercussions. 

Chiti and other Catholics who visited Mount 
Sinai are now relying on God for an answer 
to climate change and to speak to the hearts 
of world leaders as God spoke to Moses to 
lead the Israelites to the promised land, he 
said. 

 
Frs. Vitalis Anaehobi, left, and Leonard Chiti 
stand at the peak of Mount Sinai Nov. 14, in 
front of a house where it’s believed the tablets 
with the Ten Commandments were kept. 
(EarthBeat photo/Doreen Ajiambo) 
 
"Politicians and bureaucrats are not 
interested in saving people from the current 
crisis. We need leadership inspired by God 
and motivated by his concerns for the little 
ones who could not be present at the COP to 
represent them," he said. 

Damian Spruce, head of advocacy at Caritas 
Australia, said the visit and prayers at Mount 
Sinai could convert the hearts of world 
leaders before the U.N. climate convening is 
scheduled to end on Friday. He wished the 
leaders could turn the discussions into 
implementation to aid climate change 
adaptation and mitigation. 

"There is not enough progress being made 
on agendas like loss and damage, and there 
is not enough urgency in addressing these 
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questions when villages are already being 
washed away by flooding and climate 
change," he said. "Islands and communities 
are being threatened by inundation. More 
commitments need to be made quickly 
before the week is out."  

Spruce said their visit to the mountain was 
significant at a time when the world needs a 
solution to climate change. Quoting 
from Genesis 1:31, he said that God had an 
answer: "God saw all that he had made, and 
it was very good. And there was evening, 
and there was morning — the sixth day." 

"From the heights of Sinai, we looked out at 
the mountains, the sky, the dramatic 
landscapes of the Earth and its beauty. We 
felt that immense duty to protect God's 
creation, the glory of the ecologies and 
environments around us, which are 
threatened and indeed already being 
destroyed by climate change. The urgency 
of protecting the Earth has never been 
greater," he said. 

 
People gather at the peak of Mount Sinai Nov. 
14 to take photos of the sunrise, while others 
offer prayers as they believe it was the time the 
Ten Commandments were delivered to Moses. 
(EarthBeat photo/Doreen Ajiambo) 
 
Catholics worldwide have been fighting 
climate change through the Laudato Si' 
Movement, an international network of 
Catholic individuals and organizations 
responding to Pope Francis' call to care for 

our common home and achieve climate and 
ecological justice. 

Lindlyn Moma, global advocacy director for 
the Laudato Si' Movement, said that the 
Catholic Church advocates for ecological 
justice because climate change negatively 
touches on the lives of everyone, and the 
pilgrimage to Mount Sinai was a plea for 
divine intervention to transform society and 
change the minds and hearts of world 
leaders to avert the worst impacts of a 
rapidly warming world. 

"Going to Mount Sinai was a spiritual 
journey of renewal. It was a journey to 
reconnect with my inner self to regain 
strength because the COP has been very 
disappointing," she said. "It was a journey to 
ask God for guidance and forgiveness 
because the beautiful Earth he gave us is 
already in peril because of our actions." 

"So going to Mount Sinai was also to renew 
my passion for doing the right thing on 
climate change and be able to come back 
and influence negotiators at the COP to do 
the right thing," Moma added. 

Editorial: Bishops' 
culture warrior 
choice is a mistake 

 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio of the U.S. 
Archdiocese for the Military Services, gestures 
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during a Nov. 15 news conference after being 
elected president of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops during the fall general 
assembly of the bishops in Baltimore. (CNS/Bob 
Roller) 
 
BY NCR EDITORIAL STAFF 
17 November 2022 
 
On the first day of the U.S. bishops' 
conference plenary meeting, speaker after 
speaker called for unity, a spirit of listening 
and synodality, and an effective witness not 
limited by stale debates and harmful 
divisions. 

"We cannot credibly speak in a polarized 
society as long as our own house is divided," 
said Baltimore Archbishop William Lori, in 
his report as head of the bishops' Committee 
on Pro-Life Activities. "The more united we 
are, the more effective will our witness be." 

Just minutes before Lori's speech, however, 
he had lost a vote for the presidency of the 
bishops' conference to Archbishop Timothy 
Broglio, who heads the Archdiocese for the 
Military Services. 

Lori is no liberal, but he was seen as a 
moderate among the deeply divided bishops. 
But instead of a unity candidate, the bishops 
instead chose a culture warrior known for 
opposing the priorities of Pope Francis. 

Broglio has blamed homosexuality for the 
clergy abuse crisis, sought religious 
exemptions for the coronavirus vaccines, 
and has a history that includes working as 
the private secretary to the late Cardinal 
Angelo Sodano, the former Vatican 
secretary of state who was a defender of 
serial sex abuser then-Fr. Marcial Maciel 
Degollado of the Legionaries of Christ. 

In a press conference following his election, 
Broglio brushed off a question about 
Sodano, saying, "Hindsight is always 

20/20." And he doubled down on 
homosexuality and sex abuse, saying, "It's 
certainly an aspect of the sexual crisis that 
can't be denied." Academic studies have 
found no such relationship. 

It was not an encouraging performance. 

After the past three turbulent years, the 
credibility of the body of bishops could 
hardly be lower. Under its previous 
president, Los Angeles Archbishop José 
Gomez, the conference chose to insist that 
abortion is the "preeminent" issue in 
Catholic teaching; spent a year debating 
whether to deny Communion to pro-choice 
politicians before settling on a tepid 
statement; and in general let the right wing 
in the church define their agenda. 

Now, as Pope Francis has identified 
synodality and openness to dialogue as the 
way forward for the church, the U.S. bishops 
seem out of step. They talk about unity, but 
remained divided themselves, with the final 
presidential vote 138 to 99 for Broglio. 

Actions speak louder than words. 

After losing the presidential vote, Lori was 
elected vice president of the conference, so 
there was some hope that he may be a 
moderating influence on the executive 
committee. But on the morning of the 
meeting's second day, elections for other 
positions indicated a near sweep for 
conservative candidates. Archbishop Paul 
Coakley of Oklahoma City defeated Newark 
Cardinal Joseph Tobin for secretary. New 
committee chairs included Bishop Thomas 
Paprocki of Springfield, Illinois; and Bishop 
Michael Burbidge of Arlington, Virginia. 

Clearly a majority in the body of bishops 
still prefer a culture warrior mentality, 
despite the lack of effectiveness of such a 
strategy in the church and society. 
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Lori's address as pro-life chair was titled, 
"Presentation on Life Issues and 
Opportunities Following the Dobbs 
Decision"—just days after the U.S. midterm 
elections in which all anti-abortion 
initiatives failed, in both blue and red states, 
despite massive spending on the part of 
dioceses in those states. 

Meanwhile, Mass attendance is down at 
parishes and large numbers of young people 
are still heading for the exits. Despite Pope 
Francis' attempts to be a more welcoming 
church, the U.S. bishops seem to be stuck in 
the same old way of doing things. 
 

Catholics must 
embrace anti-racist 
discipleship and 
practice 

 
A bas relief sculpture seen Sept. 17 on the wall 
of the Our Mother of Africa Chapel at the 
Basilica of the National Shrine of the 
Immaculate Conception in Washington depicts 
the African American experience from slavery 
to emancipation and the civil rights movement. 
The figures are guided by the Holy Spirit, seen 
above in the form of a dove, as they marching 
toward Jesus on the cross, symbolizing ultimate 

freedom. (CNS/Patrick Ryan for the National 
Black Catholic Congress via Catholic Standard) 
 

 
BY KEVIN P. CONSIDINE 
17 November 17, 2022 
 
"Get on the bus." 
That was a catchphrase for the 1961 
Freedom Rides. And it also is a current call 
to pilgrimage. 
 
Recently, I returned from what is called 
a Sankofa Journey that is hosted by the Love 
Mercy Do Justice initiative of the 
Evangelical Covenant Church. It is a four-
day, prayer-filled visit to civil rights sites in 
the South that also includes relationship 
building and reflection as individuals, 
partners, and small and large groups. 
Although most Catholics have probably 
never heard of them, this denomination is 
engaged in some of the most effective work 
in racial justice in the U.S. today. 

The Evangelical Covenant Church calls this 
an "immersive discipleship experience" and 
it's similar to what we Catholics call a 
pilgrimage. It is four days where the 
participants leave ordinary time and enter 
into a liminal space where transformation 
can occur through journeying as a 
community in God's presence. The idea is 
that God has been, is and will continue to be 
working for racial justice and reconciliation. 
And this discipleship journey is a deep dive 
into both the horrific evils wrought by white 
supremacy over the past 400 years, and the 
countless creative ways in which people, 
mostly Black people and some white 
accomplices in the South, have flowed with 
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God's Spirit for resistance, liberation and a 
measure of salvation in this world.  

In a way, the journey is an entrance into the 
paschal mystery, especially Good Friday and 
Holy Saturday. Similar to the Freedom 
Rides, the mode of transport is a bus and 
each participant must be paired with a 
partner of the same gender but different 
racial background for the four-day journey. 
Through visiting the National Center for 
Civil and Human Rights in Atlanta, the 
Equal Justice Initiative's Legacy 
Museum: From Enslavement to Mass 
Incarceration (which caused me a full-body 
lament, aka, ugly crying and wailing), 
and the National Memorial for Peace and 
Justice in Montgomery (aka, the national 
lynching memorial), my fellow sojourners 
and I followed the Via Crucis and descent 
into hell that African peoples were forced 
into as they were stolen and racialized into 
enslaved property. 

We followed the boundary crossing among 
suffering, death and new life that Christ 
demonstrated in the paschal mystery as we 
engaged in a prayer walk across the Edmund 
Pettus Bridge in Selma that spans the 
Alabama River. This was the ground for 
Bloody Sunday, Turnaround Tuesday and 
the starting point for the subsequent 
successful march from Selma to 
Montgomery that eventually spurred the 
passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Bill. 
 

 
Dorothy Tillman Wright, center, one of the 
original "foot soldiers" who marched on Bloody 
Sunday in 1965, shouts March 8, 2015, during a 
prayer on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, 
Alabama. Wright was among thousands who 
participated in a commemoration of the 50th 
anniversary of the civil rights marches from 
Selma to Montgomery, the state capital of 
Alabama. (CNS/Reuters/Tami Chappell) 
 
Similarly, walking through Kelly Ingram 
Park in Birmingham, Alabama, was a kind 
of Stations of the Cross that commemorates 
the trials and tribulations freely undertaken 
by Black men, women and mostly young 
people and children to break the back of 
segregation. The participants in the 
nonviolent movement did so voluntarily and 
were trained in the hard discipline of 
nonviolent resistance as a "weapon of love" 
that could disarm the oppressor and in which 
freely undertaken, innocent suffering was 
known to have a redemptive quality to it. 

The suffering hastened the federal 
government to pass the Civil Rights Act of 
1964. And then came the memory of 
crucifixion, while visiting 16th Street 
Baptist Church, where four little girls were 
murdered as a bomb planted by white 
supremacists detonated at the east side of the 
church in 1963. Later that same day, in the 
same city, two Black teenage boys were shot 
to death. 

The next stop was Memphis, where Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. gave one of his most 
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powerful sermons, "I've Been to the 
Mountaintop," and was assassinated at the 
Lorraine Motel, which is now the National 
Civil Rights Museum. The day ended with a 
tour of Black Memphis that included a stop 
at Slave Haven, a station in the underground 
railroad that is a museum telling the story of 
the long history of resistance by enslaved 
Africans against their white enslavers. 

Then, since the Freedom Riders in 1961 
could not stop anywhere to rest, we slept on 
the bus for the long drive from Memphis 
back to Atlanta. We finished the journey in 
the church where we began — with prayer, 
sharing a final meal and offering final 
reflections. 

Too many white Catholics do not want to 
encounter the terrifying magnitude of the 
wound inflicted by "those who think they 
are white" (to use a phrase from James 
Baldwin) against all others in the 
racialization process that went part and 
parcel with enslavement and colonization. 
The horrors of the enslavement of African 
peoples in the transatlantic slave trade and 
the subsequent domestic political economy 
thoroughly beholden to and disfigured by 
this evil, paired with the genocide of Native 
peoples, has left us all disfigured and 
wounded, albeit in different ways. 

A paschal pilgrimage, prayerfully in an 
ecclesial community, that retraces the path 
of those who were forced into centuries of 
torture, crucifixion and hell on earth, is not 
easy. But it is one way of letting God's Spirit 
flow where it will and learning to become 
Christ's hands and feet in the world. And, 
yes, there is the hope of the resurrection and 
empowerment for participating in God's 
ongoing work of racial justice in it all. 

For the paschal mystery is a story in which 
ultimately God triumphs over evil, despite 
all evidence to the contrary. But the triumph 

occurred in a way that no one expected and 
that created a new future for anyone who 
freely chose to follow Christ. 

The hour is late, the effects of great sin that 
has bred evil are tearing us apart as a nation, 
as communities, as a religion, as families 
and as disciples of Christ. Yet we are called 
to remain faithful to the triune God of Jesus 
Christ in such times and to one another in 
Christ's name. We as Christians are called to 
become small sacraments of salvation in this 
world. 

So, what are we to do? How are we to do it? 
Open our eyes to the racialized lives we 
lead.  Embrace the yoke, offered by Christ, 
of anti-racist discipleship and practice. 
Follow a "little way" to subvert white 
privilege with fellow sojourners as an 
ecclesial community within your context. 
Trust that God will be with us as we enter 
into this paschal mystery of racialized 
suffering. 

And, above all, get on the bus. 

What's an 
alternative to the 
bishops' failed 
strategy on 
abortion? 
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An abortion clinic escort watches a Catholic 
procession pass Northland Family Planning in 
Westland, Michigan, Nov. 5 to demonstrate 
against a ballot measure known as Proposal 3, 
which would codify a right to abortion. 
Michigan voters approved the measure in the 
Nov. 8 midterm election. (CNS/Reuters/Evelyn 
Hockstein) 
 

 
BY STEVEN P. MILLIES 
17 November 2022 
 
Last week, ballot measures intending to 
restrict access to abortion were put to voters 
in eight states. The measures varied in their 
formulation, but all eight failed in both blue 
and red states. No matter how successful the 
pro-life movement may look since Dobbs, 
measured against what Catholic bishops 
have sought and said about abortion for 50 
years, the results of those ballot measures 
affirm a longstanding pattern of failure. 

It would be fair to say something snapped 
after the U.S. Supreme Court's 1973 
decision in Roe v. Wade, transforming 
Catholics' relationship as believers with the 
world and reshaping American politics — 
but not for the better. 

When the court struck down abortion 
restrictions across the United States and 

established a constitutionally protected right 
to procure an abortion at any point in a 
pregnancy's first trimester (scaling up 
protection for the unborn child while the 
pregnancy progressed), the U.S. bishops 
quickly settled on a strategy to seek a 
constitutional amendment that would 
reverse Roe. In those days, the bishops 
seemed to believe they only needed to make 
their case and Americans would respond, 
sharing Catholics' visceral revulsion toward 
abortion. 

Catholic bishops never wavered in their 
overall objective. We find bishops in 1975 
calling for "an end to permissive abortion" 
and seeking "legal protection for the right to 
life," an approach that persisted down to the 
2019 "Faithful Citizenship" document that 
calls for "constitutional protection for the 
unborn." 

Despite so much effort, roiling culture 
wars, and the bishops' certainty that 

Americans would come to realize 
that Roe was a mistake, public opinion has 
remained stubbornly fixed against making 

abortion illegal. 

But a constitutional amendment never 
gained much traction — perhaps a signal 
that could have been heeded. Instead, the 
bishops were undaunted by that failure and 
settled into a more political approach that 
culminated with last 
summer's Dobbs v. Jackson decision that 
restored the pre-Roe status quo. 

Dobbs has restored the question of abortion 
to the states, but it has given no 
constitutional protection to the unborn at 
all. Protections for the unborn now can vary 
from state to state as much as protections 
from segregation once did during the Jim 
Crow era. 
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In all these ways, Catholic pro-life activities 
amount to little other than 50 years of 
accumulating failure. Despite so much 
effort, roiling culture wars, and the bishops' 
certainty that Americans would come to 
realize that Roe was a mistake, public 
opinion has remained stubbornly 
fixed against making abortion 
illegal. Objectively, the bishops 
miscalculated about their ability to persuade 
other Americans from the start. And here, 
again, they ought to have known a long time 
ago. 

For as much as Catholic bishops 
from Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago 
in 1984 to Archbishop Joseph Naumann of 
Kansas City, Kansas, in 2022 have insisted 
that abortion "is not a Catholic issue," but 
"an important societal issue" that only 
"coincides with religious beliefs," even other 
believers have not been convinced. 

When Roe reached its 10th anniversary in 
1983, an Episcopalian bishop likened 
restricting abortion access to "abridg[ing] 
freedom of religion," while a rabbi called 
legal restrictions on abortion access 
"oppressive theological punishment." Apart 
from Catholics and evangelicals, religious 
communities in the U.S. are far from aligned 
in search of a constitutional solution.  

So many signs of failure piled up and were 
ignored. While bishops were ignoring those 
signs, they participated in the deepening 
divisions of our political life created by 
culture wars the bishops' political activities 
were fueling. So much fuel was heaped on 
that political fire that roughly half of 
Catholic voters fled to Donald Trump in 
order to reverse Roe — a feat achieved 
by manipulating Supreme Court 
nominations, endangering the status of other 
precedents in the court's case law 
and undermining considerable public 

confidence in our institutions of 
government.  

For years, Catholic bishops have looked 
the other way about all sorts of things to 

keep the focus on abortion, and the 
damage now is considerable outside the 

church and within our sanctuaries. 

Meanwhile, the Trump administration used 
division as a political tactic so effectively 
that its polarizing style frustrated a public 
health response to the pandemic, costing 
millions of lives, and 
eventually undermined broad public 
confidence in elections.  

For years, Catholic bishops have looked the 
other way about all sorts of things to keep 
the focus on abortion, and the damage now 
is considerable outside the church and 
within our sanctuaries. Had there been any 
plausible reason why they should have 
expected success, maybe that even could be 
justified. But a long record of failure should 
have told the bishops they were going down 
the wrong path. 

But there is yet one more failure to tally — 
the most jaw-dropping one of all. After 
everything that has happened, the U.S. 
bishops' Pro-Life Committee gave its 
support to a ban on abortions after 15 
weeks that would permit 94% of the 
abortions that were legal under Roe. For all 
the damage done to reverse Roe, now the 
bishops accept almost all of it while still 
insisting that abortion rights are "radically 
out of step with the American public."  

As they begin their fall meeting, I think we 
would be wrong to expect the bishops to 
reexamine their approach to abortion 
particularly, and to politics more 
generally. On abortion, so far our bishops 
have proven they can see only one direction 
to go: further. 
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But there are alternatives. 

A more effective witness to justice and life 
in a political community like ours would 
begin by acknowledging that our opposition 
to abortion is not diluted when we accept 
that abortion can be legal. Accepting the law 
does not mean we accept what the law 
permits, and neither does it stifle us into 
silence about our moral position. 

We still can try to sway public opinion. But 
those efforts only can be effective when we 
work to be seen by other citizens as credible 
and trustworthy partners. The divisions that 
Catholics have fostered and the damage that 
culture wars have inflicted on our public life 
undermine our claims to speak for the 
common good. The anemic replies of our 
bishops to #BlackLivesMatter and the Jan. 6 
insurrection, and the absence of a strong 
statement against political violence after 
the attack on Paul Pelosi have not helped, 
either. People outside the church see that, 
and Catholics need to look hard at what we 
have sown with our opposition to abortion. 

I do not like "preeminent priorities" very 
much. Prudence in a complex political 
system demands a broader perspective. Yet 
if Catholic citizens must have a "preeminent 
priority," I suggest it should not be 
abortion.  

Rather, our preeminent priority should be 
the health of the body politic, the integrity of 
the political system and the Constitution 
itself. Promoting the health of a political 
system that helps people of different faiths 
(and no faith) work together toward the 
common good offers the only sure way to 
promote life and justice for all. 

On the other hand, a political system 
fractured by division and undermined by 
polarization never will muster itself to 
defend anything because it reduces 

everything to a zero-sum contest of interests. 
That is what we have now, and it does not 
reflect a Catholic political vision. 

Catholics need to encourage our bishops to 
see the matter that way. Until they do, we 
should not be surprised to see more failure 
pile up while our divisions deepen and 
worsen. 

What really 
matters? Reflecting 
on 100 columns 
 

 
 

 
BY DANIEL P. HORAN 
18 November 2022 
 
There are lots of ways to evaluate and 
express what matters most to you. Last 
week, the electorate in this country 
expressed what matters to them at the 
polls, casting votes for representatives and 
elected officials who reflect principles and 
policies aligned with what matters to voters. 
This week, the American bishops gathered 
in Baltimore to elect a new slate of 
conference leaders and discuss topics that 
reflect their priorities and interests. 
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While I might typically use my column this 
week to engage with and analyze the results 
of those two groups' expressions of, at least 
partially, what matters to them, I want to do 
something different this week. As it 
happens, this is my 100th column for NCR, 
which has led me to reflect on the themes 
about which I have written over the last few 
years. 

It also provided me with an opportunity to 
reflect on what a privilege it is to write a 
twice-monthly column for a publication as 
important and impactful as NCR. While 
having regular publication deadlines 
hanging over my head every other week can 
be daunting at times, especially when I'm 
not settled on what topic to address, I find 
myself renewed in gratitude for this part of 
my work and ministry. 

To be honest, I never imagined I would be a 
national columnist. That I am is really 
thanks to Jesuit Fr. Matt Malone who, as 
editor in chief of America magazine at the 
time, invited me to join the masthead as a 
columnist in 2013. For four years, I wrote 
for America until the publication redesign 
and production schedule changed and there 
was an understandable restructuring of staff 
writers and contributors. I'm grateful to all 
my former colleagues and editors at 
America. 

About a year later, I was approached by 
NCR's then-executive editor Tom Roberts, 
who invited me to consider joining the team 
at NCR. 

I wasn't sure I wanted to come out of 
"columnist retirement," as I viewed it at the 
time, but conversations with him and other 
NCR staffers over several months — and the 
Holy Spirit's role in prayer discernment — 
led me to say yes, and now here we are 100 
columns later, looking back over what feels 
like a blink of the eye. 

It is perhaps this column more than 
anything else that has generated the most 
comments and feedback (mostly good, but 
occasionally disgruntled) from colleagues 

and strangers alike in recent years. 

Although I have written on a range of topics 
over the years, regular readers likely will 
detect some recurring themes. Among these 
are climate change and the environment, 
systemic racism and LGBTQ issues. All 
these topics are for me not only social 
concerns and justice issues, but also 
theological matters that are personally and 
professionally important. 

I am regularly surprised when I find myself 
returning to one of these three areas, feeling 
often that I have already said what I needed 
or could say on the given topic. And yet, I 
can't seem to quit discussing them. 

Looking back on my columns about the 
environment, I am reminded of a piece that 
felt in the moment intuitive but was received 
by some as provocative. In September 2019, 
I wrote, "Climate change is the most 
important life issue today." The thesis was 
simple: Logically, it does little good to 
expend tremendous energy and resources 
advocating for particular categories of 
human life without concurrently working to 
address the global climate catastrophe. What 
good is an end to legal abortion or 
euthanasia or capital punishment if there is 
no inhabitable world in which human 
persons can live? 

It occurred to me then and still strikes me 
now as preposterous that so many church 
leaders would spend as much time and 
resources on single "life issues" as they have 
while ignoring the unifying and global 
concern of accelerating climate change, 
which is a threat to all life. 
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Within the American context, this might 
rightly be categorized as yet another 
rejection by some church leaders of the 
magisterial teaching of Pope Francis in 
"Laudato Si', on Care for our Common 
Home." We have a lot more work to do, and 
if the Catholic Church wishes to maintain 
any semblance of credibility, especially 
among millennials and Generation Z, church 
leaders must prioritize care for creation. 

Systemic racism was the subject of my 
fourth column at NCR, but it was hardly the 
last time I would write about the topic. That 
particular essay, titled "The bishops' letter 
fails to recognize that racism is a white 
problem," expressed disappointment at the 
inadequacy of the U.S. bishops' first 
teaching document on the sin of racism in 
almost 40 years. 

I had written about racism when I was a 
columnist at America, but it has become 
more and more a focus over the last few 
years. I've written about some of the ways I 
experience white privilege; about how 
structures of sin in the church (clergy sexual 
abuse) and society (police violence against 
people of color) bear striking resemblances. 
These and other observations led Ave Maria 
Press to ask me to write a book about racism 
and privilege for white Catholics. 

That we have witnessed church 
leaders denigrate social movements seeking 
racial justice, even as Pope Francis has 
decried racism as a virus, undermines their 
own pastoral and moral authority. Such 
comments have emboldened many lay 
(white) Catholics to question the reality of 
systemic racism and minimize the Christian 
responsibility to work for racial justice. 

It is shameful that many church leaders are 
not living up to their full vocation to 
proclaim the Gospel in word and deed, 
choosing to acquiesce too often to financial, 

political and social pressures and interests 
instead. 

The last of the three major areas I have 
found myself returning to time and again are 
LGBTQ issues, especially the experiences 
and realities of our transgender siblings. 

For example, I have written about the boogie 
man of "gender ideology," that vacuous 
expression used to support transphobia in 
the church; about how bishops have been 
increasingly issuing dehumanizing and 
factually errant statements that put already 
vulnerable people into greater danger; about 
how we should use preferred pronouns of 
individuals on account of our Catholic faith, 
not despite it; and how the anti-LGBTQ 
policies and views of many church leaders 
are simply wrong and sinful. 

So many people have been ministering to 
and advocating on behalf of LGBTQ folks 
in the American church for years. Among 
these are courageous and holy women 
religious like Dominican Sr. Luisa Derouen, 
who has worked for decades with the trans 
community, and Loretto Sr. Jeannine 
Gramick, the co-founder of New Ways 
Ministry. 

But both the articulation and the perception 
of church teaching pertaining to the 
existence (let alone the full flourishing) of 
LGTBQ remains offensive and dangerous. 
Theological work still needs to be done to 
overcome antiquated notions of human 
personhood that rely almost exclusively on 
ancient and medieval worldviews without 
regard for all that we continue to learn about 
ourselves, the world and God. 

As I look back over my first 100 NCR 
columns, I feel grateful for the space to 
participate in the important and ongoing 
discussion about these themes and others. 
Despite all my scholarly work, teaching and 
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lecturing, and book publications 
(and podcasting), it is perhaps this column 
more than anything else that has generated 
the most comments and feedback (mostly 
good, but occasionally disgruntled) from 
colleagues and strangers alike in recent 
years. I want to thank you, the readers, for 
being a part of this ongoing conversation 
and allowing me to share some thoughts 
with you a couple times a month. 

Let me also take this occasion to thank my 
colleagues and editors at NCR, especially 
Executive Editor Heidi Schlumpf, for the 
opportunity to continue writing about these 
and other issues that I believe are important 
not only to me, but to the church and world. 

It has been a great journey to the first 100 
columns Here's to the next 100! 

No longer just an 
observer, Vatican 
looks to wield new 
status in UN climate 
talks 

 
Solar panels are seen from the roof of 
the Paul VI audience hall at the Vatican in 2008. 
It was the first solar-generated electrical system 
installed at the Vatican. (CNS/Reuters/Tony 
Gentile) 

 
BY BRIAN ROEWE 
18 November 2022 
 
When Cardinal Pietro Parolin addressed 
world leaders in the first days of COP27, the 
United Nations climate change summit held 
in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, he did so on 
equal footing with the heads of state 
assembled before him. 

The speech marked the first for the Holy See 
as a formal party to the U.N. Framework 
Convention on Climate Change — the 
United Nations body that convenes the 
annual climate conference, facilitates 
international negotiations to limit and 
prepare for the impacts of a rapidly heating 
world, and oversees the Paris Agreement. 
With that 2015 pact, nearly every country on 
Earth — including, as of last month, the 
Vatican city-state — committed to reduce its 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

In his remarks Nov. 8 during the world 
leaders' summit, Parolin, the Vatican's top 
diplomat as secretary of state, said joining 
both the U.N. Framework Convention on 
Climate Change and the Paris accord was an 
"important step" and consistent with Pope 
Francis' pledge in December 2020 that the 
Holy See will reach net-zero emissions no 
later than 2050. 

"By acceding to the convention and the Paris 
Agreement, the Holy See is even more 
committed to moving forward on this 
journey together, for the common good of 
humanity and especially on behalf of our 
youth, who are looking to us to care for 
present and future generations," the cardinal 
said. 
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Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Vatican secretary of 
state, addresses COP27, the 27th Conference of 
the Parties of the U.N. Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, 
Nov. 8. (CNS screenshot/UNFCCC) 
 
Vatican officials have signaled that the 
move is more than symbolic and reflects the 
church's intention to play a more active role 
in the often tense and turbulent climate 
negotiations that have played out for more 
than a quarter century to varying degrees of 
progress and setbacks. All the while, the 
planet has heated an average of 1.1 degrees 
Celsius and the impacts of warming are 
increasingly on display on every continent. 

Throughout its two weeks at COP27, now 
nearing an uncertain conclusion, the small, 
eight-person Holy See delegation has met 
with representatives of other nations, spoken 
at side events and conferred with Catholics 
also present in Sharm el-Sheikh. 

The Catholic Church has been present at 
past COPs, and even credited with playing a 
part in bringing about the landmark Paris 
Agreement. But the Vatican's ascension 
from observer state to full participant offers 
a new reason for hope, said David Munene, 
programs manager with the Catholic Youth 
Network for Environmental Sustainability in 
Africa, and an official with the U.N. 
Environment Program. 

"We now are at the same pedestal with the 
rest of the negotiators," he said. 

On symbolism alone, the Vatican's new 
status is significant, added Griffin 
Thompson, a former climate negotiator at 
past COPs for the U.S. State Department in 
the Obama administration. But to make a 
bigger contribution in the climate 
deliberations means moving "from 
symbolism to substance, and for them to 
actually engage authentically as negotiators 
and see how they can change the culture 
within the U.N. Framework Convention on 
Climate Change." 

From Rome to Paris 

On Oct. 4, the feast of St. Francis of Assisi, 
patron saint of ecology, the Vatican formally 
joined the UNFCCC and the Paris 
Agreement. The move solidified past 
support for the accord into an accountable 
commitment to abide and meet its goals — 
namely, a rapid reduction of emissions over 
the coming decades in an effort to limit 
global temperature rise "well below" 2 C 
and preferably 1.5 C. 

That day, along with hosting a screening of 
a new documentary on Francis' encyclical 
"Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 
Home," the Pontifical Academies of 
Sciences and of Social Sciences held a high-
level event to mark the Vatican's formal 
entry into the U.N. climate negotiations. 

The participant list signaled the significance 
of the moment. Present were three Vatican 
cardinals: Parolin; Cardinal Michael Czerny, 
head of the Dicastery for Promoting Integral 
Human Development; and the dicastery's 
former leader Cardinal Peter Turkson, now 
chancellor of the science academies. Also 
attending were Simon Stiell, UNFCCC 
executive secretary; Hoesung Lee, chair of 
the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, the world's leading climate 
science body; Sameh Shoukry, the Egyptian 
minister serving as COP27 president; and 
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Aïssata Tall Sall, Senegal's foreign affairs 
minister and chair of the African Union. 
Other participants included top officials 
from climate-vulnerable island nations Fiji 
and Monaco, and most of the diplomatic 
corps to the Holy See. 

 
Hoesung Lee, chair of the United Nations 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
speaks during an Oct. 4 event at the Vatican 
marking its entry into the Paris Agreement. 
Seated by him are Cardinal Peter Turkson, left, 
and Cardinal Pietro Parolin, right. (NCR 
screenshot) 
 
A celebratory gathering, it also served as a 
message that the Vatican intends to become 
a greater contributor in climate negotiations. 

Being a formal party will "allow the Holy 
See to take a more active role and involve 
itself with even more determination in the 
work of the COPs," said Archbishop Paul 
Gallagher, Vatican foreign minister, who 
explained the move as a step toward 
strengthening multilateralism and a sign that 
the church shares in the international 
responsibility to address climate change. 

In an email to EarthBeat, Gallagher 
elaborated that the Holy See in its new 
position seeks to work with countries to 
meet their commitments to reduce emissions 
and adapt to climate impacts "at a time when 
international cooperation and institutions are 
in crisis." 

He called the pope's voice "an essential 
contribution to addressing climate change" 

and the church's formal entry into the 
UNFCCC and Paris Agreement a concrete 
sign of Francis' "encouragement and hope." 

Gallagher described the Holy See's formal 
contribution to COP27 as bringing the local 
perspectives and experiences on climate 
change that the church has witnessed to the 
larger conversation. 

 
Archbishop Paul Gallagher, Vatican foreign 
minister, speaks during an Oct. 4 event hosted 
by the Pontifical Academies of Sciences and 
Social Sciences to mark the Holy See's entry 
into the Paris Agreement and United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
(NCR screenshot) 
 
"This will help the Church speak with one, 
unified voice at the international level and to 
promote not only best practices but, even 
more importantly, the more robust, ethical, 
moral and spiritual framework that the 
negotiation desperately needs," he said. 

Part of a stronger role on climate for the 
Vatican is also internal. 

As a party to the Paris Agreement, it had to 
submit its own emissions reduction plan — 
known as a nationally determined 
contribution, or NDC. Without an 
environmental ministry, the complex 
process of measuring its greenhouse gas 
emissions and charting a path to net-zero fell 
to a working group between the Secretariat 
of State and Governorate of the Vatican 
City-State. That was a major reason for the 



Vatican's delay in joining the 2015 climate 
accord. 

Josianne Gauthier, secretary-general of 
CIDSE, a network of Catholic justice 
organizations that regularly sends members 
to the U.N. climate conferences, said it was 
significant for the Vatican to put forward its 
own climate pledge at a time when some 
nations are backpedaling in their own 
commitments, amid rising energy costs and 
discussion at COP27 of backing away from 
the 1.5 temperature limit. 

"It's a pretty bold move, because it's also 
stepping up into political space and into a 
diplomacy role. Where for now, the Vatican 
has been playing more of just a moral role, 
holding the principles and the values but not 
pushing it into commitment," she said. 

 
Pope Francis attends a meeting of legislators in 
advance of the U.N. climate summit in Glasgow, 
at the Vatican Oct. 9, 2021. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
This is not the first time the Vatican has 
joined an international agreement. It is party 
to a number of disarmament treaties, 
including those prohibiting nuclear 
weapons, chemical weapons and biological 
weapons. On the environment, the church 
has also signed onto the 1987 Montreal 
Protocol to protect the ozone layer. 

Its entry into the Paris accord follows ever-
more forceful calls from Francis for an 
urgent, seismic response from the 

international community in the face of 
human-driven climate change that is 
devastating regions around the world and 
threatens even greater catastrophe if 
temperature rise isn't stunted. The planet is 
reaching "a breaking point," the pope 
warned in his 2022 Season of Creation 
message, where he pressed for decisive 
action at both COP27 and the COP15 
conference on biodiversity next month in 
Montreal. 

"You can't be outside of this and be the size 
the Catholic Church [is], this institution 
that's worldwide, and not be part of this 
conversation," said Daughter of Wisdom 
Sr. Jean Quinn, executive director of 
UNANIMA International, a U.N.-based 
coalition of Catholic congregations focused 
on concerns of women, children, migrants 
and the environment. 

'Crucifix and calculator' 

At COP27, the Holy See delegation has 
prioritized what it sees as the main pillars of 
the Paris Agreement: mitigation, adaptation, 
finance, education and loss and damage. 

In an address Nov. 15 to conference 
delegates in a meeting on the summit's draft 
text, which was released two days later, 
Archbishop Nicolas Henry Marie Denis 
Thévenin, apostolic nuncio to Egypt and co-
head of the delegation, warned "Time is 
getting short." 

He shared the Vatican's concerns about lack 
of progress on adaptation and loss and 
damage and stated "we have no choice but 
to keep 1.5°C alive" to avoid triggering 
dangerous tipping points. The archbishop 
stressed their remaining work must reflect 
"both urgency and responsibility for 
concrete and far-sighted actions to face the 
climate crisis, which affect too many people, 
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especially the poorest and the most 
vulnerable." 

Such interventions mark a change from the 
Holy See's participation in previous climate 
summits, where as an observer state it was 
limited to more of a consultative, lobbying 
role rather than having a say in final 
decision-making. 

In that capacity, the Holy See delegation 
at COP21 in December 2015 carried with it 
a list of 10 Laudato Si'-inspired principles 
and proposals. Fellow delegates have 
credited the encyclical, issued just months 
beforehand by Francis who hoped it would 
influence the summit, with contributing 
momentum and a moral argument for the 
eventual adoption of the Paris Agreement. 

 
A man carries a boy on his shoulder April 10  

as they walk on a flooded road after Tropical Storm Megi hit Capiz, Philippines. (CNS/Philippine Coast Guard Handout v   

In addition, the Holy See joined climate-
vulnerable nations in advocating inclusion 
of the 1.5 C limit in the final document. 

Catholic groups at COP27 hope the church's 
new position as a formal party, wielding not 
just a voice but also a vote, can yield similar 
breakthroughs. 

"This is a great opportunity for the Church 
to be able to advocate in favor of the least-
developed countries but which are the most 

victims of the climate change," said Sr. 
Ernestine Lalao of the Congregation of Our 
Lady of Charity of the Good Shepherd, in 
Madagascar. 

The Vatican now as a formal UNFCCC 
member can enter the negotiating spaces on 
various topics — such as mitigation, 
technology, finance, implementation, loss 
and damage — where countries debate and 
forge new agreements. It can also put 
forward its own submissions and hold 
interventions. 

Having a seat at those negotiating tables, 
and enough people with expertise to fill 
them, is critical for the Vatican if it wants to 
turn the tide and culture of climate 
negotiations, said Thompson, who served as 
lead U.S. climate negotiator on technology 
from 2011 to 2014 and is now an adjunct 
professor at Loyola University Chicago and 
the University of Chicago. 

"The U.S. was able to dominate negotiations 
because we have very good negotiators in 
every topic, oftentimes two or three, with 
support back home from other agencies," he 
said. 

 
Members of the delegation from the Holy See to 
COP27 are seen before addressing Laudato Si' 
Movement members Nov. 10 at the climate 
change summit convening in Sharm el-Sheikh, 
Egypt. (EarthBeat photo/Doreen Ajiambo) 
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That's a luxury a lot of developing nations 
don't have, and a disadvantage that better-
staffed nations at times exploit by stretching 
smaller delegations thin in order to force a 
compromise, said Munene. 

At COP27, the Vatican delegation is among 
the smallest. Along with Parolin and 
Thévenin, it includes Caritas officials from 
Zambia and the United Kingdom and an 
Egyptian member of the Pontifical Academy 
for Life. 

In comparison, the U.S. delegation includes 
136 people, while the United Arab Emirates, 
host nation of COP28 in 2023, brought the 
largest with 1,073 members, according to a 
provisional list of registered 
delegates compiled by the U.N. 

Of the estimated 33,000 participants at 
COP27, about 16,000 are delegates, while 
the fossil fuel industry sent more than 600 
lobbyists. 

In future years, boosting the Holy See 
delegation, both in numbers and expertise, 
will be essential to have a greater impact, 
observers say, who suggested it draw further 
from Catholic development agencies and 
members of the pontifical science 
academies. With that, they said, future 
delegations must ensure a diverse 
membership that includes people with real-
life experience of the ravages of climate 
change, along with women religious and 
Catholic groups working with them. 

 
A woman feeds her goat outside her house amid the lack of graz              
bishops have said that as discussions on climate crisis intensify,             
handout via Reuters) 

"[U.N. member states] know that it's 
authentic what we're seeing, because we're 
coming from a lived experience of the 
people," said Quinn, who in her ministry has 
witnessed the impacts of climate change on 
people in places like Brazil, India and the 
Philippines. 

"If they come in with smart people who 
know the subject matter, and that is 
underscored by the moral authority of the 
Vatican, wow, I can't think of anything more 
powerful," Thompson said. "But if you just 
come in waving a crucifix, well, people will 
turn you off pretty quickly." 

The "crucifix and calculator" approach, as 
Thompson called it, is one endorsed by 
Munene, as well. As the U.N. Environment 
Program regional facilitator for major 
groups and stakeholders in Africa, he works 
to engage African groups in conversation 
with world leaders and officials at the U.N. 
That experience, along with his work with 
CIDSE, has made clear the need for 
technical expertise and understanding of 
how U.N. processes operate. 

"If we cannot be able to engage with the 
same political muscle that the other 
delegations are able to engage with, then 
we'll just be shouting values, morality, 
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human dignity on the sidelines like we used 
to do," he said. 

 
Daughter of Wisdom Sr. Jean Quinn, executive 
director of UNANIMA (GSR file photo) 
 
Just as important as expertise is building 
relationships, Quinn added. From her 
work with U.N. member states on issues like 
gender and children, she is a strong believer 
in having dialogue with everyone, even 
those with opposing views, and bringing all 
parties together in conversation on equal 
footing. 

"You can have all that expertise you want, 
but you've got to engage with people," 
Quinn said. 

The church in climate conversations 

Whatever its delegate composition, Catholic 
climate activists see the Vatican as uniquely 
positioned to play a variety of roles in the 
COP negotiations. 

A leading one is bridge-building: between 
nations and civil society, countries at odds, 
and the historical divides between 
developing and developed nations present 
since the COPs began. 

"They need to play a role in connecting 
certain players as well who are not speaking 
to each other or not participating or not 
seeing eye to eye," CIDSE's Gauthier said. 

The global footprint of the Catholic Church, 
with its 1.3 billion members in virtually 
every country, provides an avenue to 
continue to engage with governments in the 
periods between COPs as well. While the 
climate summits draw the greatest attention, 
it's often the meetings in between where the 
real work occurs, Thompson said. 

The church's geographic decentralization 
also means the Vatican is not subject to the 
same kinds of political pressures back home 
that many world leaders experience. That 
can allow it the freedom to stake out less 
popular positions more boldly, Munene said, 
for instance on financing for loss and 
damage due to climate change that has 
proven a major sticking point in Sharm el-
Sheikh. 

 
David Munene, programs manager for the 
Catholic Youth Network for Environmental 
Sustainability in Africa (Teresia Gitau) 
 
Munene said the Vatican can use its moral 
authority to raise questions in addition to 
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economic losses from extreme weather as to 
what constitutes fair compensation when 
cultures and spiritually significant areas are 
wiped out. 

Gauthier said it would send a major message 
if the Vatican announced its own financial 
contribution to a proposed loss and damage 
fund. 

"Even a symbolic gesture like that would 
really put the other governments in a sense 
of accountability as well, that they need to 
contribute more because there's a real justice 
issue there for poorer countries," she said. 

She and others agreed that the Vatican is 
positioned to be a voice of justice in the 
climate talks, and with it, lift up voices on 
the margins, whether through its own 
delegates or in partnership and alliances 
with island nations and others on the front 
lines of climate impacts. 

Just by becoming a member state, the 
Vatican has strengthened the position of 
African countries, which together have 
contributed 3% of historical emissions, 
Munene said, to hold the highest polluting 
countries accountable to their emissions 
commitments. 

"We can now count on and even use [the 
church] as a benchmark, as a yardstick, 
about what other states can be able to do if 
the Vatican is doing it already," he said. 

But that also exposes one of the risks the 
church has taken in joining the Paris 
Agreement. Like other nations, its climate 
plan will be tracked and scrutinized. If it 
lags in making progress, it could come under 
fire, and even be used by other countries to 
argue that if the 110-acre Vatican City, the 
world's smallest country, is struggling to 
meet its targets on time, how can much 
larger territories be expected to do so? 

 
The signing ceremony for 
the Paris Agreement on climate change is seen at 
U.N. headquarters in New York City April 22, 
2016. (CNS photo/Mike Segar, Reuters) 
 
How the Vatican progresses in meeting its 
2050 net-zero goal, along with global church 
buy-in of its Laudato Si' Action Platform, 
which drew roughly 6,000 initial 
participating institutions and families, will 
be closely watched. But being able to point 
to such actions taken by the church further 
legitimizes advocacy at the international 
level by Catholic nongovernmental 
organizations, Munene added. 

He and other Catholic officials who spoke to 
EarthBeat expected the Holy See to do more 
learning than leading at COP27, with 
perhaps its most substantial contributions 
coming in the months and years ahead. 

"This is a historic moment for the Catholic 
Church, it's a historic moment for the human 
family, and it should signal that glimmer of 
hope now," Munene said. "The light that we 
were seeing at the end of the tunnel is not a 
train that is coming to run over us. It's 
actually the sun, the divine sun shining upon 
us, and Brother Sun now is illuminating our 
heart, and we can be hopeful again." 
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