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Sunday, 13 February 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Seven: Meeting God in Prayer 
  

A Prayerful Stance 
  

 
For Father Richard, when we surrender to 
love in the present moment, we encounter 
the flow of Divine Presence: 
 
Prayer is not primarily saying words or 
thinking thoughts. It is, rather, a life stance. 
It’s a way of living in the Presence, living 
in awareness of the Presence, and even of 
enjoying the Presence. Fully contemplative 
people are more than aware of Divine 
Presence; they trust, allow, and delight in it. 
They “stand” on it! 

The contemplative secret is learning to live 
in such a now. The now is not as empty as it 
might appear to be or that we fear it may be. 
Try to realize that everything is right here, 

right now. When we’re doing life right, it 
means nothing more than it is right now, 
because God is in this moment in a non-
blaming way. When we are able to 
experience that, taste and enjoy it, we don’t 
need to hold on to it. The next moment will 
have its own taste and enjoyment. 

Because most of our moments are not tasted 
or real or in the Presence, we are never full. 
We create artificial fullness and want to 
hang on to that. But there’s nothing to hold 
on to when we begin to taste the fullness of 
now. God is either in this now or God isn’t 
at all. If the now has never been full or 
sufficient, we will always be grasping. Here 
is a litmus test: If we’re pushing ourselves 
and others around, we have not yet found 
the secret of happiness. This moment is as 
full of the Divine Presence as it can be. 
Saints have called this the “sacrament of the 
present moment.” 

The present moment has no competition; it 
is not judged in comparison to any other. It 
has never happened before and will not 
happen again. But when I’m in competition, 
I’m not in love. I can’t get to love because 
I’m looking for a new way to dominate. The 
way we know this mind is not the truth is 
that God does not deal with us like this. The 
mystics, those who really pray, know this. 
Those who enter deeply into the great 
mystery do not experience a God who 
compares, differentiates, and judges. They 
experience an all-embracing receptor, a 
receiver who recognizes the divine image in 
each and every individual. 

For Jesus, prayer seems to be a matter 
of waiting in love. Returning to love. 
Trusting that love is the deepest stream of 
reality. That’s why prayer isn’t primarily 
words; it’s primarily an attitude, a stance, 
a modus operandi. That’s why Paul could 
say, “Pray always.” “Pray unceasingly.” If 



we read that as requiring words, it is surely 
impossible. We’ve got a lot of other things 
to do. We can pray unceasingly, however, if 
we find the stream and know how to wade in 
its waters. The stream will flow through us, 
and all we have to do is keep choosing to 
stay there. 

Monday, 14 February 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Seven: Meeting God in Prayer 
  

Love's Method of Communication 
  
Carmelite nun Ruth Burrows has reflected 
deeply on the nature of prayer through her 
numerous books. Here she describes prayer 
as our inner “Yes” to what God seeks to do, 
which is always to love us: 
 
Almost always when we talk about prayer 
we are thinking of something we do and, 
from that standpoint, questions, problems, 
confusion, discouragement, illusions 
multiply. For me, it is of fundamental 
importance to correct this view. Our 
Christian knowledge assures us that prayer 
is essentially what God does, how God 
addresses us, looks at us. It is not primarily 
something we are doing to God, something 
we are giving to God but what God is doing 
for us. And what God is doing for us is 
giving the divine Self in love. 

[For Christians,] any talk of prayer, if we are 
to stand in the clear, pure atmosphere of 

truth, must begin by reflecting in firm belief 
on what Jesus shows us of God. Let us push 
straight to the heart of the matter. What is 
the core, the central message of the 
revelation of Jesus? Surely it is of the 
unconditional love of God for us, for each 
one of us: God, the unutterable, 
incomprehensible Mystery, the Reality of all 
reality, the Life of all life. And this means 
that divine Love desires to communicate Its 
Holy Self to us. Nothing less! This is God’s 
irrevocable will and purpose; it is the reason 
why everything that is, is, and why each of 
us exists. We are here to receive this 
ineffable, all-transforming, all beatifying 
Love. 

CAC teacher James Finley likewise 
understands meditation and prayer as the 
opportunity to realize God’s constant love 
for us at all times:    

To practice meditation as an act of religious 
faith is to open ourselves to the endlessly 
reassuring realization that our very being 
and the very being of everyone and 
everything around us is the generosity of 
God. For God is creating us in the present 
moment, loving us into being, such that our 
very presence in the present moment is the 
manifested presence of God. We meditate 
that we might awaken to this unitive 
mystery, not just in meditation, but in every 
moment of our lives. [1] 

Burrows continues: 

Basing ourselves, therefore, on what Jesus 
shows us of God . . . we must realize that 
what we have to do is allow ourselves to be 
loved, to be there for Love to love us. . . . 

The essential thing we have to do 
is believe in the enfolding, nurturing, 
transforming Love of God which 
is the Reality: the Reality that is absolutely, 



totally there whether we avert to It or not. 
Prayer, from our side, is a deliberate 
decision to avert to It, to respond to It in the 
fullest way we can. To do this we must set 
time aside to devote exclusively to the ‘Yes’ 
of faith. 

El futuro is now: Is 
Catholic higher ed 

ready for the 
growing Hispanic 

community? 
14 February 2022 

by Milton Javier Bravo 
  

 
I recently came back to Catholic higher 
education, after working for a Catholic 
nonprofit, to serve as the vice president for 
mission, values and inclusion at a 
Dominican Catholic college. This past 
weekend, I had the opportunity to meet 
several education leaders at the annual 
Association of Catholic Colleges and 
Universities conference entitled "Called 
Together."  

Many of the conversations and some of the 
panel discussions reinforced an opinion I've 
had for some time, mainly that Catholic 
higher education continues to be ill-prepared 
at best, oblivious at worst, to the 

overwhelming demographic shift of the 21st 
century: the ongoing growth of the 
Hispanic/Latinx population in the United 
States. 

By the midpoint of this century, two-
thirds of the U.S. Catholic population will 
self-identify as Hispanic. Currently, 
the majority of Catholics ages 16 to 29 are 
Hispanic. And outside of the Catholic 
population, one in every four high school 
graduates is Hispanic, reaching closer to 
30% of high school graduates by 2036. 
A new report from Pew Research on race 
and ethnicity saw a 50% increase of 
Hispanic population in 517 counties (out of 
1,685), from 2010 to 2020, with the majority 
of counties located in states that have not 
been traditionally Hispanic population 
centers.  

In addition, Hispanic/Latinx are 
intersectional identities, with Afro-Latinos, 
Asian-Latinos, Indigenous-Latinos, etc., in 
our communities. As of 2019, 80% of 
Latinos are U.S. citizens, including third, 
fourth and fifth generations present in all 50 
states. Catholic higher education cannot 
afford not to respond to this growing reality 
across the country. 

 
Graduates of the Catholic University of America 
celebrate during the school's 132nd annual 
commencement ceremony at FedExField May 
15, 2021, in Landover, Maryland. 
(CNS/Courtesy of the Catholic University of 
America) 
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This new landscape of student populations is 
fostering a new higher education identity. 
The number of Hispanic Serving 
Institutions, or HSI, continues to rise across 
the United States, including within Catholic 
colleges and universities. To be classified as 
HSI, a college or university must enroll at 
least 25% Hispanic students, and half must 
be eligible for a federal Pell grant, which is 
for students with exceptional financial need.  

An institution is identified as 
an emerging HSI if they enroll 15% to 24% 
Hispanic students. As of Fall 2020, out 
of 226 Catholic colleges and universities, 32 
are HSI, and 36 are emerging HSI. These 
demographic shifts will continue to shape 
the student population enrolled in Catholic 
colleges and universities for decades to 
come, but the question remains will we 
respond and be intentional about welcoming, 
integrating and celebrating our growing 
Hispanic student population? 

Responding to the ongoing transformation 
of current and emerging Hispanic/Latino 
populations by Catholic colleges and 
universities must be rooted in our Catholic 
identity and mission. One of the issues that 
arises, however, is the lack of theological 
and pastoral reflection on Catholic higher 
education identity outside of Ex Corde 
Ecclesiae, and the Land O'Lakes statement. 
Much of the public discourse on Catholic 
identity fails to include a multicultural, 
multiracial, panethnic people of God.  

One recent publication by Gina Garcia, John 
DeCostanza and Jaqueline Romo may have 
provided the next seminal work on Catholic 
higher education identity. "Theorizing a 
Catholic Hispanic-Serving Institution (C-
HSI) Identity through Latinx Theological 
Lenses of Lo Cotidiano and Traditioning" 
provides a new framework through which to 
discuss Catholic identity, centering the lives 
of our Hispanic students and ongoing 

theological tradition, rooted in the everyday 
lives of our students. 

This is the level of theological, educational 
and pastoral reflection needed to respond to 
this moment, especially given an anti-
Hispanic sentiment in this country, which 
reached a traumatic moment with la 
matanza, the August 2019 shooting in El 
Paso, Texas. Many community members 
and victims' families are still processing and 
carrying the pain of that day.  

We see this anti-Hispanic sentiment not only 
in politics, but media, and the lack of 
representation in education among faculty 
and staff. Outside of a handful of priests and 
religious sisters, as far as I could tell, I was 
the only lay Latino mission officer holding a 
vice president position in mission and 
ministry in many of the conversations I had 
this past weekend. Responding to a diverse, 
multicultural, Hispanic student population 
will require a culturally responsive ministry 
and representation within the classroom and 
within the mission office at Catholic 
colleges and universities.  

Most Catholic colleges and universities in 
this country were originally founded to serve 
the poor, the immigrant, the marginalized 
communities. This is part of the identity and 
the historical institutional charism of our 
schools. The question now remains, will we 
continue to passively allow the demographic 
shifts to shape higher education, or, will we 
meet this moment intentionally?  

I hope to do my part to help my institution 
recall their founding and realign our mission 
and identity to serve a diverse student 
population, paying close attention to our 
growing Hispanic community in southern 
Wisconsin. 
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Milton Javier Bravo 
Milton Javier Bravo is vice president for 
mission, values and inclusion at Edgewood 
College, a Dominican Catholic college in 
Madison, Wisconsin. He is an educator, 
Latino theologian and member of the board 
of directors for both Hope Border Institute 
and the Academy of Catholic Hispanic 
Theologians of the United States. 
 

Black History 
Month offers a 
clarion call for a 
better tomorrow 
for all of our 
nation’s people 
  
4 February 2022 
BY CARDINAL WILTON GREGORY 
 
Washington is a city of great 
monuments.  Some of them are majestic in 
size and appearance. They often are used to 
give visible identity to the city of 
Washington.  Other local monuments are 
more modest images of people whose 
contributions to the history of our nation 
may be less well known but vital 
nonetheless to the full heritage of freedom 
that we now enjoy.   

One of those perhaps lesser-known 
monuments honors the contributions of 
Carter G. Woodson as the widely 

acknowledged father of African-American 
history. His monument is found in the 
memorial park dedicated to his name at 900 
Rhode Island Ave., N.W., between 
9th Street, Q Street and Rhode Island 
Avenue.   This charming tribute to Dr. 
Woodson is very accessible. You should 
visit it.  Unlike other more colossal 
monuments, you can approach it and see the 
details of the statue of Dr. Woodson up 
close.  It was dedicated in 2016 as an 
appropriate recognition of the contributions 
of this great historian whose life work laid 
the very foundations for our February 
recognition of Black History Month. 

Servant of God Sister Thea Bowman, whose 
cause for canonization is under 
consideration, is shown during a 1989 talk 
that she gave to the U.S. Catholic bishops. 
(Screen capture from YouTube video) 
Washington is a city of great 
monuments.  Some of them are majestic in 
size and appearance. They often are used to 
give visible identity to the city of 
Washington.  Other local monuments are 
more modest images of people whose 
contributions to the history of our nation 
may be less well known but vital 
nonetheless to the full heritage of freedom 
that we now enjoy.   

One of those perhaps lesser-known 
monuments honors the contributions of 
Carter G. Woodson as the widely 
acknowledged father of African-American 
history. His monument is found in the 
memorial park dedicated to his name at 900 
Rhode Island Ave., N.W., between 
9th Street, Q Street and Rhode Island 
Avenue.   This charming tribute to Dr. 
Woodson is very accessible. You should 
visit it.  Unlike other more colossal 
monuments, you can approach it and see the 
details of the statue of Dr. Woodson up 
close.  It was dedicated in 2016 as an 
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appropriate recognition of the contributions 
of this great historian whose life work laid 
the very foundations for our February 
recognition of Black History Month. 

Monuments, however, are not only made of 
granite and bronze.  In today’s cyber world, 
we can capture living images of the historic 
and spiritual contributions of other famous 
people.  One that I hold as especially 
important and treasured is the address that 
Sister Thea Bowman gave to the entire 
assembly of U.S. Catholic bishops gathered 
at Seton Hall University in the Archdiocese 
of Newark, New Jersey in 1989. This 
moving 32-minute presentation is available 
on YouTube, and it summarizes the wisdom 
and the witness of this extraordinary woman 
of faith and her compelling affirmation of 
her African-American heritage and her 
vibrant love for our Catholic faith.   

Sister Thea’s cause for sainthood has been 
introduced in Rome, where I am certain that 
this video expression has been viewed by 
those in the Congregation for Saints who are 
examining Sister Thea’s cause for 
beatification and eventual canonization.  It is 
a visual monument of her love for her 
heritage and her faith, and I urge all of you 
to view it.  The U.S. bishops were deeply 
edified by her witness as she chided us to 
recognize and to welcome the gifts of Black 
people more effectively in the life of our 
Church.   No one even now should ignore 
Sister Thea’s challenges to the Church that 
she deeply loved and served. 

Monuments take us back to the 
achievements of historic figures, but they 
are not simply limited to the past. They 
invite us to focus on tomorrow and 
challenge us to consider how we can make 
important contributions to the communities 
and people that we love.  Our D.C. 
monuments not only allow us to focus on 

yesterday, but they should encourage us to 
work for the improvement of our own nation 
and its future. 

The spiritual legacies that we read about as 
contributions of past heroes and heroines 
should inspire us to make contributions for 
the future life of our Church. The ancient 
Christians were edified and strengthened by 
the witness of the martyrs who surrendered 
their lives for the faith. The eyewitnesses 
often wrote down the Acta [descriptions of 
the suffering of those who died as martyrs] 
to serve as inspirational encouragements for 
themselves. Black History Month is not 
simply about history.  It is a clarion call and 
summons for a better tomorrow for all 
people in our nation and society. 

 

Sister Thea Bowman is seen singing during 
a 1986 talk she gave at St. Augustine 
Church in Washington. Servant of God 
Sister Thea Bowman, who died of cancer in 
1990 and whose cause for sainthood is under 
consideration, was a Franciscan Sister of 
Perpetual Adoration who taught in the 
elementary, high school and college levels 
and who later became a dynamic, nationally 
known evangelist, singer and storyteller, 
joyfully preaching the Gospel. In her talks to 
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audiences that included parish groups and 
the national gathering of U.S. bishops, Sister 
Thea called for Catholics to work together 
for racial justice. (CS photo/Michael Hoyt) 
Monuments take us back to the 
achievements of historic figures, but they 
are not simply limited to the past. They 
invite us to focus on tomorrow and 
challenge us to consider how we can make 
important contributions to the communities 
and people that we love.  Our D.C. 
monuments not only allow us to focus on 
yesterday, but they should encourage us to 
work for the improvement of our own nation 
and its future. 

The spiritual legacies that we read about as 
contributions of past heroes and heroines 
should inspire us to make contributions for 
the future life of our Church. The ancient 
Christians were edified and strengthened by 
the witness of the martyrs who surrendered 
their lives for the faith. The eyewitnesses 
often wrote down the Acta [descriptions of 
the suffering of those who died as martyrs] 
to serve as inspirational encouragements for 
themselves. Black History Month is not 
simply about history.  It is a clarion call and 
summons for a better tomorrow for all 
people in our nation and society. 

(Cardinal Wilton Gregory, the archbishop of 
Washington, writes his “What I Have Seen 
and Heard” column for the Catholic 
Standard and Spanish-language El 
Pregonero newspapers and websites of The 
Roman Catholic Archdiocese of 
Washington.)  
 

 

 

Major Overhaul 
Will Leave 
Chicago 
Archdiocese With 
123 Fewer Parishes 
By July 
The Chicago Archdiocese 
had 2,400 priests in 1975, 
that included Diocesan, 
religious order and retired 
priests. Today there are 
1,200. 
By Mary Ann Ahern  Updated on 8 
February 2022 at 6:52 pm 

   
The Chicago Archdiocese is in the midst of 
a major overhaul that will leave it with 123 
fewer parishes by July 1 of this year. 

The archdiocese faces multiple challenges, 
including fewer Catholic priests, fewer 
people in the pews, old buildings that need 
repairs and financial shortages. 

Renata Gryzk, a parishioner who has seen 
her parish close, said she is "very bitter 
about it, very hurt."  

Gryzk was raised in Our Lady of Victory on 
Chicago's Northwest Side. She said 
watching her home parish close last 
November was "a struggle and a struggle for 
many, many people." 

Rev. Jason Malave, the spokesman for 
Cardinal Blase Cupich's Renew My Church 
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initiative, said "our culture has shifted so 
radically, so radically, and we are no longer 
the church of the 1970s, the 1960s." 

Rev. Malave said Pope Francis wants the 
church to look for "new methods and, when 
it's necessary, to really evangelize well the 
community that we find ourselves in."    

The Chicago Archdiocese had 2,400 priests 
in 1975, that included Diocesan, religious 
order and retired priests. Today there are 
1,200. 

When it comes to parishes, just four years 
ago, there were 344 in the Chicago 
Archdiocese. By July 1, 2022, there will be 
221. 

Many Chicagoans identify themselves as 
what parish they are from. 

Rev. Malave said "we are such a parochial 
church, absolutely we know where we grew 
up." He concedes "people will be getting 
used to new saints, new saint names, 
because they've united." 

But Gryzk worries about the future of the 
church as Chicago Catholics believe their 
parish "it really does define you; you feel so 
lost, like a part of you is gone." 

Corpus Christi in the Bronzeville 
neighborhood is another parish that has 
closed. Its school building currently has a 
for-rent sign on the front door.   

In all there will be 57 churches across the 
archdiocese that will no longer be used for 
Mass. 

Ward Miller with Preservation Chicago 
worries about the church buildings but also 
the services centered there as he notes "we 
not only lose a great church, and a religious 

center, we lose all those services that come 
with it. It’s a community center, it’s food 
pantries, it’s counseling, it’s child care, it’s 
community that leaves with each one of 
these institutions." 

The major overhaul was in the works before 
the coronavirus pandemic. Mass attendance 
has been falling and COVID has also had a 
huge impact. 

As Rev. Malave notes, "there are definitely 
people who are critical of this journey, but 
the same people who will know, and will be 
able to name members of their own family 
who have stepped away from the 
practice. Let’s get our foundation firm, and 
build, reintroduce people to Jesus after that." 

What happens next 
with texts approved 

by Germany's 
Synodal Assembly? 

Feb 14, 2022 
by Ludwig Ring-Eifel, Catholic News 

Service 

 
German Bishop Stephan Ackermann of Trier 
speaks during the third Synodal Assembly in 
Frankfurt Feb. 4, 2021. (CNS photo/Julia 
Steinbrecht, KNA) 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/ludwig-ring-eifel
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/catholic-news-service
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/catholic-news-service


BONN, Germany — In early February, the 
plenary assembly of the Synodal Path met in 
Frankfurt and approved a number of far-
reaching reform proposals for the Catholic 
Church in Germany. Now people in the 
church are debating what comes next 
regarding the approved resolutions and how 
to carry them out. 

The plenary approved three texts in a second 
reading; two-thirds of nearly 230 delegates, 
including bishops, approved the texts; in a 
separate vote of just bishops, the texts still 
garnered two-thirds of the votes. 

The first, or so-called orientation text, is a 
purely theological paper but one that has 
consequences for all the reform ideas put 
forward. It deals with the question of the 
sources from which the church draws its 
truths. Now, in addition to such known 
sources as the Bible, tradition and the 
magisterium, the text indicates three more: 
theological science, the "signs of the times," 
and the "sense of the faith of God's people." 

Most likely, just a few years ago the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 
Rome would have declared such an opening 
of the church's register of sources as wrong. 
But at the moment, no such veto is expected 
from Rome. 

This also applies to the second basic text 
concerning the question of power in the 
church. This text does not completely call 
into question the traditional hierarchy, but it 
does concede a greater voice of co-
determination to laypeople. 

The principles of democratic rule of law are 
now to be the measure for the church — 
without, however, the church itself being 
restructured into a majority-rule democracy. 
It would become a "synodally ordered" 
institution. This should also gain the 

blessing of Pope Francis, who was expressly 
referenced in the text. 

The assembly also approved a text calling 
for greater participation by laypeople in 
choosing bishops. It involves the cathedral 
chapter, a group of clerics who advise the 
bishop and exercise some governance when 
there is no bishop. These clerics also help 
the nuncio choose a list of three potential 
bishops to submit to the Vatican. In the 
approved synodal text, cathedral chapters 
would be expanded in such a way that 
laypeople would be allowed to participate in 
the selection of bishop candidates. Since the 
special rights of the cathedral chapters are 
mostly regulated by concordats, these must 
either be altered or more flexibly applied. 
No veto from Rome is expected there. 

It is similar for some of the texts that only 
passed a first reading. This includes tighter 
surveillance of sexual abusers and changes 
in the church's labor law. Because the 
church is a very large-scale employer in 
Germany, this latter issue has repeatedly 
been a matter of trouble — such as when a 
church employee openly living in a 
homosexual relationship lost his job due to 
his "personal lifestyle." This is also 
something that German bishops can change 
without the Vatican's input, and some have 
already started making changes in their 
dioceses. 

All the other texts dealing with sexuality and 
gender equality will be more tricky. There is 
only a slim chance of Vatican approval for 
resolutions calling for a relaxation of 
celibacy rules for priests and for permitting 
women to be deacons. In both those cases, 
German bishops must petition the pope for 
special permission. 

Regarding the celibacy question, in 2019 the 
Synod of Bishops spoke in favor of a 
relaxation, so that in case of an acute 



shortage of priests at least a basic 
celebration of the sacraments can be made 
possible. Since then, dramatic priest 
shortages have occurred in some German 
dioceses, so this door now at least stands 
ajar. 

The same applies to women deacons. Pope 
Francis has repeatedly indicated his 
openness in principle to the idea. But the 
chances that he would allow this for 
Germany by issuing a special permission — 
such as advocated by the Synodal 
Path — are nevertheless slim. 

For the foreseeable future it appears unlikely 
that the resolutions of the Synodal Path 
regarding sexuality and Catholic blessing 
services for homosexual couples will receive 
approval from the Vatican. Here the break 
with traditional doctrine would be too 
blatant. Therefore, the question now is not 
whether Rome would agree to it, but 
whether Vatican authorities would take 
action against bishops who allow or promote 
such blessing services. 

But no such tolerance is expected from 
Rome concerning the Synodal Path's call for 
women in the priesthood. In this, canon law 
dictates that even the attempt to ordain a 
woman as a priest automatically leads to 
excommunication. Before any movement in 
this area can become possible, there first 
must be an effort launched to change this 
penalty provision. 

 

 

 

 

 

Church's multiyear 
initiatives on 

synodality, Laudato 
Si' and Eucharist 

intertwine 
15 February 2022 
by Brian Roewe 

  
Action 

This article appears in the Synod on 
Synodality feature series. View the full 
series. 

 
Students at St. John XXIII Catholic Parish 
process with the Eucharist across Colorado State 
University in Fort Collins in 2018. In November 
2021, the U.S. bishops announced plans for a 
three-year National Eucharistic Revival. 
(Unsplash/Rachel Moore) 
 
In a span of several weeks last fall, three 
large initiatives landed on the doorsteps of 
U.S. Catholic dioceses, parishes, 
congregations and organizations. 

Beginning in October, Pope Francis opened 
the synod on synodality, a two-year 
engagement of the global church focused on 
listening and encounter. A month later, the 
Vatican officially launched its Laudato Si' 
Action Platform, which invites all parts of 
the church to take up seven-year programs 
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to adopt sustainable and ecologically 
friendly practices. And just days after that, 
the U.S. bishops announced their own plans 
for what they've called a National 
Eucharistic Revival, a three-year project that 
will culminate in the summer of 2024. 

The three programs make for busy schedules 
in the coming years for many corners of the 
U.S. church. But do they have anything to 
do with each other? 

That was a question the Catholic Climate 
Covenant attempted to explore in a webinar 
Feb. 10. And it's one its half-dozen panelists 
answered in the affirmative. 

"These three initiatives are not separate but 
they're deeply integral to one another. They 
fertilize and enhance and nourish each 
other," said Jesuit Fr. David McCallum, a 
member of the Secretariat for the Synod of 
Bishops and founding executive director of 
the Program of Discerning Leadership, a 
project of the Society of Jesus. 

The synod on synodality, which opened Oct. 
10, aims at a churchwide conversion toward 
a more synodal, or listening, church, through 
what Francis has called "the art of 
encounter." Through June, dioceses are 
conducting listening sessions with people 
across the world. 

 
This image on the website of the Raleigh 
Diocese encourages Catholics in eastern North 
Carolina to take part in an online survey. The 
survey is part of the listening process for the 

XVI Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod 
of Bishops. (CNS/Raleigh Diocese) 
 
"The aim of the synod is to relearn 
synodality. ... We learn it by experience," 
said Xavierian Sr. Nathalie Becquart, 
undersecretary to the General Secretariat for 
the Synod of Bishops. 

Some see the Laudato Si' Action Platform as 
the perfect venue to put that vision into 
practice. 

Jose Aguto, Covenant executive director, 
told EarthBeat that the synodal process 
"naturally flows into the Laudato Si' Action 
Platform," with the synod representing an 
opportunity for Catholics to voice, and their 
local church to hear, desires for greater 
engagement on environmental concerns and 
then the platform as a way to respond. 

Enrollment in the action platform, a project 
of the Dicastery for Promoting Integral 
Human Development, opened Nov. 14, with 
more than 4,000 having pre-registered their 
interest ahead of that. Sign-up for the initial 
cohort remains open through April 22, Earth 
Day. 

The platform has been billed as the Catholic 
Church's response to accelerating climate 
change and environmental destruction 
around the world. Designed around seven 
categories of Laudato Si' goals — which 
include action steps like adopting renewable 
energy, employing "green" investment 
guidelines, reducing use of single-use 
plastics and fostering ecological spirituality 
— it also offers a pathway for the ecological 
conversion Francis has said is critical to 
respond seriously and substantially to the 
climate crisis. 

During the webinar, Kerry Robinson, 
executive partner with Leadership 
Roundtable, which is partnering with church 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/bishops-approve-plans-three-year-national-eucharistic-revival
https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/bishops-approve-plans-three-year-national-eucharistic-revival
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-opens-synod-encouraging-church-master-art-encounter
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-opens-synod-encouraging-church-master-art-encounter
https://www.globalsistersreport.org/node/197806
https://www.ncronline.org/authors/jose-aguto
https://www.ncronline.org/news/earthbeat/official-launch-laudato-si-action-platform-offers-catholics-concrete-steps-toward


leaders at the Vatican and in the U.S. on the 
synod, said that the church learning to live 
synodally "will have a huge impact on our 
ability to address the crisis of climate 
change together." 

Other panelists on the webinar said the 
synod's theme, "For a Synodal Church: 
Communion, Participation, Mission," melds 
well with the platform's Laudato Si' goals, 
which derive from the concept of integral 
ecology that Francis described in his 2015 
encyclical, "Laudato Si', on Care for Our 
Common Home." That idea stresses how all 
of creation, including humans, are 
interrelated, as are social and ecological 
issues, which require multidisciplinary 
solutions. 

"There is this coherence between integral 
ecology and the invitation to come together 
[through the synod] in this collaborative way 
as church, as people of God," McCallum 
said. 

He added that the synod points to a 
collaborative approach that is "absolutely 
essential" to taking on difficult challenges, 
especially "at a critical time in our history." 

"The way in which we work on this question 
of conversion of social structures, of our 
economies, of the ways in which we relate 
to our resources and then give back to the 
planet, this too is enhanced by what we 
learned from synodality," he said. 

 

 
Panelists discuss the Catholic Church's three 
multiyear initiatives in a Catholic Climate 
Covenant webinar Feb. 10. (EarthBeat 
screenshot) 
 
"The way to implement Laudato Si' is the 
way to help all our societies to really 
embrace this ecological conversion," 
Becquart said. "For the church it is the path 
of synodality." 

Catholic Climate Covenant is encouraging 
its members to engage fully in the synod. It 
has pointed its members and cohort of 
creation care teams to participate in the 
diocesan- and parish-based listening 
sessions. It is also preparing to collect 
responses as a national organization. 

"Many of our constituents have for years 
expressed concern and frustration that their 
pastors and bishops are not stepping into 
care for creation. ... This is that opportunity 
for our constituents to just say so in a very 
collective way and in a very honest way 
about desiring that their churches embrace, 
and in particular their parishes and dioceses, 
embrace of care for creation," Aguto said. 
 

'If creation is treated with respect and 
honored in the way we worship, and in the 

place we worship, perhaps that same respect 
and honor will mark our relationship with 
creation the other six days and 23 hours of 

the week.' 
—Frank Agnoli 

 



As for the U.S. bishops' Eucharistic Revival, 
which begins in June and will end with a 
National Eucharistic Congress in 2024 in 
Indianapolis, Aguto said the image of "one 
bread, one body" could help unify Catholics 
across ideologies and priorities and to see 
their work, including on creation care, as the 
work of all. 

But how practically the synod, Laudato Si' 
Action Platform and Eucharistic Revival 
intertwine was demonstrated by the officials 
with the Diocese of Davenport, Iowa. The 
chancery staff have created a working group 
that meets twice a month to coordinate their 
efforts across the three initiatives. 

Deacon Frank Agnoli, director of liturgy and 
deacon formation, said there were practical 
reasons for working together with limited 
personnel, "but more importantly, the 
primary reason is theological. If synodal 
describes the church, how do we make sure 
to approach the other initiatives in a synodal 
fashion?" 

 
Bishop Thomas Zinkula of Davenport, Iowa, 
and Patrick Schmadeke, diocesan director of 
evangelization, have a conversation Jan. 28 
about the diocese's "58,000 Cups of Coffee" 
initiative. (CNS/The Catholic Messenger/Barb 
Arland-Fye) 
 
So far, the diocese has looked to raise up 
ecological consciousness in its outreach and 
planning for the synod and Eucharistic 
Revival, whether though its "58,000 Cups of 
Coffee" listening initiative or incorporating 

environmentally friendly practices into 
liturgies, such as using beeswax candles 
instead of petroleum-based ones and 
preaching on creation. 

"If creation is treated with respect and 
honored in the way we worship, and in the 
place we worship, perhaps that same respect 
and honor will mark our relationship with 
creation the other six days and 23 hours of 
the week," Agnoli said. 

Moving forward three multiyear initiatives, 
without abandoning any one, takes a lot of 
intentionality and planning, Agnoli and 
others with the southeastern Iowa diocese 
added. Getting everyone on board with each 
may prove an equal challenge. 

Robinson told EarthBeat she sees the three 
initiatives as less burdensome and 
competing projects and instead "more as an 
invitation to relate to each other differently, 
to listen to each other differently, to imagine 
more differently, and to include many more 
people, different people, in our thoughtful 
prayerful deliberations." 

"They're all matters of great consequence for 
the church and for the world," she said. 

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

America seeks new 
president, 'the 

bishops' university' 
must confront 
identity crisis 

15 February 2022 
by Stephen Schneck 

  

 
Catholic University of America students and 
faculty celebrate graduation May 12, 2018. 
(CNS/The Catholic University of America/Dana 
Rene Bowler) 
 
America's bishops' university is at a 
crossroads. As announced last fall, after 11 
years, John H. Garvey is stepping down as 
president of the Catholic University of 
America and a search is narrowing for his 
replacement. The stakes are high, not only 
for the university but also for the church. 

As the United States' only pontifical 
university, its status as "the bishops' 
university" reflects its bylaws that stipulate 
that the archbishop of Washington is ex 
officio chancellor and liaison to the U.S. 

bishops' conference, from which 18 of its 48 
members of the board of trustees must come. 

Punching far above its academic weight, 
CUA (as I still prefer to call it from my time 
as a former director of an institute there) 
plays a leading role in the intellectual 
formation of Catholic leadership in the 
United States. As its founders envisioned, 
today about half of U.S. bishops studied at 
CUA at some point, and church institutions, 
seminaries, Catholic advocacy groups, 
religious congregations and Catholic media 
organizations are replete with its graduates. 

The situation the new president will face is 
daunting. A complex of interrelated 
problems poses a challenge for which 
progress can only be slow and the chance of 
failure high. Not the least of the problems is 
the perennial question: What does it mean to 
be a Catholic university? 

Indeed, for CUA, what does it mean to be 
America's only pontifical university, the 
university of America's bishops, at a 
moment when Catholicism itself is fraught 
with an identity crisis, declining religious 
vocations, demographic erosion, a still 
cancerous sexual abuse history, and 
ideological and ecclesiological tensions 
verging on schism driven by political 
polarization in the pews and pulpits? Yet 
this Catholic question is intrinsically linked 
with the university's other challenges. 

Financial exigency 
Founded in the late 19th century to be a 
research university, CUA has, since the 
1960s, faced financial exigency that has 
required greater and greater focus on 
undergraduate and professional education. 
Its success in balancing research and 
teaching has been mixed. Initial efforts to 
expand undergraduate enrollments went 
well, but have been far less successful in 
recent decades — and while striving for 
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undergraduate enrollment, graduate 
enrollment has declined. It now has about 
3,000 undergrads and, depending on how 
they are counted, about 2,000 graduate 
students. Most college rankings list its 
admissions as "more selective," admitting 
82% of undergrad applicants. 
The university's financial situation is 
difficult because of its enrollment 
challenges. It is overwhelmingly tuition 
dependent for its operation. Despite being 
under the control of the U.S. bishops, only a 
miniscule percentage of CUA's yearly 
budget is covered by America's dioceses. 
CUA's tiny endowment of less than $280 
million pays for very little of its operating 
costs — compared, for example, to Notre 
Dame's $12 billion (billion with a B) 
endowment. 

While Garvey and the previous president, 
Bishop David O'Connell, were successful in 
cultivating important gifts from big donors, 
those gifts tended to be targeted at the 
program level, such as athletics and the 
business and nursing schools, and not at the 
bottom line. Moreover, individual gifts to 
programs often subtly — and sometimes not 
so subtly — come with a donor's agenda, 
as some have suggested about recent Charles 
Koch Foundation and Busch Family 
Foundation grants to CUA. 

 

 
John H. Garvey, president of The Catholic 
University of America in Washington, 
announced Sept. 22, 2021, that he would step 
down from his leadership role June 30. (CNS 
photo/courtesy of The Catholic University of 
America) 
 
About halfway through Garvey's tenure, he 
implemented a significant cost-cutting plan 
necessitated by enrollment difficulties. A 
broad buyout of senior faculty (full 
disclosure: including me), deferred 
maintenance and cuts in administration 
positions initially stabilized financial 
pressures. But that success came at the cost 
of weakening some academic programs, 
particularly in the humanities and 
particularly for graduate studies. 

Then, on the heels of those cuts, the impact 
of the COVID pandemic hit the university 
hard, which further slashed revenue from 
enrollments and forced the administration to 
seek salary cuts from faculty and staff. 
Garvey himself took a 20% cut, but CUA 
salaries, which were already quite low 
compared with its peer universities, fell yet 
another notch, impacting the morale of 
faculty and staff trying to make ends meet in 
a very expensive Washington, D.C. 

The reality a new president will face, then, is 
a university in a financial predicament with 
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the only solution that of increasing revenue 
from enrollments, particularly undergrad 
enrollments — enrollments that struggle 
now despite an 82% admission rate. It won't 
be easy. 

Demographic trough 
Part of the problem is demographic. 
College enrollments across the country are 
bottoming out in a long demographic trough 
because of America's declining birth rate 
after the Great Recession. CUA's trough, 
though, looks deeper. 
 

 
Vincentian Fr. David M. O'Connell, Catholic 
University of America president 1998-2010, is 
seen in this 2008 file photo. He was named 
coadjutor bishop of Trenton, N.J., in 2010. (CNS 
photo/Bob Roller) 
 
Its traditional undergraduate student base 
has been parochially educated, white, 
middle-to-upper income, suburban Catholics 
from the Northeast. That particular 
demographic group is declining much more 
sharply than the general population of 18- to 
25-year-olds. Competition for students in 
CUA's niche will be fierce, not just from its 
traditional Catholic university competition 
like Villanova and Seton Hall, but now 
equally from student-hungry secular 
universities in the East as well. 

CUA's approach to the enrollment problem 
under both recent presidents has been to 
distinguish itself with a relatively narrow 
"Catholic" brand. It promoted itself as a 
university that was THE Catholic University 
of America, with the unstated implication 
that CUA was more officially Catholic and 
more orthodox than the competition, an 
approach that made the perennial question of 
Catholic identity an existential one for the 
university. 

Some might question the approach 
O’Connell and Garvey took. While the 
university does have world-class Catholic-
related programs in theology, church history 
and canon law, it also has terrific programs 
in the arts, the humanities and the social 
sciences. Its physics department is 
outstanding. Its schools of nursing and 
social work are among the best in the nation. 

Some other U.S. Catholic universities have 
done a better job than CUA in attracting 
students and building faculties and 
advancing research by nudging Catholic 
identity into a largely inspirational or 
supporting role behind a more secular 
academic mission. 

CUA cannot do that. Its founding, its 
history, its pontifical status, its de jure 
relationship with the bishops of the United 
States, and even its name make clear what 
its mission as a university must be about. 
Arguably, the church in the United States 
needs CUA to be precisely this. But how the 
university answers its Catholic identity 
question — there's the rub. 
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People in Washington, D.C., walk near the 
campus of The Catholic University of America 
Nov. 24, 2020. (CNS/Tyler Orsburn) 
 
Catholic identity 
In the United States a worrisome 
understanding of Catholic identity is 
ascendant in some quarters that begins with 
the notion that our faith is under assault 
from the disorienting social and cultural 
changes taking place in modern life. In this 
understanding, Catholics see themselves as 
victims of a host of faceless entities and -
isms. 
If a lame metaphor might be forgiven, the 
upshot of emphasizing victimization is a 
Catholicism that circles its wagons in 
defensiveness. Vis-à-vis the modern world 
beyond the wagons, that defensiveness 
limits responses to either militant 
confrontation or hiding behind the wagons 
to guard the purity of the faithful. And even 
those faithful cloistered within the circle of 
wagons must continually be surveilled for 
purity. 

No doubt theologians have better labels to 
name this worrisome understanding of 
Catholic identity but, arguably, the public 
controversies surrounding CUA in recent 
years (from speaker policies to the recent 
law school icon debacle) have had a whiff of 
it. In the few corners of CUA where 
opposition to the papacy of Pope Francis has 
grown, it is more than a whiff. 

Such thinking contradicts the nature of a 
university. It's contrary to the spirit of St. 
Pope John Paul II's magisterial work on the 
purpose of a Catholic university, Ex Corde 
Ecclesiae, and to Cardinal John Henry 
Newman's canonical The Idea of a 
University. It's profoundly at odds with the 
evangelization at the heart of the papacy of 
Pope Francis — his papacy's openness to the 
world, accompaniment of all sinners, 
humble listening, mercy and synodality. 

A Catholic university that understands its 
identity in this clenched, defensive fashion 

cannot last, much less grow. 

More to the immediate point, a Catholic 
university that understands its identity in this 
clenched, defensive fashion cannot last, 
much less grow. Far from broadening the 
student base, if CUA continues to adopt 
such an understanding of its identity, few 
students — few Catholic students — will 
find it welcoming and even the mere whiffs 
of its current presence on campus alienate 
many prospective applicants. 

Much more could be said about what's 
needed from a new president at CUA. The 
student base needs to be broadened to reflect 
the increasingly shrinking white Catholic 
population in the United States, with 
outreach and programs attractive to 
burgeoning first- and second-generation 
immigrants from Africa, Asia and especially 
Latin America. Likewise, greater efforts 
might be made to reach out to working-class 
populations and those outside the parochial 
school pipelines (although homeschoolers 
seem over-represented at CUA). Non-
Catholic applicants must feel welcomed and 
not marginalized. 

To address faculty morale, the president 
should be a genuine scholar who truly 
values the vocation of the professoriat, 
enjoys the life of the mind, empowers the 
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faculty and is supportive of the research 
mission of the university. The new president 
might also reconsider President Garvey's 
division of the board of trustees, which 
segregated its bishops from its lay trustees. 
Synodality has proved to be more pragmatic 
than hierarchy. 

As at any university, this is not a job for an 
ideologue. University presidents must be 
pragmatic bridge builders able to work 
across the academic divisions and 
ideological polarization that divide 
American campuses today. 

Critically for CUA, what's also needed is a 
president who is severely allergic to "circle 
the wagons," defensive Catholicism. It needs 
a president who, in the spirit of Pope 
Francis, engages the world beyond the 
university walls not with fear, judgment, 
confrontation and retreat, but with joy, 
accompaniment, humility and hope in the 
advancement of truth. 

 
Stephen Schneck 
Stephen Schneck, a Catholic activist, was a 
member of the Catholic University of 
America faculty 1984-2018. He also 
directed CUA's Institute for Policy Research 
& Catholic Studies. Twitter: 
@stephenschneck 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tuesday, 15 February 2022 
  
  

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

  

 

  

Week Seven: Meeting God in Prayer 
  

Prayer of Mutual Presence 
  

 
Tilden Edwards is a spiritual teacher and 
co-founder of The Shalem Institute, a 
contemplative organization. In this passage, 
he describes the purpose of prayer:     

Authentic prayer is opening to God’s 
gracious presence with all that we are, with 
what Scripture summarizes as our whole 
heart, soul, and mind (Matthew 22:37). 
Therefore prayer is more a way 
of being than an isolated act of doing. 

Prayer is aimed at our deepest problem: our 
tendency to forget our liberating 
connectedness with God. When this happens 
we become lost in a sense of ultimate 
separateness. From this narrow outside-of-
God place rise our worst fears, cravings, 
restlessness, and personal and social 
sinfulness. . . . 

Prayer also arises from our deepest hope: for 
the abundance of life that comes when we 
abide in our deepest home, our widest 
consciousness. Prayer is our bridge to 
Home. 

Edwards goes on to distinguish between two 
types of prayer: 
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Active prayer is present where our wills 
normally shape our opening to God, with 
faint or strong promptings from deep within. 
Intercession, petition, confession, 
thanksgiving, and praise are forms of active 
prayer. These are forms of prayer that most 
of us learn as children and find reinforced in 
corporate worship and Scripture. Their 
content and shape rise naturally out of our 
daily lives and evolving spiritual life. 

Quiet, contemplative prayer happens when 
we are still and open ourselves to Christ’s 
Spirit working secretly in us, when we heed 
the psalmist’s plea: “Be still and know that I 
am God” (Psalms 46:10). These are times 
when we trustingly sink into God’s formless 
hands for cleansing, illumination, and 
communion. . . . We are in a state of quiet 
appreciation, simply hollowed out for God. 
At the gifted [that is, graced] depth of this 
kind of prayer we pass beyond any image of 
God and beyond any image of self. We are 
left in a mutual raw presence. Here we 
realize that God and ourselves quite literally 
are more than we can imagine. . . . 

Such contemplative prayer finds us in what 
Scripture calls our “hearts”: our deepest, 
truest self in God, the self that is deeper than 
our normal sense of mind and feelings, yet 
includes these in a transfigured way. Here is 
the “home” of God in us, where we are most 
together, “I pray that Christ will dwell in 
your hearts through faith” (Ephesians 3:17). 
It is the core dimension of our being where 
we most realize our divinely gifted nature, 
indeed, where we sense ourselves being 
intimately breathed in and out by God 
continually. In the placeless place of the 
spiritual heart we are in touch before 
thoughts, beyond thoughts. We can bring 
into that inner sanctuary only our naked trust 
and longing. . . .    

If the fundamental spiritual discipline is 
prayer, opening to God, then the 
fundamental discipline of prayer is turning 
to our heart and inviting a sustained mutual 
presence. 

Wednesday, 16 February 2022 
  

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

  

 

  

Week Seven: Meeting God in Prayer 
  

A Quality of Relationship 
  

 
Father Richard writes about the 
transformation that prayer can make in our 
lives. We begin living from a deeper self, 
united in God: 
 
When we live from our true self in God, 
religion is not about requirements; it’s about 
relationship, the quality and capacity of our 
relatedness to God and others. The essential 
self can say prayers, but this true self 
also is a prayer. Just by being, just by 
walking from here to there, it is a prayer. 
That’s why Paul can say something like pray 
always (1 Thessalonians 5:17). He can’t 
mean that we should walk around saying 
“Our Fathers” all day! But we can pray 
always when we live in conscious union 
with God. The surprise for most of us is that 
this place of relationship with God is really 
not about being perfect.  The self in God 
will still make mistakes, but it lives from a 
center other than its own. It’s hard to get a 
feel for this until we’ve met a centered 
person, someone grounded and in union 
with God. 



In fact, I’d go so far as to say that we have 
to have met a saint. My definition of 
Christianity at one time was that a Christian 
is someone who’s met one, because this 
whole thing is contagious! When we meet a 
person of a certain quality of maturity, we 
too can become more mature. We meet a 
patient person and we learn how to be 
patient. We meet a loving person and we 
learn how to be loving. That’s the way 
human beings operate. When we meet a 
really grounded, happy, and free person, we 
become more like that because we’ll be 
satisfied with nothing less. This whole thing, 
our faith, spreads through and by the quality 
of our relationships. 

In prayer, it is possible to experience that 
quality of relationship with God. In that 
place, we know we’re not being 
manipulated, we’re not being used, we’re 
not being judged, we’re not being evaluated. 
Who wouldn’t want to go there? It’s the 
place of ultimate freedom. It’s the state that 
every one of us wants to live in. That’s why 
we tell people to go pray for some set time 
each day, because when we do, we slowly 
learn to live in this place. We become a 
reflection of our own experience. We 
ourselves become our best teacher—yet it is 
the Spirit (see Romans 8:16). God rubs off 
on us. It’s almost that simple. I don’t know 
any other way to say it. 

I want to say as strongly as I can that all of 
the elements and practices of religion—the 
Bible, sacraments, priesthood, churches, the 
rosary, contemplative sit, everything—is to 
help us experience this essential and united 
self. Pure and simple. That’s all. If our 
religion doesn’t help us experience this 
undefended and beloved self, then change it, 
get rid of it, or do something very different. 
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Cardinal Reinhard Marx of Munich and Freising 
gestures Sept. 13, 2019, during the extended 
Joint Conference of Bishops and Laity to 
prepare the "Synodal Way." The bishops of 
Germany, reacting to an independent study of 
the extent of clerical sexual abuse in their 
country and its possible causes, chose to initiate 
a "synodal" process that was not a synod or a 
plenary council. (CNS/KNA/Harald Oppitz) 
 
There are two synodal gatherings going on 
now in the Catholic Church — the "Synodal 
Way" of the German church and the "synod 
on synodality" of the bishops of the Catholic 
Church — which will undoubtedly have 
serious repercussions on the life of the 
church. 
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A number of factors influenced the German 
Synodal Way: the devastating consequences 
of the sex abuse scandal by priests, the 
cover-up by many bishops and the 
appallingly low level of less than 6% of 
German Catholics participating in the 
Sunday eucharistic liturgies. The Synodal 
Way of the German church involves a 
synodal assembly with meetings beginning 
in 2020 and scheduled to end in 2023. 

There are two significant characteristics of 
the Synodal Way. The first concerns the 
structure of the assembly. The German 
bishops have been working with the lay 
Central Committee of German Catholics. 
The assembly will have an equal number of 
bishops and laypeople, each having one 
vote. The bishops, then, are not just listening 
to the laypeople, but there are equal numbers 
of bishops and laypeople voting. This is a 
new structure in the Catholic Church that is 
disturbing to many. 

The second significant characteristic of the 
Synodal Way concerns the topics to be 
discussed. They are not broad topics, such as 
evangelization, the liturgy or the social 
mission of the church, but rather very 
specific and controversial issues — power 
and checks and balances in the church, 
sexual morality, the priestly lifestyle and 
women's place in the church. These topics 
include many hot-button issues, such as the 
ordination of women, public blessings for 
homosexual partnerships, married priests 
and lay participation in the selection of 
bishops. 

Many have seen the danger of schism in the 
German church. Soon after the process was 
first announced, Pope Francis on June 29, 
2019, sent a letter to the German 
church reminding them that they need to 
walk in line with the universal church and to 
recognize the important role of the Holy 
Spirit, but the pope acknowledged that this 

"binding synodal procedure" is in accord 
with Vatican II. 

Cardinal Reinhard Marx, the then-president 
of the German bishops, and Thomas 
Sternberg, the head of the Catholic lay 
group, jointly responded to the papal letter, 
thanking the pope for his guidance and 
support. 

 
Cardinal Reinhard Marx of Munich and 
Freising, Germany, speaks Jan. 30, 2020, during 
a news conference for the opening of the 
synodal assembly in Frankfurt. 
(CNS/KNA/Harald Oppitz) 
 
There was also a reported meeting between 
Pope Francis and Marx to discuss the issues. 
Apparently Marx recognized that the 
German church would not and could not go 
against the universal teaching of the church, 
but would furnish the results of their process 
for the discussion of the universal church. 
However, other curial officials, such as 
Cardinal Marc Ouellet, strongly criticized 
the structure of the Synodal Way as being 
invalid. 

More recently, Cardinal Walter 
Kasper expressed reservations about the 
German Synodal Way. Kasper has generally 
been associated with the moral liberal wing 
of the German bishops, but he lately has 
been a member of the Roman curia and is 
reported to be close to Pope Francis. 

Meanwhile, processes connected to the 
synod on synodality have been going on. 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/175680
https://www.ncronline.org/node/175680
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/gathering-german-bishops-tests-pope-francis-efforts-decentralization
https://www.ncregister.com/news/cardinal-kasper-very-worried-about-german-church-s-synodal-way


Synods of bishops have taken place in the 
Catholic Church since Vatican II. 
Originally, Pope Francis scheduled the XVI 
Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of 
Bishops to be held to discuss the issue of 
synodality, but then called for a detailed 
process inviting the whole church to 
participate in the discussions leading to the 
Roman synod, which is scheduled for 
October 2023. 

The Vatican website on the synod on 
synodality has 10 different documents, the 
most important of which are the preparatory 
document and the vademecum or handbook. 
The purpose of the synod is for the whole 
church to walk together and reflect on the 
ongoing learning that can help the church to 
live communion, to advance participation 
and to open itself to mission. 

What does the Spirit invite us to do in order 
to be a synodal church? The spiritual 
process of the synod involves listening to 
the Spirit and to all in the church, especially 
the minorities, to discern how the church is 
to live out its mission. 

 
Pope Francis leads a meeting with 
representatives of bishops' conferences from 
around the world Oct. 9, 2021, at the Vatican. 
The meeting came as the Vatican launched the 
process that will lead up to the assembly of the 
world Synod of Bishops in 2023. (CNS/Paul 
Haring) 

The preparatory document spells out in 
detail the processes that include four 
different phases: 

• The diocesan phase from October 2021 to 
April 2022 involves the local church; 

• A 10-page summary discernment from the 
diocesan phase will be submitted to each 
episcopal conference, which involves the 
second phase; 

• In the third phase, seven continental 
meetings will take place, each producing a 
final document to serve as a basis for the 
working document (instrumentum laboris); 

• The working document will be used by the 
Assembly of Bishops, which constitutes the 
fourth phase. 
The instructions and plans for the diocesan 
phase are quite elaborate and include 
questions and themes to be discussed. The 
basic question is: What steps does the Spirit 
invite us to take in order to grow in our 
journeying together as the people of God? 

Questions are raised in light of 10 themes, 
and include such questions as: How are 
young people and women listened to? Do 
we hear the voice of minorities and the 
excluded? What prejudices and stereotypes 
injure our hearing? How does our church 
community identify the goals to be pursued 
and the way to reach them? How do we 
promote participation in decision making 
within hierarchical structures? How can we 
grow in communal spiritual discernment? In 
addition, conversation and dialogue in the 
assemblies can also touch on other issues. 

The preparatory document also points out 
the pitfalls that can prevent true synodality. 
These pitfalls are enumerated in terms of 
temptations — to want to lead ourselves 
rather than be led by the Spirit; to focus on 
ourselves and our immediate concerns; to 
focus only on structures or problems; to treat 
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the synod as a kind of parliament involving 
political battles between different sides; and 
the temptation of conflict and divisions. 

Both the German Synodal Way and the 
Roman synod on synodality are scheduled to 
conclude in 2023. What will they 
accomplish? 

One cannot know with certitude what will 
happen; but, in my judgment, neither synod 
will overcome the existing divisions in the 
Catholic Church and may even exacerbate 
the existing problems and tensions. There 
will be no consensus that will change the 
existing tensions. 

An ideal situation would attempt to put flesh 
and blood on the goal of unity in necessary 
things, freedom in doubtful things, and 
charity in all things. (Many claim this 
guiding principle was found in Augustine, 
but more recent scholarship shows it 
probably came from the 17th-century 
German theologian Rupertus Meldenius.) 

The problem is in the details. What is 
necessary and what is doubtful? In the 
present situation, there is no agreement 
about what is necessary and what is doubtful 
— and not only in the Roman Catholic 
Church. In the light of these existing 
tensions, the process of listening and trying 
to discern the voice of the Holy Spirit will 
probably not be successful. This is true for 
both Catholic synods discussed here. 

The German Synodal Way, to its credit, has 
identified many of the areas of discussion 
and disagreement within the church — the 
ordination of women, a reform of church 
teaching on sexual ethics including 
homosexuality, the acceptance of married 
men into the priesthood, more lay input on 
the appointment of bishops. All recognize 
the German Catholic Church cannot change 
the teaching of the universal Catholic 

Church on these issues. Likewise, the 
Synodal Way, in my judgment, is not going 
to go into schism by cutting itself off from 
the teaching of the universal Catholic 
Church. In the end, the Synodal Way could 
easily cause more disillusionment and even 
occasion more Catholics leaving the church. 

The synod on synodality faces other 
problems. Perhaps some of the questions 
addressed in the German Synodal Way can 
be raised in the discernment process, but the 
Roman synod processes recognize the 
teaching role of the pope and bishops. In 
fact, Canon 343 in the Code of Canon 
Law now maintains that the synod itself can 
only make a binding decision for the whole 
Catholic Church when the pope explicitly 
accepts such decisions. The synod will 
probably not even discuss the most divisive 
issues in the Catholic Church today that are 
the primary concern of the German Synodal 
Way. 

I am not very optimistic about what both 
synods will accomplish. 

I hope I am wrong. 

 
Charles E. Curran 
Charles E. Curran is the Scurlock University 
Professor of Human Values at Southern 
Methodist University. His latest book 
is Sixty Years of Moral Theology (Paulist 
Press). 
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Week Seven: Meeting God in Prayer 
  

An Intimate Sharing 
  

 
Contemporary mystic and writer Beverly 
Lanzetta has thought deeply about how to 
live a contemplative life in the world. In 
describing prayer, she turns to Teresa of 
Ávila (1515–1582) and Thomas Merton 
(1915–1968): 

Teresa of Avila describes mental 
(contemplative) prayer as, “nothing else than 
an intimate sharing between friends; it 
means taking time frequently to be alone 
with [God] who we know loves us.” [1] We 
can imagine God as our intimate friend, with 
whom we share everything. We can talk to 
the Divine about our needs, complaints, and 
difficulties. We can ask for advice, offer 
thanksgiving, and make acts of faith or 
reparation for our sins. We can seek 
guidance for our children, or shed tears 
about illness and death. 

Quite frequently, the most efficacious [way 
to] pray is found in darkness, emptiness. 
When we find ourselves simply open to the 
vast mystery surrounding us, when we 
center our hearts on an obscure faith, and are 
absorbed into the divine Presence. This is 
the contemplation of night, when darkness 
quiets the soul, and we surrender to 
unknowing. Thomas Merton prays: 

Your brightness is my darkness. I know 
nothing of You and, by myself, I cannot 
even imagine how to go about knowing 
You. If I imagine You, I am mistaken. If I 
understand You, I am deluded. If I am 
conscious and certain I know You, I am 
crazy. The darkness is enough. [2] 
 
James Finley describes what happens inside 
us when we commit to such a path of prayer: 
 
As you develop the habit of meditation, you 
will become more skilled in learning to enter 
more directly into a quiet state of meditative 
openness to God. Little by little you will 
experience yourself becoming more familiar 
with the inner landscape of your newly 
awakened heart. As your newly awakened 
heart is allowed to repeatedly rest in 
meditative awareness, it slowly discovers its 
center of gravity in the hidden depths of 
God. . . . 
 
Since “God is love” (1 John 4:8), God’s 
ways are the ways in which love awakens 
you again and again to the infinite love that 
is the reality of all that is real. As you ripen 
and mature on the spiritual path that 
meditation embodies, you will consider 
yourself blessed and most fortunate in no 
longer being surprised by all the ways in 
which you never cease to be delighted by 
God. Your heart becomes accustomed to 
God, peeking out at you from the inner 
recesses of the task at hand, from the 
sideways glance of the stranger in the street, 
or from the way sunlight suddenly fills the 
room on a cloudy day. 
 
Learning not to be surprised by the ways in 
which you are perpetually surprised, you 
will learn to rest in an abiding sense of 
confidence in God. Learning to abide in this 
confidence, you learn to see God in learning 
to see the God-given Godly nature of 
yourself, others, and everything around you. 
[3] 
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Cardinal Marc Ouellet, prefect of the 
Congregation for Bishops, walks through 
St. Peter's Square after attending the opening 
session of the meeting on the protection of 
minors in the church at the Vatican 21 February 
2019. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
ROME — When Canadian Cardinal Marc 
Ouellet was first appointed in 2010 to lead 
the Vatican's Congregation for Bishops, the 
office that advises the pope on candidates to 
serve as Catholic bishops around the world, 
the former professor and theologian was 
"more attentive to the doctrinal dimension" 
of the job, he recalled. 

"With Pope Francis, we've learned the 
accompaniment dimension," Ouellet told 
NCR. "We have learned that it's not enough 
to tell people what they have to do." 

The Congregation for Bishops is one of the 
Vatican's most powerful offices, with a 
challenging mandate of vetting the right 
candidates to lead dioceses worldwide. 

It's often a top-secret process, and Ouellet, 
who was widely considered papabile — 
meaning likely to be a contender for the next 
pope — in both the conclaves of 2005 
and 2013, acknowledged that it's not an easy 
job. While he wouldn't give an exact number 
of how many people turn down the request 
to be appointed as a bishop, he said 
the sometimes-quoted estimate of 30% is 
"not far off." 

 
Cardinal Marc Ouellet with Pope Benedict XVI 
in 2011 (CNS/L'Osservatore Romano) 
 
Ouellet was appointed to lead the 
congregation by Pope Benedict XVI and has 
stayed on under Pope Francis, though he 
acknowledges some of the focus of what's 
expected for him and the church's other 
bishops has changed. 

"A pastor has to walk with the people," 
Ouellet said. "We have to teach always the 
truth, but at the same time, to be attentive, to 
be compassionate and merciful. That's what 
I've learned with Pope Francis, and I think 
it's a plus." 

But the 77-year-old cardinal, who is likely 
facing the end of his mandate in office, 
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having served beyond two five-year terms as 
head of a curial department, isn't giving up 
on doctrine. 

In fact, on Feb. 17, he will preside over 
a three-day international symposium on the 
priesthood taking place at the Vatican. The 
conference will bring together a range of 
bishops, priests, religious formators and 
experts from around the world to explore the 
theological dimensions of the priesthood, 
including celibacy. 

During a Feb. 15 interview with NCR at the 
congregation's office just off St. Peter's 
Square, Ouellet said he hopes the conference 
will find a balance in making a case for the 
importance of the priesthood, while also 
resisting the temptations of clericalism. 

Ouellet said the antidote to clericalism, 
which Francis has repeatedly warned 
against, can be found in community. 

"The focus of the symposium will be on the 
participation in the one priesthood of 
Christ," he said, which includes all of the 
baptized. 

"The presence of the community of the 
baptized is a message for the rest of the 
world. And it is not only a message in terms 
of knowledge, it is a message in terms of 
fraternity of witnessing love and being an 
attractive community," he continued. 

 

Pope Francis listens as Cardinal Marc Ouellet 
speaks during a meeting with recently appointed 
bishops from around the world at the Vatican 
Sept. 13, 2018. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
One of the challenges in the post-
Reformation era, said Ouellet, is a "very 
clerical view of the church," which 
developed as a way of defending the 
priesthood and the church's hierarchical 
structure. 

"We ended up impoverished on both sides," 
he reflected, "because they [Protestant 
denominations] kept the baptismal 
priesthood, while we forgot it." 

"We defended the ministerial priesthood, 
which is a key element of the church," he 
said, while acknowledging it has helped 
contribute to a clerical mentality. He 
believes the Second Vatican Council, with 
its focus on all of the people of God, has 
helped "reconcile" that divide. 

Yet Ouellet admitted that in the eyes of most 
of the world, the all-male, celibate Catholic 
priesthood is a tough proposal. But it's one 
he is standing by. 

His 2019 book, Friends of the Bridegroom: 
For a Renewed Vision of Priestly Celibacy, 
which explored the global priest shortage 
and the challenges of the clergy abuse 
scandals, also made the case for the church 
sticking with the discipline of celibacy. 

Following its publication, the cardinal said a 
group of about a dozen men and women 
theologians began meeting to plan this 
week's symposium on the priesthood, which 
he said has the full backing of Francis. 

Ouellet told NCR the priesthood is "more 
countercultural as ever" for two reasons: 
First, a priest's entire existence in the world 
is defined by his faith, something Ouellet 
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said presents challenges in a secularized 
world where faith is increasingly privatized. 

Secondly, celibate individuals are viewed by 
much of the world as "not fully human." 

While there will always be those who are 
"suspicious," the cardinal said the choice of 
celibacy is "a way of affirming who is 
Jesus." 

In a postmodern age, he conceded that is a 
difficult case to make, but said if a priest is 
truly living his vocation, it becomes 
attractive to others, and that, he believes, is 
what evangelization is all about. 

 
Cardinal Marc Ouellet exchanges a sign of peace 
with fellow cardinals during the Mass for the 
election of the Roman pontiff in St. Peter's 
Basilica at the Vatican 12 March 2013. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
While it may be what evangelization is all 
about, Ouellet admits that among the 
priesthood's greatest challenges in recent 
years has been the self-inflicted wound of 
the clergy abuse scandals that have roiled 
the church worldwide. 

The church, said Ouellet, must "do penance" 
to acknowledge its mistakes in the way it 
has confronted sex abuse and its cover-up, 
and part of the acknowledgment means 
"reshaping" the way priests are formed. 

In previous decades and even centuries, he 
said, priests were formed in "isolation" as "a 
sort a group apart" from everyone else. 
While the cardinal believes this had the 
upside of creating a strong sense of 
fraternity, he said changes are in order. 

Priests, he believes, must develop a greater 
relational capacity, including with women 
and families, in order to enter into the 
"fullness of pastoral life." 

"If someone does not possess a healthy 
relational capacity,'' he said, "that somebody 
is not adequate for ministry." 

 
Cardinal Marc Ouellet speaks at St. Mary's 
Seminary & University in Roland Park, 
Maryland, in 2016. (CNS/Courtesy of Will Kirk) 
 
The timing of the priesthood symposium 
comes amid another major inflection point 
in the global Catholic Church: a newly 
revamped synod process that 
was launched last October in an effort to 
create a more participatory, listening church. 

Since its launch, organizers of the Vatican's 
office of the Synod of Bishops have sought 
to facilitate greater inclusion of the church's 
lay members. In November, 
Ouellet attended the Ecclesial Assembly of 
Latin America and the Caribbean, which 
helped jumpstart the global synod and 
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spotlighted the elevated role of Catholic 
laity. 

Ouellet said he doesn't see the priesthood 
symposium in conflict with the synodal 
focus of the church, saying that at this 
moment, the role of the priest is "to really 
listen." 

He cautioned against the "fatigue" some 
priests may express at participating in the 
process, noting that he has witnessed much 
enthusiasm, which he believes can help 
renew the whole church, the priesthood 
included. 

As someone known for more traditional 
theology, when asked about the Synodal 
Path currently taking place in Germany — 
where more than two-thirds of all 
delegates voted in support of women 
deacons and voiced a desire for a change in 
the church's understanding of homosexuality 
— the cardinal said that Francis reiterated 
that the synod is not a parliamentary 
process. 

 
Cardinal Reinhard Marx of Munich and 
Freising, Germany, and Cardinal Marc Ouellet 
talk as they leave a session of the Synod of 
Bishops for the Amazon at the Vatican Oct. 21, 
2019. (CNS/Paul Haring) 

"This will be a delicate operation, not to be a 
sort of distorted by ideologies," he said. The 
cardinal said that in considering Germany's 
synodal path, Australia's plenary council and 
other such initiatives, at this point the church 
must wait "to the end of the process to what 
extent [such proposals] are acceptable for 
the universal church." 

There are many unknowns, he said, but 
added that overall he believes the global 
synodal process is a sign of "hope" and 
"renewal." 

Yet many of the synod's fiercest critics can 
be found in the United States and in the 
English-speaking world, often tied with a 
resistance to Francis and his priorities. In 
December, Boston Cardinal Sean 
O'Malley said in an interview that this was 
particularly acute among "young 
conservative clergy" who often hold 
distorted views of Francis due to the 
influence of social media. 

While noting that he did not want to address 
the specifics of the situation in the U.S. 
church, Ouellet said that a priest must 
always be exercising his priesthood "in 
communion with" and "under Peter." 

"Maybe they are not happy because he is not 
on their right political side," Ouellet 
surmised. "But their criteria is their politics. 
What we have to look for with the pope is 
his missionary spirit." 

"I would invite the young clergy to look at 
the pope as an example," the cardinal 
continued. "A priest should be working in 
communion with the pope, otherwise he 
should ask himself, 'What am I doing here?' 
" 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/german-synodal-assembly-opens-calls-change-some-object
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/germanys-synodal-assembly-calls-change-deacons-bishops-selection
https://www.ncronline.org/news/world/cardinal-pells-release-stokes-concerns-about-australias-plenary-council
https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/bostons-cardinal-omalley-defends-francis-against-attacks-ewtn-critics


 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 
is cwhite@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter: @CWWhiteNCR. 
 

'Purity of heart' 
beatitude is at the 
core of what we 

need in this country 
17 February 2022 

by Joan Chittister 
  

Theology 

 
There's always something. 

In fact, a good deal of the Bible can easily 
be dismissed as foreign to the modern world. 
So much of every book of the Bible is in 
need of interpretation in a world of digital 
icons and multiple translations, not to 
mention the very archeology of the place.  

On every page, something cries out for 
cultural, social or historical explanations. As 
in, what exactly is a burning bush or a sea of 
reeds or the vizier of the pharaoh. Some 
people let that kind of information go by. 
Others study most of their lives, one 
Scripture after another, to apply thousands 
of years of the spiritual life to this one. And, 
to tell the truth, all of that is an enriching 
and soul-stretching exercise.  

But not everything in Scripture lies behind a 
plexiglass of uncertainty, of confusion and 
ancient script. Not, for instance, in the first 
six Beatitudes of Jesus.  

On the contrary, the Beatitudes have a very 
clear place in life. Anybody's life anywhere. 
Yours, mine, the Iraqi refugee next door. 
The Jewish and Black and Asian home or 
convenience store or political implications 
down the street. The Beatitudes are not a 
denominational code of professional 
religion. They are the about the parameters 
of what it means to be equally human, 
always needy, forever aware of what it is to 
be one of the "children of God."  

The Beatitudes of Jesus are easy to spot. 
They make sense. They provide a veritable 
way of life for those who take them 
seriously. 

Justice, mercy, meekness, peacemaking, 
mourning and righteousness — the first six 
Beatitudes of Jesus — are easy to spot. They 
are not just aphorisms, pretty prayers or a 
recitation piece. 

The Beatitudes are verbs. They set out to do 
things. They change us and everything 
around us. In fact, to be real at all, they 
require a very public demonstration of very 
important dimensions of life. 
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We're either fair and just with people — or 
we're not — and if we are not, they know 
when they're being exploited.  

Being merciful to others eases their lives 
and helps them to start over in life with 
dignity, with their sins forgiven and life 
renewed. 

Humility makes us comfortable when we're 
out of our comfort zones. It takes our 
differences and turns them into a family of 
equals. It forbids the oppression of others 
and prods us to speak the truths of life at all 
times.  

When we grieve for people in the midst of 
their hardship or losses, we take them out of 
their deserts of loneliness and give them a 
new sense of life when life goes dry and 
empty.  

Most of all, the righteous rejection of evil 
and our commitment to the needs of others 
is the glue that brings families, 
neighborhoods, the world together.  

Indeed, the Beatitudes of Jesus change the 
very core of life.  

Jesus did not preach the Beatitudes as lulling 
examples of soft poetry, though poetry they 
are. They are within us, the steel spine of 
life. They hold us up through everything. 
They enable us to build a new world around 
us. They are here to enable us to hold up the 
weakness of the human race, and remind us 
that we are the co-creators of a world in pain 
just waiting for us to notice it. Near us. With 
us. In our own backyards. And with all those 
others, as well.  

Good. But what about the seventh beatitude? 
Happy are the "pure of heart for they shall 
see God"? Now that's something else 
entirely.  

Being "pure of heart" is not satisfied by 
physical behaviors or mere acts of public 
charity. It has nothing to do with changing 
my behavior in a way that will make you 
comfortable or give you security or 
contribute to your physical well-being. Or 
even if it does, I will never know why you 
did it. You see, the seventh beatitude is all 
about motives. Mine. 

Jesus is very clear about that when he 
confronts the scribes and Pharisees, 
saying, "You brood of vipers and hypocrites. 
You tell the people that they are no longer 
bound to care for their elderly parents" — a 
major ethical principle of Judaism — 
provided they now make an offering, 
or korban, to the keepers of the Temple 
instead. 
 

Being 'pure of heart' is not satisfied by 
physical behaviors or mere acts of public 
charity. The seventh beatitude is all about 

motives. Mine. 
 

So, what are these religious officials doing 
here? Is the intention to see that the older 
generation is cared for or to make money for 
the Temple itself? Listen carefully: The deal 
is that the religious obligation of the 
children can now be met by paying the 
Temple officials the money rather than using 
it for the direct caring of their parents. 
Clearly the motive is toxic. Whatever good 
may be done on the side this way — though 
Jesus doesn't name any — the fact is that it 
was not done for the right reason.  

Clever, indeed. 

In fact, purity of heart has to do with 
intentionality, with why I really do things. 
With my motives. With the real reason for 
what I do, which, however good it makes me 
look on the outside, may indeed be 
poisonous on the inside.  
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Being "pure of heart," is not an obsolete 
factor in the spiritual life. In fact, it seems to 
be the very core of what we need in this 
country right now but are finding so difficult 
to determine. 

Why are congressional representatives, for 
instance, continuing to declare Donald 
Trump's lie that this legally honest 
presidential election was stolen from him, 
was actually a fraud, was taken from him by 
all sorts of nefarious and nonexistent 
evidence? Why? Because they actually 
believe it? Or because they will do anything 
to cater to Trump enough to receive his 
endorsement of their own election? But 
which is it: a hidden political gain or a 
genuine commitment to the good of the 
nation? 

Have these leaders of ours been fooled, too 
— or are they simply pulling the strings of 
Trump's paranoia for their own good? It's an 
important question. After all, the integrity of 
the country is at stake. 
 

If we ourselves do not call those motives 
out, who will be the real fools in the end: 
Trump? Trumpers? Republican shills who 
want the seat more than they want honest 
government, a good future, a just system? 

 
Which, in that case, means that the country 
will be sending liars to Congress 
consciously, foolishly, and with what 
credentials to prove that they are really 
operating in our best interest? 

And if we ourselves do not call those 
motives out, who will be the real fools in the 
end: Trump? Trumpers? Republican shills 
who want the seat more than they want 
honest government, a good future, a just 
system? The Lexico Dictionary calls the 
shill "an accomplice of a confidence 
trickster or swindler who poses as a genuine 
customer to entice or encourage others."  

Their dishonesty lies in the fact that it's all 
for their own sake, for the sake of a 
congressional seat they intend to win even if 
they have to lie to get it. 

The national spiritual malignancy lies in 
this: Those who will lie to you to get your 
support will lie to you when they get it, as 
well. Their seat will not be for your good. 
Not for your sake. Not for the sake of the 
welfare of the country. Not to make the 
country, the future, the children of tomorrow 
secure.  

No, what the shill does is whatever the shill 
must do to reap the harvest for their own 
benefit. And when lying is for their own 
good, they will do it to you again.  

From where I stand, it seems to me that of 
all the Beatitudes we're in need of at this 
moment in time, purity of heart may be the 
one that the political, social, moral 
dimension of the government may be in 
need of most. If the preservation of the 
Constitution, the commitment to democratic 
principles, the integrity of its representatives 
is not central, what will be?  

Only purity of heart can save us now. A 
precious few have stood to call out the lie. 

As Jesus said later, "Where are the others?" 

 
Joan Chittister 
A Benedictine Sister of Erie, Pennsylvania, Joan 
Chittister is a best-selling author and well-
known international lecturer on topics of justice, 
peace, human rights, women's issues and 
contemporary spirituality in the church and in 
society.  
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Candice Marie 
Benbow talks Black 
womanhood and her 

relationship with 
God 
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by Hanna Phifer 

  
Culture 

 

 
Candice Marie Benbow (Courtesy of Candice 
Marie Benbow/Cuemadi White) 
 
Black women are one of the most religious 
groups in America, according to 
a 2012 Kaiser Family Foundation-
Washington Post survey. It's a statistic that 
writer, theologian and author Candice Marie 
Benbow often cites when discussing her 
frustrations with the ways Black women 
have been historically and currently 
misrepresented, or altogether erased, from 
Christian institutions and spaces. 

After a white theology classmate asked 
Benbow if she was a "theologian or a Black 
theologian," she responded: "I'm a red 
lipstick theologian," eventually going on a 
journey to unpack her own unique and fresh 

perspective on Christian doctrine and faith. 
Benbow's scholarship, which has been cited 
by Black Christian women, including 
Catholics, for years, touches on feminism, 
faith, culture and Black liberation. 

In her debut book, Red Lip Theology: For 
Church Girls Who've Considered Tithing to 
the Beauty Supply Store When Sunday 
Morning Isn't Enough, Benbow describes, in 
the vulnerable and vibrant candor she has 
become known for, her relationship with the 
church, Black womanhood, the policing of 
Black women's bodies and how centering 
Black women has strengthened her 
relationship with God. 

For National Catholic Reporter, I speak with 
Benbow about her book, how the church can 
be safer for Black women and more. 

This interview has been edited and 
condensed. 

NCR: For the readers, explain what Red 
Lipstick Theology is. 

Benbow: Red Lipstick Theology is the 
means through which and the vehicle 
through which I understand myself as a 
Black, millennial woman of faith. As 
somebody who was as steeped in Black 
church culture as I was steeped in hip-hop, it 
created this space where I pushed back on a 
lot of the things that I was taught because it 
was rooted in a certain kind of acceptance of 
inferiority that I just didn't believe was 
inherent to women and girls. 

And so Red Lipstick Theology became the 
way that I was able to understand and 
articulate my relationship with God, God's 
relationship with us and our relationship 
with the world. 
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When did your journey with unlearning 
the toxic ideas about Black womanhood 
influenced by the church begin and what 
are things (if any) you still wrestle with? 

I would say I started in college. I think the 
beauty of college is that you get to ask 
questions, and you get to explore and it's the 
right space to do that. I took a course and 
came home one day for a holiday and 
declared to my mom: the Black church is 
sexist and it doesn't care about Black 
women. And I went to Tennessee State in 
Nashville, and my mama told me the Black 
church can be whatever you need it to be in 
Tennessee, but when you're home, your butt 
needs to be in church on Sunday. College 
became a place that I was like: How can I 
explore what I think are also really 
important questions about faith, while also 
trying to remain faithful? 

As far as unlearning, there are still days and 
moments when things don't work. Or don't 
make sense or something. I fight against the 
belief that somehow it's indicative of my 
worth or that I gotta pray more. Because so 
often we hear that. … And so there are 

moments where even I have to tell myself 
like: "As you are, you are good. This is not 
an indication of God's love for you. This is 
not an indication of your worth." 

How do you think the church at large — 
and the Black church specifically — fails 
Black women? 

Black women are not at the helm of 
religious dialogue. They're not at the helm 
of Christian faith dialogue. We're still 
having to fight to get seen by publishers to 
write. We're still having a fight for 
ordination and opportunities to lead in the 
church. I think as a church writ large, there 
has been this intentional erasure of Black 
women's voices and Black women's work, 
even as Black women continue to ground 
and be the sustaining voice of Christianity in 
America. 

The Black church has specifically always 
rendered us as a servant, and has not given a 
very real and specific look at the theology 
and the teachings that ground the Black 
church that also lead Black women. I was 
listening to a sermon the other day about the 
birth of Jesus and the title of the message 
was "being pregnant with purpose." It was 
talking about Mary and it said: the way that 
you know that you're pregnant with purpose 
is as long as you got Jesus inside of you. Not 
only is that just a very crass way to talk 
about Mary's pregnancy and the birth of 
Jesus, but what does that mean for women 
who struggle with infertility issues? What 
does that mean for women who don't desire 
to be pregnant? What does that mean for 
trans men who are pregnant? 

Do you think the church as an institution 
is irredeemable? 

No, because I don't think anything or any of 
us is beyond redemption. 



I will say the church is unrepentant because 
the church is unrepentant, the church refuses 
to be redeemed. A good friend of mine just 
posted today that his denomination has 
punted, again, his candidacy for ordination 
until the next round because there's not a 
clear stance on homosexuality. When I look 
at something like that, that is unrepentant. 
Instead of being like Jesus and welcoming 
everyone and realizing that there's a space 
for everyone, we are going to be gatekeepers 
that do more harm than good. 

 
 

Do you think Black women should begin 
to build a community outside of the 
church? 

Absolutely. … Right after my mom passed, 
I couldn't be there. Part of it was grief 
because up until that point, all of my 
memories about church were rooted in my 
relationship with my mother. I could not 
conceive of beginning to form new 
memories without her. … On another level, 
it was the fact that I was listening to 
dumb*ss sermons that really could not 
sustain me in the worst possible moment of 
my life. And I was like, I need something 
more than this. … I went to a Buddhist 
community. … every week. I began to read 
and, I still do read, spiritual autobiographies. 
… I began to honor what I knew about me 
that I was always afraid to articulate. And 
that was that I did not believe that it was just 
Christianity that grounded me and grounded 

my spiritual identity. And I began to talk 
more to the ancestors and engaging in much 
more intentional ancestral veneration. 

If you are a Black woman living in America, 
you have to have a robust spiritual life and 
faith life. And I don't think that spiritual life 
and faith life can be sustained solely in the 
church that is not committed to your 
freedom and your liberation. 

Who are the unconventional people who 
inform your faith? 

Beyonce's "Lemonade" really shifted 
something for me. Jhené Aiko's music — I 
listen to her every day. I put her in the same 
place I put Jazmine Sullivan. I feel like 
they're Black girl psalmists. They articulate 
Black girls' experiences of my generation. I 
listen to H.E.R. and Brandy. 

Sometimes I listen to a run in Brandy's voice 
because I want to hear God. … A lot of 
times we don't think of musicians as 
theologians — I do. 

You've gotten into a bit of controversy 
online because you wrote an article about 
how you don't think premarital sex is a 
sin. Can you speak about your thinking 
there and the impact of the responses? 

We don't know what to do in a world where 
Black women are free and where women 
live into their autonomy. I am somebody 
who honors my body as mine. … Creation 
was both an act of love and an act of trust. 
God created me because God loved me and 
because God trusts that with my body, with 
my mind, I'm going to make the best 
decisions for myself. And free will gives me 
the ability to do whatever I want to do. God 
gave me that and so here we are. 

As someone who has studied the Scriptures, 
in the ways that I have, it is impossible to 
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get an idea that suggests that there is only 
one way to understand sex. … I spent a lot 
of time feeling guilty or trying to shame 
myself for having sex before marriage. And 
the more I began to ask questions about 
"soul ties," and the more I began to study for 
myself, I'm like, no, the sin isn't me having 
sex with somebody before I'm married. The 
sin is me using my body out of an act of 
desperation that does not affirm my highest 
good. … Touch is holy. Intimacy is holy. … 
It matters to honor your body. 

It matters to honor the commitment to 
healthiness and wholeness by allowing 
yourself to experience pleasure like it is OK. 
I want more Black women to give 
themselves permission to name that and to 
honor that for themselves. 

What would you like Christian Black 
women who are on their journey from 
healing from emotional and/or physical 
abuse from the church to take away from 
this book? 

I want them to know it's OK to ask 
questions. That God is big enough for their 
questions. That God is big enough for their 
frustrations. That it is not a sin to ask God 
why. It is not a sin to say that you're 
disappointed. It is not a sin to say that you're 
frustrated or that you're hurt. I want them to 
know that they can ask the question and that 
the beautiful part is the journey to the 
answers. That asking the hard question 
about faith, asking the question that you're 
scared to say out loud … will lead to a 
journey of self-discovery and a journey of 
discovering who God is and who you are 
that is worth everything. 

I'm not somebody that believes that all 
things work together. I know that people 
love to quote that Scripture: "All things 
work together for the good of those who 
love the Lord and are called according to 

their purpose, His purpose." As a survivor, I 
can't say that. As a survivor, I cannot say 
that being raped worked together for my 
good. I experienced an evil because evil is in 
this world. … And I'm OK with that. It is an 
evil experience. The way that I recognize 
free will, that was the choice of a person and 
it grieved God's heart just as much as it 
grieved my heart. 

I can also say that there are opportunities 
that are primed with such possibility and 
potential for us to discover who we are, and 
discover who God is in deeper and richer 
ways. The healing journey that I took — not 
the act, not the experience — [was] realizing 
that it was my right to be whole beyond that 
moment, it was my right to be able to 
engage in physical intimacy beyond that 
moment and not be afraid. And so because it 
was my right, it was my responsibility to do 
whatever I need to do to get there. 

And in that responsibility, and in that 
journey, I discovered a lot about myself, and 
I discovered a lot about God, and I got to be 
frustrated and be like: "If you can do all 
things, and I believe you can do all the 
things, why didn't you stop that?" And God 
is big enough for us to ask. … I want 
women who are healing from trauma to 
know that if you ask a question, it doesn't 
mean you lack faith. It doesn't mean that you 
are wrong. It doesn't mean you don't love 
God. It means that you're human. 

And in your humanity, you experience the 
brokenness of humanity. It actually 
emphasizes to me how powerful you 
actually know God to be because you know 
that you serve a God who could have 
changed it right. It's not your weakness that's 
caused you to ask the question but it is your 
capacity to really recognize how good and 
great God is. I want them to know that life 
can still be good on this side of healing and 
wholeness. 



 
Hanna Phifer 
Hanna Phifer is a 25-year-old writer and 
cultural critic based in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. 
 

Faith leaders need to 
step up to heal our 
political divisions 

18 February 2022 
by Simone Campbell,  
Religion News Service 

  
Justice 

 

 
Sen. Raphael Warnock of Georgia, an 
eloquent pastor, was correct when he said in 
his first speech on the Senate floor last 
spring, "Democracy is the political 
enactment of a spiritual idea." 

That spiritual idea of a more perfect union is 
now in jeopardy. How we respond to our 
nation's brokenness is our choice, and our 
challenge. 

No doubt, brokenness can create a void 
filled with fear. Pope Francis noted this on 

his visit to Athens, the birthplace of 
democracy, in December, when 
he warned that "the siren songs of 
authoritarianism" are luring in the 
discontented. Though "populism's easy 
answers appear attractive," he said, he 
advocated for a politics that does not instill 
fear, but one that calls for the common good. 

It is the spiritual idea of a diverse nation 
working together for the common good that 
is at the heart of our democracy. We cannot 
turn a blind eye to our national failings of 
the past and present, but if we are to have a 
government of the people — all people — 
we need to pursue a communal quest for the 
whole. 

While working on a book last year 
called Hunger for Hope, I realized that hope 
is a communal virtue. If I or any of us are 
feeling hopeless, it is because we are 
isolated and not connected with others. It 
does not take much to change that isolation, 
but it does take having the courage to create 
space in my life to learn from others. 

In 2019, when I was the executive director 
at Network, a social justice organization 
founded 50 years ago by Catholic sisters to 
promote justice and dignity for all, we held a 
series of roundtables in rural areas of the 
United States to learn about the reality of 
life there. Each one was eye-opening for me, 
a city girl. 

In just about every one of the 17 roundtables 
we held, when I asked, "What do city girls 
get wrong about country living?" someone 
in the group would say, "City folk think 
country people are dumb and uneducated, 
and it's not true." 

I told the city folks this is what I heard, and 
it broke my heart when the city folks said, 
"Well, it's true. They are dumb and 
uneducated." 
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I was shocked to find out that city folks 
judged country folks so harshly. The pain of 
this judgment and others sets up the 
alienation and isolation that are eroding the 
foundation of our democracy. The 
experience underscores that we all have a 
part to play in healing our nation's divides. 

If we are to heal the heart of our nation and 
save our democracy, each of us is called to 
exercise the virtue of holy curiosity. This 
curiosity demands that we each step back 
from our preconceived judgments and 
engage in conversation with others. Being 
curious means not feeling so threatened that 
I need to lash out and you do not feel so 
cornered that you lash out either. 

Our American democracy needs to be built 
on respect for each other across the many 
divides — geographic, racial, religious, as 
well as a score of "isms." Where we meet in 
this diverse nation is in living the 
constitutional idea of being We the People. 
This sacred idea is in jeopardy and is the 
challenge of our time. 

Faith leaders are among those most 
equipped to take up this call to engagement 
and healing. We have an important role to 
play as we engage with people from all 
walks of life. We have the capacity and the 
call to create community that moves beyond 
the sins and failings of our nation's 
founding. 

We leaders in faith communities are called 
to reject our nation's original sin of slavery 
and white privilege and work to include all 
residents in our democracy. We are called to 
reject efforts to suppress the vote and 
change how votes are counted that leave out 
whole segments of our society. 

Our responsibility is not a political ministry, 
but rather a faith ministry rooted in the 
reality that we are called to create a 

community where all can flourish. This kind 
of faithful leadership gives me hope. It 
connects us beyond the hyperpartisanship 
and into a community where this spiritual 
idea of democracy can find fertile ground. 

My friend Rabbi Sharon Brous recently 
shared with a group of us where she finds 
hope. She quoted Psalm 126: "Those who 
sow in tears, reap in joyous song." 

Brous reminded us that "we have wept 
sacred tears, crying out for justice and 
equity, love and fairness. Those tears have 
not been wasted. For years, our tears have 
cultivated the soil for transformation, 
making it possible for a true multiracial 
democracy to one day flourish. So I remain 
hopeful, knowing that yesterday's tears will 
one day bear the fruit of the beautiful world 
yet to be born." 

Amen, Rabbi, amen. 

 

 
Simone Campbell 
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Richard Rohr's Daily Meditations 
From the Center for Action and Contemplation 

  

 

  

Week Seven: Meeting God in Prayer 
  

Opening to God 
  

 
Franciscan theologian Ilia Delio speaks of 
the love of God which is at the heart of the 
eternal and ineffable desire to pray: 
 
Prayer is the longing of the human heart for 
God. It is a yearning and desire for 
relationship with God, and it is God’s 
attention to our desire: God-in-communion 
with us. The great spiritual writer Augustine 
of Hippo [354–430] captured the longing of 
the human heart in the beginning of 
his Confessions: “You have made us for 
yourself, and our heart is restless until it 
rests in you.” [1] We long for God because 
we are created by God, and this longing is 
both the source of our hope in God and the 
very thing we resist. Prayer is an awakening 
to the fact that the fulfillment of my life lies 
in God. 

God delights in creation and loves each of us 
with a personal love. Prayer, therefore, is 
God’s desire to breathe in me, to be the 
spirit of my life, to draw me into the fullness 
of life. When I pray—when I breathe with 
God—I become part of the intimacy of 
God’s life. The Franciscan theologian, Saint 
Bonaventure [c. 1217–1274], wrote in 
his Soliloquy, “[God] is the One who is 
closer to you than you are to yourself.” [2] 
Prayer is recognizing the intimate in-

dwelling of God in our lives, the One who 
remains faithful in love even when the world 
around us may fall apart. . . . 

Delio writes of the risk and vulnerability 
that we are invited to share with God in 
prayer and the fruit it offers us: 

To pray is to open up oneself to God who 
dwells within us. It means holding back 
nothing from God and sharing everything 
with God. . . . Only the grace of God can 
enable us to let go of our fears and allow 
God to be the God of our lives. True prayer 
is fundamental for life in God. It is that 
grace of conversion that opens up our hearts 
to realize the humble presence of God in our 
lives. Prayer of the heart is unceasing 
prayer, where God breathes in us and our 
hearts are turned toward God. This 
deepening of our lives in the divine life is 
the path to self-discovery. In and through 
prayer we discover our true selves, the self 
that God has created each of us to be. . . . 

Life in God should be a daring adventure of 
love but often we settle for mediocrity. We 
follow the daily practice of prayer but we 
are unwilling or, for various reasons, unable 
to give ourselves totally to God. To settle on 
the plain of mediocrity is to settle for 
something less than God, which leaves our 
hearts restless and unfulfilled. . . . Prayer is 
that dynamic, life-giving relationship with 
God by which we grow deep in God’s 
Word, strong in God’s grace, and free in 
God’s love to dream with God the 
unimaginable. 
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