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Week Forty-Nine: Faith 
  

We Don’t Need to Know 
  

This Advent season, Father Richard writes 
of how we grow in faith by letting go of our 
need for certainty: 
 
The major heresy of the Western churches is 
that they have largely turned the very 
meaning of faith into its exact opposite. True 
faith involves not knowing and even not 
needing to know, but we made faith 
demanding to know and insisting that we do 
know! The original sin, brilliantly described, 
warned us against this temptation at the very 
beginning. 

We hear our story of humanity’s original sin 
in Genesis 2. But this sin, as we’ve called it, 
really doesn’t look like a sin at all. In fact, 
wanting knowledge feels like virtue. 
Haven’t you ever wondered about that? 
“You may indeed eat of all of the trees in the 
garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil you are not to eat” (Genesis 
2:16–17). Why would that be a sin? It 
sounds like a good thing! 

In seminary, we called it moral theology. 
We ate bushels from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, trying to decide 
who was good and who was bad. On other 
levels, our knowledge unfortunately refined 

and even created the very judgmental mind 
that Jesus strictly warned us against (see 
Matthew 7:1–2). 

When we lead off with our judgments, love 
will seldom happen. Religion is almost 
always corrupted when the mind, which 
needs to make moral judgments about 
everything, is the master instead of the 
servant. 

Some would think that is the whole meaning 
of Christianity: to be able to decide who’s 
going to heaven and who isn’t, who is holy 
and who is unholy. This is much more a 
search for control than it is a search for 
truth, love, or God. It has to do with ego, 
which needs to pigeonhole everything to 
give itself that sense of “I know” and “I am 
in control.” 

I guess God knew that religion would take 
this direction. So, God said, “Don’t do it. 
Don’t eat of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil.” God is trying to keep us 
from a lust for certitude, an undue need for 
explanation, resolution, and answers. 
Frankly, these things make biblical faith 
impossible. 

It seems that God is asking humanity to live 
inside of a cosmic humility. In that holding 
pattern, instead of insisting on dividing 
reality into the good and the bad, we bear 
the ambiguity, the inconsistencies, and the 
brokenness of all things. It is our ultimate 
act of solidarity with humanity and with the 
world. 

When we are allowed to name certain 
individuals as “bad,” persecution, 
scapegoating, and violence almost always 
follow. When we too easily presume that we 
are one of the “good” people, we largely live 
in illusion and prejudice. I say this as a 
religious person, but religion has been the 
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justification of much of the violence in 
human history. God wanted to undercut that 
very violence at the beginning. 
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Week Forty-Nine: Faith 
  

An Evolving Faith 
  

Pastor and author Molly Baskette describes 
how Jesus lived from a place of growth and 
inclusion instead of certainty and 
scapegoating, and calls us to do the same: 
 
All claims to the contrary, Jesus did not 
preach from a place of rigid binaries and 
judgments but from a place of continual 
becoming. He befriended outcasts and lived 
on the margins of society while staying in 
relationship with wealthy and powerful 
people, some of whom became patrons and 
disciples. He lived in a patriarchal society, 
but let women correct him and expand his 
understanding of his mission. Innocent of 
the trumped-up charges, he allowed himself 
to be murdered by state violence to expose 
the injustice of that violence. He asked us to 
love our enemies, and to bless those who 
curse us [Luke 6:27–28]. He warned that 
those who lived by the sword would die by 
it [Matthew 26:52]. 

The churches I’ve served strive to follow 
Jesus in this “third way”: neither returning 
evil for evil nor caving in to it. Our God 
does not hate all the same people we do, nor 
does our God particularly want us to be rich 
or admired. Our faith, frail as it is 
sometimes, is also flexible. It is self-

correcting as we have profound encounters 
with people who are different from us and 
are exposed to new experiences and ideas. If 
we are willing to be humble, we can 
continuously root out our own biases, the 
weeds of white supremacy that are deeply 
seeded into the soil of our culture, religion, 
and country. 

Staying in the liminal place of holy 
uncertainty is deeply uncomfortable. But 
certainty in the life of faith doesn’t serve us 
well. At some point, the idea or theology or 
God-image we have adopted may become 
provably false. Then we’ll have to decide to 
double down on it or abandon it, which may 
feel like abandoning God or faith altogether, 
and leave us entirely unmoored. [1] 

For Father Richard, evolutionary thinking 
and faith are inherently linked: 

Evolutionary thinking is, for me, the very 
core concept of faith, where we trust that 
God alone steers this mysterious universe, 
where there is clearly much hidden from us 
and much still before us—and where “eye 
has not seen, and ear has not heard, and the 
human heart has not conceived, what God 
has prepared for those who love God” (1 
Corinthians 2:9). 

Evolutionary thinking is contemplative 
thinking. It leaves the full field of the future 
in God’s hands and agrees to humbly hold 
the present with what it only tentatively 
knows for sure. Evolutionary thinking 
agrees to knowing and not knowing 
simultaneously. It sends us on a trajectory, 
where the ride is itself the destination, and 
the goal is never clearly in sight. To stay on 
the ride, to trust the trajectory, to know it is 
moving, and moving somewhere always 
better, is just another way to describe faith. 
We are all in evolution all the time, it seems 
to me. [2] 
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Week Forty-Nine: Faith 
  

Faith, Beliefs, and Revolutionary 
Love 

  

In his book Faith After Doubt, Brian 
McLaren describes four stages of the faith 
journey—Simplicity, Complexity, Perplexity, 
and Harmony—through which we move 
repeatedly over the course of our lives. As 
we grow in faith, our specific beliefs become 
less important than the revolutionary love to 
which we are called: 
 
I have all kinds of mixed feelings about 
slogans. They often oversimplify and 
therefore mislead. But they’re pithy and 
memorable and therefore have some value. 
So, acknowledging my mixed feelings, I’d 
like to offer this pair of slogans to 
summarize the heart of our message so far: 

Faith before doubt: it’s about correct beliefs. 

Faith after doubt: it’s about revolutionary 
love. 

In other words, the journey of faith through 
Simplicity and Complexity involves learning 
and perfecting beliefs. The journey of doubt 
through Perplexity involves questioning not 
only specific beliefs but the whole belief 
system approach to faith. Then, the journey 
into Harmony is a journey beyond beliefs 
into revolutionary love. 

By revolutionary love, I mean love 
beyond: love that goes beyond myself to my 
neighbor, beyond my neighbor to the 
stranger, alien, other, outcast, and outsider; 
beyond the outsider to the critic, antagonist, 
opponent, and enemy; and even beyond the 
human to my non-human fellow creatures. 
In short, revolutionary love means loving as 
God would love: infinitely, graciously, 
extravagantly. To put it in more mystical 
terms, it means loving with God, letting 
divine love fill me and flow through me, 
without discrimination or limit, as an 
expression of the heart of the lover, not the 
merit of the beloved, including the 
correctness of the beloved’s beliefs. 

Now I need at this point to make clear that I 
am not against beliefs. Beliefs are necessary. 
They are interesting. They are unavoidable. 
But belief, the act of holding a set or system 
of beliefs, is not the same thing as faith, 
even though we often use the words 
imprecisely and interchangeably. To explore 
the difference, let’s consider the insight of 
Alan Watts [1915–1973], a twentieth-
century philosopher of Eastern religions 
who tried to capture the difference 
between faith and belief like this: 
We must here make a clear distinction 
between belief and faith, because, in general 
practice, belief has come to mean a state of 
mind which is almost the opposite of faith. 
Belief, as I use the word here, is the 
insistence that the truth is what one would 
“lief” or wish it to be. The believer will open 
his mind to the truth on the condition that it 
fits in with his preconceived ideas and 
wishes. Faith, on the other hand, is an 
unreserved opening of the mind to the truth, 
whatever it may turn out to be. Faith has no 
preconceptions; it is a plunge into the 
unknown. Belief clings, but faith lets go. In 
this sense of the word, faith is the essential 
virtue of science, and likewise of any 
religion that is not self-deception. [1] 
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Week Forty-Nine: Faith 
  

Holy Bewilderment 
  

Author Debie Thomas finds a worthy model 
of “holy bewilderment” in the faith of Mary, 
revealed at the Annunciation  
(Luke 1:26–38): 
 
The second line I appreciate in the 
Annunciation story describes Mary’s 
confusion: “But she was much perplexed.”. . 

It is not that the Annunciation leads her out 
of doubt and into faith; it is that her 
encounter with the angel leads her out of 
certainty and into holy bewilderment. Out of 
familiar spiritual territory and into a lifetime 
of pondering, wondering, questioning, and 
wrestling. She was much perplexed. Or, as 
she puts it to Gabriel: “How can this be?” 

Like Mary, I was raised with a fairly precise 
and comprehensive picture of who God is 
and how God operates in the world. If 
anyone had asked me to describe God when 
I was fifteen, twenty, or thirty years old, I 
would have rattled off a list of divine 
attributes as readily as a kindergartner 
recites the alphabet: “God is omnipotent, 
omniscient, and omnipresent. God is Three 
and God is One. God is holy, perfect, loving, 
righteous, merciful, just, and sovereign.”. . . 

What an interesting shock reality has been. 
Who knew that my life with God would 
actually be one long goodbye? That to know 
God is to unknow God?  To shed my neat 

conceptions of the divine like so many old 
snakeskins and emerge into the world bare, 
vulnerable, and new, again and again? 

This, of course, is what Mary has to do in 
the aftermath of Gabriel’s announcement. 
She has to consent to evolve. To wonder. To 
stretch. She has to learn that faith and doubt 
are not opposites—that beyond all the easy 
platitudes and pieties of religion, we serve a 
God who dwells in mystery. If we agree to 
embark on a journey with this God, we will 
face periods of bewilderment. 

But this frightens us, so we 
compartmentalize our spiritual lives, trying 
to hold our relationships with God at a 
sanitized remove from our actual 
circumstances. We don’t realize that such 
efforts leave us with a faith that’s rigid, 
inflexible, and stale. In his wise and 
beautiful memoir, My Bright Abyss, poet 
Christian Wiman writes, 
Life is not an error, even when it is. That is 
to say, whatever faith you emerge with at 
the end of your life is going to be not simply 
affected by that life but intimately dependent 
upon it, for faith in God is, in the deepest 
sense, faith in life—which means that even 
the staunchest life of faith is a life of great 
change. It follows that if you believe at fifty 
what you believed at fifteen, then you have 
not lived—or have denied the reality of your 
life. [1] 

In other words, it’s when our inherited 
beliefs collide with the messy circumstances 
of our lives that we go from a two-
dimensional faith to one that is vibrant and 
textured. 
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Week Forty-Nine: Faith 
  

Faith as Participation  
  

Richard reminds us that believing “in” 
Jesus really means participating in the 
faith of Jesus: 
 
Many scholars over the years have pointed 
out that what is usually translated in Paul’s 
letters as “faith in Christ” would be more 
accurately translated as “the faith of Christ.” 
It’s more than a change of prepositions. It 
means we are all participating in the faith 
journey that Jesus has already walked. We 
are forever carried inside of the “Corporate 
Personality” that Christ always is for Paul 
(check out 1 Corinthians 12:12–31 for 
starters). That’s a very different 
understanding of faith than most Christians 
consider. 

Most Christians think having faith means “to 
believe in Jesus.” But “to share in the 
faith of Jesus” is a much richer concept. It is 
not so much an invitation as it is a cosmic 
declaration about the very shape of reality. 
By myself, I don’t know how to have faith in 
God, but once we know that Jesus is the 
corporate stand-in for everybody, we know 
we have already been taken on the ride 
through death and back to life. All we can 
do now is make what is objectively true 
fully conscious in ourselves. We are all 
participating in Jesus’ faith walk with 
varying degrees of resistance and consent. 

Father Richard reminds us that having faith 
is not something that we have to do on our 
own: 

Remember, it’s God in us that loves God. 
We on our own don’t really know how to 
love God. It’s Christ in us that recognizes 
Christ. It’s the Holy Spirit, whose temple we 
are (see 1 Corinthians 3:16), that responds to 
the Holy Spirit. Like recognizes like. That’s 
why all true cognition is really recognition 
(“re-cognition” or knowing something 
again). Only insofar as we have surrendered 
to Christ and allowed the Christ in us to 
come to fullness can we love Christ. 

“Faith” is not an affirmation of a creed, an 
intellectual acceptance of God, or believing 
certain doctrines to be true or orthodox 
(although those things might well be good). 
Yet many Christians have whittled faith 
down to that. Such faith does not usually 
change our heart or our lifestyle. I’m 
convinced that much modern atheism is a 
result of such a heady and ineffective 
definition of faith. We defined faith 
intellectually, so people came up with 
intellectual arguments against it and then 
said, “I don’t believe in God.” 

Both Jesus’ and Paul’s notion of faith is 
much better translated as 
foundational confidence or trust that God 
cares about what is happening right 
now. This is clearly the quality that Jesus 
fully represents and then praises in other 
people. 

God refuses to be known intellectually. God 
can only be loved and known in the act of 
love; God can only be experienced in 
communion. This is why Jesus “commands” 
us to move toward love and fully abide 
there. Love is like a living organism, an 
active force-field upon which we can rely, 
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from which we can draw, and we can allow 
to pass through us. 
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Week Forty-Nine: Faith 
  

Faith in Divine Presence   
  

Contemplative activist and Episcopal priest 
Adam Bucko gained deeper faith and trust in 
God’s presence after facing limits of what 
he could do alone: 
 
When I think of this Gospel passage [John 
6:1–14, Jesus feeds 5,000], I often think of 
my time of working with homeless youth. I 
spent years building skills and . . . felt that I 
would become a capable professional armed 
with therapeutic skills and techniques that 
could fix people’s lives. Deep down, I really 
believed that I was there among the 
homeless fixing their lives. Until one day I 
realized that what I was doing was not really 
working. Kids were going through our 
programs and still ending up on the street. . . 
. They were still just one step from being 
hurt or even killed by a drug dealer or pimp. 
That is when I was forced to change. I 
started feeling helpless, and my confidence 
was shattered. All that I was left with was 
faith . . . [and] trust that I was where God 
was calling me to be. 

As a result of the crisis I underwent, my 
work evolved from a highly praised, 
solution-oriented, and evidence-based 
practice into something much more intuitive. 
It really moved into prayer. And when I say 
prayer, I don’t necessarily mean that I was 

saying prayers with people. Instead, I started 
showing up for every person who needed 
my help in the same way that I was showing 
up for prayer. Gathering all my knowledge 
and tools and entrusting them to God. 
Saying to God, “I think you’re calling me to 
do something here. This is what I come 
with. I offer it to you. Take it. Change it. 
Make it useful. Because I feel so small and 
useless here.” I would just be there with 
homeless youth in a state of not knowing 
and trust. Paying attention to what was, 
bearing witness to their pain, helping them 
to hold their pain, and often breaking with 
them as a result of what I was witnessing. . . 
. 

What I began discovering is that every time 
I allowed myself to feel at a loss in the face 
of the pain I witnessed, every time I touched 
my own irrelevance, there was this energy of 
God that would begin to emerge in our 
midst. All I had to do was say yes to it. The 
presence of God was there, always ready to 
pick up the broken pieces from the floor and 
re-assemble them into something good. . . . 
When that happened, I realized that my 
skills were not useless. I just needed to first 
surrender them to God, so God could use 
them however God wished. So right words 
could come. So right ways of being present 
could manifest. . . . It was often not clear 
who was helping whom. Because in each of 
those sacred moments I received just as 
much as I was giving, if not more. 
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US Catholics need to 
manage expectations 
about the synod 

 
Pope Francis leads a meeting with the presidents 
and coordinators of the regional assemblies of 
the Synod of Bishops at the Vatican Nov. 28. 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio, president of the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, attended 
the meeting. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
5 December 2022 
 
The universal church is now shifting to the 
"continental phase" of the synodal process to 
which the Holy Father has called us, as 
ecclesial gatherings on every continent will 
reflect on the working document "Enlarge 
the Space of Your Tent," drafted in Frascati, 
Italy, and released on Oct. 27. The reactions 
to the report indicate that the leaders of the 
synodal process need to start thinking about 
how to manage expectations. 
The synodal process invites people to speak 
freely. In fact, no synodal process can really 
work without candor. Pope Francis 
recognized this back in 2014 when he 

opened the first synod of his pontificate, 
which focused on the family. He told the 
gathered synod fathers to "speak 
with parrhesia and listen with humility," 
using a Greek word that means "boldly" and 
"without fear." 

Synods in the past only involved bishops 
and a few theological advisers, so when the 
current synodal process began by consulting 
the people of God, the lay faithful 
confronted a tabula rasa. The unknown was 
conceived as a blank slate, and any of us can 
project our desires and hopes onto such a 
slate. Hence the need to manage 
expectations, at least here in the United 
States. 

I have commented before on the way certain 
American habits of mind are ill-suited for a 
synodal process. "The synod requires us 
Americans to set aside our activist, goal-
oriented, project-centered sensibilities," 
I suggested. Alas, shedding habits that are 
deeply grounded in the culture is not so 
easy. Even our language, with its necessary, 
linear word order forms a cast of mind that 
presents a challenge, as Boston College 
professor Cathleen Kaveny pointed out in 
her magnificent tribute to Latin scholar Fr. 
Reginald Foster when he died in 2020. 

The media isn't going to do the synodal 
process any favors either. Look at the 
headline to the article describing the Frascati 
text: "New Vatican synod document 
mentions women’s ordination, LGBTQ 
relationships." That headline is not wrong. 
The 45-page document does mention those 
issues. But headline writing and synodal 
processing are vastly different mental 
activities. Fundamentally, the synodal 
process is not about this issue or that issue. 
It is about a process by which the church 
understands itself and its challenges, and the 
document is open-ended even about how the 
process will work. 
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NCR's new publisher, Joe 
Ferullo, explained his excitement about the 
synodal process and, surveying the reports 
that have come in from various synodal 
gatherings, observed, "Participants 
demanded greater roles for women, a 
warmer welcome for LGBTQ+ Catholics 
and greater attention to the plight of the 
poor. Over and over, they criticized how 
leadership has polarized and politicized the 
church." Again, that is true, but it focuses on 
the issues more than the process, all of 
which are outstanding. 

I understand the excitement for lay Catholics 
who finally felt listened to. Kate McElwee 
of the Women's Ordination Conference 
spoke for many when she praised the 
synodal working document because it 
"presents an embodied synodality that offers 
a 'path of recognition' for those who have 
felt invisible or dismissed by their church. 
Not to overstate the matter, but recognition 
— being seen and heard — is a small 
revolution." 

The worry is that if too many people get too 
excited about the prospect of a particular 
issue being advanced by the process, and the 
process does not yield such "progress," they 
will not only be disappointed, they will be 
disillusioned. You saw some of this on 
Twitter after America magazine published 
its interview with Pope Francis. There, for 
example, when asked about women's 
ordination, his response was not the reply 
for which advocates of women's ordination 
were hoping. 

The Vatican has to do a much better job of 
explaining to the universal church how the 
synodal process intersects with the demands 
of doctrinal consistency, how we are all 
listening to each other not as a sociological 
exercise, but as a means of better hearing the 
Holy Spirit. Before the leaders of the 
synodal process find ways to discern when 

opinions reflect the bidding of the Spirit and 
when they reflect poor catechesis, a 
possibility Pope Francis raised in the 
America interview, they need to better 
prepare people for both possibilities, and the 
outcomes that might follow. We always 
need to remind ourselves that our 
conclusions must cohere with the teaching 
of the apostles if we want to call it Christian, 
even while we recognize that coherence is a 
broader category than some of our 
conservative friends allow. 

We in the United States also have to be both 
forceful in asserting what we think and feel 
about issues facing the church, including the 
neuralgic ones, but we also need to be aware 
that Catholics in other parts of the world 
may not have the same set of cultural 
touchpoints as we do. The worldwide 
Anglican Communion was not fractured 
over the issue of women's ordination, but it 
was and remains deeply divided on the issue 
of homosexuality. We do not know what 
will prove fractious for our synodal process, 
but we need to value the unity of the church 
as much as any particular issue. The 
adjective "one" is in the creed for a reason. 

The Catholic right also has to join the 
process. The National Catholic Register 
continues to publish hit jobs on the synodal 
process from Rome correspondent Edward 
Pentin, and EWTN’s lead news anchor 
Raymond Arroyo regularly makes fun of the 
entire exercise, interviewing a host of papal 
and synodal critics on the topic such 
as Cardinal Gerhard Müller and Bishop 
Athanasius Schneider, auxiliary bishop of 
Astana, Kazakhstan. This is a grave 
disservice to conservative Catholics whose 
voices need to be heard in this synodal 
process too. There are conservatives who 
live at the margins too. 

This year, I have written several times about 
the synodal process, about the need to set 
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aside our activist, goal-oriented 
temperament; leave ideological blinders at 
the door; why Catholic social teaching can't 
(yet!) unite the faithful; and that the synodal 
process needs to continually look 
outwards if it is to help renew the church. I 
remain excited about how the Spirit is 
calling all of us to lean into the future. Self-
criticism is not something that comes easily 
to any of us in an ideological age, but it is 
vital if this synodal process is to flourish. 

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

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

 
THOMAS REESE 

RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
5 December 2022 
 
With the calling of a worldwide synod on 
synodality, Pope Francis set in motion the 
most extensive consultative process the 
world has ever seen. 
 
In recent months, each diocese produced a 
report on its listening sessions, which were 
then synthesized by their national episcopal 
conferences. The conference reports were 
sent to Rome, where they were in turn 
incorporated into a "synthesis of syntheses" 
that was prepared for the next stage of the 
synodal process: a continental consultation. 

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

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

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

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

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

These continental assemblies will then draw 
up a list of priorities for the first session of 
the Synod of Bishops to begin next October. 

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

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

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

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

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

The third chapter describes the church as 
needing to live "a Christological paradox: 

boldly proclaiming its authentic teaching 
while at the same time offering a witness of 
radical inclusion and acceptance through its 
pastoral and discerning accompaniment." 

Rather than behaving like gatekeepers, we 
are called to a "vision of a Church capable 
of radical inclusion, shared belonging, and 
deep hospitality according to the teachings 
of Jesus." 

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

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

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

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



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

grow as a synodal church. 

The document recognizes that "the 
challenges of tribalism, sectarianism, 
racism, poverty, and gender inequality" exist 
"within the life of the Church, as well as the 
world." 

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

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

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

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

The fourth and final chapter of the working 
paper looks to the future, urging the 
participants to be a "Church that learns from 

listening how to renew its evangelizing 
mission in the light of the signs of the times, 
to continue offering humanity a way of 
being and living in which all can feel 
included as protagonists." 

A welcoming church enhances communion 
and participation 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Multifaith 
community 
mobilizes to preserve 
creation ahead of 
COP15 biodiversity 
summit 

 

Birds search for food on trash collected by a log 
boom on a river in Klang, Malaysia, on World 
Environment Day, 5 June 2020. The theme of 
World Environment Day 2020 was 
"Celebrate Biodiversity." (CNS/Reuters/Lim 
Huey Teng) 
 

 
BY BRIAN ROEWE 
6 December 2022 
 
Nations are gathering in Canada this week to 
complete a global, once-in-a-decade 
conservation pact to protect ecosystems 
amid increasing threats to biodiversity and 
warnings that upwards of 1 million species 
could face extinction by century's end. 

Along with government officials and 
activists, representatives of the world's 
religions will also be in Montreal for 
COP15, the United Nations biodiversity 
summit, where they hope to raise both moral 
principles and policy priorities on preserving 
creation. 

"We are linked to the rest of creation," said 
Servite Friar Fr. John Pawlikowski, a 
member of the climate change task force of 
the Parliament of World Religions and one 
of its four delegates in Montreal. "We have 
to develop a positive notion of the goodness 
of creation, of our fundamental links to the 
rest of creation, and that the rest of creation 
impacts our own existence as humans." 

COP15, the 15th Conference of the Parties 
of the U.N. Convention on Biological 
Diversity, opens Dec. 7 and is scheduled to 
continue until Dec. 19. Formed in 1992, the 
convention sets global biodiversity targets 
once a decade. 



The latest convening is expected to finalize 
a post-2020 global biodiversity framework 
that will outline conservation efforts toward 
stabilizing biodiversity loss by 2030 and 
bringing about ecosystem recovery by 2050. 
The global biodiversity framework, or GBF, 
has been deemed a potential "Paris moment" 
on conservation, a reference to the landmark 
2015 Paris Agreement that nearly all nations 
have adopted to address the emergency of 
climate change. 

'When biodiversity flourishes, human life 
flourishes,' Vatican official says 
At the core of the GBF is a proposal to 
protect 30% of public lands and waters for 
conservation by 2030 — a figure some 
environmentalists and Indigenous 
communities have criticized as far too low 
while some nations are hesitant to commit to 
that much at all. 

A major U.N.-commissioned report in 2019 
illustrated a picture of biodiversity under 
threat. 

Upwards of 1 million animal and plant 
species are at risk of extinction, and some 
biologists have said the planet is on the 
brink of the sixth mass extinction, one 
primarily driven by human activities. 
Human actions have also significantly 
altered three-quarters of land-based 
environments and 66% of marine 
environments, according to the U.N. report, 
while greenhouse gas emissions have 
doubled and plastic pollution has increased 
tenfold since 1980. U.N. officials and 
environmentalists have repeatedly referred 
to climate change, biodiversity loss and 
pollution as a triple planetary crisis. 

"Even in my worst nightmares, I never 
imagined that things would be destroyed this 
quickly as they're happening before my eyes 
now," said Rosa Maria Ruiz, a 
conservationist who has worked with 

Franciscans in her native Bolivia, where 
logging and mining have decimated forests, 
mountains and waterways, and populations 
along river systems are experiencing 
elevated levels of mercury in their bodies. 

"The sheer madness of this is something 
that's difficult for me to cope with," she told 
EarthBeat. 

 
An indigenous woman is pictured in a file photo 
wading through floodwaters on a farm after 
heavy rains near La Paz, Bolivia. 
(CNS/Reuters/Gaston Brito) 
 
Beyond the "30x30" proposal, the current 
draft of the GBF includes goals to reverse 
species extinction rate and reduce it by at 
least 10%, eliminate invasive species, 
reduce pollution, and increase sustainable 
management of forests and agriculture. A 
potential $700 billion annual global 
biodiversity fund, how businesses are held 
accountable for biodiversity loss, and 
mechanisms to implement and monitor 
commitments are all expected to be 
contentious topics in a potential framework 
seen by activists as especially critical since 
countries failed to meet a single biodiversity 
target they set in 2010. 

The details will be the focus of negotiations 
for the 13 days of COP15 among the 196 
parties to the convention on biodiversity 
(195 countries and the European Union). 
Only the United States and the Vatican are 
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not part of the convention, though both will 
send delegations. The U.S. has been active 
in negotiations, has backed the "30x30" 
plan, and in September President Joe Biden 
appointed Monica Medina as the country's 
first special envoy on biodiversity and water 
resources. 

The international meeting in Montreal is the 
second half of one begun in October 2021 
virtually, though situated in China, which is 
serving as COP15 president. The COVID-19 
pandemic has delayed the convention nearly 
two years, as the Chinese city of Kunming 
was supposed to play host, but continuing 
health concerns with the coronavirus 
relocated the summit to Montreal, where the 
convention secretariat is headquartered. 

The delay created by the pandemic has 
allowed more time for preparation, said 
Amy Echeverria, international coordinator 
for justice, peace and integrity of creation 
for the Missionary Society of St. Columban 
who will be a COP15 delegate and has 
participated in preparatory meetings. 

"It has given so many other groups time to 
organize ourselves in a way that just 
wouldn't have been possible had [COP15] 
happened in May of 2020," she said. 

Greater faith focus on biodiversity 

A contingent of roughly three dozen people 
of faith from more than 20 organizations are 
expected to be among the 10,000 registered 
delegates to COP15, in what's seen as the 
largest religious showing at a biodiversity 
conference. A multifaith coalition will host a 
faith pavilion within the summit's main 
venue with daily presentations and panels, 
and faith leaders will also hold an official 
side event on Dec. 8. 

In recent years, faith groups have 
increasingly sought to tie responses to 

climate change with efforts to preserve 
ecosystems — or in religious parlance, 
creation. 

Pope Francis in his message for the 2022 
Season of Creation described "the double 
crisis of climate change and the reduction of 
biodiversity," saying that creation is 
bellowing "an anguished plea, lamenting our 
mistreatment of our common home." 

"Listening to these anguished cries, we must 
repent and modify our lifestyles and 
destructive systems. … The present state of 
decay of our common home merits the same 
attention as other global challenges such as 
grave health crises and wars," Francis said. 

The multifaith coalition of 28 faith-based 
organizations from around the world drafted 
its own set of proposals, recommendations 
and key messages for delegates to consider 
in finalizing the global biodiversity 
framework. They outlined six major 
priorities, including: more ambitious targets 
to put biodiversity on a recovery path by 
2030; greater recognition of the 
interconnected sources and solutions to 
biodiversity loss, climate change, pollution 
and waste; higher emphasis on a rights-
based approach throughout the framework; 
and the need for an implementation 
mechanism and closing of financial gaps. In 
addition, the coalition outlines specific 
revisions and rationales for most of the 
proposed framework's 20-plus targets. 

As coordinator of the multifaith coalition, 
Gopal Patel has been leading efforts over the 
past two years to mobilize faith actors to 
bring spiritual urgency to advocacy around 
biodiversity, something he says has been 
lacking compared to action around climate 
change. 

Co-founder of the Hindu environmental 
group Bhumi Global, he told EarthBeat that 
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the COP15 secretariat approached faith 
groups about having a larger presence, what 
he took as a sign that "they see the need, the 
urgency, the relevancy of moral, religious, 
ethical, spiritual voices in these 
conversations." 

"This is the first time that a coalition of faith 
groups have come together, spanning almost 
every single major faith tradition, to say 
collectively, 'This is what we want to see, 
this is what we are urging world leaders to 
do,' " he said. 

The multifaith coalition includes the 
Parliament of the World's Religions, the 
ACT Alliance, the Faith for Earth Initiative 
of the U.N. Environment Programme, the 
Buddhist Tzu Chi Foundation, Hazon, a 
Jewish sustainability group, Islamic 
Foundation for Ecology and Environmental 
Sciences, and the U.S.-based Interfaith 
Power & Light. Catholic members include 
the Columbans, Maryknoll, the Sisters of St. 
Joseph of Peace, and the Sisters of Charity 
Federation. 

"To be in close relationship with the Earth, 
with other species, with plants, with the soil. 
That's what it is to be human. And I think 
when different faiths can come together 
around that, we get that message much more 
clearly," said Sr. Sue Wilson, executive 
director of the Office for Systemic Justice 
for the Federation of Sisters of St. Joseph of 
Canada. 

 
Cynthia Callizaya shows honey bees on her hand 
at her "Las Orquideas" (The Orchids) sanctuary 
in Bolivia's Yungas forest Jan. 13, 2021. 
Callizaya and her husband, zootechnical 
engineering vet Eric Paredes, are moving honey 
bees to a sanctuary they created to address a 
staggering decline in the insects' colonies due to 
deforestation and coca farming, which has 
encroached on their habitat. 
(CNS/Reuters/David Mercado) 
 
Priorities for COP15 

Ahead of COP15, the Joint Ecological 
Ministry issued a letter signed by 45 
Catholic religious communities and 
organizations in Canada to the country's 
environmental minister urging that the 
country honors its current and past 
commitments to conservation, that it links 
biodiversity protection with climate 
mitigation and works with Indigenous 
communities in protecting lands without 
infringing their rights. 

"The interconnected nature of biodiversity 
loss and climate change demand that new 
protected areas are chosen with the purpose 
of addressing both concerns at the same 
time. In addition, these efforts must be 
integrated with our responsibility to advance 
reconciliation with Indigenous peoples," the 
letter stated. 

Wilson, also a delegate at COP15, told 
EarthBeat that Catholics in Canada are 
urging their leaders as the host nation to 



honor the commitments it makes in 
Montreal after often failing to deliver on 
past ones. 

"We're looking for transparency, for clear 
targets and timelines, for public 
accountability on the commitments that we 
make," she said. 

The role of Indigenous communities in 
conservation is expected to be another focal 
point at COP15. Studies have indicated 
that 80% of the world's biodiversity is on 
lands inhabited and protected by Indigenous 
peoples, who make up just 5% of the global 
population. Given that, tribes and their allies 
argue they should have a prominent voice in 
determining the final draft of the GBF. 

 
Two hummingbirds in a Colombian forest Jan. 
23 in Caldas, Colombia (Unsplash/Backroad 
Packers) 
 
Ruiz said it was of "utmost importance" that 
Indigenous communities be included in 
decision-making about biodiversity and for 
them to form international networks to 
create power and resist corruption. 

"They've done a marvelous job of taking 
care of these areas for centuries. So where 
else would you get better advice than people 
who've actually done it, put it into practice?" 
the Bolivian conservationist said. 

The Indigenous Leadership Initiative, a 
national Indigenous-led conservation 

organization in Canada, will host an 
Indigenous Village in COP15's opening days 
to showcase their leadership and 
sustainability strategies in caring for the 
earth. 

Valérie Courtois, the initiative's director 
who is a professional forester and a member 
of the Innu community of 
Mashteuiatsh, wrote in a blog that she hopes 
COP15 will recognize the work of 
Indigenous communities in sustaining 
biodiversity, including in Canada where 
nearly 90% of protected areas established in 
the past two decades are led by Indigenous 
nations. 

"Indigenous Peoples sustain lands and 
waters not just for our own interests," she 
said. "We do this because we have a 
responsibility given to us by the Creator to 
care for these areas for the benefit of 
everybody. We know that if we take care of 
the land, the land will take care of us — all 
of us." 

In their recommendations, the multifaith 
coalition expressed concern that the 
proposed text for the GBF does not give 
enough attention to the "sacred wisdom" of 
Indigenous peoples and spiritual and faith-
based communities. 

The pope in his Season of Creation message 
outlined four key principles for COP15: 
constructing a "clear ethical basis" for 
biodiversity-saving efforts; combating 
biodiversity loss in a sustainable way; 
promoting global solidarity in efforts; and 
giving priority to people in vulnerable 
situations and most harmed by biodiversity 
loss, among them Indigenous, the elderly 
and youth. 

"Delay on the part of others can never 
justify our own failure to act. It is necessary 
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for all of us to act decisively. For we are 
reaching 'a breaking point,' " Francis said. 

Moral presence, policy expertise 

As much as being a moral presence in 
Montreal, faith groups who spoke with 
EarthBeat said it was just as important for 
them to be able to speak to specifics in terms 
of policymaking with the negotiations. That 
led them to develop the multifaith response, 
which they plan to distribute to delegates at 
the convention. 

"We want to showcase that beyond giving 
sermons and lectures and planting trees, 
which is all good, we're also concerned 
about, and we can also talk about, the actual 
policy and the nuts and bolts of the global 
biodiversity framework," Patel said. 

Several members of the multifaith coalition 
will be closely tracing the negotiations, and 
participating in plenaries and contact group 
sessions to push their priorities. Others will 
be working to make the faith community 
visible, attending events, speaking with as 
many people as they can and partnering with 
constituencies, whether Indigenous 
communities or nongovernmental 
organizations like World Wildlife 
Federation and Conservation International. 

While access is often limited at the U.N. 
climate summits, faith actors are expecting 
COP15, with fewer participants and 
historically less media attention, to be more 
accessible and negotiators more 
approachable. 

Looking to build off their work on climate 
change, the Columbans in late 2019 formed 
a working group of its members in countries 
like the Philippines and Pakistan as they 
looked to play a part in the biodiversity 
summit. They have advocated their concerns 
with leaders in countries where they have a 

presence, especially in calls for a more 
circular economic model, the connections 
between biodiversity collapse and migration, 
and the role militaries play in destruction of 
ecosystems. 

Echeverria said she is heading to COP15 
without expectations for the final framework 
countries may reach. 

"What comes out of Montreal, we know 
there's going to be more work to be done. 
We don't know exactly what the work is yet, 
we'll find that out when the negotiations are 
finished," she said. 

Pope tightens 
oversight of Vatican-
linked foundations 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 
NICOLE WINFIELD 
ASSOCIATED PRESS 
Vatican City —6  December 2022 
 
Pope Francis on Dec. 6 tightened control 
and oversight over Vatican-based 
foundations and associations in his latest 
effort to impose international standards of 
accounting and governance on Vatican 
offices and affiliated entities. 

A new law aims to bring the Holy See into 
further compliance with recommendations 
from the Council of Europe’s Moneyval 
committee, which in April 2021 flagged as 
problematic the lack of an overarching law 
governing the creation and administration of 
foundations registered in Vatican City. 

Such foundations draw donations from the 
faithful, but until recently they had little 
oversight or accountability. 
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The new law lays out strict governance, 
administrative and accounting regulations 
that put the foundations under the ultimate 
oversight of the Vatican’s Secretariat for the 
Economy, with their books subject to review 
by the office of the auditor general. 

The same Moneyval report that flagged the 
foundation loophole highlighted as a case 
study the well-known scandal of the 
charitable foundation of the Vatican’s 
Bambino Gesu pediatric hospital, which 
draws donations from around the world. 

The Vatican's criminal court in 2017 
convicted the hospital's former president of 
diverting some $500,000 in donations from 
the hospital foundation to renovate the 
apartment of the former Vatican No. 2, 
Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone. 

Bertone was never charged, and the original 
charge of embezzlement was reduced to 
abuse of office after the president’s lawyers 
argued that the money was intended as an 
investment to benefit the hospital because 
the apartment was going to be used for 
fundraising events. 

The Vatican has several foundations and 
associations that have Vatican City as their 
legal headquarters, including some Pope 
Francis created himself and dedicated to past 
popes and papal initiatives. 

Francis was elected as pope in 2013 with a 
mandate to clean up the Vatican’s murky 
finances and to bring international standards 
of transparency and accountability to them. 
The reform effort has taken years and 
spawned a few scandals, including a current 
criminal trial over a past investment in a 
London property. 

Recently, the Jesuit priest credited with 
helping bring order to the Holy See's 
budgeting as prefect of the Secretariat for 

the Economy, Fr. Juan Antonio Guerrero 
Alves, announced his resignation for 
medical reasons. His deputy, the lay 
economist Maximino Caballero Ledo, was 
named to succeed him. 
 

Love says: You still 
have a life left to live 
SPIRITUALITY 
SOUL SEEING 

 
Michael and Vickie Leach pose with their sons, 
Jeff and Chris, in this circa 1975 photo. Vickie 
Leach died Oct. 27 after living 20 years with 
Alzheimer's disease. (Courtesy of Michael 
Leach) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL LEACH 
26 November 2022 
 
Vickie was as beautiful in death as she was 
in life. 
 
My soulmate since first we met at Your 
Father's Mustache tavern 54 years ago, 
Vickie died just the way she wanted to. At 
home. With loved ones at her side. 

It happened on Oct. 27 at 8:45 p.m. She was 
lying in the hospital bed in the living room. 
The rest of us were eating a late dinner in 
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the alcove by the window. Doctors say 
hearing is the last thing to go. So, we talked 
and laughed, believing she would hear the 
familiar sounds she loved. Vickie's laughter 
had always been the most robust in the 
room, but now her mouth was slack and the 
only sound coming from it was a rasp. 
Cencia, her caregiver and BFF, got up and 
went over to check. "Jeff," she said to our 
younger son who had flown up from his 
home in Atlanta two weeks ago, "come 
over." 

Jeff put his ear to Vickie's mouth. He heard 
his mother's last breath. 

We all gathered around the bed and cried: 
Jeff, his brother Chris, Chris' wife Jessica, 
Cencia, and me. We took turns holding 
Vickie's hand, touching her arm, kissing her 
cheek. We hugged each other and cried 
some more. 

I sat by her side for an hour and gazed at her 
face. Her eyes were open. Jessica tried to 
close them. "No," I said, "she's fine." I 
pressed my face to her cooling cheek. "Don't 
go," I sobbed. "Stay with me, sweetheart. 
Don't go. I don't want you to go." 

Of course, I didn't, and I did. It was time. 

Vickie had been living with grace through 
Alzheimer's for 20 years, her faculties, all of 
them, eroding faster than the faces on Mt. 
Rushmore. The past two years she could not 
walk or talk or scratch her nose without 
scraping her eye or let us know if she was in 
pain. Four weeks ago, she was choking on 
her own saliva. I rushed her to the 
emergency room. Doctors ran tests all day. 
That evening they told me and Chris that her 
lungs were infected, and "it could be this 
weekend." 

 
Michael Leach sits with his wife, Vickie, in this 
recent photo. Vickie died Oct. 27 just the way 
she wanted to: at home with loved ones at her 
side. (Courtesy of Michael Leach) 
 
We stayed with her in the hospital for five 
days while her lungs cleared, then brought 
her home into hospice care. Three years 
earlier, I had sold our house with too many 
stairs and bought this one-floor apartment. I 
remodeled the kitchen and bathrooms and 
doorways for wheelchair living. I had 
promised Vickie that I would never put her 
in a nursing home. If I died first, the boys 
would hire a live-in caregiver, and their 
mom would be cared for and live in comfort 
for the rest of her life. 
We put the hospice bed beneath four large 
movie posters that decorated the long wall 
facing the television. One of them was my 
version of "It's a Wonderful Life." Instead of 
Jimmy Stewart, Donna Reed and their kids, 
I had substituted our favorite black and 
white photo of Vickie and me sitting on the 
rock wall in front of our first house, our 
toddlers Chris and Jeff on our laps. It was a 
wonderful life. 

We accompanied Vickie for 10 days at 
home, dabbing the inside of her mouth with 
a small sponge, giving her small doses of 
morphine when she had trouble breathing to 
open her passages and give her relief. If she 
ate, she would choke to death. If she didn't, 
she would die of starvation. We told her, 
over and over, in many ways, that we loved 



her. I thanked her, over and over, for 
marrying me. 

A compassionate hospice nurse visited twice 
a day. He told us what doctors had told us. 
Let her know that it is OK to let go. She 
needs to know that you will be OK. It was 
difficult to do. I whispered in her ear: 
"Mama, is waiting for you, sweetheart. 
Daddy too. You can relax now. You don't 
have to struggle any more. I'm going to be 
OK. I'll always be with you. I'll always be 
right here." 

 
Vickie Leach worked as a teacher and an 
assistant principal of a Connecticut high school. 
Here she  wears her favorite red school suit. 
(Courtesy of Michael Leach) 
 
We used to talk about heaven. Vickie 
wanted to go to heaven. She knew that it had 
to be better than this valley of tears we have 
to wade through first, doing our best to 
make it a place of springs. Once I asked her 
what she thought heaven would be like. "It 
will be wonderful," she said. "It's the 
beatific vision." 
"What's so great about that? You just sit 
around all day and watch a movie in 
Cinemascope? That sounds boring." 

"No," she said gravely, "it's the Beatific 
Vision." 

When Vickie died her face was a beatific 
vision. She had no wrinkles. She had some 

when she was alive. In death she was as pure 
as the moment God created her. 

We had the Mass, a celebration of her life, at 
Our Lady Star of the Sea, a lovely little 
church that cuddles Long Island Sound. 
Vickie had died the way she wanted to, and 
now she had the Mass the way she wanted it 
to be. I was at peace. But my heart had a 
hole in it large enough for a cruise ship to 
sail through. I had given her permission to 
go but I wanted her now even more than 
when she was alive. You never know how 
much you are going to miss someone until 
they are gone. 

The night after the Mass, we had dinner with 
some of Vickie's extended family. Two of 
her nieces from down South, Sarah and 
Mireille, shared with me stories of 
experiencing their mother's presence after 
she had died. I was familiar with true stories 
of cardinals appearing to loved ones after 
death. One of my favorite books that I edited 
back in the day was called Gift of the Red 
Bird. 

That night was my first night alone in more 
than 50 years. I brought home the big poster 
of Vickie in her favorite red school suit she 
was an assistant principal) with its white 
blouse and black and gold broach. I had 
made the poster for the Mass and had put it 
among the flower arrangements at the altar. I 
now placed it on the big open shelf of our 
bookcase with an overhead light that made it 
glow. It had the effect of one of those 
paintings of Jesus whose eyes keep 
following you around the room. Unlike 
those staring eyes, Vickie's eyes twinkled 
and smiled and embraced me with love. 
"Stay with me," I said. "Don't leave me." 
Her presence was in the room as if she had 
never left. 
I barely left the house for three days. I began 
to wonder if my holding on to Vickie was 



keeping her from living the full joy of 
eternity that was her due. I didn't want her to 
be a ghost in a haunted condo. I wanted her 
to be free to be everywhere just as much as I 
wanted her to stay with me. 

The next morning, I was on Facebook, and 
without looking for a sign, the poem "A 
Little Bird" from Donna Ashworth's 
book Loss appeared. The bird wants me to 
know that she is "free as a 
fledgling/emerged from the nest/flying so 
high above ground." She has found those 
she had lost and is resting as loved as can 
be. The bird is Vickie telling me, yes, she is 
free and that, of course, she will stay with 
me, she will come down often and lay her 
hand on my head, reminding me that I still 
have a life left to live and it's not time to join 
her yet, "because love wants you living, you 
see." 

I weep uncontrollably for an hour. Vickie is 
in heaven. She is with me. I weep tears of 
sadness and joy at once. Sadness that she is 
gone. Joy that she gives me permission to 
live just as I had given her permission to die. 
I go from room to room and her sweet eyes 
follow me, reminding me that everything on 
earth as in heaven is perfectly alright. 

I talk to Vickie for the next few days. I look 
at her picture and we smile at each other. 
More messages appear on my computer: 
"My face is the first thing you will see in 
heaven." A Christmas ornament of a 
cardinal with the words, "I am always with 
you." 

I sit on the recliner at night, reach my hand 
over to hold hers, just like always. The hand 
isn't there, but the sense of her presence is 
strong. 

On the fifth day it grows fainter. 

On the seventh, I am aware. 

On the 10th I do what Vickie asks of me: I 
go on living. 

What a rancher 
learns about Advent 
peace from her land 
EARTHBEAT 

 
Leticia Ochoa Adams on The Land (Courtesy of 
Leticia Ochoa Adams) 
 

 
BY LETICIA OCHOA ADAMS 
7 December 2022 
 
A little over a year ago, my husband and I 
sold our 2,000-square foot house in the 
suburbs of Austin, Texas, and moved into a 
32-foot RV in a 10-acre cow pasture. The 
land is raw, which means there is no 
electricity or running water. So we started 
from scratch with "The Land" — that is 
what we called the ranch before it became 
anything that looked ranchy. 
The past 17 months I have built a 
relationship with The Land, and it has taught 
me many lessons, like the peace described 
in the readings for the second Sunday of 
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Advent is not a peace that comes without 
conflict. 

I cried the first night we spent on The Land. 
There was a terrible thunderstorm that shook 
the RV with every thunder boom. The land 
rolled underneath the camper. 

On a 110-degree day last summer, our air 
conditioning broke and it was cooler in the 
shade of our trees than it was in the RV. I 
work from home, so I had to try to work 
outside while sweating under the trees until 
the sun went down. 

I live in Texas, so there are a lot of different 
things trying to kill me at any given 
moment, but fire ants and chiggers — two 
insects that leave painful bites — are 
worse than anything trying to murder me. 
Fire ant bites burn like hot lava for almost 
an hour before huge blisters rise up. Chigger 
bites do not show up for a few hours, but 
when they do they make you want to scratch 
your skin off. Last summer, I had chiggers 
in my tennis shoes and didn't realize it until I 
went to bed after taking a shower. I wanted 
to cut my feet off. They itched for a week 
and I have scars. 

When we got chicks, I had to take care of 
them in the cold, heat and rain. They 
depended on me, so I could not just wrap up 
in a blanket if it was cold or sit in the air 
conditioning when it was hot. I had to go out 
into the weather, whatever misery it was, 
and care for them. This created an 
unexplainable bond. Even now that they're 
grown hens laying eggs, they know me and 
my voice. 

These realities of life on The Land remind 
me of the verses in the Book of Isaiah about 
lions eating hay and cows and bears being 
neighbors and what that kind of peace looks 
like (Isaiah 11:1-10). It is not without its 
conflict and struggle. On The Land, we live 

next to animals and amid weather that could 
kill us, and yet we live in harmony most of 
the time. 

And living in this relationship with the land 
has deepened my relationship with God. I no 
longer think of God as a fairy Godmother 
who makes my wishes come true. Our 
relationship is now imbued with much more 
honor and respect. 

The clear sky at night with the moon and 
stars is a masterpiece that God made. God 
also made me. That means that I must look 
at myself with the same awe that I look at 
that night sky. This new relationship of 
respect with the Creator and creation — The 
Land and everything that lives here, 
including myself — has changed my life. It 
has made me a person who is kinder, more 
patient and more intentional in my 
stewardship. 

It took a lot of learning to get The Land to 
be a ranch-like place with bunnies, chickens, 
horses and dogs all learning to live with 
each other and the wildlife. Those lessons 
are priceless because they are not just 
lessons in homesteading, they are lessons in 
the peace of God: the peace that comes in 
the cool of the evening, the peace of the 
poor, the peace of trusting that God loves 
you when an unexpected tornado hits the 
ground or lightning strikes a tree outside of 
your tiny metal camper. 

There has been hard work and tears, but for 
the first time in my life I am experiencing 
that kind of peace. 
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The 'Marian 
principle' and 
ministry — an 
Advent reflection 

 
"At the Heart of the Universe" by St. Joseph  
Sr. Mary Southard, ministryofthearts.org, used 
with permission (Courtesy of Ministry of the 
Arts)  
 

 
BY CHRISTINE SCHENK 
8 December 2022 
 
Of all the liturgical seasons, Advent is my 
favorite. It is a time of deep stillness and 
expectant waiting. It is a time of prophetic 
promise. On the second Sunday of Advent, 
Isaiah tells us the wolf will be the guest of 
the lamb, the lion and calf browse together, 
and a descendent of Jesse — in Christian 
faith, Jesus — will judge the poor with 
justice. Filled with the spirit of wisdom, he 
leads the people in "knowledge of the Lord" 

so there "shall be no harm or ruin on all my 
holy mountain" (Isaiah 11:1-10). 

I love this quintessentially Advent text 
because it is painfully obvious that harm and 
ruin are running rampant in our world today. 
I suspect I am not alone in getting mad when 
things aren't the way they should be, 
whether in the macro world we all inhabit, 
or in each of our micro worlds. It is perhaps 
easier to feel discouraged and hopeless than 
to accept that life comes with both suffering 
and joy, with both beauty and ugliness. 
Advent calls us to a deeper faith in Jesus' 
power to reconcile these lion-lamb 
opposites. 

A quote from bestselling author Mark 
Nepo's Surviving Storms seems especially 
apropos: 

The great challenge of our time is how to let 
in both the beauty and devastation that meet 
us every day without wasting our life energy 
running from one to the other. The real work 
is opening our heart wide enough and deep 
enough to receive both, so that we can draw 
strength from the miracle of life to repair the 
tragedy of life. 

But is it even possible to let in both beauty 
and devastation? I know I could not open 
my heart wide and deep enough to receive 
these wrenching realities were it not for the 
Christ-love already at work within. This 
wondrous Christ-love brings courage to 
receive and strength to repair the wounds 
and tragedies of my life. Nepo challenges us 
to not waste energy lamenting. Sometimes 
the most necessary thing is to accept what is 
and then focus on what must be done. He 
goes on to observe: "This deeper practice is 
crucial to how we survive storms. … Often, 
the storms of life upend us without notice. 
Yet, like it or not, storms are also agents of 
transformation." 

https://www.ministryofthearts.org/
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Which brings me to my transforming-
challenge for this Advent, 2022. 

In a recent interview, America magazine 
executive editor Kerry Weber asked Pope 
Francis, "What would you say to a woman 
who is already serving in the life of the 
church, but who still feels called to be a 
priest?" Francis replied with a rather 
convoluted description of "two theological 
principles" at work. The "Petrine principle" 
he said, "is that of ministry" in the church. 
The second "Marian principle" — the 
theology of which Francis acknowledged 
has yet to be developed—reflects that "the 
church is woman. The church is a spouse." 

In what some social media wags humorously 
described as "popesplaining," Francis ended 
with a rhetorical question and a confusing 
answer: “And why can a woman not enter 
ordained ministry? It is because the Petrine 
principle has no place for that. Yes, one has 
to be in the Marian principle, which is more 
important. Woman is more, she looks more 
like the church, which is mother and 
spouse." 

Please note. I am — and have long been — 
one of Pope Francis' biggest fans. He 
has reformed Vatican financial 
systems, promoted more women to high-
ranking curial positions than any pope in 
history, reached out pastorally to LGBTQ 
Catholics and is even now working to 
empower lay voices via the synod on 
synodality. But he — and many like him — 
are regrettably blind on the issue of whom 
the Holy Spirit may be calling to ordained 
ministry. 

It is reductive to say ministry belongs only 
to the "Petrine" theological principle. As 
defined, this principle restricts ministry to 
male clerics. In fact there are many 
more laypersons — both male and female — 
ministering in the church than ordained 

persons. Even if we grant this dubious 
theological premise, I long to complicate our 
good pope's thinking about the "Marian 
principle," which he himself acknowledges 
is theologically undeveloped. 

But he — and many like him — are 
regrettably blind on the issue of whom the 

Holy Spirit may be calling to ordained 
ministry. 

In addition to Advent's focus on prophetic 
hope, this season is a time to focus on Mary 
the mother of Jesus. On Dec. 8 we celebrate 
Mary who was filled with grace from the 
moment she came into being. The Dec. 12 
feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe celebrates 
the astonishing 1531 appearance of a young 
mestizo woman dressed in Aztec royal 
garments who introduced herself to Juan 
Diego in his native Nahuatl language as "the 
mother of the one true God for whom one 
lives." Scholars tell us the holy woman of 
Guadalupe gave birth to modern Mexico 
with its fusion of Indian and Spanish 
cultures. Theologian and St. Joseph Sr. 
Elizabeth Johnson has observed, "The figure 
of Guadalupe is a living locus of female 
imagery of the divine." 

 
"Visitation" by St. Joseph Sr. Mary 
Southard, ministryofthearts.org, used with 
permission (Courtesy of Ministry of the Arts) 
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On Dec. 21 and 22 we read of Mary and 
Elizabeth, who in their loving support of one 
another, first embody the church. At that 
moment only these two humble women 
contain within themselves the joyous 
knowledge that God's new moment of 
salvation is about to be born in the person of 
Jesus. Elizabeth blesses Mary's belief that 
God's promise to her would be fulfilled. 
Mary responds by echoing Hannah's 
revolutionary prayer praising a God who 
casts the mighty from their throne and raises 
up the lowly (Luke 1:39-56). 

Are these perhaps the threads of a "Marian 
principle" that Pope Francis seeks to bring to 
theological fulfillment in the church? If so, 
he had best be careful what he asks for. It 
looks as if the "Marian principle" is filled 
with grace, images the divine and evokes a 
God who casts the mighty from their 
thrones. Recent history suggests "the 
mighty" in the church are not exempt. 

Ministry in the church — which Francis 
apparently equates to sacramental ministry 
— does not belong only to the "Petrine 
principle." On Dec. 25 we celebrate the birth 
of Jesus. We celebrate the moment when the 
woman, Mary, brought forth Christ's body 
and blood from her own body.  Is anyone 
more qualified to celebrate Eucharist than 
the woman who first said, "This is my body. 
This is my blood"? The "Marian principle" 
Francis mentions does not exclude women 
called to priestly, sacramental ministry. 

This is the Advent transformation for which 
I pray. It is one I believe the Spirit of God is 
even now laboring to bring to birth. 

This Advent prayer-poem I wrote a while 
ago is an attempt to embrace the beauty and 
repair the devastation so many are 
experiencing in our church. Perhaps it can 
help us to, in Nepo's words, "draw strength 

from the miracle of life to repair the tragedy 
of life": 

Advent  

I wait 
with quickened hope 

for crooked paths 
to straighten,  

with tough-soul'd 
anguish 

while blinded 
keepers of the keys 

shut out 
God's own. 

(If such a thing 
were possible).  

I wait, 
and will not be 

dismayed.  

For tiny shoot 
of Jesse tree 

took root in me 
to love 

transform, 

give sight, 

set free. 

—Christine Schenk, CSJ, 10/17/03 
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Seattle pastor sees 
connections between 
synodality, Vatican II 
VATICAN 

VIEW FROM THE VATICAN 

 
Fr. Michael Ryan, pastor of St. James Cathedral 
in Seattle: "Here, we are talking to people where 
they live their lives." (Courtesy of St. James 
Cathedral, Seattle) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican Correspondent 
Rome — 8 December 2022 
 
At a recent Vatican press conference, 
Luxembourg Cardinal Jean-Claude 
Hollerich used the words of a U.S. priest to 
capture the essence of Pope Francis' ongoing 
synod consultation with Catholics around 
the world: 

Reading over the reports and reflecting on 
them, I found myself thinking how blessed I 
am to be pastor of a parish that is full of 
people who love the Church so much that 
they embrace it, affirm it, celebrate it, and 
thank God for it, but at the same time are not 

at all afraid to criticize it, challenge it, 
question it, and express anger, 
disappointment, and frustration with it. ... I 
think our parish can never be quite the same 
as a result, and I'm willing to bet that the 
same is true for the entire Church. 

Those words were penned by Seattle's Fr. 
Michael Ryan, synthesizing the synodal 
listening sessions held at the city's cathedral 
where he is pastor. He was stunned to later 
find out they were echoed in Rome to 
describe what many have called a new era in 
church life. 

But just a little over a month after being 
quoted at that Vatican press conference, 
Ryan found himself here in the Eternal City, 
where he had been a seminarian at another 
time when the church was on the precipice 
of rapid change. 

 
Fr. Michael Ryan in St. Peter's Basilica after his 
ordination in 1966 (Courtesy of St. James 
Cathedral, Seattle) 
 
During the years of the 1962-65 Second 
Vatican Council, Ryan had studied at the 
North American College, the major 
residence of U.S. seminarians in Rome. He 
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was ordained in St. Peter's Basilica in 1966, 
the year after the council concluded. 

After 56 years in ministry, Ryan still has a 
permanent smile on his face and 
energetically walks through the city's 
cobblestoned streets recalling the Rome of 
his youth. 

"With the council going on just down the 
hill, we knew the things that were being 
discussed were affecting us," he told me. 

When the council was in session, each night 
at dinner, a report was read aloud from the 
council discussions, and Ryan still chuckles 
remembering the "cheers and jeers" in 
response from seminarians. 

Some of the American bishops attending the 
council stayed at the residence, and the 
seminary also benefited from having 
lectures from theological luminaries like 
Belgian Dominican Fr. Edward 
Schillebeeckx and U.S. Jesuit Fr. John 
Courtney Murray. 

"We all had different takes on what would 
happen next, but I did have a sense that the 
church that I would be ministering in was 
not the church I was raised in," said Ryan. 
"It was going to be different in a lot of 
respects." 

Nearly six decades later, he made the long 
journey from Seattle to Rome to 
concelebrate with Francis at the Mass 
marking the 60th anniversary of the opening 
of Vatican II on Oct. 11. 

Over a drink a few days later, Ryan (whom I 
learned once served on NCR's board, a 
newspaper founded, in part, to chronicle the 
rapid changes taking place in the church 
after the council!) told me he couldn't help 
but think about his former boss, Seattle 

Archbishop Raymond Hunthausen, during 
the Mass. 

Hunthausen had been made a bishop just six 
weeks before the start of the council and 
attended every session of it, later telling 
Ryan that it provided his on-the-job training. 

The bishops sat in order of seniority, with 
the longest-serving sitting at the front of St. 
Peter's Basilica close to the pope. 
Hunthausen had expected to be at the very 
back. Due to the number of bishops — over 
2,000 — there was stadium-style seating 
with a second, higher tier. In the end, 
Hunthausen was in the first section of the 
second level, giving him a bird's eye view of 
Pope John XXIII as the council opened. 

 
Seattle Archbishop Raymond Hunthausen, left, 
with Fr. Michael Ryan, who served as 
Hunthausen's chancellor and vicar general from 
1977 to 1988 (Courtesy of St. James Cathedral, 
Seattle) 
 
From his own seat at Francis' Mass 
celebrating the 60th anniversary of that 
occasion, Ryan sat exactly parallel to where 
Hunthausen was stationed and at the very 
spot he himself stood after being ordained a 
priest to offer his first blessings. 
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Hunthausen, Ryan told me, "absorbed 
everything the council was about. Not just 
the teachings, but, if I can use the word 
that's still considered suspicious by some, its 
spirit. He always talked about shared 
responsibility and listening to the people." 

Not everyone in Rome felt the same way. 
For over a decade, from 1977 to 1988, Ryan 
served as Hunthausen's chancellor and vicar 
general, a tumultuous period where the 
archbishop was placed under investigation 
by the Vatican over liturgical and doctrinal 
concerns, among them advocating for 
greater leadership roles for women and 
support for the LGBTQ community. 

Hunthausen also became a point of deep 
controversy for advocating unilateral 
nuclear disarmament at the height of the 
Cold War. Ultimately, Pope John Paul II 
assigned then-Auxiliary Bishop Donald 
Wuerl to take over key areas of authority in 
the Seattle Archdiocese. 

The council's vision of a church, in the 
words of Ryan, "never standing over and 
against the world, but in the midst of it all 
with a mission" was what he believes had 
driven Hunthausen's pioneering work in 
Seattle and continues to shape Ryan's own 
pastoral ministry today. 

 

Fr. Michael Ryan meets Pope Francis at the 
Vatican in 2016. (Courtesy of St. James 
Cathedral, Seattle) 
 
Now, Francis' emphasis on synodality, one 
of the fruits of the council, has allowed the 
very topics that Hunthausen was once 
silenced over to be openly discussed in 
official Vatican documents. While pastoral 
care of gays and lesbians was a reason 
Hunthausen's authority was curbed, the just-
published synod working document reckons 
with topics like the role of women, LGBTQ 
relationships and a focus on marginalized 
communities. 

A few weeks after Ryan returned to Seattle, 
we spoke again by Zoom, and he told me the 
title of that document, "Enlarge the Space of 
Your Tent," could be used to describe the 
philosophy he has tried to bring to 
Seattle's St. James Cathedral, where he has 
served as pastor since 1988.  

"Here, we are talking to people where they 
live their lives," said Ryan, noting that when 
you do that, you can't help but to encounter 
people who have felt neglected or rejected 
by the church. 

"When we do that, we will realize our tent 
isn't big enough," he said. 

Ryan still doesn't know how his synodal 
reflections ended up on Hollerich's desk, but 
said it only boosts his confidence that the 
Vatican's synod office is truly committed to 
reading all of the reports from around the 
globe. That happy shock, he told me, is 
evidence that the church is still capable of 
surprising, and that everything that was once 
considered old is very new again.  
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Dioceses in southern 
Philippines want 
government to ban 
mining 

 
Small-scale miners are pictured in a file photo 
sifting for gold on a riverbed in Mawab, in the 
Mindanao region of Philippines. Large-scale 
mines also operate in the region, and four 
dioceses said lawmakers should draft another 
bill that would ultimately revoke the companies' 
licenses to preserve the ancestral lands of 
Indigenous peoples. (CNS/Reuters/Erik De 
Castro) 
 
JOSEPH PETER CALLEJA 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Manila, Philippines —  
8 December 2022 
 
Catholic bishops from four dioceses in the 
southern Philippines have called on the 
country's lawmakers to draft a law to impose 
a ban on mining across the entire Mindanao 
region. 

In a joint statement Nov. 28, the 
Archdiocese of Davao and the dioceses of 
Digos, Tagum, and Mati urged lawmakers to 
revoke 39 mining licenses in the region to 
protect the environment and public health, 
reported ucanews.com. 

"Denuded forests due to the logging 
activities, oceans filled with filth from the 
waste we excessively throw, rivers quickly 
drying up from quarrying. ... These are an 
apt 'aide-memoire' as we observe an 
unprecedented destruction of the 
environment," the bishops said. 

They said that although they support a bill 
that seeks to ban both small- and large-scale 
mining, including quarrying, in Davao 
province, it would be better if there was a 
region-wide ban. 

The prelates insisted that lawmakers should 
draft another bill that would ultimately 
revoke the licenses of mining firms in the 
entire Mindanao region to preserve the 
ancestral lands of Indigenous peoples. 

"While the (Davao) bill respects existing 
mining permits until their expiration, we 
assert that, given the crisis we face, it must 
be revoked," the prelates added. 

Besides the damage to the environment, 
private corporations have been accused of 
land-grabbing ancestral domains of several 
Indigenous peoples in the region, 
ucanews.com reported. 

"Despite the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act 
and the recognition of ancestral domain of 
Philippines tribes, ancestral lands allegedly 
were sold by fictitious private individuals to 
corporations who were able to get titles over 
the parcels of land," Dennis Lugi, a member 
of the Bagobo tribal group, told 
ucanews.com. 

Lugi was referring to a demonstration held 
by his tribe in the Davao region after the 
Mindanao Private Mining Corp. recently 
evicted hundreds of families for allegedly 
settling illegally on private property. 

https://www.ucanews.com/news/catholic-bishops-seek-mining-ban-in-southern-philippines/99592


"Of course, it was not true. The land was 
inherited from our forefathers. We have 
always been the owners and in possession of 
that piece of property. This was before we 
heard the news that a mining firm wanted to 
take over because of potential gold and 
silver deposits there," Lugi added. 

The bishops said they took their cue from 
Pope Francis' environmental encyclical, 
"Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 
Home." 

 
A small-scale miner is pictured in a file photo 
sifting for gold on a riverbed in Mawab, in the 
Mindanao region of Philippines. Large-scale 
mines also operate in the region, and four 
dioceses said lawmakers should draft another 
bill that would ultimately revoke the companies' 
licenses to preserve the ancestral lands of 
Indigenous peoples. (CNS/Reuters/Erik De 
Castro) 
 
"As stewards of the environment, we should 
be acting as keepers of our common home 
— exercising an intergenerational 
responsibility that we must all embrace, not 
only in the name of the present generation 
but also the name of generations yet 
unborn," the prelates said. 

Riverband Mining Corp., however, said 
mining permits were issued through due 
process, and so private corporations had 
rights protected under the law. 

"We deserve to be heard. The state cannot 
just legislate laws without giving us an 

opportunity to defend ourselves. This is part 
of due process," Richard Ilogar, the mining 
firm's lawyer, told ucanews.com. 

According to the Philippine Statistics 
Authority, a third of the country's total land 
area of 7.5 million acres contains rich 
deposits of gold, nickel, copper and 
chromite, among other minerals and 
elements. As of February there were 55 
metallic mining sites operating in the 
country. 

Mining has displaced more than 389 
Indigenous communities involving more 
than 100,000 people and has contributed to 
over 142 million tons of sulfur dioxide 
emitted into the atmosphere because of 
smelting, according to the Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources. 

In Advent, we hope 
and wait. Climate 
change doesn't lend 
itself to either. 

 
 



 
THOMAS REESE 
RELIGION NEWS SERVICE 
3 December 2022 
 
Advent is supposed to be a time of 
anticipation and hope, but the threat of 
global warming brings me anxiety and fear. 
Scientists for decades have warned us that 
global warming is real and that it will lead to 
apocalyptic disaster, but we still go about 
our Christmas shopping like nothing is 
happening. The problem is too far in the 
future for us to worry about. It does not 
seem urgent. 

Environmentalists thought people would 
listen to scientists, but sadly, science does 
not seem to matter. People are driven by 
their immediate experience, not by 
something that might happen in the future. 

During the midterm election, global 
warming was not even an issue. We were 
concerned about inflation, about abortion, 
about who won the 2020 election and about 
what bathroom transgender students use. 

American politicians pay attention to the 
latest news cycle and the latest poll, not to 
something that can destroy us 10 years from 
now, let alone 50 years from now.  

Few voters worried about the problems 
global warming is already causing outside 
our country, like the fact that coral reefs are 
dying. Few knew that Pakistan experienced 
the most devastating flood in its history. 
Few cared about those starving in Africa 
because of drought. Some were worried 
about migrants at our borders, but they 

refused to acknowledge what is forcing 
these families to flee their countries. 

Even here at home, voters didn't connect the 
climate crisis to their choices in the ballot 
box. Republican leaders voted against good 
climate policy, either because they denied 
reality or because they hope for partisan 
advantage. Yet voters in Florida, the state 
that will suffer most from global warming 
and sea rise, just gave Republicans the green 
light to run their state. 

On the other side of the aisle, Democrats 
passed the Inflation Reduction Act, the most 
significant climate-oriented legislation in 
our country's history. But the legislation 
does not go far enough to fulfill our 
international commitments to reduce our 
greenhouse emissions. Even if everything in 
the act works perfectly (an unlikely 
occurrence), we will continue to add to 
global warming when we should be reducing 
the amount of carbon dioxide in the air. 

Nor did much hope come out of the COP27 
meeting on global warming this month in 
Egypt. Even though United Nations 
Secretary General António Guterres warned 
that "we are on a highway to climate hell 
with our foot on the accelerator," the 
delegates continued their bickering and 
accomplished little. 

They did promise to set up a "loss and 
damage" fund to help those suffering from 
climate change, but they put little money 
into it. Nor did they commit to further 
reductions in greenhouse gases. 

As a Catholic, I was happy to see the 
Vatican delegation at COP27 continue to 
press for climate action as a moral 
obligation because of global warming's 
humanitarian impact. 



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

"Our political will," said the Vatican's top 
official, "should be guided by the awareness 
that either we win together or we lose 
together." 

Pope Francis was outspoken about 
environmental issues in his encyclical 
"Laudato Si." He was not the first pope to 
have these concerns. Pope Benedict XVI 
was referred to as the "green pope" after he 
had solar panels installed on the roof of the 
papal audience hall. Both liberal and 
conservative Catholics should unite in 
following these popes' directions in 
responding to climate change. 

 
Solar panels are seen on the roof of the Paul VI 
audience hall at the Vatican in this Dec. 1, 2010, 
file photo. Under Pope Benedict XVI, Vatican 
City began installing solar panels in 2008. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
The generation being born now is like a 
baby left in a bathtub with the water slowly 

flowing in. We parents are busy about other 
things and think we will turn off the water in 
time. But the water is flowing faster each 
minute, and we will soon find it impossible 
to turn it off. The baby will drown, and it 
will be our fault. 

I fear that if the current generation of leaders 
does not take radical action to deal with 
global warming, the young will turn to 
ecoterrorism and revolution. When 
environmentalists glue themselves to works 
of art to call attention to the urgency of the 
threat, we ignore them, other than to 
criticize their tactics. This will likely 
provoke more radical action in the future. 
Violence rarely changes minds; rather it 
leads to a backlash and even a police state. 

Advent should be a time of hope. As a social 
scientist, I have little hope. As a Christian, I 
must have hope. This Advent I will be 
praying for the conversion of hearts to an 
environmental mindset. I will pray that those 
being born in the coming year will 
experience the coming of Christ and not the 
environmental catastrophe that scientists are 
predicting. 

Unless we respect God's creation, unless we 
imitate Christ's love and sacrificial service 
to humanity, we will continue on the 
highway to climate hell. 

Bishop Stowe 
celebrates Pope 
Francis' renewal of 
peacemaking in the 
church 
 



 
People reach out for Pope Francis during an 
ecumenical prayer service for peace Nov. 4, at 
Our Lady of Arabia Cathedral in Awali, 
Bahrain. (CNS/Reuters/Yara Nardi) 
 

 
BY JOHN STOWE 
9 December 2022 

Editor's Note: Pax Christi International 
hosted a conference in Rome Dec. 5-7 in 
conjunction with the Justice, Peace and 
Integrity of Creation Commission of the 
Union of Superiors General/International 
Union of Superiors General with 
theologians, church officials and grassroots 
activists on the theme "Pope Francis, 
nonviolence, and the fullness of Pacem in 
Terris." Bishop John Stowe addressed the 
event and gave NCR permission to publish 
his text. 

We recently observed the 60th anniversary 
of the opening of the Second Vatican 
Council: a watershed event whose meaning, 
import and legacy is still a matter of 
contentious debate even as its fruits have 
been enjoyed for decades. 

Setting aside the liturgical battles, the "letter 
vs. the spirit" and 
the resourcement and aggiornamento interpr

etations, Catholics across the globe have 
become more familiar with the word of God 
in sacred Scripture, have cherished "full, 
conscious and active participation" in the 
liturgy, have slowly recognized a need to be 
evangelizers, have appreciated the 
importance of a well-formed conscience, 
have engaged in deep dialogue with fellow 
Christians and other religious traditions, 
have rediscovered baptism as the 
foundational sacrament and enjoyed many 
other gifts that resulted from the council. 

Each of these developments, from the 
restoration of the ancient kiss of peace in the 
Mass to elevated role of the laity, can be a 
doorway to renewing the priority of working 
for peace in the mission of the church. 

The role of the church in the modern world 
was a key consideration of the council and 
obviously became the subject of the one of 
the council's major documents. The Second 
Vatican Council was celebrated not only 
with the eager attention and anticipation of 
the Christian world, but also within the 
living memory of the Second World War 
and the unspeakable horrors of the 
Holocaust — which, despite the many 
documented heroic acts by members of the 
church in resistance and in rescuing Jewish 
people, the church was largely ineffectual in 
stopping, and even inadvertently played a 
role in making it a possibility because of 
antisemitic strains in theology and practice. 

Sixty years later, we witness not only 
differences in interpreting the Second 
Vatican Council, but also a dangerous rise in 
antisemitism; especially but not exclusively 
in the United States. 

In this conference we are reflecting on the 
fulfillment of Pacem in Terris, a document 
which will be 60 years old next year and 
which expressed the centrality of genuine 
peace rooted in justice in the church's 
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proclamation of the Gospel and its invitation 
to salvation in Christ. It is the same jolly, 
elderly and rotund pontiff who was expected 
to be a mere placeholder on the chair of 
Peter who bravely convoked the council and 
who gave us this foundational document for 
peacebuilding as the work of the church in 
our times. 

 
An early edition of the encyclical Pacem in 
Terris ("Peace on Earth") is pictured next to a 
photo of its author, Pope John XXIII. The 
landmark papal letter addressing universal 
human rights and relations between states was 
issued in 1963. (CNS/Nancy Wiechec) 
 
St. John XXIII also spoke a fatherly and 
pastoral word to the children of God and to 
Christian families on the eve of the council's 
beginning in his famous moonlight speech 
over St. Peter's Square. Ten years ago, as the 
50th anniversary of that speech was being 
recalled, I remember pondering the words, 
"When you go home, give your children a 
hug and tell them it is from the pope. And 
when you find them with tears to dry, give 
them a good word. Give anyone who suffers 
a word of comfort. Tell them, 'The pope is 
with us especially in our times of sadness.' " 

I mused at that time, "Imagine having a pope 
who speaks like that!" And five months 
later, we did! We again have a pope whose 
smile has enchanted the whole world, whose 
actions and gestures speak even more loudly 

than his powerful words, and who is calling 
the church back to the fundamentals of the 
Gospel — or, as he puts it, the "joy of the 
Gospel." 

Pope Francis has left no doubt that the 
Second Vatican Council has charted the 
course for the church and provided us with 
the appropriate image of a pilgrim people on 
the way to the kingdom. Like his smiling 
predecessor, Francis is attuned to the 
realities of the suffering of the innocent and 
painfully aware how the inequalities in 
access to and consumption of the world's 
goods have led to a disturbing lack of peace 
and the inability for humanity to live as 
sisters and brothers as God's plan has 
designed. 

Since 2013 we have been warned about the 
"globalization of indifference," a phrase first 
used as Pope Francis lamented the world's 
lack of interest in boatloads of human beings 
from Africa drowning in the Mediterranean 
while the press paid more attention to falling 
points on the global market. He has 
denounced the Third World War being 
fought piecemeal as we can ever more 
painfully see happening before our eyes 
around the globe: from Ukraine to Uvalde, 
Texas, where racism and easy access to 
weapons have brought the fruits of war into 
a schoolhouse. Add Yemen, Myanmar, 
Afghanistan, Sudan and places where so 
many other conflicts are taking place and it 
appears that the pope's description is not 
hyperbole. 

Not only has Pope Francis prayed 
incessantly for peace and called for peace 
throughout the war in Ukraine, he has 
brought warring factions from South Sudan 
into the Apostolic Palace and kissed their 
feet, pleading with them to work to end war 
and the suffering of their people caused by 
violence. He has tried again to initiate peace 
talks between Palestine and Israel and he has 



not been afraid to be present in places of 
conflict around the world as a promoter of 
peace. The pope has used the personal 
relations he has cultivated with Muslim 
leaders to invite them to join him in 
condemning religious violence and to 
highlight the peace which God desires for all 
his people. 

 
Pope Francis kisses the feet of South Sudan 
President Salva Kiir April 11, 2019, at the 
conclusion of a two-day retreat at the Vatican 
for African nation's political leaders. 
(CNS/Vatican Media via Reuters) 
 
On the vigil of the feast of St. Francis in 
2021, Pope Francis signed his 
encyclical Fratelli Tutti ("Brothers and 
Sisters All") at the tomb of the famous 
peacemaker whose writings gave rise to the 
name of the document. Together with the 
2015 encyclical Laudato Si', this first Jesuit 
pope in history has given the global church a 
healthy dose of Franciscan spirituality: 
highlighting the interrelationship of all 
creation and the need to live as brothers and 
sisters, in fraternity with all humanity and 
indeed all of creation. 

Written in the midst of the global 
coronavirus pandemic, in Fratelli 
Tutti Francis laments how humanity failed to 
come together to address this common threat 
to the whole population and he urges 

humanity to build the friendships and 
relationships that will be necessary to stop 
resorting to war and violence and that 
promote the need to work together to 
address the climate catastrophe currently 
accelerating. 

Not only does he celebrate the 
interrelationship of all creation and of the 
whole human family, but as in all of his 
apostolic exhortations and magisterial 
teachings, he elaborates on the 
interrelationship of all the issues that 
threaten human existence, human dignity 
and human life today. Climate change 
disproportionately affects the poorer 
countries of the world who consume less of 
the fossil fuels which have caused the 
warming. The loss of islands, the destruction 
of land and biodiversity, the unusual and 
brutal weather patterns lead to greater 
migration, while the wealthier nations too 
often close their doors to the suffering 
migrants trying to preserve their lives — all 
of this is a form of violence. 

Why should the pope be the only one who 
sees the unsustainability of the present 
situation? Are we unaccustomed to having 
prophets arise from within the church's 
hierarchy? Are human beings today so 
suspicious of any kind of organization, that 
the common good becomes unthinkable? 
What will it take for all of the leadership of 
the church and of other world religious to 
speak as forcefully for the need for 
structural change and allow human values to 
supersede economic values? 

https://www.ncronline.org/spirituality/popes-post-covid-encyclical-envisions-less-populist-less-capitalist-world


 
Pope Francis leads the Angelus from the 
window of his studio overlooking St. Peter's 
Square Oct. 2 at the Vatican. The pope begged 
Russian President Vladimir Putin to stop the war 
in Ukraine and condemned Russia's annexation 
of four Ukrainian regions. He also called upon 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy to be 
open to serious peace proposals. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
It is commonly accepted that Pope Francis 
was elected by the cardinals primarily to 
reform the Roman Curia. We have recently 
seen the structure that is setting the form for 
that renewal: a Curia that is centered on 
evangelization (as its name, "Preach the 
Gospel" makes clear) and that gives high 
importance to integral human development, 
after nearly a decade of his pontificate. 

But from the very evening that he stepped 
forth on the balcony of St. Peter's and was 
introduced with the name Francis, my heart 
leaped like those of so many Franciscan 
sisters and brothers who heard an echo of 
the Lord's words to Francis of Assisi — 
"rebuild my church." This Francis was 
concerned with not only reforming an 
organization bureaucracy, but in reforming a 
church by using its founding document, the 
good news of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Drawing on all his experience as a Jesuit 
schooled in discernment and as a pastor who 
led his people to a relationship with Jesus 
Christ, Francis knew where to begin. He 

started his universal ministry as a pastor, 
from the first Sunday Mass that he 
celebrated at St. Anne's Parish church in the 
Vatican where he shook hands with people 
as they left the church, he has made personal 
and real the nearness of Christ, witnessing 
an all-inclusive love that affirms human 
dignity in everyone he encounters. 

Noting that the world's attention was on 
him, he deflected that attention to the 
peripheries — to the places that the world 
would rather not notice: the island of 
Lampedusa where the shipwrecks of 
refugees occurred, to a slum in Rio de 
Janeiro considered too dangerous to visit, to 
a silent prayer at the wall that separates and 
imprisons Palestinians in the Holy Land, to 
migrant and refugee camps, to prisons at 
home and abroad, to homeless shelters and 
soup kitchens, to Native American 
reservations where he begged forgiveness 
for unspeakable abuses — the list continues 
right up to this moment. 

 

  

Dear Friends: 
 
The Interfaith Peace Project continues its 
ongoing observance of the International 
Women’s Day, March 8, by sending you a 
reflection on the eighth of every month. 
Today, Karen Oliver, poet, friend and "O 
Street Project" Co-Director, shares with us 
her poem, "Don't Blame the Stranger". Thank 
you, Karen for sharing with us. 

Thomas P. Bonacci, C.P 
peace@thomaspbonacci.ne 
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DON'T BLAME THE 
STRANGER 

Continuing to Honor 
International Women's Day 

 

Don’t blame the stranger 
Standing on that distant shore 
 
He like you is just looking 
for something more 
More food on the table 
More clothes on his back 
more opportunity to give 
Something back 
 
Don’t blame the image looking 
back from that mirror 
She like you is searching 
for something more too 
More understanding 
More reasons to hold on 
More of the days when she 
felt like she belonged 
 
Don’t blame the people 
waiting in that line 
can’t you see like you 
they could use more than a dime 
More chances to see a doctor 
More ways to pay the bills 
More than empty promises 
from the fat ass suits on the Hill 
 
Don't blame the soldier lying 
In his own pool of blood 
He couldn't take more pain from 

the war still waging in his head 
More pain than the doctors 
would cut out with their knives 
More pain for the mother watching 
Her only son die 
 
Don’t blame strangers coming 
to our shores they like our 
own parents came to build a new life 
New Life in Jesus 
New life in Yahweh 
New life in Buddha 
New life in Krishna 
New life in Mohamed 
 
We like they were 
once strangers too 
 
Strangers now no more 
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