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Week Eleven: Divine Feminine 
  

Feminine Symbols for God 
  

 
Both Scripture and Tradition offer 
metaphors of God as female, having 
feminine qualities, or fulfilling traditionally 
female roles. This week, we consider the 
implications that the Divine Feminine has in 
our lives. Father Richard describes Mary as 
a feminine symbol for the divine presence: 

Although Jesus was a man, the Christ is 
beyond gender, so it should be expected that 
the Big Tradition would have found 
feminine ways, consciously or 
unconsciously, to symbolize the full Divine 
Incarnation and to give God a more 
feminine character—as the Bible itself often 
does. 

Why did Christianity, in both the East and 
West, fall head over heels in love with this 
seemingly ordinary woman Mary, who is a 
minor figure in the New Testament? We 
gave her names like Theotokos, Mother of 
God, Queen of Heaven, Notre Dame, La 
Virgen of this or that, Nuestra Señora, Our 
Mother of Sorrows, Our Lady of Perpetual 
Help, and Our Lady of just about every 
village or shrine in Europe. We are clearly 
dealing not just with a single woman here 
but a foundational symbol—or, to borrow 

the language of Carl Jung (1875–1961), an 
“archetype”—an image that constellates a 
whole host of meanings that cannot be 
communicated logically but is grounded in 
our collective unconscious. 

In the mythic imagination, I think Mary 
intuitively symbolizes the first Incarnation—
or Mother Earth, if you will allow me. (I am 
not saying that Mary is the first Incarnation, 
only that she became the natural archetype 
and symbol for it, particularly in art.) I 
believe that Mary is the major feminine 
archetype for the Christ Mystery. This 
archetype had already shown herself as 
Sophia or Holy Wisdom (see Proverbs 8:1–
3; Wisdom 7:7–14), and again in the Book 
of Revelation (12:1–17) in the cosmic 
symbol of “a woman clothed with the sun 
and standing on the moon.” Neither Sophia 
nor the woman of Revelation is precisely 
Mary of Nazareth, yet in so many ways, 
both are—and each broadens our 
understanding of the Divine Feminine. 

Jung believed that humans produce in art the 
inner images the soul needs in order to see 
itself and to allow its own 
transformation. Try to count how many 
paintings in art museums, churches, and 
homes show a wonderfully dressed woman 
offering for your admiration—and hers—an 
often naked baby boy. What is the very 
ubiquity of this image saying on the soul 
level? I think it looks something like this: 

The first Incarnation (creation) is 
symbolized by Sophia-Incarnate, a beautiful, 
feminine, multicolored, graceful Mary. 

She is invariably offering us Jesus, God 
incarnated into vulnerability and nakedness. 

Mary became the symbol of the First 
Universal Incarnation. 



She then hands the Second Incarnation on to 
us, while remaining in the background; the 
focus is always on the child. 
 
Earth Mother presenting Spiritual Son, the 
two first stages of the Incarnation. 
Feminine Receptivity, handing on the fruit 
of her yes. 
 
And inviting us to offer our own yes. 
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Week Eleven: Divine Feminine 
  

God the Mother 
  

 
Rabbi Rami Shapiro is a Jewish 
contemplative and interfaith teacher, well-
versed in the Hebrew Scriptures. He 
describes how the Divine Feminine has been 
present all along as Wisdom, God’s 
essential partner in the creation of the 
cosmos: 

It is no small thing to note that Wisdom is 
feminine. The original language of the texts, 
both Hebrew and Greek, make this very 
clear: Hebrew Chochma and 
Greek Sophia are both feminine nouns. The 
authors of the Wisdom books [such as 
Proverbs, Wisdom, Ecclesiastes, and more] 
took this gender specificity seriously and 
envisioned Wisdom as Mother, God’s 
consort and bride, the Divine Feminine 
through which the masculine God fashioned 
all creation. . . . 

Chochma was not simply the first of God’s 
creations; She was the means through which 
all the others came forth. This is what it 
means to be the master builder. Chochma is 
both created and creative. She is the 
ordering principle of creation: “She 
embraces one end of the earth to the other, 
and She orders all things well” (Wisdom of 
Solomon 8:1). To know Her is to know the 
Way of all things . . . and to act in accord 
with it is what it means to be wise. . . . 

This is how Mother Wisdom works. She 
doesn’t change anything; She illumines 
everything. She is right seeing. Chochma 
“pervades and penetrates” all things 
(Wisdom of Solomon 7:24). She is the 
ordering principle of the universe. What you 
see when you see Her is analogous to seeing 
the grain in wood, the current of wind and 
oceans, and the laws of nature, both the 
macrocosmic and the microcosmic. . . . She 
is the Way things are. . . . 

She is the Way God is manifest in the world. 
To know Her is to know God as well. [1] 

Biblical scholar Virginia Mollenkott 
explores the frequent imagery of God as 
Mother in the Bible, including in surprising 
places in the New Testament: 

More pervasive than any other biblical 
image of God as female is the image of a 
maternal deity. Not only is the Creator 
depicted as carrying in the womb or birthing 
the creation, but also Christ and the Holy 
Spirit are depicted in similar roles. . . . 

[A] serene, transcendent image of God the 
Mother occurs in Acts 17:26 and 28, during 
Paul’s speech to the Athenian Council of the 
Areopagus. Paul declares that God is not 
dependent on anything, since God is the one 
who has given life and breath to everyone. 
Furthermore, this God is not far from any of 



us, for it is in God that we live, and move, 
and exist. Although the apostle does not 
specifically name the womb, at no other 
time in human experience do we 
exist within another person. Thus, Paul 
pictures the entire human race—people of 
all colors, all religions, all political and 
economic systems—as living, moving, and 
existing within the cosmic womb of the One 
God. [2] 
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Week Eleven: Divine Feminine 
  

The Envoy of Sophia 
  

 
Theologian Elizabeth Johnson points out 
that when we examine the entirety of Jesus’ 
life, language, and mission, we get a picture 
of Wisdom at work in partnership and 
mutuality: 

In his brief ministry Jesus appears as the 
prophet and child of Sophia sent to 
announce that God is the God of all-
inclusive love who wills the wholeness and 
humanity of everyone, especially the poor 
and heavy-burdened. He is sent to gather all 
the outcast under the wings of their gracious 
Sophia-God and bring them to shalom. This 
envoy of Sophia walks her paths of justice 
and peace and invites others to do likewise. 
Like her he delights in being with people; 
joy, insight, and a sure way to God are 
found in his company. Again and again in 
imaginative parables, compassionate 
healings, startling exorcisms, and festive 
meals he spells out the reality of the 
gracious goodness and renewing power of 

Sophia-God drawing near. . . . Scandalous 
though it may appear, his inclusive table 
community widens the circle of the friends 
of God to include the most disvalued people, 
even tax collectors, sinners, prostitutes. In 
all, his compassionate, liberating words and 
deeds are the works of Sophia reestablishing 
the right order of creation: “Wisdom is 
justified by her deeds” (Matthew 11:19). . . . 

Johnson makes a connection between Jesus’ 
Sophia-inspired teaching and the many 
women who were empowered by his 
ministry: 

Women interact with Jesus in mutual 
respect, support, comfort, and challenge, 
themselves being empowered to acts of 
compassion, thanksgiving, and boldness by 
Spirit-Sophia who draws near in him. . . . 
[These women] befriend, economically 
support, advise, and challenge Jesus, break 
bread with him and evangelize in his name. 
Others receive the gift of his healing, being 
empowered to stand up straight beyond 
physical or mental suffering, spiritual 
alienation, or social ostracism. . . . New 
possibilities of relationships patterned 
according to the mutual services of 
friendship rather than domination-
subordination flower among the women and 
men who respond and join his circle. They 
form a community of the discipleship of 
equals. 

All of this is too much for those heavily 
invested in the political and religious status 
quo. [Father Richard: The giveaway of the 
dominance of the masculine is the 
assumption that all problems can be solved 
by top-down power, a mistake both men and 
women make.] Mortally threatened, they 
conspire to be rid of him. In the end Jesus’ 
death is a consequence of the hostile 
response of religious and civil rulers to the 
style and content of his ministry, to which 



he was radically faithful with a freedom that 
would not quit. The friendship and inclusive 
care of Sophia are rejected as Jesus is 
violently executed, preeminent in the long 
line of Sophia’s murdered prophets. . . . 

For the Christian community, the story does 
not end there. Faith in the resurrection 
witnesses that Sophia’s characteristic gift of 
life is given in a new, unimaginable way. 
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Week Eleven: Divine Feminine 
  

The Circle Dance of God 
  

 
Father Richard writes that our images of 
God become more fluid as we grow in 
spiritual maturity: 

God comes to each of us in unique ways 
throughout our lives. It may be good if God 
comes to us as a Father, but sometimes God 
must come as a friend and other times as a 
lover. Yet as we continue on our spiritual 
journeys, I promise that sometimes God will 
reveal himself in feminine form: himself as 
herself. (Perhaps it will be through Sophia 
infusing us with wisdom, or Mary loving us 
as she loved her son Jesus.) For some of us, 
this may be the first time that we fall in love 
with God. I know many such people myself. 

We have to break through our ideas about 
God to find out who God really is. Our early 
and spontaneous images of God are typically 

a mixture of our experiences with our own 
mothers and fathers. If our mother was 
harshly critical, so is our God. If our father 
was domineering or authoritative, likewise 
our God. It’s almost tragic to witness how 
many people are afraid of God, experience 
God as cold and absent, and even have a 
sense of God as someone who might hurt 
and betray them. These ideas about God 
reveal far more about the state of our parent 
symbols than they do about our Trinitarian 
God. 

Many of us, consciously or unconsciously, 
have pictured God and reality as a pyramid-
shaped universe. We placed a male God at 
the top of the triangle and everything else 
beneath. Most Christian art, church design, 
and architecture reflects this pyramidal 
worldview. Humanity’s capacity to disguise 
its own flaws, even through religion, seems 
endless. Pyramid or patriarchal logic is only 
“logical” when applied in favor of the 
system and the status quo—which it proudly 
calls the “real world.” Our very inability to 
recognize that shows how little influence the 
dynamic Trinity had on our historical ways 
of thinking. Trinitarian thinking is more 
spiral, circle, and flow than pyramid. 

We truly have nothing to be afraid of. The 
Trinitarian flow of God’s love is like the rise 
and fall of tides on a shore. In a Trinitarian 
Universe, reality can be pictured as an 
Infinite, Loving Outpouring that empowers 
and generates an Eternal, Loving Infolding. 
This eternal flow outward is echoed in 
history by every animal, fish, flower, bird, 
and planet you have ever seen. It is the 
universe: the first incarnation of God. 

All we have to lose are the false images of 
God that do not serve us and are too small. 

The foundational good news is that all of 
creation and all of humanity have been 



drawn into this loving flow (no exceptions)! 
We are not outsiders or spectators but 
inherently part of the divine dance. Such 
good theology was supposed to create good 
politics and history. We still have hope. 
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Week Eleven: Divine Feminine 
  

The Power of the Black Madonna 
  

 
Scholar and activist Christena Cleveland 
has studied and visited Black Madonnas 
across France. She writes of her pilgrimage 
to a 12th-century Black Madonna in the 
French town Mauriac and the 
transformative impact this encounter had on 
her: 

As I examined the cavernous interior [of the 
basilica], I was aggressively confronted with 
signs forbidding visitors from trespassing 
beyond the crimson velvet ropes 
surrounding the town’s renowned sixth-
century statue of the Black Madonna, an 
uncommon dark-skinned version of the 
Virgin Mary. . . . The ropes hung more than 
forty feet from the magnificent 
unapologetically Black-and-female 
Madonna. 

My unapologetically Black-and-female body 
longed to be near this Black Madonna, 
whom people of diverse races, religions, and 
eras have recognized as a Black and female 
image of God. Though I was raised in a 
Black family and had spent significant time 

in Black church spaces, the image of a white 
male God permeated my being. I know I am 
not alone. The late Black tennis star Arthur 
Ashe shared his childhood experience with 
white male God with a reporter from Sports 
Illustrated, who wrote: “Every Sunday, 
Arthur Jr. had to go to church, either to First 
Presbyterian or Westwood Baptist, where 
his parents had met and where he would 
look up at a picture of Christ with blond hair 
and blue eyes and wonder if God was on his 
side.” [1] 

Like Arthur Jr., I too questioned whether 
God was on my side. And after years of 
questioning, healing, and transformation, I 
had traveled all the way to the heart of 
central France to finally come face-to-face 
with the Black Madonna. Desperate for a 
divine image that I related to and breathed 
hope into my experience as a Black person 
and as a woman, I had to be near this 
likeness of God that looked like me. Seeing 
Her from a roped off distance wasn’t 
enough. I longed to gaze into Her 
mysterious and kind eyes, to witness Her 
unyielding clutch on Her precious Black 
boy, to run my fingers along Her centuries-
old dark, wooden body, and to stand before 
a sacred image of Black femininity. . . . 

Christena Cleveland’s research of Black 
Madonnas was not simply an intellectual 
project; it changed her entire perspective of 
God and how God loves the world: 

Within seconds of viewing photos of the 
Black Madonnas, my gut shifted from terror 
to hope. Before I even read a word about the 
Black Madonna, my soul immediately 
recognized that these photos and drawings 
of ancient Black Madonnas declared a truth 
about my own sacredness and gave birth to a 
new understanding of God. 



I call Her the Sacred Black Feminine. She is 
the God who is with and for Black women 
because She is a Black woman. She is the 
God who definitively declares that Black 
women—who exist below Black men and 
white women at the bottom of the white 
male God’s social pecking order—not only 
matter but are sacred. And in doing so, She 
declares that all living beings are sacred. 
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Week Eleven: Divine Feminine 
  

The Earth Is at the Same Time 
Mother 

  

 
Father Richard recognizes the divine 
feminine has been at work at all times and in 
all places, even when she has not been 
affirmed or even recognized: 

Today on many levels, we are witnessing an 
immense longing for the mature feminine at 
every level of our society—from our politics 
to our economics, in our psyche, our 
cultures, our patterns of leadership, and our 
theologies, all of which have become far too 
warlike, competitive, mechanistic and non-
contemplative. We are terribly imbalanced. 

Like the Christ Mystery itself, the deep 
feminine often works underground and in 
mysterious ways, and—from that position—
creates a much more intoxicating message. 
While church and culture have often denied 
women roles, offices, and formal authority, 
the Divine Feminine has continued to 

exercise incredible power at the cosmic and 
personal levels. Feminine power is deeply 
relational and thus transformative, bringing 
new life from both the womb and the 
symbolic tombs where we have locked away 
our hurt and pain. [1] 

Hear this magnificently courageous poem 
from the Book of Proverbs 8:30–31: 

“I was by God’s side, a master craftswoman, 
delighting God day after day, ever at play in 
God’s presence, at play everywhere in 
God’s world, delighting to be with the 
children of humans.” [Father Richard: Read 
Proverbs 8:22–31 to be both enthralled and 
shocked by this notion of Sophia as the 
feminine side of creation from the very 
beginning. Who had the courage to talk this 
way in a monotheistic religion?] 

The mystic and Doctor of the Church 
Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) 
proclaimed the feminine aspects of God, 
challenging both church and culture. Author 
and spiritual teacher Mirabai Starr 
considers Hildegard’s relevance for our 
time: 

Although Hildegard was recognized as a 
saint among her own people . . . over the 
ages, her teachings faded into obscurity. It 
has only been since the twentieth century, in 
light of a renewed interest in feminine 
spirituality, that Hildegard’s transmission 
has been revivified. Her recognition of 
nature as sacred and her outstanding musical 
gifts directly address our contemporary 
hunger for a spirituality that is both socially 
relevant and passionately alive. [2] 

Starr explores Hildegard’s visions: 

Hildegard was smitten with the creator and 
enamored by every element of creation. Her 
mysticism is intimate—erotic, even. She 



coined the term viriditas to evoke the lush, 
extravagant, moist, and verdant quality of 
the Divine, manifesting as the “greening 
power” that permeates all that is. This life-
giving energy is imbued with a distinctly 
feminine quality. 
The earth is at the same time 
mother, 
she is the mother of all that is natural, 
mother of all that is human. 
She is the mother of all, 
for contained in her 
are the seeds of all. [3] 

For Hildegard, the Son may be the 
incarnation of the Holy One [in human 
form], but the Mother forms the very stuff 
from which the Word of God issues forth 
into the world. [4] 

In 'This Here Flesh,' 
Cole Arthur Riley  
finds the sacred in 
humanity 

12 March 2022 
by Kathryn Post, Religion News Service 
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Spirituality 

 
Author Cole Arthur Riley (Courtesy of Cole 
Arthur Riley) 

 
THIS HERE FLESH: 
SPIRITUALITY, 
LIBERATION, AND THE 
STORIES THAT MAKE US 
By Cole Arthur Riley 

224 pages; Published by Convergent Books 
$26.00 

In the cataclysmic summer of 2020, a new 
account called "Black Liturgies" quietly 
appeared on Instagram. 

"Black Liturgies is a space where Black 
words live in dignity, lament, rage, and 
hope," the first caption reads. Images of 
white text strewn across earth-toned 
backgrounds were posted daily, sharing 
mantras, quotes and prayers written for and 
about the lived realities of Black readers. 

Today, 146,000 followers visit the feed for 
reflections on the Christian liturgical 
calendar, the sacredness of Black life and 
importance of breathing deeply. 

Personal details about the author of the 
Instagram account, Cole Arthur Riley, have 
been surprisingly sparse, however. "It's a 
rare moment that I will show my face or 
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bring my specific story into those spaces," 
Riley told Religion News Service. 

From the chapter on rage in This Here Flesh. 
If you see this, would you please share about 
and buy the book? I recently learned reviews 
on Amazon and Goodreads (they don’t have 
to be good reviews just the volume of them) 
really helps with site algorithm 
 
But with Riley's debut in print, This Here 
Flesh: Spirituality, Liberation, and the 
Stories That Make Us, that's about to 
change. "I think people will be surprised just 
how much of myself this book contains," 
said Riley. 

Citing influences such as James Baldwin, 
Toni Morrison, Howard Thurman and Julian 
of Norwich, Riley explores spiritual 
questions about dignity, belonging, rage and 
rest through her family's stories.    

Religion News Service spoke with Riley 
about her evolving spirituality and the 
vulnerable process of sharing her new book, 
released by Convergent Books on Feb. 22. 
This interview has been edited for length 
and clarity. 

RNS: How did this book grow out of your 
Instagram account? 

Riley: When I began Black Liturgies, I 
thought I was going to write a book of 
serious contemplative nonfiction. As I began 
to write, I realized that my strength as a 
writer is in storytelling. Simultaneously, I 
had these conversations with family to 
preserve my family stories. I started with 
grandma and father. Their stories were so 
alive in me, it was like I couldn't write 
anything else. I would go to write about 
lament, and I had nothing to say about it 
without starting with my grandma crying on 
the linoleum floor, and I had nothing to say 
about dignity if I couldn't start with my dad 

greasing our scalps every morning. It was a 
slow unfolding, but I realized that this was 
the book I wanted to write first. 

You dedicate This Here Flesh to the house 
on Cemetery Lane. What's the 
significance of that location and the 
intention behind your dedication? 

The title is a subtle nod to Toni Morrison's 
novel Beloved and the speech that the 
matriarch Baby Suggs delivers to this 
intergenerational group of people. In that 
book, the characters are making sense of this 
ghost-force haunting their home. I realized 
as I was telling the stories of my grandma 
and me and my father, location was key. The 
home was key as a place of beauty but also 
terror and secrets. My grandma lived on 
Cemetery Lane, and there was a lot of 
darkness there. I wanted to have this 
declarative statement to ground the book, to 
say, you will encounter a lot of terrors and 
traumas that my family has gone through. 
But in the end, I would hope that there is 
this message of us remaining. We're still 
here. We're not afraid of the stories that have 
made us and that have formed me. We're 
prepared to face them. 

You repeatedly stress the sacredness of 
the body, yet you've experienced physical 
challenges. How do you reconcile your 
embodied sense of spirituality with that 
pain? 

I think we're having a social moment of 
curiosity and exploration around the body. I 
and others have used the phrase, "listen to 
your body." That's really beautiful, but for 
those of us who are disabled and live with 
chronic pain, it's a really difficult call, to 
listen to your body. It carries weight. So 
when I talk about embodiment in the flesh, 
it's not a "rah-rah," positivity, self-help 
approach. It's about paying attention to all of 
it. Sometimes me attuning to my body is 
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really terrible. The question is more, do you 
still care for and tend to that physical part of 
you? 

It's really important, I think, as spiritual 
people, to push against this narrative of 
disembodiment, especially in white 
intellectual spaces. It takes real strength to 
resist spirituality where the hierarchy of the 
mind is the path to God, as opposed to your 
body. 
 
Less than 2 weeks until This Here Flesh is 
out in the world. This is from a chapter on 
the body-- How we become alienated from 
our bodies, and my own path of reclamation 
in the midst of racial trauma and chronic 
illness. Breathe today. Rest. Eat. Reclaim 
 
In that same vein, your book articulates a 
suspicion about faiths that over-
emphasize the afterlife. During this time 
of loss and death, does your spirituality 
include beliefs about eternity? 

I lost my grandma during the editing process 
of the book, and she is a huge force in this 
book. I've been experiencing a lot of grief in 
this season, which leads me to think about 
mortality and what perseveres, what pieces 
of us transcend. The more I think about it, 
the more confused I get. I'm in this place 
spiritually and as an artist where I'm trying 
not to force any specific set of beliefs and 
doctrines. I want to always have an 
imagination for the eternal, but in this 
season, I'm less clear on what that 
concretely means. Some days I'll think one 
thing, and the next I'll think something 
completely different. I want to allow myself 
that kind of freedom and curiosity.  

You've said that white audiences have 
misappropriated or whitewashed the 
content on Black Liturgies. Were you 
concerned about that with the book? 

It was definitely a concern, and is still. I'll 
re-read a passage and think, man, there are a 
few moments where I kind of let the white 
gaze in. I'm going to have to live with that. 
It's so hard as a writer who needs to be paid. 
The white gaze, it pays. The white gaze can 
make a post go viral or get you a better 
paycheck. So it's tempting to cater to that. 
But I knew I had to be really intentional and 
interrogate myself along the way about who 
I'm catering to. 

You use he, she and they pronouns for 
God in your book. What does that reveal 
about your beliefs about who God is? 

I hope people feel this expansion, this 
freedom, curiosity and even playfulness in 
the pronouns I used for God. Of course, it's a 
bit worrying. Will people rate your book 
poorly, just because you call God "she" on 
the second page? But to me the cost is worth 
it in order to give people an imagination for 
God that isn't so singular.  

You don’t have to stay in that space to 
remain in God. If you go, God goes with 
you. Expand. #blackliturgies 
 
Would you use the label "Christian" to 
describe yourself? Or is there other 
language that better represents you 
spiritually? 

You're asking all the things I've been asking 
myself. Some days I wake up and really feel 
that "Christian" is the identity I live into. 
Other days, I think, certainly not. No 
Christian would claim me, because today 
I'm having a really difficult time believing 
that Jesus is divine. 

I try to be honest about being formed in a 
Christian tradition in this season, so I'm 
transparent about the religious privilege I'm 
speaking out of. There is so much beauty in 
the Christian tradition. I'm not ashamed of it. 
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But I am ashamed of what people have done 
in the name of Christianity. 

In your chapter on repair, you ponder 
whether Christ's death might be itself a 
form of reparation. Could you expand on 
this idea? 

I'm hoping people read that as a real open-
ended question, because I don't actually 
know what I think. I'm not convinced that 
Christ's death saves people. I think there's 
something compelling about the question 
that James Cone and others have asked — is 
this a beautiful act of sacrifice or tragic 
punishment? 

It's an interesting question for those who do 
believe Christ's death was necessary. Could 
that salvific act be seen as reparation? As a 
chosen act of repair that allows people to 
exist in greater freedom? I think if you 
believe that, you should be asking what it 
means for your beliefs on reparations. 

You write about a time when you wanted 
to be seen and heard as little as possible. 
What has it been like to share so much of 
yourself?  

It has been terrifying. Anyone who knows 
me knows that I'm a very private person, and 
I don't pride myself on that. When I think 
about people reading this book, seeing the 
things that made me, I feel so raw and so 
bare. So come the 22nd, if you need me, I'll 
be in bed, under the covers, probably eating 
Skittles. Hopefully I can have the world go 
quiet for at least a day before I get into the 
thick of things. 

 
 

Oscar-nominated 'The 
Hand of God' 

explores how the 
divine finds us 
through most 

unexpected sources 
12 March 2022 
by Jose Solís 

  

 
On the set of "The hand of God" by Paolo 
Sorrentino are Filippo Scotti, Toni Servillo, 
Teresa Saponangelo and Marlon Jouber. The 
movie is set in Naples, Italy, in the 1980s. 
(Netflix/Gianni Fioriti) 
 
On June 22, 1986, Diego Armando 
Maradona's performance during the 
quarterfinals World Cup became the stuff of 
legends. As part of the Argentinean team, 
Maradona scored two goals against England 
that not only secured his team's win but also 
started ripples felt across the planet. 

The match's significance transcended the 
boundaries of sports. Argentineans and Latin 
Americans saw it as an opportunity to exact 
revenge on England after the 1982 Falklands 
War, in which the European monarchy 
battled the South American country to 
preserve control over territories 945 miles 

https://www.ncronline.org/authors/jose-sol-s


off the Argentine coastland and 7,947 miles 
from England. 

A civil war raged in Lebanon, where battling 
factions sabotaged each other's power 
supply in hopes of denying their enemies the 
joy of watching World Cup matches. 
Inversely, on occasion, ceasefires would 
occur so everyone could watch in peace. It's 
possible that the day Maradona scored what 
is called "the Goal of the Century," or "the 
Hand of God," was one of the days when 
soldiers laid down their arms. Argentina 
would go on to win the World Cup that year. 

 
On the set of "The hand of God" by Paolo 
Sorrentino is Filippo Scotti, who plays Fabietto 
Schisa. After the teenager watches a football 
match featuring Argentine football legend Diego 
Maradona, the game becomes a touchstone for 
understanding life's sorrows and joys. 
(Netflix/Gianni Fiorito) 
 
For a teenage Paolo Sorrentino, who 
watched the match in his native Naples, it 
was the beginning of a divine relationship. 
Watching Maradona, Sorrentino explained 
during a Zoom in early December 2021, he 
witnessed a man who "created awe and 
wonder," an "artifice de maraviglia." The 
following year, the 16-year-old received his 

parents' permission to go see Maradona, a 
member of the Napoli team, face Empoli in 
Tuscany. It was the first time he was 
allowed to attend a match by himself. His 
parents died in an accident while he was 
away. Sorrentino would go on to say 
Maradona saved his life. 

In "The Hand of God," nominated at this 
year's Oscars for Best International Feature 
Film and streaming on Netflix, Sorrentino 
uses this tragedy to craft a profoundly 
moving memory piece, a tale of grief and 
loss, interspersed with joyful vignettes 
reminiscent of Federico Fellini's 
"Amarcord." Filippo Scotti plays Fabietto, a 
surrogate for the filmmaker who shares 
Sorrentino's passion for music, art and 
Maradona. The director shared his 
experiences with the young actor to create a 
character with elements of both of them. 
"Paolo shared the music he loved during this 
time," he told me. His masterful 
performance won him the Marcello 
Mastroianni Award given to newcomers at 
the Venice Film Festival in 2021. 

The two also discussed Maradona, who died 
suddenly at age 60 in 2020, yet remains very 
much "alive in Naples," according to Scotti. 
"Growing up I would listen to stories from 
my parents and their friends about what he 
meant to them. You will find older men who 
will explain to you about Maradona at the 
barber," added the young actor with a grin. 
When Scotti was offered the role of 
Fabietto, he felt the very same passion for 
the football player that Sorrentino did at his 
age. "I don’t think there is another one as 
Maradona," expressed the actor. 

Production began in September 2020, as 
Sorrentino explained he "strongly wanted to 
make a movie at that time to forget about the 
pandemic." Working on a film, he added, 
allows you to "live in a bubble where you 
are protected and sheltered from the rest of 



the world." When the film was first 
announced, Maradona's legal team 
threatened to take action against the 
producers for using the player's likeness 
without his permission. Little did they know 
that not only would Sorrentino barely use 
the player's likeness, but that he would go on 
to deliver a film that explores how the divine 
can find us through the most unexpected of 
sources. 

Throughout his career, Sorrentino has 
created some of modern cinema's most 
breathtaking imagery, often finding beauty 
in the mundane, a reminder of how we 
should realize just how many miracles occur 
around us daily — if only we bothered to 
look. "Being in touch with the divine is a 
deep need that cannot be suppressed for 
mankind as a whole," explained the director. 
"This is the reason why religion has been 
successful." The filmmaker has found 
divinity through his work, which allowed 
him to spend a lifetime creating scenarios 
where his parents remained alive in worlds 
not accessed by grief. 

Maradona's death occurred a few months 
into the shoot and although he would never 
watch the film, Scotti suggests it's an 
homage that will go on to extend the player's 
legend. "He survives in our mind through 
his joy," he said, "Maradona was the portrait 
of happiness when he played football." 
That’s why Sorrentino keeps paying tribute 
to a man who shaped his destiny, just like he 
did for his parents. 

"The Hand of God" is a treasure chest of 
experiences, a safe place through which the 
artists involved in the film, as well as 
audience members, can access precious 
memories, a permanent link to the divine. 

 
Jose Solís 
Jose Solís is a Honduran culture critic based 
in New York City. He is the creator of 
Token Theatre Friends and the founder of 
the BIPOC Critics Lab. 
 

Pay attention to 
blessings, moment 

by moment 
14 March 2022 

by Margaret Cessna 
  

Spirituality 
 

 
 

Rachel Remen writes in her book My 
Grandfather's Blessings that, "We can only 
bless one life at a time." 

My guess is that we all know the story of the 
man walking on a beach covered with 
hundreds of stranded starfish. He throws one 
starfish back into the ocean; another beach 
walker tells him to save his time and effort 
because it won't make a difference. It 
"makes a difference for that one," the man 
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responded. If a man on a beach throwing a 
starfish back into the ocean had been a 
cartoon, the man would get feedback right 
between the time the starfish left his hand 
and hit the water. Perhaps the echinoderm 
would have made eye contact and said, 
"Thanks, Bud, for sending me home. You 
just saved my life." 

Two years ago, I ran into a former student in 
an aisle at Macy's 25 years after I taught her. 
She was a junior in my class then; today she 
is a pediatrician with a thriving practice. 
"When I was in high school," K. said, "you 
taught me how to think outside the box and 
it has served me well ever since." Her 
statement took my breath away. I never 
knew that. Never knew that she got my 
message. Just hoped that she did. That 
everyone in the class did. 

In a coffee shop not long ago, I was 
surprised to see another former student 
ahead of me in line. We sat and shared 
memories as we sipped our brews. "You 
were my first existential teacher," she told 
me. (Existential! Who knew?) "What did I 
teach you?" I asked. "You taught me that 
happiness is a choice and I have taught that 
to all of my children." C. not only bought 
my coffee, she also gifted me with the kind 
of reaction that most teachers never get. I 
bought her a doughnut to go with her drink. 
A small price to pay. 

I don't tell these stories to gloat. It is not 
about me blessing them, but about them 
blessing me. I am grateful for their 
comments, even 25 years later. It's probably 
a good thing it took so long. If they had told 
me then, I might have tried harder and 
wrecked it. 

We can bless only one life at a time. Good 
thing we don't do it for compliments or 
thanks. Jesus got that. All through the 
Gospels we find him interacting one-on-one. 

But at the end he was alone. "I do not know 
the man." (Mt 26:72) Not enough help for 
him at that moment. Come on, Peter, you 
could have had his back. You could have 
blessed the moment. 

My world. Your world. His world. They add 
up. Ultimately it is not about getting a 
response. It is about being kind and 
generous. One moment at a time. 

Addressing a server in a restaurant by name. 
Telling the manager that checkout clerk did 
a great job. Thanking your dentist for being 
gentle. Buying a sandwich for a homeless 
person. Taking soup to a sick neighbor. 
Waving to a driver who let you into a lane. 
Holding the elevator. Sending a cheery card 
or note. Calling home. 

If we pay attention, such blessings can 
happen every day as we come face to face 
with a person who might need a kind word, 
a recognition of their presence or an 
encouraging gesture. In an elevator, on the 
street, in a doughnut shop or at a shopping 
mall. Or in a classroom. Maybe someone 
needs to feel that they have been seen. That 
they matter. That they have value. 

I do believe Rachel Remen. And I believe 
Jesus. So. If Rachel's statement isn't enough 
for you,  let's go back. Say, 2000-plus years 
to see what Jesus has to say about this. He 
often did one-on- one blessings. He did it 
because it mattered. It impacted lives. It 
transformed the world. 

The sisters of Lazarus. The woman caught in 
adultery. Perfuming the feet of Jesus. 
Daughter of Jairus. The leper. The sick man 
lowered through the roof. The centurion’s 
servant. The woman at the well. The man 
with a shriveled hand. The deaf mute. The 
widow's son. The possessed boy. And many 
more 
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By his example, Jesus calls us to be a 
blessing to each other. We are all capable of 
changing the world. One person at a time. 
One neighborhood at a time. One parish at a 
time. It is up to us to keep it going. To 
establish a pattern. 

It doesn't take a genius or a saint. It just 
takes a generous heart and a willingness to 
be open to the moment. No one can create 
the moment. It creates itself at unexpected 
times and in unexpected places. It doesn't 
take much energy and doesn't get a lot of 
acknowledgment. 

Until. Maybe. Just maybe. Twenty-five 
years later. 

 
Margaret Cessna 
Margaret Cessna is a member of the Sisters 
of the Humility of Mary. For the past 12 
years, she has been a family mentor for 
Catholic Charities' office of Migration and 
Refugee Services. As a freelance writer, she 
has published in journals, newspapers and 
magazine, and has written two books. 
 

Why Pew's new 
study on Black 
Catholicism is 
critical for US 
church leaders 

16 March 2022 

by Tia Noelle Pratt 
  

Parish 
 

 
Black Catholics participate in a revival in the 
Cathedral Basilica of Sts. Peter and Paul in 
Philadelphia in this undated photo. 
(CNS/CatholicPhilly.com/Sarah Webb) 
 
My entire career has been about ending the 
erasure of Black Catholics from academic 
and public discourse. A refrain I've heard 
throughout my career across religious and 
racial lines is "I didn't know there were any 
Black Catholics." After more than 20 years 
of doing this work, this refrain persists 
despite the decades of brilliant, influential 
work by Black Catholics on Black 
Catholicism. 

This is one of the reasons I began 
the #BlackCatholicsSyllabus and articulated 
from the outset that the point of the syllabus 
is to prioritize the voices of Black Catholics 
in the creation of our own narrative. It's also 
why this week's Pew Research Center 
report, "Black Catholics in America" is the 
data I dreamed of having as an 
undergraduate and graduate student. I also 
dreamed of having a report like this in the 
years since I finished graduate school. 

Much of my efforts have focused on ending 
erasure within the Catholic sphere. 
However, Black Catholics are not just 
erased from Catholic narratives — they are 
also erased from discourse on the Black 
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church as well. For example, last year, PBS 
aired a two-part documentary, "The Black 
Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our 
Song," hosted by Harvard University 
professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. In four 
hours of coverage, despite incorporating 
Catholic imagery, such as iconography from 
St. Sabina Church in Chicago, the 
documentary did not discuss Black 
Catholics. 

This dual erasure is why Pew Research 
Center's report is so important. Along with 
last year's "Faith Among Black 
Americans," this week's survey on Black 
Catholics is urgently needed. Both are 
poised to be regarded as landmark studies. 
The 2021 report talks about issues unique to 
Black Americans, such as the role of the 
Black church. The result is a 
groundbreaking study that looks at religion 
among Black Americans in a way that hasn't 
been done to date by a major survey. Its 
large, representative sample of over 8,000 
respondents allowed the researchers at Pew 
to delve deeply into the diversity of the 
Black religious experience in the United 
States and conduct analyses of groups that 
are often left out of such discussions, 
including African immigrants, people who 
are religiously unaffiliated and Black 
Catholics. This level of analysis will allow 
researchers to turn to these data for many 
years to come. 

For four years, I consulted with Pew 
researchers on the project starting even 
before the project officially began. In 
January 2018, I was invited to the Pew 
offices in Washington, D.C., to give a 
presentation on my work and discuss the 
kind of data Pew could collect that would be 
especially useful to qualitative researchers 
such as myself and to church leaders for 
pastoral planning purposes. As a result, 
Black Catholics were on the research team's 
radar from the very beginning of the project 

and played a crucial role in the centering of 
Black Catholic experiences, beliefs and 
attitudes of Black Catholics. 

"Black Catholics in America," published on 
March 15, examines Black Catholics within 
a larger Catholic contest and within the 
context of "Faith Among Black Americans." 
Scholars, practitioners and people of 
goodwill who are simply interested in 
learning more haven't had a study that does 
all of this at once. It is profound. It is data 
and context that simply didn't exist when I 
began my training in sociology. I frequently 
remind myself that I write the things I 
wanted to read as a student. Consulting on 
both "Faith Among Black Americans" and 
"Black Catholics in America" means I have 
been a part of knowledge I desperately 
needed but wasn't available when I was a 
student. 

 
Members of the Voice of Praise Ensemble sing 
during Mass Nov. 17, 2019, at St. Therese of 
Lisieux Church in Brooklyn, New York, in 
celebration of November as National Black 
Catholic History Month. (CNS/The 
Tablet/Andrew Pugliese) 
 
The new study tells us that 6% of Black 
Americans are Catholics. While this 
percentage is admittedly small, it still means 
that there are nearly 3 million Black 
Catholics in the U.S. Millions of people 
must be included in the conversation about 
what it means to be Catholic in our country 
if the conversation is going to be 
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comprehensive. Furthermore, we learn from 
this study that 20% of Black Americans 
born in sub-Saharan Africa and 15% of 
Caribbean-born Black Americans identify as 
Catholic while only 5% of U.S.-born Black 
Americans identify as Catholic. These 
numbers tell us that Black Catholics in the 
United States are not a monolith. These 
drastically different numbers deserve further 
consideration by scholars and the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops as 
well as dioceses and parishes. Church 
leaders must keep this in mind in 
ministering to Black Catholics and creating 
pastoral plans. Similarly, scholars must 
incorporate this knowledge into their 
research. 

The information provided by the study can, 
and should, inform scholars like me in 
addition to national, diocesan and parish 
leaders in our work. The large scale of this 
week's report offers data that just isn't 
possible for a qualitative researcher to 
collect and it affirms what my own research 
has found over the last 20 years. I was not 
surprised to learn from the full report that 
only 17% of Black Catholics attend a 
predominantly Black church and a 
comparable 18% of Black Catholics report a 
combination of call-and-response, and other 
expressive forms of worship during Mass. 
Part of my research involves examining 
liturgy as a form of identity work where I've 
discussed just this type of worship 
experience in detail. I've discussed at length 
how African American Catholics 
incorporate music, preaching and Church 
aesthetics into liturgy in order to create a 
unique identity as African Americans and as 
Catholics. 

Only 41% of Black Catholics report having 
heard a homily on race in the 12 months 
prior to completing the survey and only 31% 
reported hearing a homily on political 
engagement in the same time period. The 

reckoning around systemic racism that we 
have seen over the last year has 
demonstrated that it is long past time for the 
church to regard racism as a pro-life issue. 
For this reason, these findings are also a call 
to action. A thunderous 77% of Black 
Catholics said that "opposition to racism is 
essential to what being Christian means to 
them," yet, only 41% reported having heard 
a homily on race in the twelve months prior 
to completing the survey. Many Black 
Catholics are not getting a message at Mass 
that they identify as something essential to 
being a Christian. 

While most of the data were collected before 
the reckoning around systemic racism began 
in the wake of George Floyd's murder in 
2020, these shocking, but not surprising, 
numbers will add up to losing Black 
Catholics if we don't see our church fighting 
with, and for, us for racial equality. This 
week's report also tells us that 46% of Black 
adults who were raised Catholic no longer 
identify as such. The aforementioned 
disconnect between the themes Black 
Catholics hear about at Mass and what they 
consider essential to being a Christian 
provides some insight as to why so many 
Black Catholics leave the church. The 
results for young adults only exacerbate this 
situation. 

 
A young woman prays on the second evening of 
an African American Catholic revival 
celebration Feb. 6, 2018, at St. Rita's Catholic 
Church in San Diego. The revival was organized 
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by San Diego's Diocesan Commission for 
African American Catholics as part of Black 
History Month, observed every February. 
(CNS/David Maung) 
 
Pew's 2021 study reports that 46% of Black 
young adults in Generation Z (ages 18-23 at 
the time of the survey) seldom or never 
attend religious services. Organized religion 
— across denominations — ignores this 
finding at its peril. The sex abuse crisis has 
already damaged the church's credibility 
across generations. This reality coupled with 
Pew's finding that close to half of all young 
Black American adults rarely or never attend 
religious services should be a warning to 
Church leaders that concreate action must be 
taken now. 

Since the summer of 2020, the U.S. bishops' 
conference has hosted "Journeying 
Together" as an ongoing series of events 
focused on young adults and those who 
minister to young adults. While this is a 
concrete action directed at young adults, it 
reaches those who are already actively 
engaged in the church. Evangelization must 
be directed at those young adults who are 
not, or are only minimally, engaged. 
Refusing to critically engage this group will 
not bode well for the sustainability of 
parishes and schools in the decades to come. 

The Pew report, "Black Catholics in 
America" along with last year's "Faith 
Among Black Americans" are concrete steps 
to ending the erasure of Black Catholics. It 
provides urgently needed data about Black 
Catholics who are so often excluded from 
discussions of Black Americans' religious 
attitudes and experiences, and who are not 
given needed consideration in Catholic 
discourse. This study is a call to action for 
scholars and church leaders alike. It tells us 
concretely that, like the entire church, Black 
Catholics are not a monolith. The future of 
the church depends on deepening our 

understanding of this in order to minister 
and create policy accordingly. 

 
Tia Noelle Pratt 
Tia Noelle Pratt is director of mission 
engagement and strategic initiatives and 
courtesy assistant professor of sociology at 
Villanova University in Villanova, 
Pennsylvania. She is on Twitter @TiaPhD. 
 

St. Brigid, Ireland's 
female patron saint, 
gets less recognition 

than St. Patrick 
17 March 2022 

by Lisa Bitel, Religion News 
Service, The Conversation 

  

 
St. Brigid of Kildare is pictured in a stained-
glass window in St. Brigid's Church Jan. 20 in 
Crosshaven, a village in County Cork, Ireland. 
(CNS/Cillian Kelly) 
 
On March 17, the world celebrates the feast 
day of St. Patrick, a zealous British bishop 
of the fifth century who became famous for 
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spreading Christianity in Ireland. Patrick is 
Ireland's main patron saint. 

But as a medieval historian, I suggest that 
we also pause to remember another of 
Ireland's patron saints, the nurturing, 
compassionate St. Brigid. 

This year, following a three-year campaign 
by a feminist organization, herstory.ie, the 
Irish government finally acknowledged 
Brigid's importance by declaring a 
new national holiday on her feast day of 
Feb. 1. Until now, Ireland counted her 
among their official three patrons, along 
with St. Patrick and St. Columcille, or 
Columba, but gave workers a day off only 
on St. Patrick's Day. 

So who is St. Brigid? 

Unlike Patrick, who came from 
Britain, Brigid was born in Ireland, 
sometime around A.D. 450, the child of a 
slave and a king in the province of Leinster. 

Unfortunately, Brigid left no historical 
record of her missionary work. Patrick 
wrote two letters that still exist: one a 
defense of his missionary career and the 
other a rebuke to a slave-raiding British 
king. All information about Brigid comes 
from biographies of saints written long after 
she lived. A churchman 
named Cogitosus was the first to write about 
Brigid, in about A.D. 650, or approximately 
200 years after her birth. 

 
St. Brigid of Kildare is pictured in a stained-
glass window in St. Brigid's Church in 
Crosshaven, a village in County Cork, Ireland, 
in this zoomed exposure taken Jan. 20. 
(CNS/Cillian Kelly) 
 
Cogitosus recounted Brigid's many 
purported miracles: As a girl, she gave away 
the household's butter and bacon to hungry 
beggars and dogs, then miraculously 
replaced the food for her family. Later in 
life, she turned a wooden column into a 
living tree with one touch and hung her 
cloak on a sunbeam. After she founded her 
monastic community at Kildare and became 
its abbess, she also traveled, preached and 
was said to have cured Christians of serious 
debilities such as blindness and muteness, 
all in imitation of Christ. While many early 
female saints have miracles attributed to 
them, few of them actively proselytized. 

Cogitosus tells us that Brigid worked some 
other unique marvels. She miraculously 
ended the unwanted pregnancy of one of her 
fellow sisters, "causing the foetus to 
disappear without coming to birth and 
without pain," as Cogitosus put it. She 
tamed both domestic and wild animals, 
which was handy when her cows went 
astray. She could also, according to 
Cogitosus, manipulate the landscape. Once 
when her kinsmen were building a plank 
trackway through the bogs, Brigid moved a 
river to make it easier for them. 
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Instead of battling wrongdoers, she found 
peaceful resolutions to violent situations. 
Once, for example, she deterred a band of 
bloodthirsty murderers by making it appear 
as if they had committed a killing that never 
even happened. 

Even after her death, miracles supposedly 
continued to occur at her shrine. In fact, 
Brigid's intervention from beyond the grave 
helped builders gather materials to build a 
new and magnificent shrine for her at 
Kildare, or so wrote Cogitosus. She guided 
an immovable boulder down a hill to her 
community for their new millstone. She 
caused a problematic door to hang correctly. 
These were minor but useful miracles — 
typical, I would argue, of the sensible saint. 

Royal patronage for Patrick 
By comparison, Patrick's earliest 
hagiographers, writing only decades after 
Cogitosus, depicted their saint in constant 
conflict with the "heathens" he tried to 
convert to Christianity. 
When Patrick arrived in Ireland in the mid-
fifth century, he seems to have bullied 
Ireland's most powerful king into baptism, 
but only after dueling and then miraculously 
killing the king's chief druids. In 
hagiography, druids were the Irish and 
British version of pagan wizards. After 
watching the druids perish, King Loegaire 
Mac Néill decided "It is better to believe 
than die," wrote Patrick's hagiographer, 
Muirchú around A.D. 700. 

Also according to Muirchú, Patrick routinely 
cursed unbelievers. When one evildoer tried 
to lure Patrick into an ambush by pretending 
to be ill, Patrick supposedly caused the 
patient to drop dead. Patrick was always 
larger than life in these early 
accounts, baptizing hundreds of souls at a 
time. 

Around the same time that these 
hagiographers worked, Brigid's cult center at 
Kildare became one of the wealthiest and 
most powerful religious communities in 
Ireland. Cogitosus wrote that Kildare was 
"the head of virtually all the Irish churches 
and occupies the first place, excelling all the 
monasteries of the Irish. Its jurisdiction 
extends over the whole land of Ireland from 
sea to sea." 

Throughout the Middle Ages, Leinster elites 
continued to donate land and goods to 
Kildare. They vied to place their female 
kinfolk as abbess of Kildare until the 
community closed during the 16th-
century dissolution, when the occupying 
English Protestant government of Ireland 
shut down all monasteries. 

Kildare, however, could never match the 
status of Armagh, Patrick's chief church, 
which had the advantage of even greater 
royal patronage and grander donations by 
mightier kings. 

Similarly, within the church hierarchy of 
medieval Europe, as in Catholicism today, 
Brigid could never outrank Patrick, because 
she was not a priest. Only priests could 
baptize, ordain, perform the sacrament of the 
Eucharist and give last rites. Women were 
not, and still are not, allowed to become 
ordained priests in Roman Catholicism. 

In the 19th century, when Irish nationalists 
sought a symbol of their Catholicism and 
country in the budding fight for 
independence, they chose the missionary 
bishop and founder of Armagh. A national 
holiday was declared in 1903 to honor St. 
Patrick. 

Brigid's church falls to ruin 
In the meantime, Brigid's church at Kildare 
had fallen into ruin. It was only in 1875 that 
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it was rebuilt by the Protestant Church of 
Ireland. 
Brigid's devotees resigned themselves to 
Kildare's secondary status as "one of the two 
pillars of the Kingdom, along with Patrick 
the pre-eminent," as one medieval 
hymnist put it. 

This is despite a tale, circulated by a ninth-
century hagiographer, that Brigid 
was accidentally ordained as a bishop — 
apparently, Bishop Mel was so "intoxicated 
with the grace of God" as he prepared to veil 
Brigid that he read the wrong prayers over 
her. "This virgin alone in Ireland … will 
hold the episcopal ordination," Mel 
declared, and a column of fire shot from the 
saint's head. Unfortunately, other clerics 
refused to take the story seriously. 

Brigid was venerated as "Mary of the Gael," 
a saint for women, shepherds, beggars, 
refugees and those in childbirth. Her feast 
day, Feb. 1, is the same day as Imbolc, an 
ancient holiday celebrating the start of 
spring, season of fertility. Indeed, her 
associations with Imbolc have long raised 
suspicions about the possible pre-Christian 
origins of her cult at Kildare. 

Today, some people keep St. Brigid's Day 
by weaving a special reed cross or visiting 
a holy well whose waters, blessed by Brigid, 
are believed to heal illness. The Brigidine 
Sisters of Kildare attend their ever-burning 
flame for Brigid, as nuns did in the Middle 
Ages. These seem like modest observances 
compared with the massive parades that 
flood the main streets of towns around the 
globe in annual celebration of Patrick. 

This year on March 17, when you're wearing 
the green and singing "Dirty Ol' Town," take 
a moment to whisper thanks to St. Brigid, 
the compassionate, sensible, native-born 
patron saint of Ireland, and ask if Ireland's 
premier patron saint should be a woman. 

[Lisa Bitel, is professor of history and 
religion, USC Dornsife College of Letters, 
Arts and Sciences.] 
 

On Polish border, 
Ukraine refugees ache 
for home while facing 

uncertain future 
17 March 2022 

by Chris Herlinger 
  

 
Ukrainian refugees after crossing the Ukrainian-
Polish border near Przemyśl, Poland (NCR 
photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
PRZEMYŚL, POLAND — Amid biting 
wind and frigid temperatures, Maryna 
Zozuliak stood dazed in a crowded parking 
lot, trying to get her bearings. 

She was anxious but also relieved — happy 
that she had crossed the Ukrainian-Polish 
border by car with her godfather and her 
sister, Elisabeth. The family had arrived 
safely at a refugee reception point in 
Przemyśl, in southeastern Poland. 

The family had fled their home of Vinnytsia, 
about 300 miles due east from Przemyśl. 

"I feel better, I feel protected here," she said, 
pausing with her single piece of luggage. 
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Zozuliak acknowledged feeling hatred for 
Russian President Vladimir Putin. "I am 
very bitter," she said, crying briefly. 

But she said there was not much time to 
dwell on that. There were next steps to think 
about — she and Elisabeth were bound for a 
bus that would take them to an overnight 
stop in the city of Wroclaw, in western 
Poland, then head to the Netherlands to stay 
with an aunt living there. 

While praising Poland's hospitality and 
welcome, "We hope we can return home 
soon," Zozuliak said. 

 
Maryna Zozuliak, right, with her sister, 
Elisabeth, in the parking lot of a refugee 
reception center in the southeastern Polish 
city of Przemyśl. The two were bound for 
the Netherlands to stay with an aunt living 
there. (NCR photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
How long that could be is anyone's guess; 
the war in Ukraine rages on, with Russian 
assaults on Ukrainian cities continuing. 

The scale of what is happening in and 
around Ukraine is both alarming and 
staggering: A mounting humanitarian crisis 
grips Ukraine, with Europe experiencing its 
largest refugee crisis since World War II. 

"More than two million refugees have fled 
the country in less than two weeks, almost 
all of them women and children. Millions 
more have been displaced within 

Ukraine," noted Sean Callahan, president of 
the U.S.-based humanitarian 
organization Catholic Relief Services. 

In other words, multiply Maryna Zozuliak's 
experience by nearly 3 million people and 
you get a sense of what is happening in 
Eastern Europe right now. 

Children are "dragging bulky luggage, their 
faces wet from tears," Callahan said in a 
March 8 statement. Crowds in Poland and 
neighboring countries are "huddling inside 
bus terminals for shelter, knee-deep in their 
belongings." 

 
Recent arrivals from Ukraine at a refugee 
reception center in Przemyśl, Poland, await 
buses to take them to other locales in Poland or 
elsewhere in Europe. (NCR photo/Chris 
Herlinger) 
 
"There's immense suffering and there's a 
huge humanitarian need and a crisis that is 
evolving daily," Tetiana Stawnychy, 
president of Caritas Ukraine, said in an 
interview. "And that crisis needs both 
material and 'a heart response' and a prayer 
response." 

Interviewed from western Ukraine, where 
Caritas has moved its main operations from 
the besieged capital of Kyiv, Stawnychy 
said the immediate needs Caritas and other 
humanitarian groups are responding to 
within Ukraine include getting temporary 
shelter, food, medicine and hygiene items to 
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those displaced, as well as trying to provide 
"psychosocial" support for those who are 
traumatized. 

At welcome centers run by Caritas, many 
people are "just sitting and in shock and 
kind of just sitting with their phones, and 
needing to talk," she said. 

That is within Ukraine itself, but the need 
for succor and comfort is also needed once 
people arrive in safer spaces in neighboring 
countries like Poland. 

On the same day that Zozuliak arrived in 
Przemyśl, a 32-year-old volunteer from 
Norway manning a Caritas "comfort station" 
said the refugees are clearly in shock. 

 
Volunteers at a feeding center at the train station 
in Przemyśl, Poland, welcome arrivals from 
Ukraine. (NCR photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
The volunteer recalled meeting one girl who 
walked some 11 hours to escape a warzone, 
and had traveled to Przemyśl by herself. At 
the Caritas station, she found a place to sit, 
rest and savor a cup of hot tea. 

"They're shocked to be leaving everything 
behind," said the volunteer, not wishing to 
be identified by name because he believed 
the focus of any story about Ukraine should 
be on the refugees and not volunteers like 
himself. 

Within Ukraine, Stawnychy credits a huge 
mobilization of nongovernmental groups 
and volunteers, who are working in concert 
with local governments, to help ease the 
immense suffering. 

"Everybody's pitching in in the best way that 
they know how," she said in a phone 
interview March 12. "I think what's been 
really important in these first weeks is that 
it's been this huge outpouring of generosity 
of the local population that stayed, that 
hasn't left." 

"Suddenly somebody's there to catch them 
and hold them as they move on," she said, 
adding that the "overwhelming outpouring" 
of help has been moving to see. 

"In some of our more outlying regions 
where we have a lot of parishes, people in 
parishes are taking people in," Stawnychy 
said, adding that Caritas is reaching out to 
local parish networks to expand the capacity 
to help ease the mounting crisis. 

While pressures within Ukraine increase, 
Stawnychy believes the act of helping is 
healing for both those displaced — those 
"fleeing for their lives" — and for those, 
say, taking people in into their homes. 

"This act of helping another person is a 
restorative act in itself — it's restoring 
something in the person that's being helped 
and it's restoring something in the person 
who's helping." 

She added: "It's like a restoration of a sense 
of this human face of human dignity of love 
and kindness and mercy. That's such a key 
part of who we are and how we're made." 

Observations like that were also on the 
minds of volunteers working at a refugee 
reception center on the outskirts of 
Korczowa near the Polish-Ukrainian border. 



 
Ukrainian-American volunteer Lev Ivanov of 
Chicago, left, has worked at a refugee reception 
center outside of Korczowa, Poland, not far from 
the Polish-Ukrainian border. He has been joined 
by fellow volunteers Anastasiya Vaynraukh, 
right, and Hannes Cools, center, from Belgium. 
(NCR photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
"You have the best of humanity here, and 
across the border, the worst" said Ukrainian 
American volunteer Lev Ivanov of Chicago, 
referring to the humanitarian response near 
the border and the war raging within 
Ukraine. 

He expressed exasperation at the crisis. "It's 
a war started out of nothing, out of lunacy," 
said Ivanov, who was raised in Kyiv and is 
now an acclaimed orchestra conductor who 
works in the Chicago area. 

One of war's lunacies is the way it and its 
effects can change rapidly. 

The shuttered shopping mall on the outskirts 
of Korczowa serving as the reception center 
was filled to near capacity on March 9, with 
cots row-to-row. 

 
Donated clothing piles up Sunday, March 13, at 
a refugee center reception center near Korczowa, 
in southeastern Poland. (NCR photo/Chris 
Herlinger) 
 
But four days later, the numbers had 
dramatically declined by about two-thirds in 
the public space dubbed "Kyiv Hall," with 
the Ukrainian arrivals having gone to their 
destination points. 

Yet outside the center, mounds of donated 
clothing piled up, and vehicles containing 
humanitarian supplies from a number of 
European countries headed toward the 
border on the highway between Korczowa 
and Krakow. 

The numbers of refugees at the reception 
point could increase again, depending on 
what happens in the course of the war. "It's 
like a wave," said volunteer Anastasiya 
Vaynraukh, an IT worker from Portugal. 

 

https://www.levivanov.com/


 
Volunteers welcoming refugees from Ukraine 
have also welcomed the refugees' pets, with this 
spot at the main train station in Krakow, Poland, 
providing pet food and supplies. (NCR 
photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
Korczowa is only about 15 miles from a 
Ukrainian military site shelled March 13 by 
Russian forces, killing 35 — a provocation 
that added to an already-tense situation. 

The Caritas volunteer from Norway working 
in Przemyśl mused on the improbability of a 
war that months ago no one outside of 
Russia sought or even thought possible. 

"You think we live in a civilized time," he 
said. "No one expected this. It's surreal to 
think we are experiencing a war like this in 
our time." 

From the Polish capital of Warsaw, Jesuit 
Fr. Wojciech Mikulski agreed that the 
situation has a strong element of the surreal 
about it. 

"I am from a generation that knows war only 
from movies," said Mikulski, 53, who heads 
the European Center of Communication and 
Culture, a Jesuit-run training and conference 
center now welcoming and housing 
refugees. 

 
Ukrainian refugees at refugee reception center in 
Przemyśl, Poland, board a van taking them to 
buses or other transport and ultimately to their 
final destinations in Poland or other European 
countries. (NCR photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
Mikulski said he doesn't "know war from 
stories because my grandparents and parents 
were reluctant to talk about that time." 

But now the daily reality Mikulski and 
others at the center face is welcoming 
refugees who often bring only one suitcase 
— if even that —when they arrive at the 
center's door. 

"For three weeks now, I have seen that the 
victims of this war are women, children and 
old people, defenseless people, who came to 
us," he said in an email. 

"With uncertainty they run away and do not 
know where they will get. Some people have 
an idea of what to do next. Others run as far 
as possible from the war." 

The center housed one family — a young 
woman named Irina, her twin children and 
her grandmother, carrying "only small 
suitcases" with them — and then got them 
on the bus to Spain. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/13/russia-widens-attacks-on-ukraine-with-missile-strike-on-base-close-to-polish-border


 
The main train station in Krakow, Poland, 
Poland's second largest city, has been a hub for 
new arrivals from Ukraine destined for other 
cities in Poland or other locales in Europe. (NCR 
photo/Chris Herlinger) 
 
"Nobody knows Spanish. They don't know 
what will happen to them there. They found 
good and kind people who helped them get 
to Spain," Mikulski said. "What to do next is 
unknown. When I went on the bus with 
them, the grandmother asked Irina if she 
knew whether their house was still 
standing." 

Those kinds of agonizing questions are 
being heard all across Europe right now. 

Ukraine does not have a strong social safety 
net, Stawnychy of Caritas said, "so the 
biggest security for people is their homes 
and they're losing them. They're fleeing 
from the place that provides them their 
security." 

"When you see the numbers, it's easy to slip 
into statistics, but behind every statistic is a 
face," she said. "A face, a human life." 

A face like refugee Maryna Zozuliak, 
suddenly bound for a new country, an 
uncertain future and the ache for what was 
left behind: a home and a seemingly secure 
life. 

 
Chris Herlinger 
Chris Herlinger is the New York and 
international correspondent to Global Sisters 
Report and also writes on humanitarian and 
international issues for NCR. His email 
address is cherlinger@ncronline.org. 
 

I took part in an anti-
nuclear protest. Then 
I was suspended from 

the Knights of 
Columbus. 

18 March 2022 
by Patrick O'Neill 

  

 
Patrick O'Neill hammers a monument to nuclear 
war at Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base in 
April 2018. He was sentenced to 14 months in 
federal prison after being convicted of 
destruction of property on a naval installation, 
depredation of government property, trespass 
and conspiracy. (Courtesy of the Kings Bay 
Plowshares 7) 
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When a first-class, stamped envelope from 
the Knights of Columbus arrived in my 
mailbox in January, I wondered what it 
could be. Other than the Knights' magazine, 
Columbia, sent to all members, I mostly 
only receive requests to buy insurance. 

As I read the letter from North Carolina state 
deputy J.C. Reiher, I was shocked to realize 
I was being suspended from the Catholic 
men's fraternity. It was because I 
was sentenced to federal prison for 
participation four years ago in the Kings 
Bay Plowshares action at Naval Submarine 
Base Kings Bay, the East coast home port of 
the U.S. Trident submarine fleet, which 
includes enough nuclear firepower to end 
life as we know it on planet earth. 

I was among a group of seven Catholic 
pacifists who used hammers, human blood 
and crime scene tape to symbolically 
disarm some statues of nuclear weapons at 
the base. The seven of us — Jesuit Fr. 
Stephen Kelly, Elizabeth McAlister, Martha 
Hennessy, Clare Grady, Carmen Trotta and 
Mark Colville — also served an indictment 
to the U.S. Navy for crimes against 
humanity and violations of international law. 

When I moved from New York City to 
Greenville, North Carolina, in 1977 to be a 
pastoral assistant to Fr. Charles Mulholland 
at St. Gabriel Catholic parish in the Raleigh 
Diocese, I accepted an invitation from some 
of the guys in the parish to join the Knights. 
As a Knight I have enjoyed friendships with 
many of the men in my councils, and I have 
volunteered in many charitable functions. 
 

The Knights sanctioned me for breaching 
human law, rather than embracing me for 

being obedient to God's law. 
 

In part, the letter I received from the North 
Carolina state deputy on Jan. 18 said: "It has 
come to my attention that on October 16, 

2020 you were sentenced by U.S. District 
Court Judge Lisa Godbey Wood ... to 
fourteen months in federal prison … and 
ordered to pay $33,503.51 in restitution, as 
you and six other defendants, were found 
guilty in October 2019 on charges of 
Conspiracy, Destruction of Property on a 
Naval Installation, Depredation of 
Government Property, and Trespass." 

"In light of the nature and the seriousness of 
the charge, and the fact that the United 
States Department of Justice had probable 
cause to arrest and convict you, I have 
concluded that the best course would be for 
you to separate from the Knights of 
Columbus," the letter continued. 

"Accordingly, I hereby summarily suspend 
you," it said, adding that my conduct would 
qualify as "giving scandal; conduct 
unbecoming a member of this Order." 

A visitor to the Knights website is greeted 
with the words: "Be an everyday hero. Help 
us serve, protect and defend those in need." 

I have been both a Catholic Worker and a 
Knight of Columbus for most of my adult 
life. I am a father of eight, and most my 
children have helped or participated in 
Knights activities. In my most recent 
activity as a Knight, I responded to my 
Grand Knight's request to represent my 
council at January's North Carolina March 
for Life in Raleigh, which I did with my 
wife and youngest daughter. 

In addition to performing charitable works, 
the Knights encourage members to meet 
their responsibilities as Catholic citizens and 
to become active in the political life of their 
local communities, to vote and to speak out 
on the public issues of the day. 

The Knights' 2016 policy statement 
"Catholic Citizenship and Public Policy" 
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states that in the political realm, the Knights 
are committed to "opening our public policy 
efforts and deliberations to the life of Christ 
and the teachings of the Church." 

"In accord with our Bishops, the Knights of 
Columbus has consistently maintained 
positions that take these concerns into 
account," it continues. "The order supports 
and promotes the social doctrine of the 
Church, including a robust vision of 
religious liberty that embraces religion's 
proper role in the private and public 
spheres." 

I spent most of last year in Federal 
Correctional Institution Elkton in Ohio 
following my conviction. There, I used a lot 
of my time to befriend and minister to the 
other inmates as part of my desire to engage 
daily in the corporal Works of Mercy. 

I have always held in high regard the 
charitable work that is a core value of the 
Knights. As a member of the Knights I have 
helped raise funds for "Operation Lamb," 
which makes grants to teachers who work 
with students with special needs. My own 
daughter, Mary Evelyn, has Down 
syndrome, and the Knights have always 
supported the Special Olympics and Special 
Education. 

Another Knights' core value is patriotism, 
but it's a rather vague core value that 
recognizes the ethnic diversity of the United 
States, yet touts a traditional uncritical 
nationalism. 

The Knights' website states: "Members of 
the Knights of Columbus, be they 
Americans, Canadians, Mexicans, Cubans, 
Filipinos, Poles, or Dominicans, are patriotic 
citizens. We are proud of our devotion to 
God and country, and believe in standing up 
for both. Whether it's in public or private, 
the Knights remind the world that Catholics 

support their nations and are amongst the 
greatest citizens." 

Considering the United States has invaded 
five of the nations mentioned above, which 
the Knights don't cite, the Order's brand of 
patriotism turns a blind eye to U.S. 
imperialism, expressing "that Catholics 
support their nations" — apparently right or 
wrong. 

Rather than consider Jesus' injunction to 
"Love your enemies" and "Put away the 
sword," the Knights frequently celebrate 
patriotism by featuring feel-good 
stories about the U.S. military in its 
magazine. 

The Knights also don't mention the Catholic 
peace movement as part of a "patriotic" 
option that is worthy of praise. I've seen no 
stories about Catholic Worker co-founder 
and candidate for canonization Dorothy Day 
in Columbia magazine. 

I was grateful a few years back when my 
council invited my wife, Mary Rider, and 
me to give a presentation on the Catholic 
Worker. But another time I approached my 
council requesting that we "adopt" a 
Catholic man on North Carolina's death row, 
something that other parishes in the diocese 
have done, the idea went over like a lead 
balloon. 

In North Carolina, we have executed 405 
people at Raleigh's Central Prison since 
1910. Of those state-sanctioned murders, 
295 — 73% — have been imposed on 
African American men, according 
to figures from the Department of Public 
Safety. Lynching was essentially replaced 
by public hanging, the electric chair, gas 
chamber and now lethal injection. 
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Patrick O'Neill, second from right, stands 
outside the U.S. District Courthouse in 
Brunswick, Georgia, on Oct. 24, 2019, just after 
the trial on charges related to a 2018 protest 
against nuclear weapons. Also pictured are, from 
left, Martha Hennessy, Mark Colville, Clare 
Grady, Carmen Trotta, Patrick O'Neill and Liz 
McAlister. (Wikimedia Commons/Bones 
Donovan) 
 
In response to the suspension letter, I told 
them that what saddened me most is that 
they never investigated my case beyond the 
news coverage. 

"You did not speak to me or learn about my 
44 years as a Catholic man of faith who has 
worked in the Diocese of Raleigh with the 
poor, the homeless, children, battered 
women, Latinos and so much more," I 
wrote. 

"In addition, my legal case, based on the 
Religious Freedom Restoration Act, is still 
under appeal in the U.S. 11th Circuit Court 
of Appeals in Atlanta and the U.S. Supreme 
Court," I said. "Since the court found that 
the seven of us met the criteria to apply the 
Religious Freedom Restoration Act to our 
case, any decision by the Knights should be 
put on hold while the appeals process 
proceeds." 

If a Knight goes to war, leaving his family 
behind to kill or be killed in the name of 
God, he is honored for his service. If a 
Knight goes to prison, leaving his family 
behind to address the sinfulness of killing 

other children of God, he is scorned for his 
actions. 

Is taking life in war "God's will"? Does 
Jesus, the Prince of Peace, want his children 
to drop bombs on each other? Is such a thing 
pleasing to God? 

In my defense, Pope Francis has 
declared the mere possession of nuclear 
weapons to be sinful, and it was a nuclear 
weapons facility where we were arrested. 
While we were convicted on all counts, 
remarkably, and primarily because of 
the testimony of theologian Jeannine Hill-
Fletcher of Fordham University and Bishop 
Joseph Kopacz of Jackson Mississippi, the 
court also concluded that the seven of us 
engaged in "symbolic, prophetic, and 
sacramental de-nuclearization" by our 
actions. 

Rather than take note of this, the law and 
order-bound Knights opted to sever their ties 
with a Catholic pacifist. Like the court, 
which imprisoned me and protected Trident, 
the Knights sanctioned me for breaching 
human law, rather than embracing me for 
being obedient to God's law. 

A second letter I received from the Knights 
on Jan. 19 stated: "During the period of your 
suspension and until such time as you may 
be reinstated, you may not: (1) present 
yourself as a member of the Knights of 
Columbus; (2) attend any Knights of 
Columbus business meeting, social event, or 
ceremonial; (3) participate as a member in 
any Knights of Columbus activity." 

But I was also assured: "This does not affect 
any insurance policies you may have with 
the Knights of Columbus." 

Editor's Note: NCR reached out to the 
Knights of Columbus' North Carolina State 
Council on March 10 to ask if they would 
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like to offer further comment on their 
decision to suspend Patrick O'Neill's 
membership. At the time of publication of 
this article, we had not received a response. 

 
Patrick O'Neill 
Patrick O'Neill is a longtime contributor to 
NCR. He is a co-founder of the Fr. Charlie 
Mulholland Catholic Worker House, which 
opened in 1991 in Garner, North Carolina. 
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Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, a human rights activist 
and artist who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 
1980, stands with Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo 
in Argentina in an undated photo. 
(Dreamstime/Elultimodeseo) 
 

The Via Dolorosa in Jerusalem begins with 
commemorating Jesus's condemnation by 
Pilate in the traditional site of Pilate's 
Praetorium and ends at the Holy Sepulcher 
with remembering his interment in the tomb. 
At each of the 14 stations in this "Way of 
the Cross," pilgrims are urged to meditate on 
the events and meaning of Jesus' death. 

Yet Jesus's path to the cross did not really 
begin in Jerusalem. Jesus' teachings and 
ministry were the first stages of his path to 
the cross in Jerusalem, as prefigured in 
Mary's Magnificat and proclaimed in Jesus' 
inaugural sermon in his hometown of 
Nazareth. The seeds planted in verses read 
during Advent thus prepare us for Jesus's 
ministry, and Jesus's proclamation of good 
news for the poor and his critiques of power, 
wealth and oppression led inexorably to the 
Way of the Cross that we commemorate 
during Lent. 

The Magnificat reflects on the nature of 
God's past actions to herald the forthcoming 
message of Jesus — specifically on God's 
liberation of the exploited poor, the 
marginalized, and the disinherited, and 
God's overthrowing of powerful, unjust 
rulers (echoing the Song of Hannah in 1 
Samuel 2:1-10): 

He has brought down the powerful from 
their thrones, 
and lifted up the lowly; 
he has filled the hungry with good things, 
and sent the rich away empty. 

Jesus officially inaugurated this program of 
liberation when he began his public 
ministry, as Luke 4:16-21 relates. In the 
synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus read a text 
based on Isaiah 58:6 and 61:1-2: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me 
to bring good news to the poor. 
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He has sent me to proclaim release to the 
captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to let the oppressed go free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor. 

After he finished the Scripture reading, 
Jesus said, "Today this Scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing." 

This message of liberation is an important 
reminder that Jesus was an impoverished, 
first-century Jew who was a member of a 
politically, militarily and economically 
oppressed minority. Jesus's proclamation of 
release from Isaiah evokes the "year of 
release" in Leviticus 25 — the Year of 
Jubilee that includes remission of debts, 
liberation of slaves, and restoration of land 
to its original owners — a radical 
redistribution of wealth in an agrarian 
society. 
 
Jesus's core message of the kingdom of God 
engages with the harsh social realities of his 
hearers' daily lives and proclaims how life 

should be when God's reign is fully realized. 
 

Jesus' "good news to the poor" includes, in 
effect, "bad news" for the rich, as the "woes 
on the rich" in Luke 6:24-25 demonstrate, 
and Jesus's call for justice and his 
denunciation of injustice, like the Hebrew 
Bible prophets before him, are key elements 
of his message. 
 
Part of the injustice against which Jesus 
speaks stems from his first-century context 
in which an unjust redistribution of wealth 
by the wealthy elite forced many small 
independent landowners into being landless, 
dependent laborers. The worsening 
economic situation of numerous Galileans 
led to growing resentment against these 
absentee landlords, and the economic 
hopelessness of the nonelite, including their 
inability to pay taxes to the rulers and pay 

off debts to the elite, was a central element 
of social conflict. 

Aspects of Jesus's teachings must be 
interpreted in the context of this struggle 
over land and resources in which the 
wealthy elite relegated many nonelites to a 
bare subsistence level. 

Jesus's core message of the kingdom of God 
engages with the harsh social realities of his 
hearers' daily lives and proclaims how life 
should be when God's reign is fully realized. 
He proclaims not just remission of debts to 
those who are broken down by oppression 
— the root of the Greek word for oppression 
that Luke uses here 
means broken or shattered — but also 
liberation and restoration. 

The Argentinian human rights activist, 
architect, artist and writer Adolfo Pérez 
Esquivel won the 1980 Nobel Peace Prize 
"for being a source of inspiration to 
repressed people, especially in Latin 
America." His acceptance speech noted that 
he received the award "in the name of the 
people of Latin America and especially in 
the name of the poorest and smallest of my 
brothers and sisters." 

The goal, for Pérez Esquivel, in contrast to 
the current social order in which "the rich 
become ever richer at the expense of the 
poor who become ever poorer," is "to 
achieve by nonviolent struggle the abolition 
of injustice and the attainment of a more just 
and humane society for all." 

Pérez Esquivel's "Stations of the Cross," 
created for the 500th anniversary of the 
colonization of the Americas and made 
available with commentary by Alastair 
McIntosh, reflects on Jesus's death and 
connects his suffering with contemporary 
Latin American people suffering from 
colonialism, poverty, hunger, illiteracy, 
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economic inequality and other oppression. 
These contexts mirror the oppression of the 
Jewish people during the time in which 
Jesus lived, taught and was martyred, so 
Pérez Esquivel's series of paintings seeks to 
provide a mode of response to such 
oppression — one espoused by Jesus — that 
bridges the gap between Jesus' era and our 
own. 

The sufferings of Jesus, in this case, reflect 
the sufferings of campesinos (landless, 
tenant and/or peasant farmers) and other 
oppressed people in Latin America. In this 
way, the life and teachings of Jesus are 
contextualized in a contemporary setting 
without the domestication of his radical 
message against the wealthy and powerful. 

The image for Station 3, for example, where 
Jesus falls for the first time under the weight 
of the cross, includes images of war and 
devastation, such as the murder 
of Archbishop Óscar Romero of El 
Salvador. The fallen Jesus is guarded by a 
Roman soldier holding a rifle, symbolizing 
the similar violence that afflicts the poor in 
contemporary Latin America by the ruling 
elite. The inclusion of Romero, in addition, 
reinforces that fact that Jesus proclaimed a 
prophetic message of active, nonviolent 
resistance to his followers, and Romero lays 
dying leaning against the eucharistic altar, 
where the death of Jesus is commemorated 
in the Roman Catholic Mass. 

Station 7, where Jesus falls for the second 
time, illustrates the plight of the landless 
poor. The soldiers guarding Jesus wear 
contemporary uniforms and are equipped 
with a gun, clubs and a shield. Crowds of 
impoverished people march behind Jesus in 
protest, and their signs link his torture at the 
hands of the Romans with their 
oppression: Reforma agraria (agrarian 
reform) and Derecho a la tierra (right to 
land). In addition, most tellingly, the seven 

black ropes on the cross in the midst of the 
crowd represent murdered campesinos, 
McIntosh writes. The landscape in the 
background illustrates that abundant land is 
available for everyone in a just society. 

In this situation, as Pérez Esquivel notes, 
peasants "battle for survival" in the 
"wholesale eradication of subsistence 
farming and its replacement by agribusiness 
for export." Pérez Esquivel calls for a 
nonviolent "battle" against such unjust 
repression, one based on Jesus's 
proclamation of good news to the poor and 
liberation of the oppressed (Luke 4:18-19). 

Pérez Esquivel's "Stations of the Cross" thus 
modernizes Jesus and his message 
authentically, without, as Christian 
interpreters have tended to do over the 
centuries, domesticating Jesus — a first-
century Jewish prophet of an oppressed 
people — or anachronizing his radical 
message. Pérez Esquivel's work should 
encourage all those who walk the Stations of 
the Cross this Lenten season also to meditate 
on Jesus' message of liberation of the 
oppressed. 

 
David B. Gowler 
David B. Gowler is the Pierce Chair of 
Religion at Oxford College of Emory 
University and senior faculty fellow, Center 
for Ethics, Emory University. He is the 
author of several books; dozens of articles, 
book chapters, and book reviews; and is the 
editor or coeditor of over 30 books. His 
books on the parables include What are 
They Saying about the the Parables?, The 
Parables after Jesus, Howard Thurman: 
Sermons on the Parables. 
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