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Week Ten: The Five M's 
  

The Five M's 
  

 
In The Wisdom Pattern, Father Richard 
summarizes five stages of change that have 
taken place historically in religious and 
cultural institutions. He calls these stages 
the “Five M’s”: human, movement, 
machine, monument, and memory. This week 
we explore these stages as inspiration for 
spiritual renewal in our faith communities 
and our lives. 
 
It seems that many great things in history 
start with a single human being. If a person 
says something full of life that names reality 
well, the message often moves to the second 
stage of becoming a movement. That’s the 
period of greatest energy. The church is at 
its greatest vitality as the “Jesus 
Movement,” and the institution is merely the 
vehicle for that movement. The movement 
stage is always very exciting, creative, and 
also risky. 

It’s risky because God’s movement in 
history is larger than any denomination, any 
culture, or any tradition’s ability to verbalize 
it. We feel out of control in this stage, and 
yet why would anybody want it to be 
anything less? Would we respect and love a 
God that we could control? I don’t think so! 

Yet we move rather quickly out and beyond 
the risky movement stage to the machine 
stage. This is predictable and 
understandable. 

The institutional or machine stage of a 
movement will necessarily be a less-alive 
manifestation. This is not bad, although it 
is always surprising for those who see 
church as an end in itself, instead of merely 
a vehicle for the original vision. We need 
“the less noble” parts of the Body to keep us 
all growing toward love (1 Corinthians 
12:22–24). There is no other way; but when 
we don’t realize a machine’s limited 
capacities, we try to make it into something 
more than it is. We make it a monument, a 
closed system operating inside of its own, 
often self-serving, logic. By then, it’s very 
hard to take risks for God or for gospel 
values. 

Eventually this monument and its 
maintenance and self-preservation become 
ends in themselves. It is easy just to step on 
board and worship at a monument without 
ever knowing why or longing for God 
ourselves. At this point, we have jumped 
over the human and movement stages and 
have become what authors Mark Gibbs and 
T. Ralph Morton called “God’s frozen 
people.” [1] There is no hint of knowing that 
we are beloved by God and invited to an 
inner journey. In this state, religion is 
merely an excuse to remain unconscious, 
holding on to a memory of something that 
must once have been a great adventure. Now 
religion is no longer life itself, but actually a 
substitute for life or, worse, an avoidance of 
life. The secret is to know how to keep in 
touch with the human and movement stages 
without being naïve about the necessity of 
some machines and the inevitability of those 
who love monuments. We must also be 
honest: all of us love monuments when they 
are monuments  



to our human, our movement, 
or our machine. 
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Week Ten: The Five M's 
  

Rediscovering the “Jesus 
Movement” 

  

 
Yesterday’s meditation outlined a pattern of 
change based on what Father Richard calls 
the “Five M’s”: human, movement, 
machine, monument, and memory. Today 
Father Richard reflects on examples of 
individuals who were inspired by the “Jesus 
movement” to transform the “machines and 
monuments” in their lives. 
 
Sometimes machine and monument people 
can be recaptured by the vision of the human 
and the movement. In the CAC’s early 
years, we were often visited by our friend 
Frank, who worked for the nuclear test site 
outside of Las Vegas, Nevada. In fact, Frank 
headed the operation for a number of 
years—and then dared, by the grace of the 
gospel, to call it into question. He even 
joined me once as we practiced civil 
disobedience at the test site. I will never 
forget seeing him walk toward me with a 
half-worried half-smile on his face. “I have 
trusted your teaching all these years. Now I 
have to trust where it has led me,” he said. 
We stood together as his former employees 
drove by and gave less-than-flattering 
gestures to their old boss. I was humbled 
and awed by such courage and humility. He 
had let go of his secure monument through 

an encounter with the man Jesus and the 
vision of the peace movement. 

It’s hard and very rare to call your own job 
into question. When Jesus called his 
disciples, he also called them away from 
their jobs, and their families too (see 
Matthew 4:22). Of course, jobs and families 
are not bad things. But Jesus called them to 
leave their nets, because as long as anyone is 
tied to job security, there are a lot of things 
they cannot see and cannot say. This is one 
of the great recurring disadvantages of 
clergy earning their salary from the church, 
and perhaps why Saint Francis did not want 
us to be ordained priests. We tend to think 
and say whatever won’t undermine the 
company or brand. 

Father Richard points to St. Francis of 
Assisi (1182–1226) as an example of how to 
make holistic change: 

Francis of Assisi offers us a model of 
transformation because he did not attack the 
monuments or machines directly but went 
out to the edge and did it better. For his 
inspiration, Francis went back to the original 
dynamism and nonviolent style of Jesus the 
man. 

Assisi is surrounded by city walls. Inside 
those walls are the cathedral and the 
established churches, all of which are good. 
That’s where Francis first heard the gospel 
and fell in love with Jesus. But then he 
quietly went outside the walls and rebuilt 
some old ruins called San Damiano and the 
Portiuncula. He wasn’t telling the others 
they were doing it wrong. He just gently and 
lovingly tried to do it better. I think that’s 
true reconstruction. Remember, the best 
criticism of the bad is the practice of the 
better. That might be a perfect motto for all 
reconstructive work. It does not destroy 
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machines or monuments but reinvigorates 
them with new energy and form. 
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Opening Up the Machine 
  

 
For centuries the Church has operated like 
a well-oiled machine, but the oil is running 
low and the machine is running down. —Ilia 
Delio 
 
Franciscan writer Ilia Delio asks whether 
the Church is stuck in a “machine” stage of 
change. (To learn more about these stages, 
read Father Richard’s description of the 
“Five M’s”—human, movement, machine, 
monument, and memory—in Sunday’s 
meditation.)  
 
With the rise of modern science, the world 
machine became the dominant metaphor of 
the modern era, and the Church adapted its 
medieval cosmology to the new mechanistic 
paradigm. . . . Has the Church become 
mechanistic like so many other world 
systems? Is it “stuck in a rut,” and if so, can 
it find its way out of the rut into a new 
future? Jesus lived with imagination, and he 
preached with imagination: “Imagine a 
small mustard seed,” he said. “If you have 
faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say 
to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and 
planted in the sea,’ and it will obey you” 
(Luke 17:6). He aimed to instill imagination 

in his disciples so they could think the 
unthinkable and do the incredible. Similarly, 
it is helpful to imagine the Church in a new 
way that enkindles us to think the 
unthinkable and do the incredible. [1] 

Delio writes about open systems, like those 
found in the natural world, as a model for 
the Church to reconnect with the dynamism 
of the gospel. Here she writes about her own 
call as a religious sister to follow where 
God was leading: 

I had come to a point of inner freedom 
where I knew God was calling me to do new 
things; thus, I was impelled to step out of the 
comforts of institutional life and, with 
another Sister, take the risk of living 
religious life in a new way. I think the 
term open system best describes our way of 
life. We live in a working-class 
neighborhood in DC and financially support 
ourselves (we pay taxes); if we don’t work, 
we don’t eat. We discuss the aims of the 
community together; we try to share 
responsibilities for the community as much 
as possible; we pray and play as community, 
but we respect the autonomy of each person 
and the work of the Spirit in each life. . . . 
An open-systems way of life works best on 
shared vision and dialogue and least on 
control and lack of communication. Trust is 
an essential factor, but trust requires kenosis, 
emptying oneself of control and power, and 
making space for the other to enter in. . . . 
An open-systems community, like the 
physical world itself, is based on 
relationships, not roles or duties but bonds 
of friendship, sisterhood (or brotherhood), 
respect, charity, forgiveness, and justice. 
Where these values are active and alive, life 
evolves toward richer, more creative forms, 
never losing sight that wholeness—
catholicity—is at the heart of it. [2] 
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An Opportunity for 
Transformation 

  

 
Author and CAC teacher Brian McLaren 
has spent decades thinking about change in 
the church and why so many resist it. Here 
he summarizes what often happens to our 
religious institutions once they lose their 
original purpose: 
 
The pattern is predictable. Founders are 
typically generous, visionary, bold, and 
creative, but the religions that ostensibly 
carry on their work often become the 
opposite: constricted, change-averse, 
nostalgic, fearful, obsessed with boundary 
maintenance, turf battles, and money. 
Instead of greeting the world with open arms 
as their founders did, their successors stand 
guard with clenched fists. Instead of 
empowering others as their founders did, 
they hoard power. Instead of defying 
tradition and unleashing moral imagination 
as their founders did, they impose tradition 
and refuse to think outside the lines. A 
religion that cuts itself off from the example 
of its founder while still bearing the 
founder’s name often becomes little more 
than a chaplaincy for other ideologies, 
offering its services to the highest bidder. 
No wonder so many religious folks today 
wear down, burn out, and opt out. 

And no wonder more and more of us who 
are Christians by birth, by choice, or both 
find ourselves shaking our heads and asking, 
“What happened to Christianity? What 
happened to Jesus and his beautiful 
message?” [1] 

Minister, entrepreneur, and author Cameron 
Trimble sees the decline of church structures 
as an opportunity to ask questions that 
matter, to rediscover and renew our faith: 

What is church really about? I’ve always 
understood the church as being a community 
with a shared story in our scriptures, which 
binds us together. Church is about weaving 
relationships together so that life for all of us 
is more deeply rooted in Love. Today, I 
would offer that the church also offers a 
platform to work together to build a world 
that acts and advocates for the common 
good of all of us. We are warriors, lovers, 
peacemakers, protectors, prophets, thinkers, 
and dreamers who gather together to 
celebrate our heritage as children of God. At 
the same time, we are fearlessly willing to 
stand up and stand in for those our culture 
might oppress. When we live consciously 
aware of our power to shape our world for 
good, we live lives of meaning. We are our 
own most fully human and fully sacred 
expressions. We are whole. . . . 

We have an opportunity in this moment of 
our great transformation. We can approach 
this time as survivors, desperately clinging 
to our structures and ways of being. Or, we 
can see ourselves as pioneers, setting out in 
the face of the unknown to discover new 
ways to live faith-filled lives. The inevitable 
decline of our structures gives us the chance 
to let go of what might hold us back from 
that adventure. Nothing today will be the 
same ten years from now. Why not architect 
the kind of faith movement we want to see 



twenty-to-fifty years from now? What do we 
have to lose? [2] 
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Week Ten: The Five M's 
  

Change Is Never Comfortable 
  

 
Father Richard writes about the role of 
prophets and priests in the process of 
collective transformation. Prophets remove 
our illusions and help us see reality clearly, 
which for those of us in settled institutions 
often feels like a loss of security. Priests 
lead us on a path of returning to meaning 
and transcendence: 
 
The role of the prophet is to direct and 
legitimate necessary deconstruction. The 
prophet’s path is of descent, and is never 
popular, nor easy. It is about letting go of 
illusion and toppling false gods. The 
prophets are often killed. 

True priests talk of union, communion, love, 
transcendence, religion, connecting this 
world and the next world, and giving back a 
coherent world of meaning. Everybody 
usually likes the priests and they quickly 
become established and comfortable in 
almost all cultures. 

But we’ve had too much priesthood and not 
nearly enough prophecy, in my humble 
opinion. The result has often been religion 
for religion’s sake. How can we envision a 
new world when we have never fallen away 
from the old? [1] 

Religious scholar Diana Butler Bass writes 
of Christianity’s tension between the 
pastoral and the prophetic when it comes to 
upholding the institutional status quo: 

Religious faiths struggle between the 
pastoral and the prophetic, comfort and 
agitation. In a very real way, institutions are 
inherently pastoral—they seek to maintain 
those things that give comfort by baptizing 
shared values and virtues of a community. 
They reinforce the way things are (or were) 
through appeals to divine or supernatural 
order. They are always slow to change. 
Institutions resist prophets. Prophets 
question. They push for things to be 
different. They push people to behave better 
toward one another. They want change. 

The history of Christianity can be told as a 
story of the tension between order and 
prophecy. Jesus came as a prophet, one who 
challenged and transformed Judaism. A 
charismatic community grew up around his 
teachings and eventually formed into the 
church. The church organized, and then 
became an institution. The institution 
provided guidance and meaning for many 
millions. And then it became guarded, 
protective of the power and wealth it 
garnered, the influence it wielded, and [the] 
salvation it alone provided. 

Many of the people in the church did not 
seem to notice, but some did. What the 
church taught seemed at odds with their 
experience of life or God. . . . They 
questioned the way things were done. They 
experimented with new ideas and spiritual 
practices. . . . They bent the rules and often 
broke them. The established church typically 
ignored them, sometimes tolerated them, 
often branded them heretics, tried to control 
them, and occasionally killed them. When 
enough people joined the ranks of the 
discontented, the institutional church had to 



pay attention. In the process, and sometimes 
unintentionally, the church opened itself up 
for genuine change and renewal. . . . 

Organized religion fears such outbursts; but 
spiritual outbursts almost always precede 
real reform. Might spiritual discontent be 
today’s prophetic edge, needling institutions 
to listen, to change, to be more responsive 
and relevant? [2] 
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A Movement of Inclusion 
  

 
Diana Butler Bass writes of the diversity of 
Christianity’s spiritual movements, the well-
known and the less so. She lists some that 
are known to many:   
 
The Benedictine renewal, the Franciscan 
movement, the Brethren of the Common 
Life, the Protestant Reformation, the 
Anabaptist community, the Methodist and 
evangelical revival, the Great Awakening, 
the Oxford movement, the Pentecostal 
revival. Others, I suspect, are remembered 
by no grand title. . . . 

No historian can even guess how many 
small movements of individuals or 
congregations have existed in the past, 
movements made up of those who 
experienced God in new ways that remade 
their lives and communities without much 
notice or credit. Some movements lasted 

only a short time and were local events; 
others lasted decades or centuries and spread 
throughout Christendom. Such things are 
part of the long historical process of 
renewing faith. How would any religious 
tradition stay alive over hundreds or 
thousands of years if not for the questions of 
discontent and the creativity brought forth 
by longing? [1] 

Jesuit priest Gregory Boyle, the founder of 
Homeboy Industries, the world’s largest 
gang intervention, rehabilitation, and re-
entry program, writes of his hope for the 
continued movement of the Church towards 
greater love and inclusion: 

My friend Mary Rakow says, “The Church 
is always trying to come to us from the 
future.” So, we need to allow it. Jesus lived, 
breathed, and embodied a boundary-
subverting inclusion. If it’s inclusive, and 
wildly so, then you know you’re warm. You 
are close to it. Nothing is excluded except 
excluding. . . . 

We are always hopeful that the Church will 
see its Copernican Moment, when it decides 
that its center is not located in Europe, in 
white males, in mandatory celibacy. We all 
hope against hope that it will become the 
“wonderful adventure” that Pope Francis 
envisions. Church as movement and not 
decorative institution. . . . 

The gospel always wants to dislodge itself 
from the places where it gets stuck and 
embedded in the narrow, cultural structure. 
So, we all take steps to free it, find our way, 
again and again, to an expansive tolerance 
and a high reverence for paradox. We need 
to allow the Church to become a movement 
again. Jesus says if you’re not gathering, 
you’re scattering [see Matthew 12:30]. We 
either pull people in or push people out. We 
attract in the same way Jesus did. . . . 



The disciples aren’t sent out to create an 
institution fortified by uniformity, just 
another tribe highly defended against all 
outside forces. Certainly, Western 
Christianity goofed some things up: it 
fostered separateness; it bet all its money on 
the “sin” horse; and it relied so heavily on 
external religious exercises. Clearly, we are 
being propelled into the world to cultivate a 
movement whose ventilating force is an 
extravagant tenderness. The disciples didn’t 
leave Jesus’ side with a fully memorized set 
of beliefs. Rather, theirs was a loving way of 
life that had become the air they breathed, 
anchored in contemplation and fully 
dedicated to kinship as its goal. [2] 

  

What two years of 
COVID-19 have 
taught us about the 
abuse of conscience 

7 March 2022 
by Michael Sean Winters 

  

 
A woman at Madison Memorial Hospital in 
Rexburg, Idaho, holds the hand of a COVID-19 
patient in her isolation room Oct. 28, 2021. 
(CNS/Reuters/Shannon Stapleton) 
 

Two years ago this month, as the 
COVID-19 virus spread uncontrollably 
through large swaths of the country, 
much of our society shut down. Church 
services were suspended. We all learned 
about "spiritual communion" and how to 
attend Mass via Zoom. We Catholics 
also learned that we have not done a very 
good job explaining what the church 
teaches about conscience. 

 
Bishop Joseph Strickland of Tyler, Texas, 
speaks from the floor during the fall general 
assembly of the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops Nov. 11, 2019, in Baltimore. (CNS/Bob 
Roller) 
 
No one is better at turning church 
teaching into gibberish than Bishop 
Joseph Strickland of Tyler, Texas. He 
repeatedly encouraged people to not get 
vaccinated and that a well-formed 
Catholic conscience was grounds for 
an exemption from any vaccine 
mandates. Poor thing, now he is posting 
dumb tweets about the convoys of fake 
truckers protesting in Canada and the 
U.S.: "The freedom convoy is deeply 
rooted in the basic values that have built 
the world we take for granted," he 
tweeted. "We must be free to make 
choices for our own lives." Where is the 
balance? Where is the "both/and" that 
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has always characterized the Catholic 
intellectual tradition? 

Strickland was not alone. Archbishop 
Timothy Broglio of the Archdiocese for 
the Military Services argued that soldiers 
who are Catholic could refuse the 
vaccine. In a statement that noted the 
Vatican said the vaccines were morally 
permissible, yet some soldiers still 
claimed a conscientious objection to 
receiving the vaccine, Broglio said, "This 
circumstance raises the question of 
whether the vaccine's moral 
permissibility precludes an individual 
from forming a sincerely held religious 
belief that receiving the vaccine would 
violate his conscience. It does not." 

The bishops of Colorado issued a 
statement that sounded like it had been 
written with help from the libertarian 
Acton Institute, or maybe from the 
Republican National Committee. "We 
always remain vigilant when any 
bureaucracy seeks to impose uniform 
and sweeping requirements on a group of 
people in areas of personal conscience," 
they wrote, without explaining how 
public health measures during a 
pandemic can be anything but "uniform 
and sweeping" or whether their sweeping 
claim about bureaucracies applies to, 
say, the Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith. 

 
Archbishop Timothy Broglio of the U.S. 
Archdiocese of the Military Services celebrates 
Ash Wednesday Mass at Walter Reed National 
Military Medical Center March 2 in Bethesda, 
Maryland. (CNS/Courtesy of U.S. Archdiocese 
of the Military Services) 
 
Let's be clear. Conscience is not the right 
to do whatever you want. Conscience is 
the opposite of self-will. Conscience is 
the voice of God in our hearts, helping us 
to apply the divine law to the moral 
choices we make. The caricature of 
conscience as a person with an angel on 
one shoulder and a devil on the other is 
just that, a caricature, but it is closer to 
the mark than the three statements cited 
above. Conscience is God's voice telling 
us to follow his law in a specific 
situation, thereby creating or 
strengthening the disposition to make 
virtuous choices. 

No Catholic is more associated with the 
idea of conscience than St. John Henry 
Newman, and no comment of his about 
conscience is more famous than the quip 
with which he ended the fifth section of 
his famous "Letter to the Duke of 
Norfolk": "Certainly, if I am obliged to 
bring religion into after-dinner toasts, 
(which indeed does not seem quite the 
thing) I shall drink — to the Pope, if you 
please, — still, to Conscience first, and 
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to the Pope afterwards." Indeed, it is 
black letter Catholic theology that a 
person is always bound to follow their 
conscience, even if it is in error. Just so, 
the obligation to form one's conscience is 
grave indeed. 

It is an earlier passage in the famous 
letter of Newman's that almost seems to 
reach through the ages and speak to us 
today: 

The rule and measure of duty is not 
utility, nor expedience, nor the happiness 
of the greatest number, nor State 
convenience, nor fitness, order, and 
the pulchrum. Conscience is not a long-
sighted selfishness, nor a desire to be 
consistent with oneself; but it is a 
messenger from Him, who, both in 
nature and in grace, speaks to us behind 
a veil, and teaches and rules us by His 
representatives. Conscience is the 
aboriginal Vicar of Christ, a prophet in 
its informations, a monarch in its 
peremptoriness, a priest in its blessings 
and anathemas, and, even though the 
eternal priesthood throughout the Church 
could cease to be, in it the sacerdotal 
principle would remain and would have a 
sway. 
 
If the great Newman had written nothing 
else, if he had not written the sermon 
"The Second Spring," nor the poem "The 
Dream of Gerontius," nor his "Apologia 
Pro Vita Sua," the phrase "Conscience is 
the aboriginal Vicar of Christ" would 
have earned him a place in the pantheon 
of great English writers. 

The divine law contains many dictates, 
and during a pandemic, none have 

greater claim upon our decisions than the 
common good. It is the nature of a public 
health emergency that bad decisions by 
any one individual can have disastrous 
consequences on others, often people 
they do not even know. As we 
discovered, overburdened hospitals had 
to postpone important and needed 
surgeries for others because there was no 
room for non-COVID patients. As San 
Diego Bishop Robert McElroy told U.S. 
Catholic last year, "[People] do not have 
a right to go against the common good. 
That's not Catholic teaching." 

It is astonishing to me that the anti-
vaxxers used the exact same logic and 
language as the supporters of abortion 
rights — "My body, my choice" — yet, 
so far as I know, no prominent personage 
in either camp found in this strange 
commonality a reason to reconsider their 
position. Libertarian ideologues prate on 
about conscience but they are allergic to 
moral scruples. There is nothing liberal 
or Catholic about libertarianism. I repeat: 
There is nothing liberal or Catholic about 
libertarianism. 

 
Pope Francis in 2015 waves alongside 
Archbishop Carlo Maria Vigano, then the 
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apostolic nuncio to the United States, right, 
outside St. Patrick in the City Church in 
Washington. (CNS/Bob Roller) 
 
Conscience is not something lightly 
asserted. One wrestles with one's 
conscience. Conscience challenges us to 
act in ways that go against our interest. 
Conscience often exacts a high price for 
following it. I submit that no one in this 
great free country of ours should be tied 
to a gurney and vaccinated against their 
will, to be sure. The right to bodily 
integrity, a right that is foundational to so 
many legal and moral maxims, demands 
as much. But, the refusal to get 
vaccinated allows society to protect itself 
and demand that the unvaccinated no 
longer participate in, say, a church 
service or the military or any communal 
activity at which they risk spreading the 
virus to others. 

One of the worst abuses of the idea of 
conscience in recent years came in 2015 
when Archbishop Carlo Maria Viganò, 
the papal nuncio in Washington, 
introduced Pope Francis to Kim Davis, 
the Kentucky clerk who refused to issue 
same-sex marriage licenses and went to 
jail after she refused to let another clerk 
issue the licenses. The now-disgraced 
former nuncio told the pope that Davis 
was a conscientious objector. But, as I 
observed at the time: 

If the pope wanted to show support for 
the right of conscientious objection, it 
would have been better to have him meet 
with a conscientious objector. Davis lost 
her right to consider herself a 
conscientious objector when she forbade 
other people from issuing the marriage 
licenses she did not wish to issue herself. 

Davis was not jailed for practicing her 
religion. She was jailed for forcing 
others to practice her religion. … She is 
a public official with a sworn duty. If she 
cannot carry out that duty, she should 
seek a work-around or an 
accommodation, which is what she 
ended up accepting, or she could have 
done what a real person of conscience 
would do: quit. 

Conscience, like faith, makes demands 
and there is nothing that is more 
damaging to both than people who try 
and invoke it on the cheap. As we heard 
this week in the Gospels, people who 
wish to follow Jesus must take up their 
cross, not wave it in other people's faces. 

We have learned a great deal about our 
society during this pandemic. The Holy 
Father addressed many of the challenges 
the pandemic highlighted in his 
encyclical Fratelli Tutti. The fact that the 
church in America has been unable to 
articulate a Catholic understanding of 
conscience in our hyper-individualistic 
society is one of the challenges we knew 
existed before the pandemic but which 
has been shown to be even worse than 
feared because of COVID-19. Especially 
as the bishops begin to rewrite their 
quadrennial document on voting, 
"Forming Consciences for Faithful 
Citizenship," it is vital that the bishops, 
with the assistance of theologians, search 
for better ways to teach what the church 
believes about conscience. 
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Vatican mobilizes 
humanitarian efforts 

to aid Ukraine 
7 March 2022 

by Junno Arocho Esteves, 
 Catholic News Service 

  

 
People sort donations from Vatican employees 
for Ukraine outside the Governatorato, a 
building housing the Vatican's governing 
offices, at the Vatican March 7, 2022. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 
VATICAN CITY —  As the Russian 
military continues to bombard Ukraine, the 
Vatican is mobilizing efforts to provide 
humanitarian assistance to those suffering. 

After Pope Francis' announcement that he 
was sending two cardinals to Ukraine, the 
Vatican said March 7 that Polish Cardinal 
Konrad Krajewski, papal almoner, and 
Canadian Cardinal Michael Czerny, interim 
president of the Dicastery for Promoting 

Integral Human Development, intend to 
reach Ukraine "in the coming days," 
depending on the situation. 

"Cardinal Krajewski is on his way now, 
March 7, toward the Polish-Ukraine border 
where he will visit refugees and volunteers 
in shelters and homes," the Vatican said. 
Cardinal Czerny was to arrive in Hungary 
March 8 "to visit some reception centers for 
the migrants coming from Ukraine," the 
Vatican said. 

"The cardinals will bring aid to the needy 
and serve as the presence not only of the 
pope, but of all the Christian people who 
express solidarity with the people of 
Ukraine," the statement said. 

According to the Vatican, Cardinal Czerny 
also intends to raise concerns regarding the 
treatment of African and Asian residents in 
Ukraine. Many have reported acts of 
discrimination against them as they attempt 
to flee the country. 

"There are also worrisome reports of 
increasing activities of human trafficking 
and smuggling of migrants at the borders 
and in the neighboring countries," the 
statement said. 

The office of the papal almoner also 
organized a collection March 7 in Vatican 
City for employees who wished to donate 
food and medicine. The collection, the office 
said, "will be immediately sent to Ukraine 
through the Basilica of Saint Sophia, the 
church of the Ukrainians in Rome." 

Before announcing the cardinals' mission to 
Ukraine, Pope Francis condemned the war 
in Ukraine, which Russian President 
Vladimir Putin has repeatedly called "a 
special military operation." 
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"Rivers of blood and tears are flowing in 
Ukraine. It is not merely a military 
operation, but a war, which sows death, 
destruction and misery," the pope said 
March 6. 

In a video message released March 7, 
Archbishop Sviatoslav Shevchuk of Kyiv-
Halych, head of the Ukrainian Catholic 
Church, thanked the pope for "clearly and 
distinctly" saying that "this is not some kind 
of operation; this is a war." 

It is a "war, first of all, against peaceful 
people; against the peaceful population," 
Archbishop Shevchuk said. 

He also said that his "heart was in anguish" 
for his diocese where "vicious battles are 
taking place in the suburbs." 

The cities of Irpin, Hostomel and Bucha, he 
said, "have become extensive and horrible 
battlefields" less than 10 miles from the 
center of Kyiv. 

He also echoed calls made by Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy for Western 
leaders to declare a no-fly zone over 
Ukraine to prevent further Russian 
bombardments. 

Both the Biden administration and NATO 
leaders have rejected enforcing a no-fly zone 
out of fears that it will expand the war 
outside of Ukraine. 

"Today, we ask the world community: Close 
the sky over Ukraine!" Archbishop 
Shevchuk said. "Russian cruise missiles are 
today killing the peaceful population on our 
lands." 

 

 

 

A long time with 
Jesus in the 
wilderness 

7 March 2022 
by Jeannine Gramick 

  
Spirituality 

 

 
"In this new wasteland, I came to know myself 
more deeply." (Unsplash/Ryan Cheng) 
 
I remember giving up chocolates (which 
I still love) for Lent when I was a child, and 
making other sacrifices like fasting and 
rising early for daily Mass. The nuns 
explained that these practices made us 
strong. They bolstered our self-control (one 
of the behavioral marks on our quarterly 
report cards). I was always a "good girl," so 
of course I made more Lenten resolutions 
than there were holy days of obligation. 

As the years wore on and as the Second 
Vatican Council brought innumerable 
changes in the practice of my faith, I had a 
different take on Lenten resolutions. I grew 
skeptical about "making sacrifices" because 
I was discovering too many sacrifices that 
came uninvited. Why, I wondered, should 
we take on self-imposed hardships when so 
many disadvantages were dumped on us 
already? Our task, I believed, in Lent or in 
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any season, was to cope nobly and to find 
meaning in the suffering and losses that 
inevitably came into our lives. 

But now that I'm one of the "golden girls," I 
realize that my childhood training paid off. 
The nuns schooled me to live with a 
traditional Lenten theme: a time with Jesus 
in the wilderness. The desert is the 
archetypal place of confronting ourselves, a 
place where we analyze our motives, 
question our behavior, investigate our future 
and find meaning in any suffering we may 
have experienced. In the desert there are no 
roads or maps, just the time and space to 
know God and ourselves in a clearer way. 

My desert time was initiated by God and 
expedited by the institutional church. God 
called me into an uncharted wilderness in 
1971 when I was asked to accompany 
lesbian and gay people in their quest to find 
a spiritual home in their own church — the 
Catholic Church. This was unknown and, at 
that time, dangerous, parched territory. 

I soon found that, unlike my own religious 
community leaders, who were visionary 
women who supported and encouraged this 
ministry, powerful men in the Vatican did 
not appreciate my outreach to LGBTQ 
people. After years of not being allowed by 
a number of local bishops to speak in 
parishes in their dioceses, in 1999 the 
Vatican declared I should no longer minister 
to LGBTQ people. My religious community 
leaders, who had supported me from the 
beginning, were afraid of internal and 
external repercussions if I continued to 
minister to LGBTQ Catholics. After a year 
of discernment, I believed that God was still 
calling me to be an advocate for them and an 
intermediary between them and the church. 

I became a persona non grata in church 
circles. This exclusion was extremely 
painful because I loved my church and 

wanted to be respected and valued in it. 
When I had taught mathematics at a 
Catholic college for women, I had enjoyed 
prestige in the academy. Now I was an 
ecclesiastical outcast, one who was shunned 
because of notoriety. 

In this new wasteland, I came to know 
myself more deeply. I now realize that I am 
often tempted to possess "the power and the 
glory" of wanting the good opinion of 
others. In my convent formation, we called 
this the temptation of "human respect" — 
the longing to be respected by other human 
beings. I desired to be a force for good and 
to make a difference in people's lives, but I 
wanted all this while also being loved, 
respected and understood. But this "power 
and glory" is not to be found in the desert. 

During these desert years, I was tempted to 
throw myself down from the pinnacle of the 
temple into the depths of work and I did just 

that. 
 

During these desert years, I was tempted to 
throw myself down from the pinnacle of the 
temple into the depths of work and I did just 
that. I expected that God would catch me 
and supply my emotional and psychological 
needs. It was the longest Lent of my life. 

Every Lent does end in an Easter, however, 
whether it comes in 40 days or 40 or more 
years. I have experienced a ministerial and 
personal resurrection in my church because 
of Pope Francis' recent letters to me and 
New Ways Ministry. 

In letters to New Ways Ministry's current 
director, Francis DeBernardo, the pope 
acknowledged that our ministry's "history 
has not been an easy one, but that loving 
one's neighbor is still the second 
commandment, tied 'necessarily' to the first 
commandment to love God. Thank you for 
your neighborly work." In another letter, 
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Francis wrote about my ministry, saying, "I 
know how much she has suffered. … She is 
a valiant woman who makes her decisions in 
prayer." 

In his congratulatory letter on my five 
decades in LGBTQ ministry, Francis 
graciously wrote that my ministry reminded 
him of "the 'style' of God … You have not 
been afraid of 'closeness,' and in getting 
close you did it 'suffering with' 
(compassion) and without condemning 
anyone, but with the 'tenderness' of a sister 
and a mother." 

His letters are like the soothing hand of a 
friend who has reached out to heal my 
wounds and lead me out of a long and 
barren wasteland. 

Not surprisingly, I still need time in the 
desert to practice self-discipline, to ponder 
the meaning of suffering, to fast, and to 
strengthen my resolve for difficulties in the 
future. 

The fasting I am now practicing is learning 
to accept the limitations of age. I seem to be 
running out of steam to engage in all the 
projects for LGBTQ people that are still so 
needed. While there has been enormous 
progress in society and in our church in the 
last 50 years, there is so much more that 
must be done in order for LGBTQ people to 
be treated with the respect they deserve as 
children of God. 

As I am slowing down, I think a lot about 
the nuns who taught me in grade school and 
high school. I am so grateful to them, not 
only for the Lenten practices they taught me, 
but also for the solid spiritual foundation 
they gave me. At the New Ways Ministry 
office, we often speak fondly about the nuns 
of yesteryear, whose teachings about 
discipline and responsibility sometimes 

seem old-fashioned. We just smile and say, 
"Sometimes the old ways are better." 

And yes, sometimes the old ways are new 
ways. 

 
Jeannine Gramick 
Loretto Sr. Jeannine Gramick is the co-
founder, with Fr. Robert Nugent, of New 
Ways Ministry, a social justice center that 
educates and advocates for justice and 
equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) Catholics, 
and reconciliation within the larger church 
and civil communities. 
 

International Women's 
Day isn't just about 

serving women — it's 
about women serving 

8 March  2022 
by Joan Rosenhauer 

  

 
Women prepare food at a soup kitchen April 3, 
2019, in Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
(CNS/Reuters/Agustin Marcarian) 
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When Kabul fell and thousands of Afghan 
refugees were housed at military bases 
across the United States, one of the first 
people who raised her hand to help was my 
colleague, Sr. Maryanne Loughry. She 
packed her things up and moved to Fort 
McCoy to help set up support for those 
temporarily housed on the base. She 
organized child-friendly spaces, rallied 
volunteers, helped provide mental health and 
psychosocial support and built lasting 
relationships with the Afghans who had 
been through unimaginable circumstances. 

When the pandemic hit, followed closely 
by an enormous explosion and political and 
economic strife in Beirut, it was my 
colleague Heba who raised her hand to say 
that the work of our team would continue no 
matter what. She organized staff to deliver 
food and provide help when the city went 
into lockdown and was one of the first 
people to call survivors of the explosion. 
She kept the doors open against all odds. 

Despite having suffered abuse, being forced 
into marriage as a teenager and having to 
flee from violence and persecution in her 
home country of Sudan, my colleague Aicha 
raised her hand and fought hard to get an 
education. She now runs our early childhood 
education program in Chad, called Little 
Ripples. It is a refugee-led program that 
provides comprehensive pre-primary 
education that supports the social-emotional, 
cognitive and physical development of 
young children. 

March 8 is International Women's Day, an 
important and necessary recognition of the 
needs and vulnerabilities of women and 
girls. Having served for many years in 
leadership roles for Catholic organizations, I 
am especially aware of how the Catholic 
Church is called to engage women in all that 
we do. We need to serve women, but we 
also need women to serve. Women like 

Sister Maryanne, Heba, Aicha and hundreds 
of others bring unique and important 
qualities to the work that the church does 
around the world. They are determined and 
resourceful, they put their communities first 
and they lead and serve with care and 
concern. 

 
St. Frances Xavier Cabrini, patron of 
immigrants, is depicted in a stained-glass 
window at the saint's shrine chapel in New York 
City. Mother Cabrini and her sisters worked 
with immigrants, schoolchildren and the poor. 
(CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 
 
When I first began working in international 
development, one of the things I quickly 
learned was that investing in women and 
women's leadership ripples far beyond the 
direct beneficiary. Research by the U.S. 
Agency for International Development has 
found that when 10% or more of adolescent 
girls go to school, a country's gross domestic 
product increases by an average of 3%. This 
is because women and girls invest in their 
families and communities and often take 
what they are given to serve others. 

The role of women throughout the history of 
the church also deserves attention on this 
day devoted to the contributions of women. I 
think about some of the notable women, like 
St. Frances Xavier Cabrini, whose 
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leadership and service have been so 
important to the church's mission. Devoted, 
powerful and sometimes brazen in her 
determination, she led important work for 
the church in the United States and directed 
missions to offer care and welcome for those 
seeking a better life in a new land. The 
inspiration I find in Mother Cabrini isn't just 
in her patronage of immigrants — a cause 
that is dear to my heart and the essence of 
the mission of my organization. She inspires 
me because of the unique leadership she 
brought to her work. Her leadership was 
steeped in prayer and directed and informed 
by those most in need, not those in power. 

As we recognize International Women's Day 
around the world this year, it is more 
important than ever that we recognize the 
important qualities women bring, and the 
essential contributions we make, in society 
as a whole, and especially for the church's 
mission around the world. 

 
Joan Rosenhauer 
Joan Rosenhauer is the executive director of 
Jesuit Refugee Service/USA. In this role, 
Joan leads the organization's efforts in the 
U.S. to fulfill its mission — to accompany, 
serve, and advocate for refugees and 
displaced people in over 50 countries around 
the world. Joan has spent most of her career 
advocating for social justice, including with 
Catholic Relief Service and the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops and 
mobilizing the U.S. Catholic community to 
do the same. 

A personal reflection 
on synodal listening 

session 
8 March 2022 

by Sr. Teresia Mutiso 
  

Ministry 

 
Our pastoral care area, or PCA, for the 
synodal listening session consists of five 
parishes grouped together, based on 
proximity. The first session was Dec. 15. 

As I was going to the meeting, I ran into a 
young person near the church and struck up 
a conversation. He asked, "What is going on 
this evening?" I threw the question back to 
him: "What do you think is happening? He 
replied, "I don't know. I hear that there is 
going to be a big complaining meeting!" 
"Complaining about what?" I enquired. "I 
don’t know. I guess the church!" 

We conspired to find a good place to sit and 
experience the listening session firsthand. 
He was surprised that some young people 
were expressing a preference for Latin 
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Mass. He thought lively music would do it 
for him. 

As I reflected on the synod listening session, 
four different processes come to mind. First: 
I remembered many listening sessions with 
my father when I was growing up. Second: I 
thought about the Bible story about the 
journey to Emmaus, when Jesus listened to 
two disappointed disciples. Third: I 
considered the common practice of dialogue 
in our institute. We religious sisters listen to 
each other and to the Holy Spirit when 
discerning apostolates to be carried out by 
our sisters. Fourth: a scientific way of doing 
the listening — the use of focus groups as a 
representation of a large population to 
collect data to understand an issue. In a way 
I feel that this synodal listening process is 
using all four processes in a global way. 

I come from a humble background; we were 
simple folks. But what really stands out in 
my memory is how my father would engage 
me in conversation. He would ask me an 
open-ended question, like asking how the 
semester was going. I would rattle on and on 
about everything. My father would listen, 
smiling, as long as I talked. He had a gentle 
way of finding out as I talked where I was 
struggling or where I needed guidance. He 
did not interrupt, but whatever the issue, he 
would note it down in his mind — peer 
pressure, homework or the teachers. When I 
was finished talking, he would ask me, for 
example, why I had referred to a certain 
teacher as a "mean freak." It would catch me 
off guard: "Did I really say that?" He would 
gently guide me to understand that it's fine 
to differ, but I didn't have to be 
disrespectful, or he would help me devise a 
way I could maximize my learning 
experience without being caught up with 
negative attitudes. 

Being able to voice our concerns — and 
being heard — have a huge impact on how 

we perceive the church, or any relationship 
for that matter. Sometimes people do get 
clarity just by talking, even before they 
receive responses. Perhaps that may be what 
the church is doing with these listening 
sessions. If nothing else, we have a place 
where we can be heard. That in itself is 
important. When we let out our frustrations 
or pent-up emotions, then we can create 
room for inspiration and growth. We are not 
busy dealing with suppressed or unvoiced 
issues. 

Second, as I reflect on synodality as 
journeying together, the scene of the journey 
to Emmaus comes to mind (Luke 24:13-35). 
The disciples were having a lively exchange. 
Of course, they were disappointed: They had 
put their hope in Jesus. We can presume that 
they are running away, trying to make sense 
of what has happened, thinking that now 
they have to move on with their lives and 
put the sad events of the last few days 
behind them. 

A stranger joins them; he simply asks a 
question and then he listens. Initially they 
are almost irritated that he is not in the know 
of the "breaking news" in Jerusalem. They 
proceed to express their hopes, experiences, 
expectations and then frustration because it 
didn't work out as they had expected. 

Somehow, I feel that this is what we are 
doing during the talking/listening session. 
We the faithful just express what we think is 
happening in our life journey in the church: 
our concerns, hopes and dreams. Hopefully, 
eventually we will connect the dots starting 
from the Old Testament, through the New 
Testament, and how it all ties together with 
our own salvation history. If we trust the 
tradition and interpretation of the church's 
teaching, then at the breaking of bread, our 
eyes will open and our hearts will burn — 
because we will understand how God writes 
straight with crooked lines. 
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Third, I consider how dialogue is 
encouraged in our institute. In our religious 
community, dialogue has an important place 
in the discernment process. As an institute, 
we listen to each other — and together to the 
Holy Spirit — to know and understand the 
needs of our times. This enables us to listen 
to the nudging of the Holy Spirit and discern 
our apostolic endeavors. That's why the 
chapter is important, because it's there that 
the rules and regulations are formulated to 
guide the community. This is done through 
dialogue and deliberations. 

The fourth way illustrates how the church 
might use science. In qualitative research we 
engage a focus group as a representative of a 
given population. We can possibly liken our 
listening sessions to a focus group 
representing people going to church. It may 
not be perfect because it's mostly a self-
selected group, but nonetheless it is a good 
place to start. It lays a foundation for 
understanding what is going on in people's 
life journeys. 

Any meaningful relationship is built on 
effective communication. This global 
synodality is even richer because we are all 
together listening to the voice of the Holy 
Spirit who raises men and women in every 
age to respond to the needs of the time. 

I feel really thankful to the young man for 
his sincere exchange, and to the organizers, 
for my opportunity to participate. 

  

 

 
Teresia Mutiso 
Teresia Mutiso belongs to the Institute of the 
Little Sisters of St. Francis of Assisi. She 
has served extensively in nursing 
administration in Kenya and currently works 
as a pastoral associate in Binghamton, New 
York. She is published in the nursing field 
and writes for various religious publications. 
 

We told Pope Francis 
nonviolent action may 

be needed to stop 
climate change 

8 March 2022 
by Henry Glynn, Emily E. Burke 

  
Leaders 

 
Bruce McDougal watches embers fly over his 
property as the Bond Fire burns through the 
Silverado community in Orange County, 
California, on Dec. 3, 2020. (AP/Noah Berger) 
If you got to spend 14 minutes with Pope 
Francis, what would you say?  
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Recently, this hypothetical scenario became 
our reality. 

In October 2021, Pope Francis initiated a 
three-year campaign to listen to perspectives 
and wisdom from ordinary Catholics. The 
goal of this "synodal process," as it's called, 
is far from trivial. Francis wants this 
intentional listening to discern future 
directions for the Roman Catholic Church. 

Through a synodal project of our fellow 
Jesuit institution Loyola University Chicago, 
we met with university students from across 
the central United States and Canada to 
discuss concerns and solutions related to 
migration and its root causes. We were then 
elected to speak directly to Francis — to 
represent the interests, hopes, dreams and 
anxieties of young Catholics in our region. 

So, what did we say to the pope on behalf of 
our peers? 

As young people, we told him climate 
change is our generation’s most pressing 
social issue — one that threatens our future, 
is a profound source of generational 
anxiety and is inextricably tied to all other 
social issues. 

The effects of climate change are well-
documented: food and water stresses, 
resource conflicts, severe weather events, 
sickness and death. Climate change already 
causes an average of 20 million 
refugees every year and 5 million premature 
deaths. With global droughts and sea level 
rise, estimates show there may be 1.4 billion 
climate refugees by 2060 and 2 billion by 
2100. All these adverse 
effects disproportionately harm communities 
of color. 

Given these numbers and terrifying 
projections, we also told Francis that our 
generation is frustrated with U.S. Catholic 

leaders who do not seem to grasp the gravity 
of our crisis and are unwilling to enact 
church teaching. 

Francis has echoed the teachings of his 
predecessors St. John Paul II and Pope 
Emeritus Benedict XVI: Climate change is a 
moral issue and demands rapid, robust 
action. As a global moral voice, the Catholic 
Church controls vast resources — money, 
buildings, land, education institutions — and 
must use its assets to address the climate 
crisis. Francis outlines all this in "Laudato 
Si'," his 2015 encyclical letter to Catholics 
and "all people of good will." 

However, one of us recently co-authored 
a study with Creighton University faculty 
that demonstrated bishops' climate silence: 
In more than 12,000 columns written by 
U.S. bishops in diocesan newspapers, fewer 
than 1% even mentioned climate change. 

These findings echo broader sentiments that 
bishops do not teach about climate change. 
They also support evidence that most 
bishops have not taken concrete action steps 
commensurate with the climate crisis. For 
example, no U.S. diocese has committed to 
carbon neutrality. Similarly, in our 
experiences priests never talk about climate 
change. Few parishes utilize clean energy. 

Young people value authenticity and deplore 
hypocrisy. We told Pope Francis that U.S. 
Catholic leaders' failure to share and enact 
the church's own climate teachings is 
causing many in our generation to become 
disillusioned with the church. 

As a global moral voice, the Catholic 
Church controls vast resources — money, 

buildings, land, education institutions — and 
must use its assets to address the climate 

crisis. 
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As young Americans, we told him that 
frustration with failed climate leadership 
also extends to elected officials. Our 
generation is falling victim to leaders' 
unwillingness to enact science-based climate 
change policies. We told Francis that this 
failed civic leadership is causing many of 
our peers to become cynical about civic 
engagement and skeptical of our institutions. 

Given these failings, we told the pope that 
young Catholics recognize a need for a new 
strategy. Following Catholic and Christian 
precedents, we proposed active nonviolence 
that expresses Christian love as a missing 
complement to existing climate actions. 

In his 2017 World Day of Peace message, 
Francis repeatedly called for "active 
nonviolence" that works for justice. Here in 
the U.S., Christian active nonviolence has a 
celebrated history. 

The Rev. John Markoe, a Jesuit priest from 
Creighton University, used active 
nonviolence to combat merchant 
discrimination in Omaha, Nebraska. The 
Rev. James Lawson used active nonviolence 
to desegregate lunch counters in Nashville, 
Tennessee. The Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., 
whom Francis celebrated in his 2015 address 
to Congress, employed active nonviolence to 
desegregate buses in Montgomery, 
Alabama. Both Lawson and King built on 
the active nonviolence discipline of Gandhi's 
salt march in India. 

King emphasized active nonviolence as 
animated by love of one's community from 
which, out of love, one demands more. He 
also stressed it is a last resort that follows 
failed negotiation. Such negotiation is 
underpinned by conversion and what Francis 
calls "authentic encounter." 

 
The Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. speaks at an 
interfaith civil rights rally at the Cow Palace in 
San Francisco on June 30, 1964. (Creative 
Commons/George Conklin) 
 
We agree that our generation should 
continue attempts of negotiation, including 
meeting with bishops and elected officials to 
express our deep concern about climate 
change and ask for adequate action in 
response. In fact, this summer, Cardinal 
Jean-Claude Hollerich of Luxembourg 
and Cardinal Blase Cupich of Chicago urged 
young Catholics to seek conversations with 
their bishop about climate change. 

If these appeals fail, however, Christian love 
justifies — and we believe obligates — 
active nonviolence that follows the faithful 
precedent of Markoe, Lawson and King. 

It is no secret that we are running out of time 
to avoid climate catastrophe. The Nobel 
Prize-winning Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change estimates that to have a 
50% chance of avoiding rapidly accelerating 
global warming, the world must cut carbon 
pollution in nearly half by 2030 and become 
carbon neutral by 2050. 

Bishops' and lawmakers' current inaction 
despite the closing window of opportunity to 
protect our future suggests time can 
perpetuate injustice. In this time of climate 
crisis, talk of active nonviolence is a timely 
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— and, in fact, an overdue — expression of 
Christian love. 

To catalyze adequate climate action, we 
proposed to Francis creation of 
comprehensive active nonviolence education 
and training centers. This recommendation 
follows Lawson's insight that change doesn't 
happen spontaneously, but requires training 
in evidence-based nonviolent strategies. 

U.S. Catholic leaders' failure to share and 
enact the church's own climate teachings is 
causing many in our generation to become 

disillusioned with the church. 
 

The centers would train Catholics and other 
people of goodwill. Since active 
nonviolence seeks a change of heart that 
begins with authentic encounter, these 
centers would teach St. John Paul II's 
concept of "ecological conversion" along 
with skills of negotiation and advocacy. 
These centers would also teach the proven 
techniques of nonviolent direct action. 

Francis applauded the intuitions of our 
group. Faced with modern challenges, he 
insisted that "we need the prophecy of 
nonviolence" and affirmed "the construction 
of nonviolent activities." 

Building on our generation's frustrations 
with U.S. Catholic leaders' hypocritical 
failure to share and enact church teaching on 
climate change, he said, "Nonviolence is the 
road of humanity's nonhypocrisy, which is 
the real revolution, the real change, the real 
liberation. … Through the path of 
nonviolence, you reach sincerity and reject 
all hypocrisy." 

We had the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to 
speak directly with Pope Francis on behalf 
of our peers. We told him that for many in 
our generation, climate change encapsulates 
what the Second Vatican Council called the 

"joys and the hopes, the griefs and the 
anxieties of the people of this age." We told 
him that the current inaction of our faith and 
political leaders is compelling young people 
to turn to the celebrated Christian tradition 
of active nonviolence. 

As young Catholics disheartened by failed 
negotiations, we see this course of action as 
one our faith obligates. For our sake and the 
sake of current and future generations, we 
hope and pray you agree. 

[Emily E. Burke is a 2021 graduate of 
Creighton University and a doctoral student 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
Henry Glynn is a junior at Creighton 
University.] 
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Russian President Vladimir Putin and Russian 
Orthodox Patriarch Kirill of Moscow visit an 
exhibition in Moscow in this Nov. 4, 2019, file 
photo. Vatican officials have appealed to Kirill 
to intervene and ask Russian President Vladimir 
Putin to end the war in Ukraine. 
(CNS/Reuters/Shamil Zhumatov) 
 
ROME — The U.S. government believes 
the Vatican is an important voice in calling 
for an end to Russia's war against Ukraine 
and is "closely following" Pope Francis' 
repeated denouncements of the conflict, 
according to a State Department official. 

"His very forceful denunciation of war 
yesterday was incredibly notable," 
said Daniel Nadel, director of the Office of 
International Religious Freedom, referring 
to Pope Francis' remarks during his March 6 
Sunday Angelus. 

The pope — in his most extensive 
comments to date about the Russian 
invasion — reiterated that the Vatican was 
willing to serve in any capacity to broker a 
peace deal. His remarks followed an 
offer from the Vatican secretary of state, 
Cardinal Pietro Parolin, that the Vatican 
would be willing to negotiate a mediation 
between Ukraine and Russia. 

Some experts, however, have cast doubt on 
whether the Roman Catholic Church could 
be viewed by Russia as a neutral negotiation 
given its complicated relationship with 
Russia's Orthodox Church, which split from 
the Catholic Church over a millennium ago 
and has strong backing from the Russian 
government. 

 
Daniel Nadel, director of the U.S. Office of 
International Religious Freedom, delivers 
remarks on the 2020 International Religious 
Freedom Report in this May 12, 2021, file 
photo. He recently met with Vatican leaders and 
said he expects Pope Francis to continue 
publicly denouncing Russia's attacks on 
Ukraine. (Flickr/State Department/Freddie 
Everett) 
 
Even so, Nadel says he believes the Holy 
See's voice remains crucial. 

"I have every confidence that the Vatican is 
deeply engaged on the war in Ukraine, and I 
anticipate it will continue to speak out 
forcefully," he told NCR March 7. 

Nadel met in recent days with his 
counterparts inside the Vatican, marking his 
first visit from the Biden administration's 
Office of International Religious Freedom, a 
U.S. State Department office established in 
1998 to promote freedom of religion as a 
core objective of U.S. foreign policy. 

While Nadel said that some critics expressed 
doubt that the Biden administration would 
continue to prioritize religious freedom, he 
said he hopes his visit shows that "the 
efforts to promote religious freedom for all 
remain a broad bipartisan effort and remain 
fully by this administration." 

And he sees the Vatican as a partner in that 
endeavor. 
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"I think there really is a shared perspective," 
Nadel said, saying both the Vatican and the 
United States speak frequently about the 
importance of human dignity. In some 
situations, he said, the United States is the 
"perfect voice" to address a violation of 
religious freedom. Sometimes other 
governments may be more effective or better 
placed. 

"A lot of times it's a question of how do we 
coordinate what we're collectively interested 
in doing to try and maximize the results?" 
Nadel said. "One of the dramatic strengths 
of the Vatican is that they are everywhere, 
and they're talking with everybody." 

Nadel said he was leaving Rome with a 
"renewed vigor" to address religious 
persecution and discrimination, which both 
the Holy See and the White House pledged 
to work together on following U.S. President 
Joe Biden's October 2021 visit to the 
Vatican. 

During that visit, as he does during all 
meetings with world leaders, the pope gave 
Biden a copy of the Document on Human 
Fraternity, a landmark document signed by 
Francis and Ahmad el-Tayeb, the grand 
imam of Al-Azha. The document is widely 
considered a major advancement in the 
Catholic Church's relationship with the 
Muslim world and calls for pluralism and 
religious freedom. 

Nadel said that documents like this, along 
with Pope Francis' 2021 encyclical Fratelli 
Tutti, help set the stage for governments and 
world leaders to have better discourse in 
working toward specific, shared policy 
goals. 

While the United States and the Vatican 
have many overlapping goals and policy 
aims, one source of tension in recent years 

has been the Holy See's policy toward 
China. 

In 2020, U.S. Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo traveled to Rome to push Vatican 
diplomats to take a harder line in its policies 
toward China. The Holy See, however, has 
sought to make inroads in Beijing, with 
whom it does not have formal diplomatic 
relations. 

In 2018, the two governments signed a 
historic agreement over the appointment of 
Catholic bishops in the communist country 
— a deal that the Vatican renewed in 2020, 
despite U.S. criticism that the Vatican was 
not sufficiently condemning China's human 
rights abuses.  

While Nadel declined to discuss specifics of 
his conversations with Vatican officials, he 
said China's record on religious freedom and 
human rights remains a major concern of the 
U.S. government and that he reiterated that 
position in his talks with the Holy See.  

"From the U.S. perspective, there continues 
to be tremendous abuse and persecution 
taking place against individuals in China on 
account of their religion or beliefs," Nadel 
said. "That includes continued 
discrimination, harassment and abuse and 
jailing of members of the Catholic 
community, including the underground 
Catholic Church, so unfortunately, things 
are really tough there for religious adherents 
of all types, including Catholics." 

Nadel, a non-political appointee who has 
served in his role since 2015, said that with 
the United States, China or anywhere in the 
world, religious freedom is a winning 
proposal and he welcomes continued 
partnership with the Vatican to push that 
message. 
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"Governments that effectively respect the 
rights of people to organize their lives in 
accordance with their conscience," he said, 
"are more secure and more stable or more 
economically vibrant than those that don't." 

 
Christopher White 
Christopher White is the Vatican 
correspondent for NCR. His email address 
is cwhite@ncronline.org. Follow him on 
Twitter: @CWWhiteNCR. 
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A child is assisted as evacuees board a train 
before leaving the separatist-controlled city town 
of Makiivka outside Donetsk, Ukraine, Feb. 22, 
2022. (CNS photo/Alexander Ermochenko, 
Reuters) 

VATICAN CITY — Pope Francis said the 
Vatican "is ready to do everything to put 
itself at the service of peace" in Ukraine. 

"Rivers of blood and tears are flowing in 
Ukraine," the pope said March 6 as he led 
thousands of people in St. Peter's Square in 
praying for peace after reciting the Angelus. 

Pope Francis said he was sending two 
cardinals to Ukraine: Polish Cardinal 
Konrad Krajewski, who runs the office of 
papal charities, and Canadian Cardinal 
Michael Czerny, interim president of the 
Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human 
Development. 

"The presence of the two cardinals there is 
the presence not only of the pope, but of all 
the Christian people who want to get closer 
and say: 'War is madness! Stop, please! 
Look at this cruelty!'" the pope said. 

Moments after the pope spoke, Cardinal 
Krajewski told Vatican News that he was 
about to leave Rome for Poland "because 
from Poland I am sure I will be able to enter 
Ukraine. Then we'll see how far I can get to 
reach the people and show them the 
closeness of the pope, tell them he loves 
them, prays for them and wants to encourage 
them." 

The cardinal also will bring rosaries from 
Pope Francis "because with prayer we can 
move mountains and even stop the war," he 
said. 

Cardinal Czerny told Catholic News Service 
that he would be heading to Hungary's 
border with Ukraine and would see what 
could be done from there. 

Even if the cardinals cannot get into 
Ukraine, the Polish and Hungarian borders 
are the top two destinations of Ukrainians — 
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mainly the elderly, women and children — 
fleeing the war. 

The U.N. Refugee Agency said that as of 
March 5 more than 1.3 million Ukrainians 
had fled the country since the Russian 
invasion began Feb. 24; more than 750,000 
of them had crossed into Poland and almost 
170,000 had crossed into Hungary. 

In his appeal, Pope Francis again praised the 
nations, charitable organizations and 
individuals helping the refugees. 

The need for humanitarian assistance in 
Ukraine, "that tormented country, is growing 
dramatically by the hour," the pope said. 

"I make a heartfelt appeal for humanitarian 
corridors to be genuinely secured, and for 
aid access to the besieged areas to be 
guaranteed and facilitated in order to 
provide vital relief to our brothers and 
sisters oppressed by bombs and fear," Pope 
Francis added. 

Russia and Ukraine had negotiated a partial 
cease-fire that was supposed to go into 
effect March 5 to allow civilians to flee 
several cities encircled by Russian troops 
and to allow the delivery of aid to people 
who are without food, water and medicine. 
Both sides accused the other of violating the 
cease-fire, and only several hundred of the 
hundreds of thousands of people to be 
evacuated were able to leave. 

"Above all, I plead for an end to armed 
attacks, for negotiations to prevail — and for 
common sense to prevail — and for a return 
to respect for international law," Pope 
Francis said. 

He also thanked the journalists "who put 
their lives at risk to provide information. 
Thank you, brothers and sisters, for this 
service, a service that allows us to be close 

to the tragedy of that population and helps 
us assess the cruelty of a war." 

Happy are those who 
are willing to be 

persecuted themselves 
for justice 

10 March 2022 
by Sr. Joan Chittister 

  
Theology 

 

 
People near the White House in Washington 
gather for a protest March 6, against Russia's 
invasion of Ukraine. (CNS/Reuters/Sarah 
Silbiger) 
 
I was sitting down to think the whole thing 
through when it happened. 

This is the last review and analysis of the 
Christian Beatitudes from the point of view 
of the 21st century. I have been asking each 
of the Eight Beatitudes of Jesus — as 
recorded by the evangelist Matthew in 
Chapter 5, Verses 3-30 of the Christian 
Scriptures — to justify its own existence. To 
clarify for us its real function in the here and 
now. If, as a matter of fact, there can 
possibly be one. To explain to us how it is 
that such a spiritual program is really still 
useful to the modern seeker. I wanted to try 
to determine if these age-old values are still 
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anywhere near pertinent to the development 
of an individual's spiritual life in this day 
and age. 

Are they, in fact, still a necessary dimension 
of spiritual concern in modern life or merely 
a memory of the gentle and caring Jesus? 

I got the surprise of my life: Not only are the 
Beatitudes nice poetic thoughts, they are 
more than needed. They are paramount to 
our own attitude shaping. They are the filters 
through which we must see the world. 

One at a time, I began to recognize the 
almost unbelievable mitering of the 
Beatitudes with the public arena at present 
some 2,000 years after they were written. 
But even more eminent, I became conscious 
of the fact that every single beatitude 
functions that way: These scriptures — these 
humble Beatitudes — are a multi-
dimensional guide through life for us all. 

Poverty of spirit. It seemed to me — as the 
United States was packing up and leaving 
Afghanistan — poverty of spirit was more 
than simply a current concern. It was, I 
thought, lifelong proof of how it is that pride 
really does come before a fall. America the 
Great had spent years trying to turn the 
Afghanis who did not understand our ways, 
our language or our goals into a Central 
Asian model of us. Maybe, it seemed to say, 
it might be better if we supported other 
countries largely from the outside while they 
decided inside themselves who and what 
they really wanted to be. 

 
A church window depicts Jesus giving his 
Sermon on the Mount, which begins with the 
Beatitudes. (CNS/Crosiers) 
 
The kind of meekness that makes it possible 
for us to hear the concerns of others makes 
us shapers of the future. This beatitude leads 
us to see that respect for the other is exactly 
what teaches us how to be an ethical nation, 
a compassionate people. It helps us 
appreciate other cultures. It makes us willing 
to take a deeper look at ourselves — the 
quality of our own motives and the softening 
of our own presence — as we stride like 
Hercules through the world. We are so sure 
that we are the brightest, the best, that we 
stumble in the chauvinism that makes us 
blind. We echo in ourselves at large the 
narcissism which our immediate past 
president was keen to point out. In the face 
of every challenge, he told us that he/we 
were "the only ones who could fix it." 

And so drunk with our own "greatness," we 
fail and fail and fail at what it means to be a 
good Christian in a bleeding world. 

Learning to mourn for those whom, as a 
people, we have left behind socially, 
economically and educationally demands an 
overhaul of the entire engine of society. 
Indeed, the great turbine of America 
functions for the security, the dignity and the 
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opportunities of many but not for all. By our 
very lack of interest in legislation meant to 
equalize a democratic society, we belie the 
grace of mourning. 

To hunger and thirst for righteousness so 
that life becomes an exercise in growth and 
possibility for everyone brings 
happiness, the Beatitudes declare. It is not a 
matter, we learn here, of simply encouraging 
other people to grow. It is a moral 
imperative that we help them to grow. That 
we be as solicitous for the welfare of others 
as we are for our own. Then we do not live 
for laws; we live to form attitudes within us 
that can serve as a mirror for others. More 
than that, we confirm our own values as a 
nation, and so become a better country 
ourselves. 

Mercy is the beatitude that never gives 
up. Here we forego devotion to 
goodness that disguises itself in neurotic 
perfectionism only to get colder and more 
rigid with everybody else every day. It hides 
itself behind rule-keeping that punishes 
others rather than supports them as they seek 
their better selves. The one who has no 
mercy has no idea how mercy changes the 
world. 

 
One of the Beatitudes is displayed in a church 
window. (CNS/Crosiers) 

The pure in heart are those who do the right 
things for the right reason. Anything other 
than that cannot be trusted. Worse, doing the 
right thing for the wrong reasons makes us 
rogue Christians at best. Too often we hold 
up as model citizens those who ignore the 
needs of others in order to magnify, to 
inflate, themselves. The Beatitudes tell us 
that we cannot allow the compass of the 
heart to fail us in favor of celebrity when we 
need good the most. 

Peacemakers refuse to make force an 
instrument of the God who gave us all free 
will. We are not here to develop ourselves 
alone. We are here to bring holy protection 
to every single person on the planet. It is by 
protecting those in the face of danger that 
we can bring peace to the world. Destroying 
others in the name of peace only makes us 
what we reject. 

From where I stand, as I watch each of the 
Beatitudes shine the light of God in our dark 
world, the Beatitudes come to flesh in a very 
special way. 

This very week, we are seeing the poor in 
spirit abandoned. 

We have watched the meek defeated. 

We have seen those who mourn struck down 
by the sight of the wanton wounding of the 
simple, the vulnerable and the innocent in 
the unprovoked war on Ukraine. 

We have watched as all of Europe has stood 
up, hungering and thirsting for 
righteousness, by saying no to a murderous 
dictator. We have seen what it means to 
refuse to accept the unholiness of the 
motives driving the destruction of the 
innocent. We have ourselves begun to wage 
a battle of ideas within us about how to 
participate in protecting the defenseless 
from the threat of military might they did 
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not foment. Peacemakers have been standing 
up for all saying no to suppression, no to 
injustice, no to the destruction of the little 
ones. And most holy of all, saying yes to 
peacemaking by refusing to add bombs to 
bombs. 

We have seen one group, one country, one 
person, one leader after another risk being 
persecuted for standing up for justice. 
Finally, humanity is doing this time what the 
world did not do in the face of evil and 
under the threat of Hitler until it became far 
too late. 

 
Mélanie Joly, Canada's minister of foreign 
affairs, Yevheniia Filipenko, Ukraine's 
permanent representative to the United Nations 
at Geneva, and other delegates gather with a 
Ukrainian flag after walking out of the U.N. 
Human Rights Council meeting during the video 
speech by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey 
Lavrov at the United Nations March 1 in 
Geneva. (CNS/Denis Balibouse) 
 
So why is all this review necessary? 
Because the eighth beatitude is the one that 
really pulls it all together and makes each of 
them real. The sight of one isolated national 
president and all of you, of us, of the nations 
standing up to say "No!" emphatically, "not 
in our name, not in this place, not this time." 
Together, as human beings, we and other 
nations have insisted that the will of God for 
all creation be made new. 

"Happy are those who are willing to be 
persecuted for my name's sake," the eighth 
beatitude says. Suddenly hope and courage 
and commitment and authenticity come 
alive. You see, it's not simply personal 
perfection that counts where the Beatitudes 
are concerned. It is the standing up together 
in the face of evil that is the real task. 

We recognize that we may well suffer 
hardship — higher oil prices, more 
resources to care for all the refugees, 
possible retaliation by not only the evil 
dictator but by other nations that align 
themselves with that dictator. We are all 
interconnected, and so yes, when some of us 
stand up to the bully, we may all be 
persecuted in the name of God's 
righteousness. But to do so willingly, even 
in the face of persecution and privation, is 
the heart of the eighth beatitude and the 
coming of a happier and holier world. 

Happy are those who hunger and thirst for 
justice? Yes, of course. But most of all, 
happy are those who are willing to be 
persecuted themselves, if necessary, to bring 
justice to 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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Not many Catholics 
care about the synod. 
But I’m not ready to 
give up on it yet. 

 

Joshua J. Whitfield 
9 March 2022 

Pope Francis leads a meeting with 
representatives of bishops' conferences from 
around the world at the Vatican on Oct. 9, 2021. 
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 
photo/Paul Haring) 
 
The apathy in the U.S. church is real. 
The synodal journey, and the diocesan 
synods, are not off to a good start. 

Find someone in your parish who even 
knows anything about it—take your time. 
Catch a priest off guard, and he might have a 
word or two to say. Good luck, though, 
finding any earnest enthusiasm. Thumb 
through Twitter a minute. Caustic medium 
though it is, you will really get an idea what 
I mean. It has had a sluggish start, this 
synod. 

Find someone in your parish who even 
knows anything about it. Good luck finding 
any earnest enthusiasm. 
In a recent piece for Commonweal, 
Massimo Faggioli lamented, “There just 
seems to be a feeling of indifference about 
the whole thing.” Mr. Faggioli speaks from 
within the university, and he is worried his 
students simply care about other things; he 
is worried, too, that theologians have not 
been welcomed fully into the process. He is 
probably right. 

But being a parish priest, I think parochially, 
and what Mr. Faggioli says of Catholic 
universities can also be said of U.S. 
parishes. Most parish churches are still 
reeling from the Covid-19 pandemic. Many 
of my parishioners vanished during the 
second week of Lent two years ago, and I do 
not know if I will ever see them again. 
Things are on the mend, but the work of 
rebuilding a post-pandemic parish is 
physically and emotionally exhausting. 
Reigniting ministries that simply ceased to 
exist, healing broken relationships and 
looking for lost parishioners is now many a 
parish priest’s daily work. And so, adding to 
all this the extra work of a synod—well, 
let’s just say that although drawing water 
from these rocks will not be impossible, it 
will likely take a miracle. And probably also 
whacking a few things with sticks like 
Moses did.] 

But does the pandemic fully explain the 
apathy? To blame the snark of social media, 
the exhausted clergy, the poverty or poor 
delivery of information, the distracted 
students or the lack of formal invitation to 
participate is not sufficient. Something else 
is going on. I am afraid we must confront 
problems deeper than the pandemic or even 
Twitter. We must confront ourselves. 
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It is evident we live in a loud, anti-dialogical 
age. Each of us is an aggressive expressivist, 
and across the board we have lost the 
capacity to listen, to speak well, to argue. 

In the church, such dysfunctions are often 
compounded by structure and history. For 
instance, the way that power is canonically 
ordered, and even more the way it is 
exercised, means there is often little 
incentive to speak freely. This is true in both 
reform- and traditional-minded corners of 
the church. As I understand it, canonically 
speaking, power is to be exercised in the 
church with charity and holiness. But what 
happens when sin and arrogance take over? 
That is when power can go awry in the 
hands of high prelates or lowly parish priests 
or even church secretaries. At a certain 
point, it becomes intimidation, a misuse of 
power so common we would be foolish to 
deny it. 

The most intractable problem facing the 
synodal process: these entrenched cultures 
of silence and fear and these deep scars. 
That is also when silence takes over, leaving 
only the voices of yes-men and yes-women 
—because everyone else asks, “Why 
bother?” And one must not forget the legacy 
of the church’s many scandals, the sense that 
in important corners of the church, victims 
have yet to be heard. The sense that nothing 
has changed. Then add the unpopular 
decisions (good and bad) made during the 
pandemic, pastoral failures, foolish behavior 
on social media—and on and on and on. 

All of this makes for the most intractable 
problem facing the synodal process: these 
entrenched cultures of silence and fear and 
these deep scars. This more fully explains 
the apathy greeting the synodal process. The 
overly long Vademecum, the Vatican 
handbook for participation, describes the 
synodal process as a “listening process” that 

“supports openness in sharing as well as 
hearing.” But how does that happen in 
cultures of fear and silence or among people 
trapped in anger? How does that happen in 
unhealthy dioceses and parishes and 
religious communities? 

Simply calling a synod will not work, for the 
synodal process cannot by itself create 
synodality. 
Simply calling a synod will not work, for the 
synodal process cannot by itself create 
synodality. Nor can the synod be brought to 
life by marketing campaigns, many of which 
(with all due respect) have dropped as 
awkwardly as most marketing campaigns 
do. By doing nothing first to address deeper 
wounds—by not doing long, painful 
spiritual work—there is little a synodal 
process can achieve, no matter how cleverly 
presented. It would be like argument-prone 
spouses who too quickly change the subject; 
this is rarely a sign of healthy behavior. 

Mr. Faggioli wonders if now may be a “bad 
time” for the global church to walk the 
synodal path. I’m not ready to give up yet. 
Instead of waiting out bad circumstances, 
hoping our dysfunctions vanish, this is 
where we should begin: by being brutally 
honest about what is broken and wounded in 
the church, about what needs to be healed 
and even destroyed. This seems to be what 
is missing from much of the synodal process 
so far, and that is why the people of God see 
right through it. Their apathy is righteous. 

 

I am also not ready to give up because I 
believe in the Holy Spirit. Reading again 
through Yves Congar’s journal from the 
Second Vatican Council, I am comforted by 
the chaos he described. How the Council 
succeeded is beyond me; it was a miracle. 
And Congar was as skeptical and mad at the 
church as anyone. But he believed in the 
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Holy Spirit. The Spirit “makes use of 
people,” he wrote. 

That is why I think now is as good a time as 
any, why actually I am excited for this 
strange synodal journey, in spite of all I’ve 
said. Because I believe in the truth and in the 
Holy Spirit. 

 

Joshua J. Whitfield 
The Rev. Joshua J. Whitfield is a priest of 
the Diocese of Dallas and pastoral 
administrator of St. Rita Catholic 
Community in Dallas, Texas. He is also a 
regular contributor to The Dallas Morning 
News. 
@frjoshTX 
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A collection basket with donations is seen in this 
illustration. (CNS/Bob Roller) 
 
In the COVID-19 era, some pastors have 
found creative ways to stretch a dollar. One 
method is to keep churches just warm 
enough for the congregants, without running 
the heat all day during the winter. 

"Financially, you don't want to cut corners 
on the necessities, but you find ways to 
pinch a penny," said Carmelite Fr. Nicholas 
Blackwell, parochial vicar at the National 
Shrine of Our Lady of Mount Carmel in 
Middletown, New York. 

Blackwell told NCR that his parish, which 
operates a main church and two mission 
sites in the Hudson Valley's rural and 
mountain regions, is "still kind of surviving, 
collection to collection" two years after the 
novel coronavirus pandemic swept through 
the world. 

But highlighting the uneven economic 
impacts that COVID-19 has had across 
society, Catholic parishes elsewhere are 
faring relatively well. Fr. Satish Joseph, 
pastor of three parishes in Dayton, Ohio, 
said his churches never had to apply for the 
federal government's Paycheck Protection 
Program loans that helped keep other church 
institutions and nonprofits afloat during the 
pandemic's early weeks in 2020. 

"Even if they weren't coming to church in 
person, a lot of our people moved to the 
online giving platform. Some actually made 
large contributions, knowing that COVID 
had really impacted the parish," said Joseph, 
who told NCR that two of his parishes also 
had savings to sustain them for up to eight 
months. 

Those pastors' experiences align with what 
church financial and management experts 
have observed since mid-March 2020, when 
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the pandemic prompted Catholic bishops 
across the country to suspend public 
services. 

With people not attending Mass in person 
for months, weekly collections cratered. A 
shift to online giving helped make up some 
of the losses, but officials said the financial 
impact has most likely compromised the 
long-term sustainability of parishes that 
were already struggling before the 
pandemic. 

"It's been an uphill battle, and it will 
continue to be an uphill battle for a lot of 
these poor parishes," said Joe Boland, vice 
president of mission for Catholic Extension, 
an organization that provides funding and 
resources for economically vulnerable and 
mission dioceses across the United States. 

During these challenging economic times 
for the church, many Catholics across the 
country have increased their giving. But 
experts say that model is not sustainable, 
especially when Mass attendance is still, at 
their estimate, about 70% of what it was in 
early 2020. 

 
Worshippers attend Easter Mass April 4, 2021, 
at St. Peter the Apostle Church in Islip Terrace, 
New York. The Diocese of Rockville Centre, 
New York, was one of four dioceses that filed 
for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection amid the 
pandemic and clergy sex abuse survivors' 
lawsuits. (CNS/Gregory A. Shemitz) 

"Even with things returning to a new normal 
there are still the deficits from 2020-21 that 
will likely take time to overcome," said 
Mark Gray, a senior research associate at the 
Center for Applied Research in the 
Apostolate at Georgetown University. Gray 
told NCR that the pandemic's impact on the 
Catholic Church in the United States is a 
"complex picture." 

"Every diocese, parish, school and other 
Catholic institution is unique and there is no 
national clearinghouse of data that could 
give us a clear portrait," Gray said. 

The current snapshot of the American 
church's financial standing — based on 
anecdotal data, various news reports and 
surveys — shows a mixed bag. Over the last 
two years, several dioceses have closed 
Catholic schools. And at least four dioceses 
— Camden, New Jersey, Norwich, 
Connecticut, Rockville Centre, New York, 
and New Orleans — filed for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy protection amid the pandemic 
and clergy sex abuse survivors' lawsuits. 

"If bishops must cut costs, let's hope they 
don't touch programs that protect children 
and heal victims. These are essential 
services," said Anne Barrett Doyle, co-
director of BishopAccountability.org, a 
website that tracks bishops' handling of 
clergy sex abuse cases. 

Doyle told NCR that preventing child abuse 
and paying reparations to clergy sex abuse 
survivors "isn't optional." 
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New Orleans Archbishop Gregory Aymond 
celebrates an Easter Mass which was 
livestreamed from St. Louis Cathedral St. Louis 
Cathedral April 12, 2020, during the coronavirus 
pandemic. The archdiocese filed for Chapter 11 
reorganization May 1, 2020. 
(CNS/Reuters/Kathleen Flynn) 
 
"Better to sell a building or two than default 
on these sacred obligations," Doyle said. 

Meanwhile, dioceses like Providence, Rhode 
Island, reported closing out the 2021 fiscal 
year "on very sound financial footing," in 
large part due to a bullish stock market that 
boosted the value of combined diocesan 
investments. 

In March 2020, the Diocese of Greensburg, 
Pennsylvania, implemented online giving in 
all its parishes. Sheila Murray, the diocesan 
chief financial officer, and Jennifer Miele, 
the diocesan spokeswoman, told NCR in an 
email that the diocese asked each parish to 
create and mail a state-of-the-parish report 
that would include detailed information 
about parish missions and ministries, 
financial information, capital improvement 
and COVID-19's impact. The diocese 
offered to assist parishes that could not 
produce the report themselves. 

"The Diocese of Greensburg, its parishes 
and faithful volunteers continued to serve 
the community during the COVID-19 
pandemic," Miele and Murray wrote. They 
said the offertory decreased by 5% in 2020 

but increased by 2% in 2021 and is on pace 
to increase by 3% in 2022. 

A Villanova University study in November 
2020 estimated a 24% decline in the 
offertory for the 2021 financial year, after 
surveying 169 parishes in three dioceses. 

Matt Manion, director of the Center for 
Church Management at Villanova, told NCR 
that his own research since then indicates 
that because Mass attendance across the 
board is still down by an estimated 30% to 
40%, fewer people are financially 
supporting the church and its institutions. 

"But the interesting phenomenon is that in a 
number of places, the overall collection is 
not down because the bigger donors are 
giving more," said Manion, who attributed 
that trend in part to strong stock market 
gains during the last couple of years. 
However, he warned that the church cannot 
indefinitely rely on larger contributions from 
fewer people. 

"Generally speaking, those who are giving 
more are older, and when they pass on, 
they're being replaced by fewer younger 
givers who are giving less," Manion said. 

"But the interesting phenomenon is that in a 
number of places, the overall collection is 
not down because the bigger donors are 

giving more." 
—Matt Manion 

Patrick Markey, the managing partner of 
Leadership Roundtable, a group that advises 
church authorities on management issues, 
also told NCR that many Catholics, even if 
they were concerned about the economy and 
worried about their own jobs, "stepped up" 
over the last couple of years. 

"When they weren't going to Mass, they 
were still giving," said Markey, who from 
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his own informal surveys of diocesan 
officials said that most of them report Mass 
attendance being anywhere from 60% to 
70% of pre-pandemic levels. 

Sally Vance-Trembath, a theologian at Santa 
Clara University, told NCR that the 
pandemic highlighted the failure of Catholic 
parishes across the country to 
"professionalize" their operations over the 
last 50 years. She suggested that parishes 
with full-time professional lay staff who 
work in collaboration with pastors were 
better positioned to respond to the financial 
and ministerial challenges posed by 
COVID-19. 

Vance-Trembath, a former vice president of 
Voice of the Faithful, a reform group formed 
after the 2002 reporting on clergy abuse in 
the Boston Archdiocese, said financial 
transparency is still not a strength across the 
board in many Catholic parishes and 
dioceses, where the level of detail in 
financial reports vary by location. 

"We want to know where our money goes 
and if it is well spent," she said. 

In Wilton, Connecticut, Fr. Reginald 
Norman, pastor of Our Lady of Fatima 
Church, told NCR that his parishioners have 
been "slowly" coming back to church. But 
unlike before the pandemic, Norman said he 
has no idea what Mass attendance will look 
like week to week. 

"I don't think any of the churches have fully 
recovered because people still haven't 
returned in the numbers that they were 
before the pandemic," said Norman, who 
estimated that his offertory fell by 90% in 
one week when the pandemic hit. He said 
online giving now constitutes about 40% of 
his weekly collection, which he said is still 
down about 20% to 30%. 

"I don't think any of the churches have fully 
recovered because people still haven't 
returned in the numbers that they were 

before the pandemic." 
—Fr. Reginald Norman 

"What saves you is that online giving," said 
Norman, who added that "every once in a 
while, you get an occasional big check in the 
mail that you normally wouldn't have 
gotten." He expects at least another year of 
financial volatility before the parish finances 
stabilize. 

"Until then, it's a guessing game," he said. 

Norman's church is still in relatively good 
financial shape compared to other parishes, 
especially those along the U.S.-Mexican 
border, in Native American reservations and 
in Alaskan villages, said Boland of Catholic 
Extension. 

"It's our mission to make sure that dioceses 
and parishes don't have to operate on a day-
to-day basis, but unfortunately, there are 
many that are a long ways away from self-
sustainability," said Boland, who noted that 
about 250 parishes across the United States 
have responded to Catholic Extension's 
"Catholic Kinship Initiative" to provide aid 
to struggling parishes and dioceses. 

However, even with financial assistance, 
experts fear that more than two years of 
pandemic-related financial headwinds have 
weakened many struggling parishes to the 
point that they are at increased risk of being 
closed or consolidated with other parishes. 
That trend predates COVID-19, but Manion 
said the pandemic most likely "accelerated" 
the trajectory for some parishes by several 
years. 

"I can't see a future where the next couple of 
years don't involve some serious 
adjustments to the number and location of 
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churches in the United States," Manion said. 
"There will be some very hard decisions to 
be made in the years ahead." 

A version of this story appeared in 
the March 18-31, 2022 print issue under the 
headline: Two years into pandemic, some 
parishes stretch their dollars . 

 
Brian Fraga 
Brian Fraga is NCR staff reporter. His email 
address is bfraga@ncronline.org. Follow 
him on Twitter at @BrianFragaNCR. 
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The campus of Sacred Heart University in 
Fairfield, Connecticut. (NCR 
screenshot/YouTube) 
 
As the second anniversary of the COVID-19 
pandemic approaches, I recall (with the aid 
of Google Calendar) that my last work trip 
before the lockdown was in January 2020 to 
cover the lead-up to the Democratic 
presidential primary in Iowa. I interviewed 

Marianne Williamson the night before she 
dropped out of the race, and I won't soon 
forget the treacherous drive home to 
Chicago in a blizzard. 

My last pre-coronavirus flight was two 
months earlier, to Baltimore for the U.S. 
bishops' annual fall meeting as they were 
debating whether abortion was a 
"preeminent" issue or not. So it's been 
awhile since I've been on a plane, and it was 
with some trepidation that last week I finally 
did make my first flight since the beginning 
of the pandemic for a talk in Connecticut. 

I'm glad I did. 

The event was almost as rare as my flight: a 
panel discussion about women's ordination 
at a Catholic institution. Of course, nearly 
all discussion of the topic has been halted in 
official Catholic circles after Pope John Paul 
II declared in 1994 that "the church has no 
authority whatsoever to confer priestly 
ordination on women and that this judgment 
is to be definitively held by all the church's 
faithful." 

But now we are in the process of a 
churchwide consultative process as part of 
the synod on synodality. Although Pope 
Francis has so far reaffirmed the ban on 
women's ordination, he also has said that no 
topic is off the table as part of the synodal 
process. 

So kudos to Sacred Heart University in 
Fairfield, Connecticut, whose Center for 
Catholic Studies invited the head of the 
Women's Ordination Conference, Kate 
McElwee, and me, as executive editor of 
NCR, for a conversation about "Women's 
Ordination and the Synodal Church." 

McElwee (who is the spouse of NCR news 
editor Joshua McElwee) said she is 
optimistic about the synodal process and 
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hopes for "courageous conversations" to 
happen through it. 

"It's not often that women's ordination 
advocates get invited to the table," she said 
at the presentation, adding that the synod 
could be a model for "engaging the 
prophetic voices that often get left out." 

The Women's Ordination Conference has 
been holding monthly listening sessions and 
has encouraged others to submit reports 
from parish or diocesan listening sessions to 
the conference to increase transparency 
around the process in which diocesan 
officials summarize Catholics' input for the 
next level of the synod: the meeting of 
bishops and others in Rome in October 
2023. 

 
Kate McElwee, executive director of Women's 
Ordination Conference, is introduced at the 
"Women's Ordination and the Synodal Church" 
series lecture at Sacred Heart University in 
Fairfield, Connecticut. (NCR 
screenshot/YouTube) 
 
That materials from Women's Ordination 
Conference are part of the synod's official 
web page, is to McElwee, "an enormous 
breakthrough that we see as a signal that 
women's ordination is part of the 
conversation." 

Moderator Chelsea King, assistant professor 
of Catholic Studies at Sacred Heart, asked if 
the synodal process might result in women 

having a prominent place in church 
leadership and decision-making. 

Both McElwee and I are realistic, doubting 
that immediate post-synod change is likely, 
though we both also allow for the movement 
of the Holy Spirit and hope the synod could 
be the beginning of a longer-term way of 
being church. 

At the very least, we both agreed the process 
signals the openness to talk about issues 
such as women's ordination that have 
previously been off the table. 

"I do believe in the power of this process 
and in the Holy Spirit," McElwee said. 
"With God all things are possible." 

That evening's event was itself evidence of 
such openness. It was hosted by a university 
founded in the midst of the Second Vatican 
Council, which now describes itself as the 
"most forward-looking Catholic university 
in the country." Under the leadership of 
President John Petillo, Sacred Heart is also 
one of the fastest growing. Not unlike NCR, 
the university's independence from religious 
orders and the diocese give it a certain 
freedom to discuss controversial topics 
(although the diocese does own the land). 

 
Kate McElwee, executive director of Women's 
Ordination Conference, is introduced at the 
"Women's Ordination and the Synodal Church" 
series lecture at Sacred Heart University in 
Fairfield, Connecticut. (NCR 
screenshot/YouTube) 

https://www.sacredheart.edu/about-shu/history/#:%7E:text=The%20History%20of%20Sacred%20Heart,%2C%20race%2C%20creed%20or%20religion.
https://www.sacredheart.edu/about-shu/history/#:%7E:text=The%20History%20of%20Sacred%20Heart,%2C%20race%2C%20creed%20or%20religion.


The talk was also the inaugural lecture 
newly endowed by the late Edward and 
Jacqueline Musante. In introducing the talk, 
daughter Kathleen Musante said the topic 
was "close to our mother's heart. We believe 
that she felt herself to have been called to 
the priesthood." 

It was organized by the university's Center 
for Catholic Studies, headed by professor 
Michelle Loris, whose history with the 
college reaches back to its early years when 
she was an undergrad. She has a reputation 
as "a bit of a rebel" who is not afraid to ask 
tough questions, especially about social 
justice. 

Loris helped arrange and escorted me to a 
couple classes, where I spoke with and met 
students who impressed me with their own 
openness and curiosity — especially about 
this publication for progressive Catholics 
and its new TikTok account! 

In a class on "Catholics and U.S. Politics 
since World War II," students were most 
interested in greater liberalization on issues 
related to women and LGBTQ folks in the 
church. 

Will the synod — with the possibility that 
one woman may have a vote in a process 
where we finally are able to talk about an 
issue on which too many have been silenced 
for decades — be enough for these young 
Catholics? 

I don't know. But at least we're moving in 
the right direction. 

 

 

 
Heidi Schlumpf 
Heidi Schlumpf is NCR executive editor. 
Her email address 
is hschlumpf@ncronline.org. Follow her on 
Twitter: @HeidiSchlumpf. 
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